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The distribution of 78 species of resident birds from 27 families was recorded during a survey of 45 islands in the
Andamans. The species richness of birds in each site was recorded by repeated walks along transects until the species
accumulation curve reached an asymptote. Species restricted to larger islands were not recorded on smaller islands.
The number of species in the different islands groups such as the North, Middle, South and Little Andaman islands, did
not differ appreciably. Frugivores and omnivores tended to have a wider distribution than raptors, which tended to be
restricted to larger islands. This database will provide a baseline with which to compare species distributions in the
future.
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INTRODUCTION

Species on islands are more vulnerable to extinction
than those on continents because besides factors such as the
small population size of island species and lower chances for
immigration or recolonisation of islands, they have usually
evolved in isolation in a less complex ecosystem (e.g., with
fewer predators, diseases and competitors), and therefore
cannot face the multiple threats caused by humans. Many
birds endemic to islands have gone extinct due to habitat loss,
introduced diseases and introduced species (Pimm et al.
1995). Developing biodiversity inventories and monitoring
changes in fauna can help to identify rare and threatened
species, and those with declining populations.

The Andaman and Nicobar Islands, which lie off
mainland India, have a rich biota which is facing serious
threats due to increasing human pressure and developmental
activities (Whitaker 1985; Saldanha 1989; Pande et al. 1991;
Davidar et al. 1995). Therefore, documentation of the
distributional patterns of species will provide information that
can be used for immediate conservation action and for
monitoring species over time. In this study, we provide
information on the patterns of bird distribution in the Andaman
Islands and interpret the results in the light of conservation
priorities.

Pioneering surveys conducted by Abdulali ( 1 964, 1981)
on the avifauna of Andaman and Nicobar Islands helped to
set up the foundation for more detailed assessments. Ripley
and Beehler (1989) analysed the avifauna from an omitho-
geographical perspective and listed 104 species of breeding
birds. These include 1 8 endemic species and 86 endemic races.

Davidar et al. ( 1995, 1996, 2001 and 2002) and Devy et al.
(1998) conducted ecological surveys of forest birds and
butterflies in the Andaman group in the 1990s. They showed
that there is a latitudinal gradient in habitat diversity, with
the southernmost islands in the Andaman group having a
higher proportion of evergreen forests than the northern
islands. They demonstrated that island size and the presence
of evergreen forests significantly influenced species richness.
The larger islands had more species, and rarer species, than
did small islands. The avifauna of smaller islands was a nested
subset of those on larger islands. Therefore, they suggested
that conservation efforts should be focused on protecting
forests on large islands, and evergreen forests in particular
should be prioritised for conservation efforts.

An omitho-geographic analysis on the Andaman and
Nicobar avifauna was conducted by Ripley and Beehler ( 1 989),
who concluded that the avifauna of the Andamans were
predominantly allied to that of Myanmar, whereas the Nicobar
avifauna was a subset of the avifauna of the Andaman Islands.
In this study, we present a preliminary island- wise inventory of
the avifauna of the Andaman Islands, with particular emphasis
on forest birds. We assessed the proportion of islands on which
each species was distributed with regard to island size, location
and the smallest island on which it was recorded. We also
assessed whether the distribution patterns of foraging guilds
differed with regard to island size and location.

STUDY  AREA

The Andaman Islands lie between 10° 30'- 13° 41' N
and 92° 12'-93° 57' E, off the coast of south-east Asia in the
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Bay of Bengal. The northernmost islands are about 285 km
from Myanmar, and the southernmost is Little Andaman
Island, located between the Andaman group and the Nicobars.
Most of the land area of the Andamans consists of five large
and contiguous islands. North Andaman Island, Middle
Andaman Island, Baratang, South Andaman Island and
Rutland. The Little Andamans, another large island is about
100 km south of South Andaman island and is separated from
the Nicobars, which lie further south by the 140 km wide
10 degree channel.

