Why Do Birds Matter?

“Why do birds matter?” is one of those questions like “What is love?”
or... even “Is there a God?”.... But perhaps the answer lies deeper. Since
the beginning birds have lifted our eyes to the skies. They’ve shown us
we’re not gravity’s slave, that flight is possible and limitless. It can
hover and soar, dive and display, and take us from one end of the
planet to the other in a single, impossible burst of energy and purpose.
Inspiration is the gift birds have given us from the start. But now they
give us a question as well...they hold the planet up to us like a mirror
and ask: “Can you not see that if we pass away, soon you will as
well?” That’s a good question, and since birds pose it, they matter a
lot. ” Wes Craven (Hollywood director)

Why Birds Matter?
Melanie Driscoll, Director of bird conservation for the Gulf of Mexico and the
Mississippi Flyway mentions that “Birds are important because they keep
systems in balance: they pollinate plants, disperse seeds, scavenge carcasses
and recycle nutrients back into the earth. But they also feed our spirits,
marking for us the passage of the seasons, moving us to create art and poetry,
inspiring us to flight and reminding us that we are not only on, but of, this
earth.” (Audubon 2013).
Ornithology deals with scientific
study of birds. It encompasses
not only the study anatomy of
birds, their evolution and
behaviour (including mating
displays and foraging behaviour)
but also the environments in
which they live and the
ecological systems which birds
play a role.

Each
Ecology,
landscape
and
geography support variety of birds.
While birds have fuelled our creative
instincts and inspired us to soar high,
studying them have often been used as
indicator of environmental change,
more specifically agricultural changes.

Patterns in bird behaviour like that of
breeding, migration, foraging and nest
site selection alter with spatial and
temporal scales of change in agriculture. Birds’ behaviour has followed
agricultural patterns, while its populations and communities do alter with
variations in local, regional and international land uses and management.
Due to a wide availability of detailed geographical and ecological data on bird
populations over time has brought to the attention of people major
environmental changes that have taken place (like that of land use change, in
particular that of agricultural intensification). Birds act as a crucial earlywarning system alerting us to the vulnerability of other plants and animal
species along with other impending environmental problems.
Gary Langham, National Audubon Science Director quotes “When we save
birds from large-scale threats we see that what’s good for the birds is also
good for us. This is true about agriculture, fishing, climate change. As we
solve their problems we solve ours. This is about everyone’s quality of life. ”
(Audubon 2013)
Thus study of avifauna helps not only to understand bird ecology but also on
the factors affecting birds and in turn us, such as insect abundance, biodiversity, environment changes and climate change

Impacts of human influence on birds:
Can
you
imagine
what
catastrophe we humans are
creating?
Studies have indicated that in the
last two centuries over 100 bird
species
have
disappeared!
(Owen 2003)

Isn’t it alarming?
12% (1200 in number) of the planet's
total bird species face extinction this
century, according to BirdLife
International, a worldwide conservation
organization.(Owen 2003)

The rate of deforestation is between 50,000 and 170,000 square kilometres per
year (~ 20,000 to 65,000 square miles) are putting 85 percent of the world's
most threatened bird species at risk. Moreover the modern farming methods
limit nesting opportunities, remove cover, and reduce food availability for
birds.
Few of the various reasons for threats to bird life and biodiversity are: 1)
Agriculture 2) Deforestation / human encroachment in bird habitat 3) Changes
in land use management patterns 4) invasions by alien plant and animal species
5) Climate change 6) Hunting.
Climate change and Birds:
As suggested above there are various number of reasons that threaten the birds
with climate change being one of them. (Wormworth and Mallon 2006) report
quotes Bairlein & Hüppop “Climate change affects ecosystems, habitats and
species with increasing velocity and continuity.”
But what is Climate change?
Climate change may refer to a change in average weather conditions, or in the
time variation of weather around longer-term average conditions. (Wikipedia
2015) These can be driven by biotic processes like changes in solar radiation
received by earth, plate tectonics, volcanic eruptions but also human led
changes by putting carbon dioxide and other Green House Gases (GHGs) into
the atmosphere on burning of coal, natural gas or petroleum etc leading to
changes in land and ocean surface temperature.

What are the Effects of Climate change?
Did you know?
Due to human led activities, the
surface land temperature has
increased to over 0.8 degrees
Celsius above what the average land
temperature was in 1700’s century
(pre- industrial era) and would
increase to over 4-6 degrees Celsius
by 2100 century if we continue our
habit of adding more GHGs in
atmosphere.

With human-induced climate change
will affect the patterns of rainfall
like shorter span of rainy days with
increased intense rainfall events;
there's more likelihood of flooding
(as increasing order of disastrous
floods observed in many places in
the world in recent past), but it will
also lead to many dry parts of the
world with severe water crises.

