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SERIOUS BIRDWATCHING

D. Ghorpade
"If I have succeeded in my inquiries, more than others,
I owe it less to any superior strength of mind, than to
a habit of patient thinking." -- SIR ISAAC NEWTON

The article by Mr L.A. Hill on "Serious Birdwatching" in the July 1976 issue
prompts me to write in a similar vein.

A keen birdwatcher with an inclination more towards scientific inquiry than
on passive observation, will always set aside some time for reflection; a
period of intelligent contemplation, on some phase or aspect of Ornithology
that intrigues or puzzles him/her and makes him or her think. It may be

something one has seen on one of their field outings, or some statement one
has recently read or heard from a second person. Whatever it may be, one

always comes across innumerable problems on which one ponders in Solitude,
consults written works, or discusses it with other ornithologists.

indicated some studies that birdwatchers in India could undertake whieh would
contribute substantially to the broader plan of increasing the existing know-
ledge: on the birds of our subcontinent. One of these was the preparation of a
faunistic list of bird species occurring in each of the nearly 250 Districts
of the Indian Union (some 130 more Districts if Pakistan, Bangladesh, Burm,
Sri Lanka, Nepal and Bhutan, the other countries of our subcontinent, are
included), by individual birdwatchers, preferably resident in the concerned
District, who would have to maintain copious notes on each species on all
aspects of its natural history, like status, local movements, habitat, food,
behaviour, nesting, etc. I had also attempted to bring to notice, the fact
that many gaps ig our knowledge of the life history and bionomics of the bird-
life of our area are still present which is substantiated by the lacunae in
Drs Salim Ali and Dillon Ripley's superb HANDBOOK MM TH! BIRDS OF INDIA AND

PAKISTAN, now complete in ten volumes. I would lixe to stress here that the
obliteration of these gaps are the joint responsibility of all birdwatchers
stationed in the Indian subcontinent and that the Newsletter Should collect
all the "stray feathers" of information from them and in time become the main
repository of such data which would be available to anyone seeking it. After
all, whatever one may think about it and however insignificant its present
role may be, I am certain that the Newsletter will graduate one day into a
first class ornithological journal meant for India and adjacent countries.

presumably the above facts are already realised by the and file of
birdwatchers in our area, and this may seem a needless repetition to many.
But mere awareness of the current state of ornithology in India is, to my mind,
not enough. T have come to consider the science of bird study as a sort of
jig-saw puzzle, the difference being that before fitting the pieces into their
correct places on the board, one first has to search for them in the vastd ard
wonderful storebox that is nature. In the preface to the first volume of his
celebrated journal, Stray Feathers, Allan Octavian Hume the 'father' of
Indian Ornithology, wrote (in 1873):

7, T hadIn my Critique Newsletter for Birdwatchers 13(8) 1973

On

"No special scientific knowledge is necessary for the preparation of
local faunas -- a man has to only collect steadily in almost any
locility for « yer or eighteen mor.ths, c or two ipecircns of every
species he can come across in his neighbourhood; to note, as far as
practicable, in regard to each whether they are rare or Common,
whether they are permanent residents or seasonal visitants, and if
the latter, when they arrive, and when thev leave; whether they breed
in his neighbouthood, and if so, when; what their nests are like,



where they are situated, how they are composed, how many eggs theylay and what these are like, and what their dimensions are; what thenestlings and what the young birds are like; what localities and whatfood the birds affect, and, even if he does all this very, veryimperfectly in regard to a vast number of species, he will still.(after his birds have been identified) possess materials for a mostuseful and instructive local avifauna, such as the most critical
Even though more than a century has gone by since these words were writtenand the known facts on Indian birds have grown, much of what Hume wrote isStill required today. It may not be necessary nowadays to actually coblect &birds in order to identify them, even though systemtic collections of birdsin India would still like to acquire particular species and/or "subspecies"from some areas unrepresented in their museum. It is now almost certain thatall the species of birds occurring in our subcontinent have been discoveredand described, However, as regards the distribution, ecology and fieldbiology of these species in our area, much is still to be brought to light.Most of the information available on Indian the literature hasobviously been procured (after the British) by the various short, seasonal,bird surveys undertaken in selected regions of our country, mainly by Dr Salim