The climate  is  tropical  and oceanic  with  rainfall
from both the Southwest and Northeast monsoon winds. The
average annual rainfall is about 3,000 mm (Pande etal. 1991 ),
increasing from the northern to the southern islands
(Ellis  1989).  This  results  in  a  north-south  vegetation
gradient with predominantly drier forests in the northern
islands  and  wetter  forests  in  the  southern  islands
(Davidar et al. 2002). Evergreen forests are usually confined
to large and medium sized islands, except towards the
south where some small islands have evergreen forest;
otherwise most small islands have dry forests (Davidar
etal. 1995, 2002).

METHODS

Bird survey
The  sampling  was  focused  on  forest  birds,  and

therefore the sampling effort was concentrated within inland
forested habitats, and therefore mangroves, swamps, mudflats
and inland waterways, and nocturnal species were under
sampled. However, we are including all records in this paper
as a database for future reference.

A bird list for each island was compiled based on
sightings along line transects. The number of transects
depended on the size of the island, and several sites were
sampled on the large islands, whereas the entire area was
covered in case of small islands. In each site, the number of
habitats was assessed and transects were walked in each
habitat type in the mornings starting at dawn. A species list
for each island was compiled based on the transect walks.
All birds seen and heard were recorded and identified using
Ali  and  Ripley  (1987),  and  King  et  al.  (1975).  Casual
sightings of birds were also used to compile the species list
of each island.

We placed species in a foraging guild, i.e. insectivore,
frugivore, raptor, based on observations and field notes from
Ali and Ripley (1987) and Davidar et al. ( 1996). We classified
birds of prey as raptors rather than carnivores based on the
conventional  usage  of  the  term  raptors  to  describe
carnivorous birds.

Islands sampled
Forty-five islands in the Andaman group were surveyed

during the dry season, from February to May in 1992 and
1993 and in February of 1994. A list of islands surveyed along
with their area in sq. km is given in Table 1. This survey
covered all the large islands, from North Andaman Island in
the north to Little Andaman Island in the south, and most
islands in the associated archipelagos (Davidar et al. 1995).
For details of the survey methodology see earlier publications
(Davidar et al. 1995, 1996, 2001,2002).

The South Andamans and the Fabyrinth Archipelago
were surveyed from February to May 1992. Baratang,
Ritchie’s  archipelago and seven islands off  the North
Andamans were surveyed from February to May 1993, and
North Andaman Island and eleven associated islands were
surveyed in February 1994. Little Andaman Island was
surveyed in 1992 and 1994.

To facilitate data analysis we categorised the islands
by location: the North Andamans, Middle Andamans and
Baratang, South Andamans and Little Andaman island. Each
island was classified as large (>20 sq. km), medium (10 to
19 sq. km), small (0.1 to 9 sq. km) or very small (<0.1 sq.
km). There were 8 large islands, ranging from Peel (23 sq.
km) to South Andaman island (>1000 sq. km), 7 medium
islands ranging from Tarmugli ( 1 1 .5 sq. km) to Long (14 sq.
km), 25 small islands, ranging from Jolly Buoy (0.12 sq.
km) to Paget (4 sq. km), and 5 very small islands (Table 1).
We looked at the proportionate occurrence of species on
island groups, and different island size categories. The
smallest island on which a species tended to occur was noted,
and the minimum area requirements for all species were
estimated. The species recorded on all island sizes were
categorised as “all”. We looked at the distribution of species
in different foraging guilds with regard to island location
and island size.

RESULTS

Our inventory included 78 species of birds belonging
to 27 families from 45 islands of different size categories
(Appendices 1-3). Thirty of these species were not included
in our earlier publications (Davidar et al. 1995, 1996, 2001,
2002) because our survey had focused on diurnal forest birds
and these additional species were nocturnal species, were not
primarily forest dwelling or were wetland avifauna. Some of
the rare records were on the North Andaman group of islands.

