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Partial albinism in Indian Chat Cercomela fusca
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The Indian Chat Cercomela fusca is endemic to the Indian 
Subcontinent and is widely distributed all over central India. 
It is a ground feeding bird and is distributed north of the 

Narmada River, from Punjab in Pakistan on the west, through the 
Indian regions of Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and West Bengal; 
and in the western Himalayan foothills up to an altitude of 1,300m 
(Wikipedia 2008). The species is slightly larger than a House 
Sparrow Passer domesticus and has brown body colouration with 
dark brown wings and a blackish tail. It is a sedentary species but 
shows some local movement (Ali & Ripley 1989). According to 
Grimmett et al. (1998), the species is scarce and very local in northern 
Pakistan, but Roberts (1992) states that it occurs on the western 
boundary of Pakistan because this region comprises a flat alluvial 
plain. Cercomela fusca is a peri-commensal in the Thar region, and 
does not fear human habitation. It prefers rocks, cliffs, large old 
buildings, and ruined deserted structures (White 1919), and forts 
and buildings under construction (Singh 2007). The bird builds a 
unique “cup shaped” nest with pebbles lying on its periphery.

Albinism among birds is not rare and many albino and partially 
albino species have been reported in literature (Blatter 1906; Baker 
1922; Macnamara 1940; Donahue 1963; Ghosal & Ghose 1990; 
Mahabal & Pande 2006; Pawashe et al. 2006; Mehra et al. 2009). 
However, this is the first report of albinism in Indian Chat.

A young partially albino Indian Chat was sighted in the desert 
town of Bikaner (Rajasthan), with a light yellowish body colour 
(Fig. 1). In a normal adult Indian Chat, the upper plumage is 
brown and lower plumage is rufous brown. The wings are darker 
brown and tail is almost black (Fig. 2). As this albino Indian Chat 
grew, the ‘normal’ brown colour appeared on its head, ventral, 
and anterior dorsal parts. However, its flight feathers and tail 
remained white and small white patches persisted on its head 
and other body parts (Fig. 3).

Albino animals have many disadvantages in the wild. They are 
easier to locate and thus become easy prey. If a predator is albino, 
it will be easily located by its prey species and might suffer from 
malnutrition and succumb to starvation. They look abnormal 
and could be rejected by other individuals of same species. The 
partial albino Indian Chat that we observed had a very short life 
span. Its conspecifics and even its parents rejected this abnormal 
looking bird. The parents chased it away by flying aggressively 
after it. This lonely bird survived for a few days and may have 
fallen prey to some predator, as it could not be sighted in the area 
in spite of concerted efforts to locate it.
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Fig. 1. Partially albino Indian 
Chat Cercomela fusca when 
young.

Fig. 2. Normal Indian Chat 
Cercomela fusca with dark 
brown wings and black tail.

Fig. 3. Partially albino Indian 
Chat Cercomela fusca with 
white tail and feathers.


