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Some scavenger birds from Periyar Tiger Reserve,
Kerala

The Periyar Tiger Reserve, one of the major biodiversity hotspots in
the Western Ghats is well known for its high mammal density. The
major camivores of the Periyar Tiger Reserve are Tiger Panthera
tigris, Leopard P. pardus, and Dhole Cuon alpinus. The formation
of Periyar Lake by the construction of Mullaperiyar Dam attracted
wetland- and wetland dependent birds. In November 2019, a
pair of camera traps (model: Cuddeback C1) was deployed near
an elephant carcass for monitoring the scavenging activities for a
period of ten days. During 2019 and 2020, we recorded eight
instances of opportunistic scavenging by three bird species on
large mammal carcasses that we monitored—specifically, kills of
Gaur Bos gaurus, Asian Elephant Elephas maximus, and Sambar
Rusa unicolor, all killed by large camivores (Table 1). The Gaur
and Sambar carcasses were monitored directly, from a distance of
20 m, through binoculars (model: Olympus 8x40) and cameras
(Nikon 300 mm).

Carcasses left behind by large carnivores become an easy
food source for opportunistic feeders like the three species
listed in Table 1, and comprise a supplementary food chain in
protected areas with large concentrations of mammalian prey
species, but where the natural scavengers, like Gyps vultures, are
absent (Allen et al. 2019).

Details of scavenging by birds in PTR
S.No. Scavenging species Carcass species # Observations
1 Brown Fish Owl Asian Elephant 1,145
Bubo zeyloensis Elephas maximus
2 Woolly-necked Stork Gaur Bos gaurus 4,146
Ciconia episcopus
3 Greater Spotted Eagle Gaur; Sambar 3,147
Aquila clanga Rusa unicolor
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147. Wooly-necked Stork scavenging on a Gaur carcass.
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