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CHAPTE RR 8 

C O N S E R V A T I O NN OF G R A S S L A ND B I R D S IN LOWLAN D 

NEPAL L 

Summary y 
1.. Information on the distribution and habitat of many bird species that inhabit the subtropical riverine grasslands of 

lowlandd Nepal and north Indian plains is lacking. 

2.. A total of 412 sites representing different grassland habitat characteristics were sampled between December 1996 and 
Mayy 1998. Information on grassland birds was also derived from the literature and used to discuss rare and 
threatenedd species. A total of 31 grassland birds that require further investigation and protection were selected. 

3.. Status and distribution data for several species were analysed and compared in different parks. Several threatened 
speciess were closely analysed and discussed. 

4.. AH the globally threatened birds that breed in Nepal are dependent on grasslands. At least 12 species are dependent 
inn lowland grasslands. 

5.. Expansion, management and conservation of subtropical riverine grassland habitat in lowland Nepal is recommended 
andd also further studies on the grassland succession and on the ecology of selected grassland birds to better 
understandd their habitat needs. 

KeyKey words: threatened grassland birds, conservation 

8.1.. In t roduct io n 
Forr generations, grasslands have been widely exploited by people for their daily use and this 

traditionn continues. Grasslands are exploited to such an extent that today tall grasslands only exist 

insidee protected areas in most countries of the Indian subcontinent (Rahmani 1988). Subtropical 

riverineriverine grasslands in north India and Nepal are habitats of international importance for biodiversity 

conservationn (Peet 1997). They support many threatened animal taxa of which birds constitute a 

significantt part. Many bird species that occur in these tall grasslands are globally threatened and 

littl ee known (Collar et al. 1994, Collar 1996, see also Table 8.1). 

Thee rate of vegetation loss in Nepal is high compared to other countries in south Asia (Choudhary 
1998).. In the past, several authors have described the natural state of grasslands in lowland Nepal 
(Randd and Fleming 1957, Ripley 1978, Newton et al. 1990), most of which have now disappeared. 
Ass a result, the grassland habitat and the taxa specially adapted to this habitat are confined to a few 
isolatedd pockets. The most noticeable impact on grassland habitats has been caused by growth of 
thee human population.. 

Grasslandd type and size differ considerably in the protected areas of lowland Nepal. Botanical 

differencess and plant diversity of the lowland grasslands in Nepal have been described elsewhere 

(Lehmkull  1994, Peet et al. 1999). Similar work on avian community ecology is lacking. At this stage 

itt is difficult to predict if the existing grasslands are sufficient for the long-term survival of these 

aviann taxa. The conservation of grassland birds in one country alone cannot secure their future; hence 

aa regional approach would be the most appropriate option. 
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CONSERVATIONN OF GRASSLAND BIRDS 

Tablee 8.1. Globally threatened bird s in Nepal according to Birds to watch 2 (1994). 

Threat/Englishh name Scientificc name 

C r i t i c a l l 

Pink-headedd Duck 

+Lesserr Florican 

E n d a n g e r ed d 

Greaterr Adjutant 

+Bengall  Florican 

V u l n ee r a b l e 

Spot-billedd Pelican 

Lesserr Adjutant 

Ferruginouss Duck 

Baer'ss Pochard 

Pallas'ss Sea-eagle 

Imperiall  Eagle 

Greaterr Spotted Eagle 

Lesserr Kestrel 

+Swampp Francolin 

Cheerr Pheasant 

Woodd Snipe 

Black-belliedd Tern 

Indiann Skimmer 

Blyth'ss Kingfisher 

+Hodgson'ss Bushchat 

Rufous-throatedd Wren-babbler 

+Jerdon'ss Babbler 

Black-breastedd Parrotbill 

+Bristledd Grassbird 

Kashmirr Flycatcher 

+FF inn's Weaver 

RhodonessaRhodonessa caryophyllacea 

SypheotidesSypheotides indica 

LeptoptilosLeptoptilos dubius 

HoubaropsisHoubaropsis bengalensis 

PelecanusPelecanus philippinus 

LeptoptilosLeptoptilos javanicus 

AythyaAythya nyroca 

AythyaAythya baeri 

HaliaeetusHaliaeetus leucoryphus 

AcftiilaAcftiila heliaca 

AquilaAquila clanga 

FalcoFalco naumanni 

FrancolinusFrancolinus gularis 

CatreusCatreus wallichi 

GallinagoGallinago nemoricola 

SternaSterna acuticauda 

RynchopsRynchops albicollis 

AlcedoAlcedo hercules 

SaxicolaSaxicola insignis 

SpelaeornisSpelaeornis caudatus 

"Chry"Chry somma altirostre 

[Paradoxornis[Paradoxornis Jlavirostris 

\Chaetornis\Chaetornis striatus 

[Ficedula[Ficedula subrubra 

\Ploceus\Ploceus megarhynchus 

+lowlandd grassland specialist 
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CONSERVATIONN OF GRASSLAND BIRDS 

Speciess richness, abundance, status and distribution of several important species were studied in 

twoo protected areas. The conservation value of grassland birds and their habitat in the protected 

areass of lowland Nepal is outlined by discussing the threatened species they possess. 

