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he Red Munia Amandava amandava is a native of
South and South-east Asia, ranging from Pakistan, east to
Indochina and Indonesia; it is extensively found in India
except in parts of arid and semi-arid landscapes in the north-west
and the Deccan Plateau (Payne 2020; https://ebird.org/species/
redava’siteLanguage=en). It usually occurs in small flocks on
flat plains containing tall grasses near water bodies (Rasmussen
& Anderton 2012; Roy 2017), swampy grassland, low marshy
plains, reeds, sugarcane fields, and wetlands along rivers and
canals (Ali & Ripley 1999; Payne 2020). Most of the published
works on the natural history of Red Munia are anecdotal accounts,
e.g, flock behaviour (Evans 1970), parasites (Gupta et al. 2007),
and allopreening (Sparks 1965).

In this study, | documented the numbers of birds and nests,
and the foraging habits of the Red Munia in the grasslands of

Veedur Reservoir in Tamil Nadu. The aim of this study was to
investigate the number of individuals of Red Munia inhabiting the
grasslands during the breeding season, nest-supporting plants,
the source of their nesting materials, and the total number of
nests. | also address their communal foraging behaviours,
interactions with other birds, and threats to their populations.
The study was carried out in 2021-2022 in the wetlands
(12.08°N, 79.60°E and 12.06°N, 79.62°E) adjacent to Veedur
Reservoir in Tindivanam Taluk, Viluppuram District, north-eastern
Tamil Nadu (Fig. 1). Veedur Reservoir covers an area of 7.7 sq km
with storage capacity of 600 million cubic feet of water, and
irrigates 1,295 hain Viluppuram District, and the Puducherry Union
Territory. The sedges at the study site mainly comprise Panicum
repens and Chrysopogon zizanioides, and are spread over a
1.27 sq km. Agriculture is the primary occupation in the district.
The major crops of the area are Rice

- e
Q

Oryza sativa, Jowar Sorghum bicolor,
Pearl millet Pennisetum glaucum, Finger
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millet Eleusine coracana, Foxtail millet
Setaria italica, Sugarcane Saccharum
officinarum, and pulses, such as Black
gram Vigna mungo, Green gram Vigna

radiata, and Pigeon pea Cajanus cajan.
Temperatures range from 20°C to
36°C. The average annual rainfall for
Viluppuram was 1,060 mm in 2021.
With the help of two field assistants,
b | conducted the study between 0545-—
1800 h, during the breeding season,
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from the third week of December
2021 to the fourth week of March
2022. Variables, such as nesting sites,
nest-supporting grass species, source
of nest material, plants used by birds
for aggregations and foraging were
quantified. The exterior length and width
of the nests as well as that of the nests’
entrances, and the heights of nests
from water level were measured using
a measurement tape after the nests
(n=10) had been abandoned by the
birds in April 2022. Foraging behaviour,
interactions with other associate bird
c species, and probable threats to them
were observed through binoculars,
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Fig. 1. Study area in the Veedur wetlands of Tamil Nadu, India. Map by author.

from ¢. 30 m. The number of birds
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Table 1. List of nest-supporting plant species and number of nests in the study area.
SI.No.  Nest-supporting plants Total number of nests observed %
1 Panicum repens 83 68
2 Chrysopogon zizanioides 39 32
Total 122 100

Number of complete nests % Number of incomplete nests  Damaged nests
68 67 4 11

33 33 2 4

101 100 6 15

was counted by following the total count method (Bibby et al.
2000) when the birds were foraging, as the birds were always
invisible under the bushes in the nesting sites. Bird censuses
were carried out over four monthly sessions during every third
week of a month and the maximum bird population size was
taken as total count. The plant species used for aggregations, and
the foraging crops/grasses were identified. All the guidelines and
protocols of nesting studies, as prescribed by Barve et al. (2020)
were followed scrupulously. No eggs, chicks, juveniles, or adult
birds were handled during the study. The locations of nesting
sites were determined using Garmin Etrex 20x GPS device.
Photographs were taken using a Nikon P1000 digital camera.

A total of 122 nests, 280 individuals, and 35 juveniles of Red
Munia were enumerated in the study area. All the 122 nests were
found hidden [25€] in the stumps of two tall grass species and
the nests were invisible from outside. Maximum nests (68%;
n=83) occurred on Panicum repens and the remaining 32%
nests (n=39) were observed on Chrysopogon zizanioides (Table
1). The birds were found in small flocks of four to eight birds.