each bird species in the area and its local movements and population fluctu-ations during different months of the year can only be accumulated by anornithologist (a tglorified! name for a birdwatcher, really) residing in thatarea for a number of years and maintaining a thorough record of the activities
Every birdwatcher in our subcontinent Should collect as much information aspossible on the bird species of his District, and, when sufficient data hasaccumulated, make this known to others through the pages ofsreputed scientificjournal like the. Journal of the Bombay Natural History Society, or our ownNewsletter for Birdwatchers, which, hopefully, would have transformed itself

have had a chance to do some field work in that District themselves, If such

base for building further studies on our birds. What these further studiesCould be and how we must go about working on them is admirably elaborated inthis extract from Dr Salim Ali's THE BIRDS OF KERALA (1968):
VW

visiting the country as regular seasonal migrants have escapedenumeration, or that any novelties still remain to be discovered and +deacribed hence, Therefore energy may now be profitably directedinto more profitable channels. We still have a great deal to learnabout the life-history and ecology of almost all our birds. These areSubjects that cannot be studied from dead skins in a museum no matterhow large or complete a collection is available, Neither can they getadequate justice from short seasonal field surveys with limited timeand opportunities such as have necessarily formed the basis of thisbook. Only continuous, intensive field work combined with intelli-gent experimental and laboratory research are lixely to produce thedesired results. This implies patient and methodical observation,accurate recording, careful indexing 4nd sifting of the records, and.intelligent coordination and interpretation of the data."These processes cannot begin or function satisfactorily without,
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in the first instance, a correct identification of the bird concerned.
With the aid of this handbook if is hoped that the reader especi-
ally one who is fortunate enough to be residing in the pleasant
places away from the haunts of man -~ will be enabled to make a
beginning towards the filling of some of the glaring gaps in our
knowledge of Indian birds.

"So little has been recorded @bout the living bird that almost any
notes will be welcome. Infformation is particularly lacking concern-
ing the habitets in which different birds live, the factors that
limit certain species to certain types of habitat; how changes in
habitat, brought about by human agency or natural causes, affect the
composition of the bird life and the status and populations of its
various components. We want precise information about the local
migrations of various species, and about the factors upon which these
movements depend. We want specific duta on the food and feeding
habits of birds: what quantity each individual consumes of each food
item in different seasons and habitats, and at different stages of
its life. [t is important to determine by periodical censuses the
population strength of a given species in a given habitat and thus be
able to evaluate the true extent of the good or harm that a svecies
does to agriculture, forestry, and other human interests and there-
upon to devise adequate measures for its encouragement or control.

"In the years to come the importance of this branch of bird study,
known aS Economic Ornithology, is bound to receive due recognition in
our country _ as it has received long since in the West. Therefore
apart from the purely aesthetic and morphological angles froin which
Indian birds have been so far looked at, it is necessary that their
utilitarian aspect should also be studied. A very large proportion of
specnes eat insects, the vast majority of which are injurious in the
highest degree to agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry and allied
human industry. JInsectivorous birds excercise a verv effective
control upon insect pests. Owls ond the diurnal birds of prey keep
a check on the increase of field rats and mice and other vermin.
Frugivorous birds are important agents in the dissemination of seeds
and in extending the distribution of plants over vast stretches of
country. The valuable sandalwood tree in south India, for example,is largely propagated by birds. Other species are snecially adaptedfor a diet of flower nectar in obtaining which they, like bees, do
considerable service in cross=pollinating and ferftilizing flowers.
The activities of some species on the other hand are largely destruc-
tive and harmful to man's interests, and the purpose of Economic
Ornithology is to strike an aceurate balance sheet between the harm
and the gooa that different species do by making complete life-
history and ecological studies. [t is obvious that in a country like
ours, so largely dependant upon agriculture and forestry, the role
played by birds is of the highest economic consequence."

