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Some significant records from Kashmir Valley

The Union Territory (UT) of Jammu & Kashmir, India has two
administrative divisions, Jammu division and Kashmir division,
with 10 districts in each. The Valley of Kashmir, a part of the
Kashmir administrative division, is an intermontane valley,
¢.135 km long and ¢.32 km wide located between 33° and 35°N,
and 73° and 76°E, with an average altitude of 1,850 m asl. It
is bounded on the south-west by the Pir Panjal Range, which
separates it from Jammu division and on the north-east by the
Creat Himalayan range, separating it from the UT of Ladakh.

WB lives in Budgam, Budgam District, Jammu & Kashmir,
and explores the avifauna of this district regularly; most of which
lies between 1,600-1,900 m asl. In this note we describe
some important sightings, from recent years, from Budgam
and surrounding regions in the Kashmir Valley, following India
Checklist (Praveen & Jayapal 2023).

Short-eared Owl Asio flammeus

On 11 April 2022, while birding in the agricultural fields at the
periphery of forested hills, near Auwan Pura, Budgam District
(33.95°N, 74.84°E; ¢.1,650 m asl), WB took photographs of an
unfamiliar owl in flight at 1000 h [204]. The owl was seen for
5 min, after which it was not located again. These photographs
were sent to Ashwin Vishwanathan, who identified it as Short-
eared Owl Asio flammeus. It is a winter visitor to nearly the entire
Indian Subcontinent including Kashmir and Ladakh (Ali & Ripley
1987; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). Ward (1907) mentioned
that the species is found in the low areas of Jammu and Kashmir
but without stating a specific locality. There is one specimen
record by W. L. Abbott dated 20 October 1897 from the locality
‘Valley of Kashmir' (catalogue no. USNM 19537) (GBIF 2023).
There have been several recent records of this species from
Jammu division of the UT (eBird 2023a). It is also known to be
a passage migrant through northern Pakistan and Gilgit-Baltistan,
from where several historical specimen records exist (Biddulph
1881; Scully 1881; Richmond 1896; Roberts 1991; Rasmussen
& Anderton 2012). Thus, the record from Auwan Pura, though
not unexpected for the region, appears to be the only known
record for Kashmir Valley in recent times, making it significant.

204. Short-eared Owl near Auwan Pura, Budgam District on 11 April 2022.

Wire-tailed Swallow Hirundo smithii
On 19 November 2021, WB was birding near a stream in
Chadoora Budgram town, Budgam District (33.94°N, 74.80°E;

¢.1,630 m asl) and found a swallow perched on the ground
[205]. It was identified as Wire-tailed Swallow Hirundo smithii
by the rufous on crown and whitish throat. It was an immature
bird as the crown was not chestnut and the tail streamers were
not developed. On 10 December 2021, an adult bird was found
perched on the bank of the stream, about one km from the
previous location and was photographed. It was also previously
seen by Shafig Dar on 25 December 2020 at this location (pers.
comm. dated 10 March 2023). On 14 December 2022, WB
recorded 10 birds flying near a stream, and occasionally settling
on rocks, at Autoo, Kulgam District (33.65°N, 74.83°E; ¢.2,110
m asl). On 13 December 2022 a bird was also photographed
at Aru, Anantnag District (Singh 2022). There have been other
records of this species, from both Kashmir and Jammu divisions
of the UT (eBird 2023b).

The species is a summer visitor to Pakistan and resident
south of Himalayan foothills, Gangetic plains to Bihar, Bangladesh
and south to most of Peninsula (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012).
Both Grimmett et al. (2011) and Rasmussen & Anderton (2012)
plotted its range south of Jammu. It has been described as a
summer visitor to Kashmir, at least historically (Adams 1859;
Ward 1906; White 1925; Bates & Lowther 1952). Ali and Ripley
(1987) have also mentioned Kashmir in its summer distribution.
In UT Ladakh, it is a vagrant (Pfister 2004). The present records
are the first photographic records during winter season, in
Kashmir Valley.
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205. Wire-tailed Swallow at Chadoora Budgram, Budgam District on 19 November 2021.

Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata
WB saw an unfamiliar flycatcher in his backyard on 16 May
2021, at Chadoora Budgam, Budgam District (33.96°N, 74.83°E;
¢.1,620 m asl), and clicked some photographs [206]. The bird
showed streaking on crown and throat. It was confirmed as
Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata by Vyom Vyas. The bird
was found in an orchard, mainly consisting of apple Malus
domestica and apricort Prunus armeniaca trees. It was observed
hawking on insects, and then returning to the same branch, in
typical flycatcher feeding behaviour. It was seen daily at the same
location for the next few days and the last sighting was noted on
30 May 2021.