8.2.. What makes lowland grass land so spec ia l? 
1)) The total area of lowland grasslands is small compared to that of other habitats and is only found 

inn protected areas (Table 2.1). As a result, many avian grassland specialists are restricted to 
isolatedd pockets. 

2)) Threats to the existing grassland habitat continue even inside protected areas, mainly because of 
humann encroachment, such as grass cutting and cattle grazing. Grasslands may also disappear 
throughh vegetation succession and as a result of various climatic factors (Peet 1997). 

3)) Many specialists and globally threatened avian taxa are found in lowland grasslands (Collar et al. 

1994,, Collar 1996) compared to other habitats in Nepal making these areas of greater 
internationall  importance for conservation. 

4)) The populations of many threatened grassland birds in lowland Nepal form significant 
proportionss of the global populations compared to globally threatened forest and wetland birds 
inn Nepal. 

8.3.. Methods 

Birdd species known to use lowland grasslands were selected from various sources (Fleming et al. 

1984,, Ali and Ripley 1987, Inskipp and Inskipp 1991). These were supplemented by observations 
fromm my own fieldwork from 1996 to 1998. The threatened status of birds was derived from Collar 
etet al. 1994 for global status and Baral et al. 1996 for national status. Data on species' 
presence/absencee in different regions and their status are taken from this study and supplemented 
byy information in Inskipp and Inskipp (1991). Grassland birds and their status are discussed from 
thee conservation point of view. 

8.4.. D i scuss ion 

8 .4 .1.. SPATIAL D IFFERENCE IN BIRD DISTRIBUTION 

Seasonalityy of rainfall has a strong influence on the distribution of grasslands which tend to occur 

wheree there is a marked period of drought (Ripley 1992). In Nepal, where a monsoonal climate is 

predominant,, there are regional climatic differences in the country from east to west. The effect of 

thee monsoon is strongest in the east and weakens westward (Table 2.2). For this reason lowland 

grasslandss in eastern, central and western Nepal are significantly different (Peet 1997). 

Thee grassland areas are generally larger and more contiguous in Sukila Phanta Wildlif e Reserve 

(Sukilaa Phanta hereonwards) than in Royal Chitwan National Park (Chitwan hereonwards). The 

distancee of grasslands from forest and water is also significantly different in these regions. Sites in 

Sukilaa Phanta are characterised by open short grasslands which are a greater distance from forest. 
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CONSERVATIONN OF GRASSLAND BIRDS 

Whilee dry Imperata and wet Phragmites are extensive in Sukila Phanta, moist Narenga and moist to 

dryy Themeda form large extensive grasslands in Chitwan (Peet et al. 1999, see also Chapter 5, 6 and 

77 this study). 

Commonn Stonechat Saxicola torquatav/as found to be the most frequently observed bird when data 

fromm all study sites were collectively analysed. It was the second most frequent bird when both 

Chitwann and Sukila Phanta data were analysed separately. Chestnut-capped Babbler Timalea pileata 

wass found to be the most frequent grassland bird in Chitwan and Bright-headed Cisticola Cisticola 

exilisexilis in Sukila Phanta in the individual site analyses. Grey-breasted Prinia Prima hodgsonii in 

Chitwann and Pied Bushchat Saxicola caprata in Sukila Phanta were the third most frequently seen 

species.. Some species that were common in one study area, were completely absent or very rare in 

thee other. Bright-capped Cisticola Cisticola exilis, a common bird in Sukila Phanta, was not recorded 

fromm any of the Chitwan transects. However the species is known to occur in the latter place. 

SaxicolaSaxicola species, Jungle Prinia Prinia sylvatica, Swamp Francolin Francolinus gularis, Rufous-

belliedd Babbler Dumetia hyperythra, Hodgson's Bushchat Saxicola insignis, Bluethroat Luscinia 

svecica,svecica, and Cisticola spp. were common in Sukila Phanta, but either rare in Chitwan or virtually 

absentt from my sample sites. Similarly species such as Slender-billed Babbler Turdoides 

longirostris,longirostris, Grey-crowned Prinia Prinia cinereocapilla, Pale-footed Bush-warbler Cettia pallidipes 

andd White-tailed Rubythroat Luscinia pectoralis were common in Chitwan but were either rare or 

absentt from Sukila Phanta (Table 8.2). 

8.4.2.. T H R E A T E N ED GRASSLAND AVIFAUN A 

Inn the course of this study, it has become clear that the grassland avifauna figures most prominently 

onn the list of globally threatened birds occurring in Nepal. In the most recently published survey, 

Birdss to Watch 2 (Collar et al. 1994), BirdLife International listed 25 globally threatened birds for 

Nepall  (Table 8.1). Two of these species - Pink-headed Duck Rhodonessa caryophyllacea and Black-

breastedd Parrotbill Paradoxornis flavirostris - are now extinct in Nepal (Inskipp and Inskipp 1991, 

Barall  et al. 1996). Finn's Weaver Ploceus megarhynchus, a globally threatened lowland grassland 

species,, was recently found in Nepal for the first time (Baral 1998a). Taking these species into 

account,, a total of 24 globally threatened species currently occur in Nepal. Seven (29%) of these are 

consideredd to be dependent on lowland grasslands (Table 8.1). 

