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A breeding record of the Eastern Grass Owl

Tyto longimembris from Assam, and its status

On 2 October 2021, while birding with his uncle, Mohan
Sonowal, at the Laina chapori (=river island) (27.70°N, 95.48°E)
near Dangori village in Tinuskia District, Assam, AS observed an
odd-looking owl flying towards him, and captured a few record
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shots. He initially misidentified it as a Barn Owl Tyto alba. His
photographs were compared to field guide illustrations before
being shared to peers for identification. It was later confirmed to
be an Eastern Grass Owl T. longimembris. Following that, AS and
MP went to the chapori and spotted two of them [42a].

42a. Male (right) and female (left) Eastern Grass Owl in the nest. Pic. Apurba Sonowal
42b. Female Eastern Grass Owl in the nest.

On 11 October, AS and LMA visited the Laina chapori to
observe the birds [42b] and to explore the various microhabitats
within it. The owls were seen in a large and continuous patch of
Imperata cylindrica interspersed with/surrounded by Cynodon
dactylon, Saccharum spontaneum, Phragmites karka, Tamarix
dioica, etc.

On 17 October 2021, AS noticed that the birds where visiting
the site regularly as there was a nest. For further study, we adhered
to all the nesting biology guidelines in Barve et al. (2020). Once
it was determined that this was a nesting site, our visits were
always scheduled in advance. The nesting site was always visited
wearing dull-coloured clothes. A total of 33 visits were made to
the nesting site from the month of October to January. We used
cameras (Nikon P900O-point and shoot) and Nikon D7200-DSLR
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Apurba Sonowal
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and, Olympus 10*50 DPS 1 and SOLOGNAC binoculars 100
10x26) for monitoring the birds. We visited the nest, mostly in
the late morning, once or twice every week during this period.
A few visits were made at night, in December and January, to
observe the activity of the parents and juveniles. On reaching
approximately 30 m close to the nests, we would crouch low
and walk and try to view the nest through the tussocks of grass.
The nest was always observed from a distance of 12—15 m. The
nests were visited every week from October to January, mostly
to observe if there is any mortality of chicks or destruction of
habitat. The nestlings were never handled or the nest of the bird
was never altered for the study. The villagers who come here for
seasonal cultivation were made aware about the nest and asked
not to harvest the grass around it.

The hatchlings (five individuals) [43] were first seen on
the 28 October 2021 by AS. He noted that one of hatchlings
appeared to be small and weak. One of the fledglings were
seen flying for the first time on 2 December 2021 by AS. There
were also reports of more individuals in the grasslands of the
neighbouring chaporis by locals. It is unclear whether they are
Eastern Grass Owls or Short-eared Owls Asio flammeus. On 12
December 2021, during a night visit, AS observed the parents’
bringing food for the hatchlings. Field visits from January onwards
revealed that only four of the juveniles survived. On 13 January
2022, AS noted that the fledglings were no longer using the nest
but were always seen in the nearby areas.

REPORT TYPE

@ Observation
© Specimen

@ Photograph
? Unconfirmed

Fig. 1. Eastern Grass Owl records from Assam, India. Map: Taniya Talwar
DISCLAIMER: The external boundaries of India, as depicted here, may not be accurate and are
not authenticated by the Government of India.

Eastern Grass Owls are considered a rare resident in Assam
(Choudhury 2000). Grimmett et al. (2011) showed sporadic
distribution throughout the country with only one location from
Assam. Goutam Narayan (in litt, e-mail dated 16 July 2022)
stated that he had seen the species a few times while surveying
for the Bengal Florican, Houbaropsis bengalensis particularly in
the southern Banasbari region of Manas National Park, between
1986 and 1989 (a majority of the observations were between
May and November). According to Eames (1995), this species
has been observed in the prime habitats of Bengal Florican in
Vietnam and may be an indicator species of good grassland
habitats. Choudhury (2006) describes it as a rare resident of
Manas National Park, as well as a record from April 2006. Biswaijith
Chakdar (in litt.,, video conference dated 9 January 2022) stated
that he had never seen the species in any of Assam's protected
areas, but had seen it once at D'ering Memorial Wildlife Sanctuary
immediately adjacent in Arunachal Pradesh. Maan Baruah (in litt,,
e-mail dated on 5 March 2022) stated that he had never come
across this species in Assam during his surveys.

While searching on www.gbiforg, it was noted that the
majority of the skins obtained from north-eastern India come
from the Khasi Hills/Jaintia Hills of Meghalaya. However, two
specimens, SKIN-629416 [44 and 47] and SKIN-629417 [45
and 46], were obtained from Chutta Beel in Cachar and an
unknown place in Dibrugarh. Additionally, in www.ebird.org, no
observations were seen from Assam other than the present one.
All reported observations from the surrounding locations were
confirmed to be of the same birds and location.

Large chaporis in the Brahmaputra River are home to
microhabitats supporting many threatened and rare species. It
should also be mentioned that most tall grasslands outside of
protected areas are now limited to these transient char-chaporis,
which are also destroyed for cultivation. This record demonstrates
that there are still healthy tall grass habitats of protected areas
that require immediate conservation. Though Eastern Grass
Owls are classified as Least Concern (IUCN 2016), sightings
are decreasing across their range (Bruce et al. 2020). Protecting
distinct types of tall grasslands around the country will ensure the
survival of a diverse range of threatened species.

- y Upper Assam.
& 1

44, SKIN-629416-Specimen label of a female bird from H. N. Coltart collection collected from
Dibrugarh (Upper Assam), Rothschild Museum. ©American Museum of Natural History.
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All: Augie Kramer

45. SKIN-629417(Specimen label of a male bird collected from E. C. Stuart Baker collection,
Rothschild Museum) ©American Museum of Natural History.
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46a. (dorsal view), and 46b (ventral view): SKIN-629417-Specimen of the male bird collected
from Chutta Beel, Cachar (=South Assam) ©American Museum of Natural History.

We thank Augie Kramer of American Museum of National
History for promptly providing us the specimen details of the
museum skins. We are deeply indebted to Goutam Narayan,
Maan Baruah, and Biswajith Chadkar for generously sharing their
observations and field notes. We are also grateful to Praveen J
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47a. (dorsal view), and 47b (ventral view): SKIN-629416-Specimen of the female bird
collected from Dibrugarh, Upper Assam. ©American Museum of Natural History.

for suggestions, and also Taniya Talwar for her assistance with
the distribution map. We obtained pertinent data from the online
‘Bibliography of South Asian Ornithology" (Pittie 2022).
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Table 1. List of Eastern Grass Owl records from Assam

SI.No.  Area/Locality Reporttype  Month Year
1 Chutta Beel, Cachar Plains SP September 1895
2 Dibrugarh, Upper Assam SP March 1903
% Manas National Park OB - 1986-1989
4 Manas National Park 0B April 2006
5 D'Ering Memorial Wildlife Sanctuary ~ OB June 2016
6 Laina Chapori PH October 2021

Citation Collector/Observer

AMNH Bird Skin - 629417 E. C. Stuart Baker
AMNH Bird Skin - 629416 H. L. Coltart

Goutam Narayan (in /itt, e-mail dated
on 16 July 2022)

Goutam Narayan

Choudhury (2006) Anwaruddin Choudhury
Chakdar (in /itt, video conference dated  Biswajit Chakdar

9 January 2022)*

This record Apurba Sonowal, Manash Pratim,

Leons Mathew Abraham

Report Type:- OB=0bservation, PH=Photograph, SP=Specimen

*- This observation was included because this site is partially on the Assam-Arunachal border.