Effects of Climate change on birds:
With changes in temperature, precipitation and moisture levels and increasing
number of extreme weather events, climate change is directly affecting the
birds. Some of the significant impacts where climate change is a crucial driver
which are already occurring include changes in the distribution of bird species,
population sizes, timing of migration or reproduction, and a greater occurrence
of pests or infectious diseases. (Froehlich 2014)
Specific groups of birds are at high risk from climate change: migratory,
mountain, island, wetland, Arctic, Antarctic and seabirds.
While bird species that can move easily to new habitat are expected to
continue to do well, bird species that thrive only in a narrow environmental
range are expected to decline, and to be outnumbered by invasive species.
(WWF 2015)
Climate change projections made by scientific bodies suggests land surface
temperature would rise as high as 4 to 6 degrees centigrade if we continue our
emissions of green house gases, leading to more frequent and heavy rainfall
with less number of rainy days. Global mean sea level will continue to rise
upto 98 mm by 2100. Low lying areas with highly dense human population
will suffer huge losses as intensity of storms increases. (IPCC 2013)
Increase in temperature would lead to increasing heat related mortality and
loss of life. Erratic rainfall and drier regions would lead to increased shortages

of food and water for humans as well as other wild life. Humans can still
purchase food and water at high prices but what about plants and animals?
Such changes will lead to changes in migration patterns for birds which can
adapt and threat of extinction for ones which cannot. But do we care?
Lets learn a little more about birds of Gujarat and birds found in and around
Rajkot.
Birds of Gujarat:
Gujarat is one of the most
Did you know?
prolific birding areas in India due
Gujarat has more than 345 species of
to its variety of habitats.
birds with over 290 birding locations.
Habitats range from saline Thar
desert to Little Rann Of Kutch to
arid grasslands at Banni to Aravalli ranges of North Gujarat, Vindya mountain
ranges in Eastern Gujarat to Sahayadris in the south of Gujarat covering forests
of Dangs. Gujarat is also the breeding area of many birds including
endangered species like the Lesser Florican and Great Indian Bustard that nest
in the grasslands. Large heronries can be seen at the Marine National Park and
along the Bhavnagar District coastline. (Birds of Gujarat 2012)
Note worthy Initiative of wall painting of Birds at Randarda lake, Rajkot:
Recently a novel initiative was taken when a group of enthusiastic artists of
Chitranagri group did wall painting of birds of Rajkot at Randarda lake on
October 11, 2015. Some of the images of the birds are depicted below.

Image artists (Top 2nd L to R followed by bottom L to R): Ms Chinmai Hemani (Open
Bill Stork), Ms Deepika Kalaria & Banshree(Indian paradise flycatcher), Ramesh
Pandav(Peacock, Common crow, Hoopoe), Mr Girish Kalaria (Pelican),

Shyameshwari, Gurpreet (Greater Flamingo & common Kingfisher ) , Sonal & Lalji
(Pelican )

Wall painting is not enough to show our love for birds and nature, in order to
protect birds we need to know more about them and their habitats.
An attempt has been made here to list easily spotted birds in our
neighbourhood in and around Rajkot. This list is not exhaustive and you can
add into this list if you know more about the listed birds and / or know many
more birds to add to this database. Do take your interest further to find them
and add to this list.
List of Birds observed in and around Rajkot:
Some of the noted Resident Birds of Rajkot:
Bird Name
Purple Sun Bird

Where to spot
Found in Garden
plants / trees
with flowers

Image

(Male)
Indian Robin

Found in open
scrub
areas,
perching on low
thorny
shrubs
and rocks

Oriental Magpie Found in open
Robin
woodland
and
cultivated areas
often close to
human
habitations
Common
Babbler

Found in dry
open, low thorny
scrubland
vegetation.
Popularly known
as 7 sisters

(Male)

(Male)

(Female)

(Female)

(Female)

Large
Babbler

grey Found in scrub,
open forest and
grassland,
gardens. Found
in small groups

Black Drongo

Found in open
agricultural
fields,
light
forested area.
Male / Female are alike

Small Green Bee Found
in
eater
grassland, thin
scrub and forest
often far from
water
Male / Female are alike
Rufous Tree-Pie

Found in open
scrub,
agricultural
areas, forests and
gardens
Common Tailor Found in open
bird
woodland, scrub
and gardens
Rosy Pastor

Male / Female are alike

Male / Female are alike
Females have a short
crest and are duller
overall, without the
sharp
separation
between
pink and

Attracted
to
flowering trees
and in open
agricultural land.
Found in flocks.
black.