AA total of 29 species recorded in Nepal were identified as globally threatened by BirdLife 

Internationall  in 2000 (BirdLife International in prep., see also Table 8.3). Four species are now 

certainlyy extinct in Nepal and Black-necked Crane Grus nigricollis is only a vagrant. According 
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Tablee 8.2. A comparison of some grassland specialists in Sukila Phanta and Chitwan 

Species s 
FrancolinusFrancolinus gularis 

MirafraMirafra  cantillans 

CettiaCettia pallidipes 

PriniaPrinia cinereocapilla 

CisticolaCisticola exilis 

TurdoidesTurdoides longirostris 

DumetiaDumetia hyperythra 

SaxicolaSaxicola insignis 

Saxicolajerdoni Saxicolajerdoni 

LusciniaLuscinia pectoralis 

AnthusAnthus similis 

PloceusPloceus megarhynchus 

Sukilaa Phanta 
ii  2, breeding resident 

|| 1, summer visitor? 

|| 4, resident? * 

|| 4, resident? * 

|| 1, breeding resident 

II  Absent 
|| 2, breeding resident 

|| 2, winter visitor 
1,, breeding resident 

3,, winter 
3,, winter visitor 

3,, breeding 

Chitwan n 
!!  Absent 

jj  Absent 

|| 2, breeding resident 

jj  2, breeding resident 

|| 4, resident 
jj  2, breeding resident 

!!  4, resident* 

|| 4, winter, passage migrant 

!!  Absent 
II  2, breeding resident 

11 Absent 

|| Absent 

Codes: : 
11 common, 2 fairly common, 3 occasional, 4 rare 
CHH Chitwan, SP Sukila Phanta 

tt recorded during this survey, it is likely that surviving population is very small or species has been totally 
extirpated. . 

too this new information some species are upgraded to 'Threatened' that were previously listed as 

'Near-threatened'' in Birds to Watch 2. Almost all upgraded Nepalese species are inhabitants of 

lowlandd grasslands such as Slender-billed Babbler Turdoides longirostris and Grey-crowned Prinia 

PriniaPrinia cinereocapilla (BirdLife International in prep.). Other species that are now considered 

threatenedd are Sams Crane Grus antigone, White-rumped Gyps bengalensis and Long-billed 

Vulturess G. indicus. The latter two species of vultures were previously thought to be common 

(Inskippp and Inskipp 1991) but their population has declined sharply and alarmingly in the recent 

pastt (pers. obs.). Lesser Adjutant Leptoptilos dubius and Grus antigone are often characterized as 

wetlandd birds although they are equally dependent on short grasslands/marshlands (included in this 

studyy among grasslands) for their continued survival as on wetlands. Both species of vultures prefer 

openn short grasslands where they are observed mostly feeding on carcasses. It is interesting to note 

thatt all globally threatened breeding birds in Nepal are dependent on grasslands (Table 8.3). Of 

these,, only Wood Snipe Gallinago nemoricola and Cheer Pheasant Catreus wallichii are found in 

higherr elevations, the other 12 breeding species are dependent on lowland grasslands. In addition to 

these,, at least 3 more non-breeding visitors to lowland grasslands are considered as globally 

threatened.. This brings the total number of lowland grassland birds (meaning those using grasslands 

att certain time of a year to complete their life-cycle) in the list at 15 (62.5%), out of 24 species that 
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Tablee 8.3. Globally threatened birds of Nepal (BirdLif e International in prep.) 

Scientificc name 
Extinctt  from Nepal 
AcerosAceros nipalensis 
ArdeaArdea insignis 
ParadoxornisParadoxornis jlavirostris 

Englishh name 

[Rufous-neckedd Hornbill I 
[White-belliedd Heron 
[Black-breastedd Parrotbill 1 

RhodonessaRhodonessa caryophyllacea jPink-headed Duck [ 
Speciess currently or  probably breeding in Nepal 
FrancolinusFrancolinus gularis 
CatreusCatreus wallichii 
HoubaropsisHoubaropsis bengalensis 
SypheotidesSypheotides indica 
GrusGrus antigone 
GalinagoGalinago nemoricola 
GypsGyps bengalensis 
GypsGyps indicus 
LeptoptilosLeptoptilos javanicus 
PriniaPrinia cinereocapilla 
ChaetornisChaetornis striatus 
ChrysommaChrysomma altirostre 
TurdoidesTurdoides longrostris 

[Swampp Francolin j 
[Cheerr Pheasant I 
[Bengall  Florican j 
[Lesserr Florican I 
[Samss Crane j 
iWoodd Snipe I 
iWhite-rumpedd Vulture 
iLong-billedd Vulture I 
[Lesserr Adjutant j 
[Grey-crownedd Prinia ! 
[Bristledd Grassbird j 
jjerdon'ss Babbler j 
[Slender-billedd Babbler ! 