In the Indian Subcontinent the species breeds in northern
Balochistan, Chitral, Gilgit and Baltistan and migrates through
southern Pakistan and north-western India, southwards up
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to Gujarat; and it is a regular autumn migrant through much
of north-western Indian Subcontinent (Grimmett et al. 1998;
Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). Ward (1906) noted that the
species is apparently confined to Gilgit and Baltistan. Rana
(2013) photographed the species on 13 July 2013 at Shagani
Paddar, Kishtwar District, Jammu Division of the UT. Other recent
records for Kashmir are from Gulmarg (Halberg & Petersen
1984; Sharma 2013; Panwar 2022) and from Marwan Valley
(Scott et al. 1989). Pfister (2004) described it as occasional
passage migrant during autumn in Ladakh. In addition to recent
records on eBird (2023c) for Ladakh, an historical specimen
also exists for the region collected on 17 September 1873 at
Tangtse, Ladakh (Henderson & Hume 1873; Vaurie 1972). The
record from Budgam adds to the short list of records of Spotted
Flycatcher from Kashmir.
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206. Spotted Flycatcher at Chadoora Budgam, Budgam District on 16 May 2021.

Rufous-tailed Scrub Robin Cercotrichas galactotes

On 30 July 2021, WB visited Wadipora, Budgam District,
(33.93°N, 74.82°E; ¢.1,700 m asl) for birding. On reaching a hill
slope covered with scrub and trees, at 1630 h, WB observed a
brownish bird with a prominent rufous tail [107]. It was perched
on an almond tree P. dulcis. The images were posted on ‘Ask
IDS of Indian Birds’ Facebook group, and the bird was identified
as Rufous-tailed Scrub Robin Cercotrichas galactotes. It was not
seen on subsequent visits to the location.

The species is an autumn migrant through Pakistan and
north-western India from Punjab to Gujarat (Grimmett et al.
1998; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). Apart from the majority of
records from Gujarat and Rajasthan, there have been relatively
fewer records scattered from nearby States (Grimmett et al.
2011). It has been recently recorded and photographed from the
Jammu Division of the UT, at Bhaderwah campus, University of
Jammu, Doda District on 05 August 2016 (Sharma 2017); and
from the outskirts of Akhnoor, Jammu District during 28-30 July
2020 (Kumar 2020; Shagoo 2020). Pfister (2004) noted it as a
rare vagrant to Ladakh based on a sighting from central Markha
Valley. It has not been recorded from Gilgit-Baltistan (Anonymous
2023). Our record appears to be the first record of the species
for Kashmir Valley.

Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra
On 29 October 2021, WB was birding in Yousmarg, Budgam
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207. Rufous-tailed Scrub Robin at Wadipora, Budgam District on 30 July 2021.

District (33.83°N, 74.67°E; ¢.2,400 m asl). At 0910 h, he
photographed an unfamiliar bird feeding in the coniferous forest;
these were forwarded to Vyom Vyas, who confirmed it as Red
Crossbill Loxia curvirostra. There were six birds, including two
males and four females or immature birds. Subsequently, the
species was seen multiple times by WB and several other birders
in the next few months. A maximum of 15 birds together were
seen by WB. The last sighting was noted on 21 April 2022, and
five birds were seen [208, 209]. Five birds were also seen at
Kangan, Ganderbal District on 17 February 2022 (Jeelani 2022).
The most recent sighting occurred on 26 July 2022, where a
couple of birds were reported near Sonamarg, Ganderbal District
(Eaton 2022).

In the Indian Subcontinent, the species is a presumed
resident in the Himalayas from Himachal Pradesh to at least
western Arunachal Pradesh; along with multiple sight records
from Gilgit and northern Pakistan (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012).
Recent sightings from Gilgit-Baltistan suggest that the species is
an uncommon and erratic summer visitor to parts of Gilgit, Nagar
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208. Red Crossbill at Yousmarg, Budgam District on 29 October 2021.
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209. Red Crossbill at Yousmarg, Budgam District on 29 October 2021.

and Ghizer districts (Anonymous 2023). It is known to be erratic
in the Indian Subcontinent but most regularly reported in Sikkim
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2012).

Pfister (2004) has not listed the species from Ladakh,
however there have been a recent record of Red Crossbill
from Nubra Valley. Four birds, two of each sex, were recorded
in October 2021 (Gyalpo 2021). A flock of five birds was also
photographed in Mooling, Lahaul, Himachal Pradesh on 05
October 2021 (Ashwani Kumar pers. comm. dated 07 July
2022). In Uttarakhand, there have been multiple records of this
species during the winter of 2021-22. On 07 November 2021,
a single bird was seen near Auli Laga Salude, Chamoli District
(Panwar 2021), on 10 December 2021, three birds were seen at
Mussoorie, Dehradun District (Venkatesh 2021), nine birds were
seen near Munsyari, Pithoragarh District on 19 February 2022
(Kalyanaraman 2022), and a single bird near Gangotri, Uttarkashi
District (31.04°N, 78.82°E), on 28 January 2022 (Panwar 2022;
Rajesh Panwar pers comm. dated 07 July 2022). These multiple
sightings from Jammu & Kashmir, Ladakh, Lahaul in Himachal
Pradesh and various locations in Uttarakhand suggest that there
may have been an apparent irruption of Red Crossbills in the
Western Himalayas during the winter of 2021-22. The records
from Yousmarg also represent as the first for the UT of Jammu
& Kashmir.

We thank Rajesh Panwar and Ashwani Kumar for sharing their
records of the Red Crossbill.
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