I feel I must correct Dr Salim Ali's belief that the 'vast majority! of
insects are injurious in the 'highest degree! to man's economy. In fact, the
reverse is true: The vast majority of the nearly two to three million species
of insects estimated to share the earth with us are not injurious to our
interests, being either haghly beneficial to us or not affecting us at all in
any way. Of the 75,000 species of insects so far described and known from
our subcontinent, hardly 300 could be categorized as serious pests and the
total number of species in our area that have been reported as having attacked
man's crops, his livestock or other possessions, or man himself, would not, in
any case, be more than 3,000. I leave it to you to work out the percentagesfor yourself,

Coming back to the subject of this article, I mst caution my birdwatcher
colleagues that before we tackle the more detailed investigations on our bird
Species that Dr Salim Ali advocated in the passage Beproduced above, one must
preferably complete the drawing up of a preliminary list of the avifauna of

® Present estima tes MM9gCEr a tot 10-30 Million ene Lek



his Distract, and the bare minimum of status and habitat of each species indi-cated in the checklist. The birdwatcher should have collected notes on thebirds of his District over.a minimum period of two years at least, for the listto be somewhat tolerably represantative of the area, before it could be submi-~tted for inclusion in the Newsletter or published formally in the Journal ofthe B.N.H.S., or some similar reputed periodical. My own effort has been onthe evitaune of Sanuur and other parts of Bellary District Je Bombay nat,dist. Soc., 70(3): 499-531, 1974_/, and I am well on the way to compilingSimilar papers of the birds of Bangalore and Raichur Districts (Karnataka).AS models T would suggest consulting works off any of the regional areas listedin the HANDBOOK Volume 10 (pages 271-272), especially those on the birds of
Bombay and Salsette (JENHS Vols. 39 & 40, 1936-39), Delhi and District

47: 277-300 1947), Coore (JBNHS 50, 1951), Darbhanga District ( JBNHSVols. 13-16, 1901-04) and Simla anu adjacent hills (JBNHS Vol. AT, 1947-48).Perhaps such lists, if not for whole Districts, at least for towns andtaluks, have been roughly prepared and are in the possession of some of ourreaders for their own usé. or some of us may have been maintaining suchnotes and checklists for a number of years without having thought of arrangingall this information species-wise for publication. I implore everyone of youwho have such lists ready or even half-ready to send them after careful
prepsration to the Newsletter, so that your colleagues and ultimately Indian
Ornithology may benefit. The appearance of such lists in periodicals Likeour Newsletter, which has a fairly wide circulation among most birdwatchersworth the name in our country, would certainly provoke criticism, supplemen-information, additions, corrections, etc., from other birders stationed

The above rigmarole and the contents of my earlier "Critique" may have
seemed very pedantic, idealistic and somewhat utopian to most readers; andif so J crave their indulgence. I was prompted to put my thoughts andfeelings on Inuian bird-study, or rather the lack of it, on paper and to

little, how slow, has been our effort to fill the gaps in the knowledge ofthe avifauna of our rich (natural wealth-wise) subcontinent. Other drawbacksare a minimal number of scientifically inclined or sufficiently motivatedbirdwatchers in the country, and the paucity of adequate coordination,cooperation and collective effort among such persons sere. In closing, mayI be permitted to say (with due apologies to Dr Salim Ali Newsletter,13(9): 10, 1973):

adefinatelyin India and such constructive discussions would mostbeneficial effect on bird study in this country.

bring to your notice how much still remains to be done on bird/fauna and how / tur

"We must learn to walk before we can run,but we must also learn to work before we



QUEST IONNAIRE FOR
_BIRDWATCHEFS

Members, non-members, and prospective members of the Newsletter for.Birdwatchers are requested to kindly complete this Questionnaire and forwardit to: Dr Kumar D. Ghorpade, P.O. Box 2564, 123 Brigade Road, Bangalore 560025, India, at their earliest convenience. Additional copies will he sent ifrequested (see end of questionnaire). Your cooperation will he much apyreciated. Please use extra paper if needed,

1. NAMB; ( ) Male ( ) Female
2. AJDRESS: (With Phone Number & Pin Code, please)

Home {

Place of Work:

3, DATE AND PLACE OF BIRTH;
4. PROFESSION;
or STARTED BIRDWATCHING IN THE YRAR:
6. PERSONAL ORNITHOLOGICAL STATUS :