PloceusPloceus megarhynchus JFinn's Weaver j 
Rare,, but regular  winter  visitors and passage migrants to Nepal 

AythaAytha baeri 
AquilaAquila heliaca 
HaliaeetusHaliaeetus leucoryphus 
AquilaAquila clanga 
SaxicolaSaxicola insignis 
Uncommonn passage migrants 
FalcoFalco naumanni 
FicedulaFicedula subrubra 
Locall  and non-breeding visitor 
PelecanusPelecanus philippinus 
Locall  and non-breeding visitor 
RhynchopsRhynchops albicollis 
LeptoptilosLeptoptilos dubius 
Vagrant t 
GrusGrus nigricollis 

jBaer'ss Pochard 1 
[Imperiall  Eagle j 
[Pallas'ss Fish Eagle 1 
[Greaterr Spotted Eagle ! 
[Hodgson'ss Bushchat j 

[Lesserr Kestrel 1 
Kashmirr Flycatcher 1 

jSpot-billedd Pelican ! 
raree and irregular 
[Indiann Skimmer = 
jGreaterr Adjutant j 

[Black-neckedd Crane 

Threat t 

VU U 
E E 
V V 

EX X 

V V 
V V 
E E 
E E 
V V 
V V 

c c 
c c 
V V 
V V 
V V 
V V 
V V 
V V 

V V 
V V 
V V 
V V 
V V 

V V 
V V 

V V 

V V 
E E 

V V 

Habitat t 

!!  F 
|| W 
!!  F 
|| W 

LG G 
MG G 
LG G 
LG G 
LG G 
HG G 
LG G 
LG G 
LG G 
LG G 
LG G 
LG G 
LG G 
LG G 

W W 
W W 
W W 
W W 
LG G 

LG G 
F F 

W W 

w w 
W/LG G 

ii  W 
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Tablee 8.4. Threatened species whose population in Nepal may be of international 
importance e 

Englishh name 
CRITICAL L 

White-rumpedd Vulture" 

Long-billedd Vulture11 

Scientificc name 

;; Gyps bengalensis 

11 Gyps indicus 

Habitat t 

|| 0, LG 
|| 0,LG 

ENDANGERED D 

Lesserr Florican11 

Bengall  Florican̂  

VULNERABLE E 

Lesserr Adjutant_ 

Swampp Francolin_ 

Cheerr Pheasant4 

Saruss Crane5 

Woodd Snipe11 

Hodgson'ss Bushchat6 

Slender-billedd Babbler7 

Grey-crownedd Prinia8 

Bristledd Grassbird9 

Finn'ss Weaver11 

II  Sypheotides indica 

jj  Houbaropsis bengalensis 

\\ Leptoptilos javanicus 

jj  Francolinus gularis 

|| Catreus wallichi 

jj  Grus antigone 

|| Gallinago nemoricola 

jj  Saxicola insignis 

'\'\ Turdoides longirostris 

jj  Prinia cinereocapilla 

jj  Chaetornis striatus 

\\ Plocens megarhynchus 

|| LG 
jj  LG 

jj  LG, W 
|| LG, W 
|| MG, F 
|| LG,W 

|| HG, F 
jj  LG 
!!  LG 
11 LG 
jj  LG 
II  LG 

Sources: : 
1:: Inskipp and Inskipp 1983 , 2: Baral 1993, 3: McGowan et al. 1995, Baral 1998, 4: McGowan and 
Garsonn 1995, 5: Meine and Archibald 1996, 6: Baral 1998, 7, 8 and 9: Baral in prep.t 11: BirdLife 
Internationall  in prep, also Collar et al. 1994) 
Keys: : 
LGG Lowland grassland, MG Middle hills grassland, HG High altitude grassland, F Forests, O Open fields, 
WW Wetlands 

aree known to occur at present in Nepal. Two grassland specialists, Lesser Florican Sypheotides 

indicaindica (Endangered) and Bengal Florican Houbaropsis bengalensis (Endangered) and the grassland-

dependentt Greater Adjutant Leptoptilos dubius (Endangered) are currently in the highest threat 

categoriess (Collar et al. 1994). 

AA list of all threatened grassland bird species for which the Nepal population is of international 

significancee is given in Table 8.4, showing grassland birds to be predominant (12 out of 14, 86%). 

Futuree studies to find out their ecology and population estimate on a global and national level should 

bee an important task for their conservation. 
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Tablee 8.5 Priorit y species for  conservation 

