
BUCEROS

Checklist of Indian Waterbirds

Bombay Natural History SocietyBombay Natural History SocietyBombay Natural History SocietyBombay Natural History SocietyBombay Natural History Society
2003

Vol. 8, No. 1, 2003

ENVIS Newsletter: Avian Ecology & Inland Wetlands

Arun Kumar, J.P. Sati and P.C. Tak



Buceros Vol. 8, No. 1 (2003)

34

ENVIS

ENVIS (Environmental Information System) is a network of subject specific nodes located in
various institutions throughout the country. The Focal Point of the present 25 ENVIS centres in
India is at the Ministry of Environment and Forests, New Delhi, which further serves as the
Regional Service Centre (RCS) for INFOTERRA, the global information network of the United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) to cater to environment information needs in the South
Asian sub-region.  The primary objective of all ENVIS centres is to collect, collate, store and
disseminate environment related information to various user groups, including researchers, policy
planners and decision makers.

The ENVIS Centre at the Bombay Natural History Society was set up in June 1996 to serve as a
source of information on Avian Ecology and Inland Wetlands.

  ENVIS TEAM AT THE BNHS

Centre-in-Charge : Mr. J.C. Daniel

Project Coordinator : Dr. Asad R. Rahmani

Senior Scientist :    Dr. Gopinathan Maheswaran

Scientist :    Dr. Ashok Verma

Editorial Adviser : Dr. Gayatri Ugra

Cover Photograph: Indian Pond Heron Ardeola grayii by V. I. Thayil

Cover Design and page layout: Mr. Gopi Naidu, BNHS.

Copyright BNHS:  All rights reserved.  This publication shall not be reproduced either in full or in part in any
form, either in print or electronic or any other medium,  without the prior written permission of the Bombay
Natural History Society.

Bombay Natural History Society, Hornbill HOuse, S.B. Singh Road, Mumbai 400 023, Maharashtra, India.
Tel.: (91-22) 2282 1811, Fax: (91-22) 2283 7615

E-mail: envisbnhs@vsnl.net  Website: www.envisbnhs.org

DIVYA
Cross-Out

DIVYA
Replacement Text

DIVYA
Oval



Buceros Vol. 8, No. 1 (2003)

1

INTRODUCTION

Waterbirds can broadly be defined as birds
ecologically dependent on wetlands. This definition
includes groups popularly known as waterfowl, seabirds
and shorebirds or waders. There are a number of other
birds, such as raptors, kingfishers and some passerines,
which also depend on wetlands. Waterbirds play a
significant role in human lives culturally, socially,
scientifically and as a food resource. They are an
important component of wetland ecosystems, as they
form vital links in the food webs. A few waterbirds are
considered to be crop pests, although many play an
important role in the control of agricultural pests. Birds
are probably the most significant group which attract
people to wetlands.

Many waterbirds are migratory, undertaking
annual movements between their breeding and non-
breeding grounds. In the process, they regularly cross
national boundaries. Therefore, it is the collective
responsibility of all nations to make efforts for their
conservation. Baseline information is a prerequisite for
planning and monitoring management actions for
waterbirds and their habitats.

As part of the International Waterbird Census,
the Asian Waterfowl Census collects, collates and
disseminates information on the distribution of waterbirds

and wetlands. The programme needs to be expanded in
the Asia-Pacific region. An Asian Wetland Inventory
database is being developed to collect standardised
information on wetlands of national and international
importance across Asia. The following checklist of Indian
waterbirds will be of great benefit in this respect.