Professional employed as a full-time ornithologist)Semi-professional (employed as a zoologist, entomologist, etc.,with partial work responsibility in Ornithology)() Amateur ( ) Serious Ornithologist (carry out scientific work on
birds, regularly read scientific journals and
publish research papers in them)

( ) Hobby Ornithologist (study or watch birds only for
personal pleasure and recreation, do Some reading of
general bird books and periodicals, write mainly for
newsletters and/or newspapers)

( ) Novice (started birdwatching less than a year ago)
7. BRIBE ACCOUNT OF HOW YOU aa INTEODUCED TO BIRDWATCHING :

é

8, SPECIAL OF INTEREST ON BIRDS:

9. EDUCATIONAL QUALIFICATION(S):
10, OTHER INTENTS;

11. DO YOU POSSESS BINOCULARS ? ( ) Yes () No ( ) Can borrow
12. vO YOU POSSESS A CAMERA ? ( ) Yes () No () Can borrow
13. HOW MaNY BIRD BOOKS DO YOU POSSESS ?
14. BO YOU MUBSCRIBY TO SCIENTIFIC PERIODICALS ? (Please list them)

(D. SEMEMMBHIP 0144 SCIENTIFIC SOCIEPIRS/ASSOCIATIONS -(Please list them)
4

a)
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1G. NEAREST LIBRARY STOCKED WITH BIRD BOOKS/JOURNALS
17. PERSONAL CONVEYANCE: ( ) Car ( ) Two-wheeler ( ) Bicycle ) None

18, YEAR STARTED SUBSCRIBING TO/OR READING THIS NEWSLETTER:

19. YEAR DISCONTINUED THIS NEWSLETTER (Please give reason):

20, MBB OF CONTRIBUTIONS TO THIS NEWSLETTER SO FAR:
ease list them on

Newsletters are not to be included here)
22.- BOOKS PUBLISHED ON BIRDS (Give only number and list on separete sheet):
23, AVERAGE NUMBEE Of BIRDWATCHING OUTINGS EACH YEAR:

NUMBER

21 UMBER OF SCI@NTIFIC PUBLICATIONS ON FAR
a separate sheet ) and attach to Questionnaire with
available. Contributions to this or other mimeographed/xeroxed

24. NAMES OF MOST FREQUENT COMPANIONS ON YOUR WALKS:

25. LOCALIPIES Most OFAN vVimep FOR BIRDWACHING;

26, DO YOU KEEP BIRDS AS PETS ? () Yes () No () Will, in future
27. WOULD YOU LIKE TO ENTERTAIN OTHER BIRDWATCHHRS "AT HOMEN 2 (Detalils)

287,. DO YOU KEEP FIELD NOTES ON BIRDS ? (If so, since which year 7):
29. HOW MANY PERSONS HAVE YOU INTRODUCED TO THE NEWSL.EITER ?

30. DO YOU HAVE A COLLECTION OF BIRD PHCROGRAPHS 7

31. IS THERE A LOCAL BIRDWATTCHERS CLUB/GROUP NEAR YOU ? (Details, please):

32.. WHAT IS YOUR FAVOURITE BIRD GROUP/PANILY ?

33, vO YOU THINK WE NEED A NEW SPECIALIST BIRD JOURNAL 2? () Yes O7) No
34. WHAT SHOULD Ml MM FRIQUENCY ? .( ) Biannual ( ) Quarterly () Triannual
35, HOW MUCH WOULD YOU BE ABLE TO PAy FOR IT YEARLY ?

ITSBa

36. YOUR SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT OF THIS NEWSLETTER A™D THE JOINT BIRD

TEGORLS SCHEME BIRD BANDING PROGRAMME, ENDANGERED HABITAT CONSERVATION
PLAN. BIRD MLIGRATION STUDY LOCAT, CHECKLIST PROTECT , E1DA3CORD HU TKS
WATCH, BIRD LIT#RATURE DATA BANK, ete. YO) CONSIDER FEAS TBE AND
NEC :

ACTIV IT TES WINTER BIRD COUNT BREEDING BIRD ChNSUS NEST

NOTE: Please send me more Questionnaires for my colleagues/friends.
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