Code e 

Gybe e 

Gyin n 

Syin n 

Hobe e 

Chal l 

Frgu u 

Plme e 

Chst t 

Sain n 

Prci i 

Leja a 

Fana a 

Gran n 

Tulo o 

Fach h 

Tyca a 

Cima a 

Pspa a 

Aemo o 

Sarc c 

Grbe e 

Saje e 

Duhy y 

Mepa a 

Aqpo o 

Prsy y 

Spci i 

Cini i 

Garu u 

Sale e 

Cepa a 

Scientificc name 

\Gyps\Gyps bengalensis 

\Gyps\Gyps indicus 

\*Sypheotides\*Sypheotides indica 

IHoubaropsisIHoubaropsis bengalensis 

\Chrysomma\Chrysomma altirostre 

WrancolinusWrancolinus gularis 

[Ploceus[Ploceus megarhynchus 

\Chaetornis\Chaetornis striatus 

'ySaxicola'ySaxicola insignis 

[Prinia[Prinia  cinereocapilla 

[Leptoptilos[Leptoptilos javanicus 

\*Falco\*Falco naumanni 

\Grus\Grus antigone 

\Tttrdoides\Tttrdoides longirostris 

\*Falco\*Falco chiquer a 

\*Tyto\*Tyto longimembris 

\Circus\Circus macrourus 

\Pseudibis\Pseudibis papillosa 

[Aegypius[Aegypius monachus 

)Sarcogyps)Sarcogyps calvus 

SpraminicolaSpraminicola bengalensis 

\$axicolajerdoni \$axicolajerdoni 

'pumetia'pumetia hyperythra 

'\Megalurus'\Megalurus palustris 

ÏAquilaÏAquila pomarina 

\Prinia\Prinia sylvatica 

 cirrhatus 

\Ciconia\Ciconia nigra 

\Garrulax\Garrulax ruficollis 

)Saxicola)Saxicola leucura 

\Cettia\Cettia pallidipes 

jEnglishh name 

jWhite-rumpedd Vulture 

[Long-billedd Vulture 

JLesserr Florican 

Bengall  Florican 

llerdon'ss Babbler 

[Swampp Francolin 

JFinn'ss Weaver 

[Bristledd Grassbird 

[Hodgson'ss Bushchat 

[Grey-crownedd Prinia 

[Lesserr Adjutant 

Lesserr Kestrel 

[Samss Crane 

[Slender-billedd Babbler 

JRed-neckedd Falcon 

[Easternn Grass Owl 

jPallidd Harrier 

[Red-napedd Ibis 

[Cinereouss Vulture 

JRed-headedd Vulture 

JRufous-rumped d 

jGrassbird d 

[Jerdon'ss Bushchat 

[Tawny-belliedd Babbler 

[Striatedd Grassbird 

Lesserr Spotted Eagle 

[Junglee Prinia 

Changeablee Hawk-Eagle 

JBlackk Stork 

[Rufous-necked d 

jLaughingthrush h 

[White-tailedd Stonechat 

[Family y 

[Accipitridae e 

[Accipitridae e 

[Otididae e 

[Otididae e 

[Muscicapidae e 

[Phasianidae e 

[Ploceidae e 

[Muscicapidae e 

[Turdidae e 

[Muscicapidae e 

[Ciconiidae e 

[Accipitridae e 

[Gruidae e 

[Muscicapidae e 

[Falconidae e 

[Strigidae e 

[Accipitridae e 

[Ciconiidae e 

[Accipitridae e 

JAccipitridae e 

[Muscicapidae e 

[Turdidae e 

[Muscicapidae e 

[Muscicapidae e 

JAccipitridae e 

[Muscicapidae e 

[Accipitridae e 

[Ciconiidae e 

[Muscicapidae e 

[Turdidae e 

iPale-footedd Bush-Warbler JMuscicapidae 

[Guil d d 

[Carnivore e 

[Carnivore e 

pmnivore e 

pmnivore e 

[Insectivore e 

pmnivore e 

[Granivore e 

[Insectivore e 

[Insectivore e 

[Insectivore e 

pmnivore e 

[Carnivore e 

[Omnivore e 

[Insectivore e 

[Carnivore e 

[Carnivore e 

[Carnivore e 

[Insectivore e 

[Carnivore e 

[Carnivore e 

[Insectivore e 

[Insectivore e 

[Insectivore e 

jlnsectivore e 

[Carnivore e 

[Insectivore e 

[Carnivore e 

'pmnivore e 

[Insectivore e 

[Insectivore e 

[Insectivore e 

[[  Sta-

jj  r 

[[  r 

ii s 

[[  r 

[[  r 

[[  r 

II  r 

ii s 

II  w 

[[  r 

II  r 

[[  w 

II  r 

[[  r 

11 r 

!!  r 

[[  w 

 r 

ii  w 

[[  w 

[[  r 

[[  r 

[[  r 

ii  r 

11 r 

!!  r 

[[  r 

ii  w 

[[  r 

ii  r 

ii  w 

[[  Thr  [ Code 

11 c i 
11 c | 
[[  E | 

ii  E | 
— 

|| V | 

11 V | 
|| V | 

ii  v i 
** — 

ii  v j 
11 v i 

-

!!  v 1 

-

ii  v i 

[[  NT[ 

11 NT| 

|| NT] 

!!  NTJ 

iz
 z

 
!!  NTj 

11 N T i 
++

1 N T ! ! 
ii  N i 
!!  N 1 
ii  N I 

-

|| N | 

11 N 1 

11 N ! 
11 N I 

11 SC 1 
[[  SC I 

5 5 

5 5 

1 1 

1 1 

1 1 

1 1 

1 1 

1 1 

1 1 

3 3 

5 5 

5 5 

1 1 

1 1 

1 1 

1 1 

2 2 

3 3 

3 3 

6 6 

1 1 

1 1 

1 1 

1 1 

3 3 

3 3 

3 3 

3 3 

5 5 

1 1 

1 1 

Ht t 

0 0 

0 0 

1 1 

1 1 

4 4 

!!  4 

4 4 

|| 3 

|| 2 

11 3 
]]  0 
|| 0 

|| 1 

i 4 4 

|| 0 

|| 3 

11 2 

11 o 
11 ° 
11 o 
|| 2 

II  4 

11 4 
! 4 4 

11 o 
jj  2 

!!  o 
ii  i 

|| 3 

!!  3 

11 3 
**  not recorded during our survey (1996-1998). 

