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{With a text-figure)

One hundred and fifty nine bird species, representing 93 genera and 40 families,

were identified on Mundanthurai Plateau from January to December, 1984. Of these,

77 were classified a,s residents, 41 as winter visitors, 30 as altitudinal migrants and
two as summer visitors. The status of nine species could not be ascertained. Mundan-
thurai Plateau has five species of kingfishers, including the Blackcapped {Halcyon

pileata). However, only two species of woodpeckers ( Dinopium benghalense and D.

javanense) were seen. There was one observation of a Grey junglefowl ( Gallus

sonneratii) hen nesting on a tree with five eggs and many on the interactions between

primates and birds.

I NTRODUCTION

One of the major benefits of bird community

studies in forested habitat and estimation of

abundance of bird species is that the studies,

when repeated after several years, could help

in assessing the status of bird species them-

selves and their habitat. Published reports on

such time-span observations are rare in India,

and the only paper we have seen is by Ripley

(1978) who had an impression of relative

‘scarcity’ when be visited the Simlipal hill in

Orissa after a span of 28 years.

In recent years, however, there are quite a

few bird community studies (Gaston 1978,

Johnsingh et al. 1987, Khan 1978, Price 1979)

which give us some baseline data on birds for

certain habitats of the country which can be

used for future comparisons. The paper pre-

sented here, based on our field studies on Mun-
danthurai Plateau, adds a little more informa-

tion. It also shows how simple natural history

observations still could collect interesting in-

1 Accepted August 1986.
2 Wildlife Institute of India, P.O. New Forest,

Dehradun - 248 006.

formation on birds as exemplified by our

observations on the nesting behaviour of a

female grey junglefowl and interactions bet-

ween birds and primates.

Study Area

Mundanthurai Plateau (c. 60 km2
) situated

in Mundanthurai Wildlife Sanctuary (572

km2
,

8° 40' N, 77° 20' E) in Tamil Nadu
is 180-200 metres above MSL. The
Plateau receives both the Southwest (June-

August) and the Northeast (October-Decem-

ber) monsoon. Ten years of rainfall data

(1974-84) give an average of 1708 mmfor

upper Papanasam reservoir station and 1189

mmfor the lower Papanasam reservoir station,

both of which are situated on the plateau.

Two distinct vegetation types, riverine forests

along the perennial Tambiraparani and Ser-

valar rivers, and dry deciduous forests in other

parts, occur on the Plateau. Trees of the riverine

forest are dominated by Dipterocarpaceae and
dry deciduous forest by Leguminosae. The rive-

rine forests of the plateau which now average

around 20 metres in width were once conti-

nuous with the evergreen forests of the higher
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altitudes of the catchment area. This conti-

nuity was broken by the construction of

the upper Papanasam reservoir (1938-43)

across the river Tambiraparani and by the

servalar reservoir across Servalar River 1974-

1987). Both the rivers merge near Mundan-
thurai forest rest house and flow as Tambira-

parani River for a kilometre before emptying

into lower Papanasam reservoir which lies

within the intensive study area of 20 km2
.

(Fig. 1).

1. LOWER PABANASAMRESERVOIR

2. RIVER TAMBIRAPARANI

3 FOREST REST HOUSE

4 DEER VALLEY

5 UPPER PABANASAMRESERVQJR

6 RIVER SERVALAR

7 SERVALAR RESERVOIR

8 KODOMQDY

BORDEROF INTENSIVE

STUDY AREA

Fig. 1. Diagrammatic sketch of the study area and

adjacent places of Mundanthurai Plateau, Tamil Nadu.

In the 1960’s some areas of the dry deci-

duous forests were cleared and planted with

sandal ( Santalum album), teak ( Tectona

grandis), Eucalyptus and soft wood species

such as Ailanthes excelsa and Ceiba pentandra.

These plantations, except teak and Eucalyptus,

failed as a result of browsing by sambar (Cer-

vus unicolor ), the common cervid of the

Plateau.

In most areas, regeneration of the natural

vegetation is successful but in Deer Valley

(c. 1.25 km2
) which has been subjected to

intense cattle grazing and fires, the secondary

thicket vegetation is mostly of Dichrostachys

cinerea, Helicteres isora and Cymbopogon
citratus. As a result of these habitat modifi-

cations the Plateau has a mosaic of habitat

which includes areas with sparse vegetation,

areas with dense secondary vegetation, plan-

tations, dry deciduous forests, riverine forests

and a reservoir. The diversity of habitat attracts

a large variety of birds.

Methods

The study was conducted from January to

December, 1984 and data on birds were col-

lected by two methods. First, when a bird was

seen or heard anywhere in the study area, at

any time, it was noted down. This gave us

presence or absence data for the study period.

Second, all birds seen along three selected one

kilometre transects —one in the Deer valley,

one along the west bank of the river Tambira-

parani, and one through the dry deciduous

forests on the southern side of river Tambira-

parani, were recorded. The river transect was

walked 24 times, all in the mornings, eight

times each during March- April, July- August,

and November-December. The other transects

were walked 15 times, all in the mornings, five

times each during March- April, July- August,

and November-December. This transect study

gave us presence or absence data as well as

quantitative information on the abundance of

birds which will be published elsewhere (John-

singh & Joshua, in prep.). In the following

account, birds are classified as rare, frequently

seen and common, based on the number of

sightings and abundance.