The birds did not construct nests on commonly available
wetland plant species i.e., Typha angustifolia, [pomoea carnea,
Vachellia nilotica, and Prosopis juliflora. The males used leaves
of Eragrostis nutans, P. repens, C. zizanioides (Poaceae),
and Oxystelma esculentum (Apocynaceae), and spikes of
Desmostachya bipinnata, and S. spontaneum (Poaceae) as nest
materials to construct nests. The birds used the white cotton-like
spikes of D. bipinnata and S. spontaneum as inner linings of
nests. Ali & Ripley (1999) and Payne (2020) indicated that they
built ball-shaped nests with lateral entrance holes in bush, grass,
or reeds, and the nests were found less than one metre above
the water. In the present study, the birds built oval shaped nests
with lateral entrance holes and the nests were placed within 1 m
above the water level/grounds.

Males in breeding plumage appeared on tall grasses in the
study area during the third week of December 2021. They were
found foraging along with Streaked Weaver Ploceus manyar,
Baya Weaver P philippinus, White-rumped Munia Lonchura
striata, Tricolored Munia L. malacca, and Scaly-breasted Munia
L. punctulata in the adjacent croplands. They aggregated often
in nest-supporting plant species i.e., P. repens and C. zizanioides.
During the fourth week of December 2021, males were observed
arranging the dry leaves near the stumps of nest-supporting
plants, just above the water level/ground. A few males also
carried dry leaf blades of grasses away from the nesting sites.
Both sexes participated in nest construction with most of the
nest material delivered by males [25a,b,d]. On seven occasions,
females were observed carrying white spikes of D. bijpinnata, and
S. spontaneum probably to place them as inner lining of nests
[25c]. Hume (1890) and Roy (2017) reported that the female
never assisted in nest construction. However, in the present
study, the females assisted in adding fine nest materials in the

inner lining of nests. They constructed oval shaped nests with
lateral entrances [25f]. Allo-preening during aggregations was
also observed.

Of the 122 nests that were found, 83 (68%) were in grass
standing in water, and the remaining 39 (32%) were in grass
growing on dry land, adjoining the waterbody. Roy (2017)
reported that the males took four to seven days to complete
a nest. In the present study, the birds took five to nine days.
The birds built nests within one meter above the ground or
water in the grass thickets (Payne 2020). Measurements at ten
abandoned nests revealed that the nests were 10-60 cm above
the water level/ground. The average exterior height and width of
used nests was 22 cm and 30 cm respectively (n = 10 nests).
The average diameter of nest entrances was 4 cm. Both sexes
provisioned chicks. Breeding concluded during the last week of
March 2022 and thereafter none of the munias was observed in
the study area, indicating that the birds utilized the grassland in the
study area as breeding grounds. The selection of this grassland
for breeding may be due to the availability of abundant thickly
growing nest-supporting grasses, easy availability of forage in the
form of grain crops and other grasses, and availability of nearby
water bodies. The water below the nest-supporting grasses may
also prevent nest predation by terrestrial animals.

The birds aggregated in Sugarcane S. officinarum/S.
spontaneum, Neem Azadirachta indica, Leptochloa chinensis, V.
nilotica, P. juliflora, I. carnea, and overhead transmission power
lines. The birds aggregated after foraging, for brief periods in the
day time, with other aforementioned bird species. Individuals
were found foraging on grains of paddy, and seeds of grasses
E. colonum, S. pallide-fusca, Paspalidium geminatum, C
zizanioides, P. repens, and seeds of a dicotyledon, Hygrophila
auriculata. This is supported by observations from Bihar (Inglis
1910) which indicated that these birds fed mainly on grass
seeds, insects, and termites. | did not see them feeding on insects
during this study. Juveniles accompanied adults to grasslands to
forage on seeds of grasses [25h&i]. No juvenile was observed
foraging on paddy. On 23 December 2021, individuals were
found pecking at cow dung and eating something, probably the
dung itself or undigested seeds and other plant materials in the
dung [25]].

The House Crow Corvus splendens, Large-billed Crow C.
macrorhynchos, and Shikra Accipiter badius were observed in
the vicinity of grasslands during the study period. Both species
of crows roosted on trees adjacent to the grassland. They often
chased munias, and were observed even at the bottom of
the nesting grass thickets. At the approach of these potential
predators, Red Munias hid in thickets of nest-supporting grasses,
a behaviour also reported by Roy (2017). Since paddy fields
were close to nesting sites, Ricefield Rat Rattus argentiventer
were also observed in the nest-bearing grasses that were not
surrounded by water. Cattle grazing in the wetlands may cause
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25. Nesting and foraging be

and female carrying spikes probably for inner lining of nest, (d) Male plucking green leaf of
Oxystelma esculentum, (e) Hidden nest near stump of grass, (f) Nest with lateral entrance
containing eggs, (g) Male foraging on grass seeds, (h) & (i) Male with juveniles foraging on
grass, and (j) Male eating cow dung or something from cow dung.

damage to nests. Fifteen complete nests containing eggs were
found damaged. No nest predation or killing of adult birds
by avian predators, rodents, or cattle was noticed during the
study. Findings of this study suggest that Red Munias may have
benefitted from human modification of the landscape in the form
of expanded cultivation.
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