Keyy for column 'Thr': C = Critically Endangered, E = Endangered, V = Vulnerable, NT = Near-threatened (Source: 
BirdLif ee International 2000), N = Nationally threatened (Source: Baral et al. 1996), SC = Species of conservation 
concern.. (Evaluated as threatened during this study). 

Otherr columns: Code = Collar-code (see Table 3.5), Ht = Preferred grass height. 
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CONSERVATIONN OF GRASSLAND BIRDS 

Off  the 286 species of birds recorded in Nepal's lowland grasslands, 33 are considered threatened 

eitherr globally or nationally. Based on the findings of this study 2 additional species are proposedd as 

speciess of conservation concern. The status, distribution and behavioural information on 

populationss of White-tailed Stonechat Saxicola leucura and Pale-footed Bush Warbler Cettia 

pallidipespallidipes were closely examined. This bird survey and data collected by others show that both 

thesee species have declined in lowland Nepal and probably in the entire Indian subcontinent. Their 

statuss will have to be reviewed on a regional scale. Among these 35 species, as many as 31 are 

identifiedd as lowland grassland birds using grasslands to complete their life-cycle (Table 8.5). The 

otherr 4 were deleted from the list as they are not considered grassland birds. This highlights the 

criticall  need for conservation of the remaining grasslands. 

8.5.. Curren t management pract ice 
AA grassland management programme was initiated under the Park and People Project funded by the 
Unitedd Nations Development Programme and His Majesty's Government of Nepal in Sukila Phanta 
andd Chitwan in 1996. As part of the management programme, many grassland areas, which were 
listedd as strongholds for Houbaropsis bengalensis (Inskipp and Inskipp 1983), were ploughed 
duringg 1996-98 in order, 
i)) To prevent short Imperata grasslands be encroached by taller, hardy and coarse grass species, 

and d 
ii)) To increase wildlif e sighting for the visitors (in case of Chitwan). 

Althoughh the intentions were good, the preliminary results of this practice have been disappointing 
inn Chitwan. This is especially true when the threatened birds are considered. In Sukila Phanta the 
effectt of such practice was probably moderate and no apparent negative effects have been noted yet. 
Chitwan,, being more humid, has shown negative effects where moist loving species such as Narenga 

porphyrocomaporphyrocoma and Saccharum benghalense have found a favourable habitat in areas affected by this 
managementt practice. On these sites grasslands that were previously dominated by Imperata 

cylindricacylindrica have been invaded by tall Narenga grasslands. 

8.6.. Recommendat ions 

Theree have been notable changes in the state of the habitat even in areas that were given some kind 

off  protection (Khanal 1986). As the human population is constantly increasing, it is likely that in 

futuree we may be confronted with more conflicts between park managers and local people. There is 

aa clear need for a new approach to conserve wildlif e while mitigating people's demands. Several 

studiess have proved that the needs and participation of local people should not be neglected. In fact, 

inn cases where their needs were well addressed, this helped secure a better future for protected areas 

(Nepall  and Weber 1995). 

Grasss is vital for local people living in the periphery of the protected areas (Brown 1997). They 

dependd on grasses and several other species for various household uses (Table 8.6). Collection of 
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Tablee 8.6. Some common and important lowland grass species and their  uses in Nepal 

Botanicall  name [Nepali name jCommon uses 

ImperataImperata cylindricaj^E!...?.^.?.?. |!?.?1^J°LT£°(?. 

SaccharumSaccharum spontaneum iKagnsh..̂  

SaccharumSaccharum benghalense JBaruwaa f?P.?.^.i?^E..!i?Lf.!?.P.^.!?.!.!. 

SaccharumSaccharum arundinaceum ÏKaansh JË^er 

NarengaNarenga gorghyrocoma JKhadaaj JE^.!.L'.!10.^!.°.L̂  

ThemedaThemeda arundinacea JKhadaai? jPH?l'!M..^*I!..?.L!i!™ 

PhragmitesPhragmites karka ^ar^.1. fS^L 

TyghaTygha elephantina jPater JEË?.:.™! 

ApludaApluda mutica j? JËi^F 
EulalopsisEulalopsis binata jBaabiyo Iropes, mats 

thatchh grass was the most important reason given by local people for liking Koshi Tappu as a 

protectedd area (Heinen 1993b). The local tradition can be continued with optimal exploitation and 

carefull  management of resources. 

Thee extension of Chitwan and Royal Bardia National Park (Bardia hereonwards) with buffer zones 

iss an encouraging effort by the government. A total of approximately 750 sq. km. in Chitwan and 

4500 sq. km. in Bardia, have thus been added (Sharma 1998). Buffer zones have been created to 

minimizee the interaction between wildlif e and people and to address the needs of local people by 

settingg aside small areas for utilization by both people and wildlife. Currently, the government is 

undertakingg several programmes to establish buffer zones in more protected areas (Tirtha Man 

Maskeyy pers comm.). While these conservation and management activities are going on, it would be 

helpfull  for the managers of protected areas to have guidelines on how best to preserve the habitat. 