Ripley (1961) produced a comprehensive
synopsis of the birds of India and Pakistan, this was
followed by a 10-volume compendium on the birds of
India and Pakistan by Ali and Ripley (1968-74), considered
to be the bible of Indian ornithology. Inskipp et al. (1996)
published   an annotated checklist of the birds of the
Oriental region, while Grimmett et al. (1998) gave an
updated comprehensive account of the birds of the Indian
subcontinent adopting the nomenclature of Inskipp et
al. (1996). Kazmierczak (2000) brought out a field guide to
the birds of the Indian subcontinent, again following the
nomenclature of Inskipp et al. (1996). While Ali and Ripley
(1968-74) in their Handbook used the common names for
subspecies, all other writers following them have used
binomial nomenclature. The standardised common and
scientific names of the birds of the Indian subcontinent
by Manakadan and Pittie (2001) have been followed in
the present checklist. Islam and Rahmani (2002) have
chronicled the status of threatened birds of India, adapted
from Threatened Birds of Asia (BirdLife International
2001), and has been followed in the present
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Birds which are ecologically dependent on wetlands are known as waterbirds. They play a significant
role in human lives: culturally, socially, scientifically and as a food resource. Waterbirds are an
important component of most wetland ecosystems as they form vital components of the food webs.
A number of other birds, such as raptors, kingfishers and passerines, which depend on wetlands,
are termed as wetland-dependent birds. The present checklist, in which binomial scientific
nomenclature has been used (Manakadan and Pittie, 2001), comprises 242 species of waterbirds and
67 species of wetland-dependent birds from India. Out of 242 Indian waterbird species 125 (ca 52%)
are migrant, 109 are resident, while the status of eight species is not known. Based on their population
status, Indian waterbirds can generally be categorized as very common (4 species), common (21),
locally common (76), uncommon (36), rare (53), very rare (4), vagrant (47) and possibly extinct (1). Of
the 309 waterbirds and wetland-dependent bird species, 34 are globally threatened (including 3
categorized as critical species), 19 near threatened, five marginal to the region, one data deficient,
three endemic, three restricted range species, 11 biome-restricted species and 19 species are listed
under Appendices I & II of CITES.
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communication. Recently, the Bombay Natural History
Society (Buceros, 7(3); 2002) has reviewed the avifaunal
list of the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972. The list of
waterbirds, including wetland dependent birds in
Schedule-I (Part-III) or Schedule-IV (No. 11) has been
identified. In the present study, an attempt has also been
made to analyse the need for enhancing the conservation
status of Indian waterbirds under WL (P) Act and CITES.

Alfred et al. (2002), while adopting the
nomenclature of Ripley (1961), listed 245 forms of
waterbirds from India. The present checklist, in which
binomial nomenclature has been used (Manakadan &
Pittie, 2001), comprises 242 species of waterbirds, and 67
species of wetland dependent birds from India (Table 1).

The two main threats to the conservation of
waterbirds are 1) the loss and 2) degradation of habitat
and over exploitation of the wetlands. Approximately 12%
of Asian birds are globally threatened with extinction.
Wetlands are particularly important since 20% of the
threatened bird species in Asia inhabit wetlands. This is
a much greater component than the 10% of globally
threatened waterbirds. Many species are close to
extinction through disturbance or loss of their habitats,
as well as through intensive hunting pressure. It is,
therefore, of foremost importance to understand the
conservation, distribution and abundance status of Indian
waterbirds, to evolve appropriate conservation strategies.
In the present checklist an attempt has been made to
determine this status for Indian Waterbirds.

RESULTS

Residential status: The cyclical migration of
waterbirds across the globe has been long recognized as
a natural wonder. Each year, waterbirds fly many
thousands of kilometres across a vast range of climates
and habitats, in response to the urge to nest or to avoid
adverse weather conditions. Out of 242 Indian waterbird
species, 125 (ca 52%) are migrant, 109 resident, while the
status is not known for eight species.

Of the 125 migrants, 102 species are winter
migrants (WM), five species of winter migrants are also
resident (WM/R), five species with some passage
population(s) (WM/PM)), ten species are summer migrant
(SM) and the remaining three species are purely passage
migrant (PM).

Of 109 resident species, 33 are completely
resident (R), 23 are part resident and part winter migrant
(R/WM), 42 undertake local movements, chiefly

depending on water conditions (R/LM), 3 are part
resident, part altitudinal and winter migrant (R/AM/WM),
2 take on altitudinal movements (R/AM), 2 part resident,
part winter and local migrant (R/WM/LM), 2 part resident,
part winter and passage migrant (R/WM/PM), and the
remaining 2 part resident and part local and summer
migrant (R/LM/SM) (Table 1).

 Population status: According to the
recommendations of the Convention on Wetlands
(Ramsar Convention), one of the criteria for identifying
Important Bird Areas (IBAs) is the estimate of waterbird
populations. Wetlands International regularly carries out
estimates of waterbird populations across the globe to
determine population trends. The draft of the 3rd edition
of waterbird population estimates was prepared in
April 2002. It is vital that the population status of both
resident and migratory waterbird species should be
regularly monitored at all levels. Indian waterbirds can
generally be categorized as Very Common - VCom (4
species), Common - Com (21), Locally Common - LCom
(76), Uncommon - UnCom (36), Rare - Ra (53), Very Rare -
VRa (4), Vagrant - Va (47) and Possibly Extinct - PEx (1)
(Table1).