Crow Pheasant / Found in gardens
Greater Coucals
at
top
of
vegetation

Male/Female
are
alike but females are
slightly larger

CopperSmith
Barbet

Found
in
gardens, groves
and
sparse
woodland.
Male/Female are alike

Red
Bulbul

vented Found in dry
scrub,
open
forest, plains and
cultivated lands
Red-wattled
Found in well
lapwings
watered fields,
ploughed fields,
grazing
lands,
dry bed of tanks
and puddles.
Yellow-wattled
Found in dry
lapwings
stony and open
grassland
or
scrub land
Red naped Ibis / Found in dry
Black Ibis
fields away from
water, gardens,
irrigated fields
Grey Heron

Cattle Egret

Found
near
wetlands, lakes,
rivers,
ponds,
marshes,
sea
coast.
Found
water
bodies

Little Egret / Found near water
Small
white bodies, wetlands
Heron

Male / Female are alike
Male / Female
are alike. Male
5% longer wing.
Male / Female are
alike. Male have
slightly longer wing.

Male/Female are alike

Male / Female are alike.
Male slightly larger

Pond Heron

Found near water
bodies

Little Cormorant

Found
in
lowland
fresh
water
bodies,
ponds,
lakes,
coastal estuaries
Found in inland
water
bodies,
larger than little
cormorants with
blue eyes

Indian
Cormorant

Darter

Black
stilts

Found near fresh
water
bodies,
marshes.
Frequently
associate
with
heron,
ibis,
storks
winged Found
near
marshes, shallow
water, lakes

Male/ Female are
alike but males
slightly larger.

Male/ Female are
alike
but
males
slightly larger.

Male/ Female are
alike
but
males
slightly larger.

Males have a black
back, often with
greenish
gloss.
Females'
backs
have a brown hue,
contrasting with
the black feather.

Common
Found near slow
Kingfisher
or flowing streams,
River kingfisher rivers, lakes with
well vegetated
banks
(Male) ( Female) similar - however
is orange red with black tip

Coot

Found in still or
slow
flowing
water

Some of the noted Migratory Birds seen at Rajkot:
Greater
Flamingo

Lesser Flamingo

Painted Stork

Found in mud
Male / Female are
flats and shallow
alike but males
coastal lagoons
slightly larger
with salt water.
Breeds in Rann
of Kutch. State
bird of Gujarat.
Smallest species
of
flamingo.
Shorter
and
Near threatened.
darker pink than
Breed in Rann of
the
greater
Kutch.
They
flamingo, lesser
make
regular
flamingos also
movements from
differ in the
their
breeding
colouration of
sites inland to
the beak. Lesser
coastal wetlands flamingos have a deep red bill,
when
not tipped with black, whereas the bill of
breeding.
greater flamingos is light pink, tipped
with black
Found in flocks
Male / Female
in shallow waters
are alike but
along river and
males
slightly
lakes.
larger

Asian Open Bill Found
Stork
wetlands

in

Great
Pelican

white Found in inland
and
coastal
waters

Common
Spoonbill

Combed duck

Male / Female are
alike but males
slightly larger with
longer beaks

Found
in
extensive
shallow,
wetlands
with
muddy, clay or
fine sandy beds
of river, lake,
flooded area
Found in fresh
water swamps,
wetlands
(Male)

Purple Heron

( Female)

Found close to
lakes,
shallow
water, wetlands

As you can see here, there are many birds which are found in our surrounding
all year round, while there are some birds which migrate from as far as Europe,
Africa, higher plains of Asia during winters to our place. Environment
pollution of land, water and air and land use changes (from agricultural to nonagricultural changes) and climate change at our local place also would pose a
danger of sustenance to these birds. In order to save this rich bio-diversity
what is the least on can do?
What is the least you can do to save birds and biodiversity?
Listed here are 10 easy solutions with hope of connecting people to bird and
biodiversity conservation.
Local birds:
a)

Native plants (i.e. plants that have been locally growing for long long
time in a particular region) provide food and shelter for native wildlife.

b) Limit the use of lawn chemicals and pesticides in your
garden, as they are harmful to birds, wildlife and
household pets.
c) Put bird feeders with appropriate seeds, watering
bowls and bird houses away from predators.
d) Recycle and buy sustainable products: Always prefer to buy recycled
paper and sustainable products like products certified with Forest
Stewardship Council wood products to protect forest species. Never
buy furniture made from wood of rainforests. Recycle your cell
phones, as a mineral used in cell phones and other electronics is mined
in Gorilla habitats. Minimize your use of palm oil because forests
where tigers live are being cut down to plant palm plantations.
Outdoor and Migratory birds:
a) Learn about various migratory birds and other endangered species in
your area
b)

On learning do also teach others about birds.

c) Don’t buy illegally caged and traded exquisite birds
d) Get outdoors and enjoy nature
e) Support conservation initiatives and protect wild life habitat
f)

Do not harass wildlife, it is illegal.

Some of the books to refer:
 The book of Indian Birds by Salim Ali
 Birds of Indian Subcontinent by Carol Inskipp Richard Grimmett Tim
Inskipp
 Pocket book Gujarati title: Angane vaviye Kalrav by Wild Saurastra
 Pocket book Gujarati title: Pankhi Parichay by Wlidlife conservation trust
 Pocket book Gujarati title: Aao baniye pakhiyo no saharo by Divya bhaskar
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