Excellentt accounts on management of grasslands for birds and mammals are presented by Inskipp 

andd Inskipp (1983), Bell (1987), Peet (1997), and Javed and Rahmani (1998). The management 

authorityy in Nepal should carefully look at these recommendations and try to implement some 

feasiblee grassland management programmes. Studies such as those done by Dinerstein (1979, 1987) 

shouldd be also considered in this case which deal with wider ecological mechanisms. Temple (1997) 

discussess several issues on the conservation of rare species in a managed ecosystem. Following 

grasslandd management strategies are proposed to increase the population of threatened taxa. 

Educatingg the public about birds is the most important method of implementing conservation. The 

generall  public should appreciate and realise the importance of birds. Teaching 'Why birds?' by 

variouss methods (posters, talks, audio-visual aids and field outings) can be effective in laying the 
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basicc foundation. Many people already know that Nepal has an exceptionally rich avifauna and this 

knowledgee should be broadened to include education and awareness. On a small scale, I found that 

peoplee are very interested to learn about bird behaviour migration, song, territory defence, mating 

displayy and bird biology. This is a positive sign for people working for bird conservation. A project 

onn education and awareness on a larger scale should be designed so that it has a large impact on the 

generall  public. Government and local NGOs should seek advice from organizations such as BirdLife 

Internationall  and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. Training and exchange of personnel 

betweenn Nepal and nature management agencies overseas should be a key priority. 

Disturbancee in grasslands should be minimised where possible. Grassland habitat is not only the 
mostt threatened due to loss but is also the most disturbed habitat in the entire Indian subcontinent. 
Inn Nepal, every year some time in January, grasslands inside protected areas are cut, burnt and 
trampledd by more than 200,000 people (DNPWC unpublished data). The DNPWC should closely 
monitorr this and put restrictions on grass collection, especially in areas that support globally 
threatenedd species and grasslands considered of international importance. 

Whenn extending a protected area in lowland Nepal considerable thought should be given to include as 

muchh grassland area as possible. It is probably the least represented of all the habitat types in 

Nepal.. When proper protection is given, highly grazed open areas seem to be colonised naturally by 

eitherr Saccharum spontaneum or Imperata cylindrica. The colonisation by grass is rapid and I have 

observedd such fields turning into tall grassland habitat within one or two years. This should be taken 

intoo account when extending protected areas. In the protected areas of Nepal, short Imperata 

grasslands,, an important habitat for Houbaropsis bengalensis, seem to be disappearing by the 

invasionn of taller hardy species (Inskipp and Inskipp 1983, Peet 1997). However, in many countries 

off  the world it is considered as one of the most noxious weeds (Paul and Elmore 1984). Brook 

(1989)) gives an interesting review on the Imperata cylindrica and its nature. There is a clear need to 

understandd the mechanism of grassland succession which at the moment we seem to have 

understoodd very little. 

Grasslandd management should be focused on providing more habitats for globally and nationally 

threatenedd birds. However, the current prescriptions for grassland management in Nepal are mainly 

designedd to promote megafauna. Birds, small mammals and some other lower vertebrates can be 

expectedd to have at least partly different habitat requirements (Bell 1987, Bell and Oliver 1992, Bell 

etet al. 1990, Baral 1998b,c). Future research should focus on the question of whether management 

favouringg large animals should be limited to some areas and other areas should be managed to favour 

thee interests of grassland birds and small mammals. It is likely that birds have more specific micro-

habitatt requirements than large mammals and are also more sensitive to management than other larger 

taxa.. With improved grassland management for birds we may be able to maintain a healthy 

populationn of all taxa within the ecosystem concerned. 
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Itt is often beneficial to try active habitat management practices in grasslands that do not currently 

supportt threatened species. Careful management can insure a better habitat for threatened grassland 

birds.. For example, the open field on the eastern side of Sukila Phanta near Radhapur and Jhilmila 

couldd be converted to a grassland area of outstanding importance for birds as well as mammals. This 

areaa starts from Jhilmila and extends almost 5 km to the north with an average breadth of 500m. 

Thiss area is under the jurisdiction of National Park Authority. If properly protected and restored to 

originall  vegetation such places could be a safe haven for many grassland birds and mammals 

(Blankespoorr 1980). Birds, such as Houbaropsis bengalemis, Sypheotides indica, Francolinus 

gularis,gularis, Bristled Grassbird Chaetornis striatus and Saxicola insignis have been noted to colonize 

thesee newly formed grasslands (pers. obs). If the National Park authorities find difficulty in 

implementingg management, experienced NGOs could initiate a community grassland approach, 

similarr to the community forestry concept that is widely accepted all over Nepal. Village 

communitiess should be guided by reserve wardens and wildlif e technicians for the best utilisation of 

grasslandss by both people and wildlife. This can be developed as a future conservation project in 

Nepall  with support and guidance from an organization, such as BirdLife International. As the 

leadingg authority on the status and conservation of the world's birds, BirdLife International will be 

readyy to collaborate with the government of Nepal and suitable NGOs. Recently, WWF-

Internationall  has listed lowland grasslands as a habitat of international importance, highlighting 

manyy threats to this habitat. Nepalese authorities should begin some practical initiatives that focus 

onn grassland conservation, their creation and careful management. As a first step, Sukila Phanta 

shouldd be declared as Nepal's grassland reserve in order to educate people about the plight of 

lowlandd grasslands. 