Observations

A total of 159 birds, representing 93 genera
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and 40 families, were recorded. Of these 77

were residents, 41 winter visitors, 30 altitudi-

nal migrants and two summer visitors. We
could not ascertain the migratory status of

nine species (Table 1). More bird species

visited the plateau from October to February

(x=119) than during March to July (x = 83).

This difference was significant (t = 4.9, p
< 0 . 01 ).

Rarity of certain bird species on the Plateau

is due to their naturally low population in

nature (e.g., King and Egyptian vulture), re-

quirement of a specialised habitat which is

rare in the study area (e.g., reed patches for

Black Bittern), paucity of birds themselves in

the study area (e.g.. Grey Partridge), or migra-

tory nature (e.g.. Redwinged Cuckoo, Indian

Pitta). Birds frequently seen, but which did

not occur in large number, include species

such as Greyheaded Fishing Eagle, Crested-

hawk Eagle and Crow-pheasant. These, being

predatory and territorial, can only occur widely

spaced and in few numbers. Birds coming
under the category of ‘common’ include largely

frugivorous birds (e.g., Roseringed Parakeet.

Koel), omnivorous birds (e.g.. Myna, Bulbuls),

granivorous birds (e.g., doves) and small insecti-

vorous birds (e.g,. House Swift, Green Bee-

eater, Chloropsis), many individuals of which
can be supported by a forest ecosystem.

The avifauna of the plateau is interesting

in several respects. Five species of kingfishers

including the Blackcapped, which is, however,

rare on the Plateau, are seen usually in the

months of January and February. Blackcapped
kingfisher frequents mangrove swamps, tidal

creeks and the seashore and is occasionally

met with on rivers considerably inland from
the sea, e.g., Parambikulam River near Kuriar

Kutty from altitudes of 500 mdown to the mean
sea level (Ali 1969). Blackcapped kingfisher

seems to be rare in other forest areas in south

India. For instance. Ajay Desai (pers. comm.)

has not seen it in Mudumalai-Bandipur-Nagra-
hole sanctuary complex, although the other

four species of kingfishers seen on Mundan-
thurai Plateau are common. In Periyar Tiger

Reserve, five species of kingfishers are seen

but not the Blackcapped (Nair et al. 1985).

It would be worth investigating the ecological

reasons which attract the Blackcapped king-

fisher to Mundanthurai from September to

March.

Twelve species of woodpeckers occur in

Kerala (Ali 1969). In Parambikulam, eight

species have been recorded (Vijayan 1978), in

Periyar nine species (Nair et al 1985) and
seven species in a study area of sholas, tea,

Eucalyptus and Acacias in Nilgiris (Khan
1978). Only two species of woodpecker (Lesser

Goldenbacked and Threetoed Goldenbacked)
were seen on Mundanthurai Plateau. We
attribute the paucity of woodpecker species on
the Plateau to the small size of the study area

(20 km2
) and the restriction of large boled trees

mostly to the thin belt of riverine forests. Dry
deciduous forests in the study area, both natural

as well as with secondary vegetation, typically

have trees with slender boles. Large scale

collection of dead wood by the fire wood
cutters which are necessary as nesting sites

may also be another factor limiting the number
of woodpecker species.

It is interesting to note that some species

that are rare or absent on the plateau are

common in the adjoining semievergreen and

evergreen forests of the upper slopes (>500
m). Species such as Malabar Trogon ( Harpa -

ctes fasciatus ), Blackheaded Oriole ( Oriotus

xanthornus) , Whitebellied Tree Pie (Dendro-

citta leucogastm) and Slatyheaded Scimitar

Babbler ( Pomatorhinus horsfieldii) were seen

beyond upper Papanasam reservoir and Kodo-
mody but not on the Plateau. Both the horn-

bills (Malabar Grey Hornbill and Great Pied

Hornbill) were more frequently seen in the
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Birds seen on Mundanthurai Plateau from January to December, 1984

scientific name Common English

F M
birds were seen Abundance Migratory

A S O N D rating status

; Buzzard
Hawk-

Fishing Eagle

Black or King
Vulture

I scientific name CommonEnglish Abundance Migratory

Spilornis cheela

Pandion haliaetus

Falcon 1dae
Falco biarmicus jugger

Phasianidae

Charadriidae
Vanellus indicus

Gallinago stenura

Columbidae

Egyptian or

Scavenger Vulture

Crested serpent

Eagle

Osprey

Laggar Falcon

Grey Partridge

Red Spurfowl

Painted Spurfowl

Grey or Sonnerat’s

Junglefowl

Little Bustard

Quail

Whitebreasted

Waterhen

Redwattled
Lapwing
Yellowwattled
Lapwing
Little Ringed

CommonSandpiper

Pompadour or
Greyfronted

$

BIRDS

ON

MUNDANTHURAI

PLATEAU.

TAMIL

NADU
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