Conservation status: Habitat loss or degradation
is the major cause of endangerment to the biodiversity of
the Asian region. A broad range of national policies,
particularly on forestry, agriculture, wetlands and
fisheries, can have significant impacts on biodiversity
conservation. By ensuring that policies and laws (at local,
provincial and national levels) take into account the
principle of conservation, threats to species can be
minimised.

 Wetlands are crucial to biodiversity
conservation in the Asian region, since at least 20% of
threatened bird species are found in these habitats. One
in eight of all bird species in the Asian region is Globally
Threatened (GT). Next to tropical forest, wetland habitats
are the most affected by constant human pressures.
Therefore, species like storks, herons, ibises, ducks,
geese, cranes, gulls and waders all feature highly as
threatened species in the Asian region.

The present study indicates that of the 309
waterbirds and wetland-dependent birds, 34 species (ca
11%) are Globally Threatened (GT), (26 waterbirds and 8
wetland dependent birds), of which three are Critical (Cr),
six Endangered (En), 24 Vulnerable (Vu), one Conservation
Dependent (CD). Further, nine Globally Threatened
species are listed under Schedule-I and 22 under Schedule-
IV of the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972, while three
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species are not listed under the above Act at all.
Altogether, 19 species are listed under the Convention
on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild
Fauna and Flora (CITES, 2002) (Appendix-I: 13 and
Appendix-II: 06) (Table 2).  Of the 19 Near Threatened
species (NT), 14 are waterbirds and five are wetland
dependent birds.

Out of 309 waterbirds and wetland-dependant
birds, only three are endemic, three fall in the Restricted
Range Species (RRS) category, five species are marginal
to the region, one species comes under data deficient
category, while 11 species are Biome-Restricted, of which
five species are from Eurasian High Mountain (Biome
05), three from Sino-Himalayan Subtropical Forest (Biome
08), one from Indo-Chinese Tropical Moist Forest (Biome
09), and two from Indo-Malayan Tropical Dry Zone (Biome
11) (Jhunjhunwala, et al., 2001) (Table 2).

The analysis of the conservation status of
Indian waterbirds indicates that greater efforts are needed
to enhance their protection level, as out of 34 Globally
Threatened species only 11 are listed under CITES, while
the remaining species like Spot-billed Pelican, White-
bellied Heron, both the adjutants (Greater and Lesser),
Sarus Crane, Indian Skimmer, Andaman Crake, Pallas’s
Fish-Eagle and Greater Spotted Eagle, though Globally
Threatened, are not listed in either Appendices of CITES,
and have no restriction on their trade.

Of the 34 Globally Threatened species, only nine
are listed under Schedule-I of the WL (P) Act, 22 are relegated
to Schedule-IV, while two species, namely the Masked
Finfoot and Indian Skimmer (with a total estimated
population for the South Asian region of 5000 each) are not
included under the WL (P) Act, 1972 at all. Similarly, two of
the most highly threatened Indian waterbirds, namely Sarus
Crane and Black-necked Stork are listed under Schedule-IV
with 1% threshold populations of 90 and 04 respectively. It
is felt that such lacunae must be looked into for the sake of
the conservation of Indian waterbirds.
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Mission of the IBCNMission of the IBCNMission of the IBCNMission of the IBCNMission of the IBCN

The mission of the Network is to promote conservation of birds and
their habitat through development of a national network of individuals,
organisations and Government.

The Network invites two types of partnership-individual and
organisational. To join the Network, write to IBA/IBCN team at BNHS.
www.IBCnetwork.org

Indian BirIndian BirIndian BirIndian BirIndian Bird Conserd Conserd Conserd Conserd Conservvvvvaaaaation Netwtion Netwtion Netwtion Netwtion Networorororork (IBCN)k (IBCN)k (IBCN)k (IBCN)k (IBCN)

The Indian Bird Conservation Network is set up by the BNHS in
collaboration with BirdLife International and the Royal Society for the
Protection of Birds (RSPB) (BirdLife partner in UK).

Birds of Wetlands and Grasslands

Edited by Asad R. Rahmani & Gayatri Ugra

Proceedings of the Sálim Ali Centenary Seminar

February 12-15, 1995,
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If you would like to have a copy of this preceedings, please write to
the Director, BNHS or E-mail: bnhs@bom4.vsnl.net.in
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