Theree is a tendency to encourage people to plant trees in heavily-grazed grasslands (often called 

pasturelands,, rangelands or wastelands) as a step towards reforestation. Such activities reduce the 

grasslandd area considerably. As they grow the trees outcompete any grasses growing under them and 

thosee that need plenty of sunlight. Tree seeds are dispersed all over the grasslands and generally 

germinatee near already existing trees. In the long run a small patch of trees that is created in grassland 

mayy eventually take over all the grassland area. Additionally, trees also encourage the growth of 

shade-lovingg grasses and inhibit growth of sun-loving grasses. This process of succession usually 

convertss grassland into woodland. As one of the measures in the interest of grassland conservation, 

thee planting of trees in grassland should be avoided and trees already planted should be removed. It 

shouldd be also noted that the introduction of exotic grass species in protected areas should be 

banned.. Such effects of introductions have been reported to be lethal for some bird species 

elsewheree (McCarry and Bloom 1984). 

Whilee it is most encouraging to see that the government has initiated some means of managing the 

threatenedd grassland habitat, more careful planning is still needed for future grassland management 

work.. Repeated burning has been successful in maintaining patches of short Imperata grasslands in 
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Chitwann (Gurung 1983, Inskipp and Inskipp 1983). Abandoned old village sites and fanning sites 
havee been turned into Saccharum spontaneum or Imperata cylindrica grasslands in lowland reserves. 
Itt is important to note that in villages periodic disturbances (e.g. ploughing, irrigation) occur. The 
soill  in the village sites is also more compact than most grassland soils in nature. The spatial 
variationss in grasslands suggest that different methods may be needed to maintain grasslands in 
differentt reserves. Experiments on the management of grasslands should be carried out at sites other 
thann where there are threatened grassland birds. It is advisable that small areas are allocated for 
experimentall  purposes. The experimental results should be implemented in one or two areas, and 
thesee should be expanded when suitable results are forthcoming. Each experiment should have very 
clearr and simple goals, objectives and proposed success criteria. The experimental plots should be 
monitoredd annually to determine success, failure or proposed treatment adjustments. We should 
understandd and implement management regimes which mimic successional processes in grassland to 
deliverr the grassland mosaic required at scales big or small enough for important birds. 

Thee continuous stretch of grassland habitat that once existed in the past has been fragmented into 

smalll  isolated pockets (Inskipp and Inskipp 1983, Bell 1986, Peet 1997). Such geographically 

isolatedd patches may be lost to agricultural development in the long term. If conservation 

managementt is not applied to the remaining fragments of grasslands, they may disappear rapidly. 

Ecologicall  consequences of such terrestrial habitat fragmentation have been studied elsewhere 

(Robinsonn 1992, 1998). Thus conservation and management of grassland areas in different regions 

becomess essential for the maintenance of a representative grassland avifauna. 

Chitwann and Sukila Phanta both have distinct avian community structures in their grassland 

habitats.. Although both the protected areas are located more or less at the same elevation and in the 

samee subtropical climatic zone, a significant spatial difference exists in the way the bird 

communitiess are structured in these reserves. Sukila Phanta is an important grassland reserve in 

lowlandd Nepal, because its vast expanse of short grasslands provide suitable habitat for many 

threatenedd avian taxa. Chitwan, on the other hand, which faces enormous pressure from villagers and 

tourists,, is equally important for many grassland birds. It contains the largest population of Prima 

cinereocapilla,cinereocapilla, Cettia pallidipes and Turdoides longirostris in Nepal and probably for the entire 

Indiann subcontinent. Turdoides longirostris may be more threatened because of its specific habitat 

requirements.. All three species are restricted to their specific habitat (see also Chapters 7 and 8), 

andd are seldom seen outside the protected areas. There is no recent record of these birds from 

outsidee protected areas in Nepal (Carol Inskipp pers comm. 1999). Based on this study a priority 

listt is made of species which need urgent attention for protection and monitoring (Table 8.5). 
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Theree are many opportunities for conservation and management of existing grasslands and creation 

off  new grassland sites. The grasslands of lowland Nepal and northern India are disappearing at an 

alarmingg rate and may change drastically or vanish if proper steps are not taken immediately. These 

grasslandss are not only important for species on national level but they also hold a key population 

off  some of the world's threatened and specialist grassland birds. Existing protected grassland areas 

inn lowland Nepal and northern India seem to be fragmented and remain as isolated patches. This 

restrictss the movement of grassland birds between one area to another. At this stage we know very 

littl ee about movement of these birds, if any. Steps should be made towards restoring connecting 

corridorss or grassland patches outside protected areas to allow dispersal between reserves. 

Grasslandss in lowland Nepal alone would not be sufficient if we want to ensure conservation of 

threatenedd grassland fauna. There is a clear need for a regional partnership for conservation of 

grasslandd birds in the Indian subcontinent. Only this will ensure the future of grassland birds in this 

region. . 
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