The species distribution of birds on islands indicated
that 20 species were found in fewer than 5 islands, and fewer
than 5 species were found on over 40 islands (Fig. 1 ). Twenty-
seven species (34%) were recorded on islands of all size
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Table 1 : Area in sq.km of the islands surveyed

Island

L-Large, M-Medium, S-Small, VS-Very small

classes (Table 3). The majority of species were restricted to
islands of particular size classes (Table 3). Fifty species (64%)
were not found on islands <0. 1 sq. km in area. Five species
(6%) were recorded only on islands >10 sq. km and 1 1 species
( 14%) on islands >20 sq. km in area.

The distribution of guilds was strongly influenced by
island size rather than by island location (Tables 2 and 4).
Similar numbers of species were recorded in the different
island groups, but Little Andamans had slightly fewer species
than the other island groups, probably because of its isolation.
Frugivores and omnivores tended to occur on islands of all
sizes (Table 4), whereas raptors tended to be restricted to larger
islands. A few species of insectivores and piscivores tended
to occur only on large islands (Table 4).

DISCUSSION

Our assessment of bird distributions in the Andaman
Islands indicates that the majority of species were restricted
to larger than smaller islands. This supports our earlier
observations that bird distributions in the Andaman Islands
are strongly influenced by island size (Davidar et al. 2001 ).
Ripley and Beehler (1989) stated that the avifauna of the
Andamans is a subset of that of Myanmar and consists
predominantly of widespread colonising species with high
dispersal ability. Our study shows that many species do not

Table 2: Number of species of each feeding guild in the four island groups

Island  group  Frugivore  Granivore  Insectivore  Nectarivore  Omnivore  Piscivore  Raptor

North  10  4  29  1  5  5  9
South  13  3  29  1  5  6  9
Middle  12  5  29  1  5  6  7
Little  11  2  23  1  4  5  8
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Table 3: Percentage of birds of each species recorded on 45 islands of different size classes
and minimum area requirements of species
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Table 3: Percentage of birds of each species recorded on 45 islands of different size classes
and minimum area requirements of species ( contd .)

Island size category
Family/Scientific  name  Common  name  Large  Medium  Small  Very  Minimum

(>20  sq.km)  (10-19  sq.km)  (0.1  sq.km)  Small  Island  area
(N=8)  (N=7)  (N=25)  (<0.1  sq.km)  requirements

(N=5)  (sq.km)
Dicruridae
Dicrurus andamanensis

‘Species recorded in casual sightings on all islands (Davidar pers. obs.)
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Table 4: Smallest island size (sq. km) in which the different
feeding guilds were recorded

Feeding
category

occur on smaller islands, probably due to the absence of their
preferred habitat. The avifauna on the small and very small
islands tends to consist of vagrants that are widely distributed
across all habitat types (Davidar et al. 1995, 2001, 2002;
Yoganand and Davidar 2000).

The restricted distribution of many species might be
due to low dispersal ability or the inability of smaller islands
to support viable populations of certain species. The raptors
that are at the top of the food chain, and occur at lower
densities, were less common on smaller islands (Thiollay
1997). It is quite possible that small islands are not able to
support viable populations of raptors, whereas frugivores that
depend on a resource that is spatially and temporally

Abdulali, H. (1964): The birds of the Andaman and Nicobar islands.
J. Bombay Nat. Hist. Soc. 91: 483-571.

Abdulali, H. (1981): Additional notes on Andaman birds. J. Bombay
Nat. Hist. Soc. 78: 46-49.

All S.A. & S.D. Ripley (1987): Handbook of the Birds of India and
Pakistan. 2nd Compact Edn. Oxford University Press, New
Delhi.

Davidar, P„ M.S. Devy, K. Yoganand & T. Ganesh (1995): Reserve
size and the implications for the conservation of biodiversity in
the Andaman islands. Pp. 287-303. In: (Eds: Boyle, T.J.B. & B.
Boontawee). Measuring and monitoring biodiversity in temperate
and tropical forests. CIFOR, Jakarta.

Davidar, P, K. Yoganand, T. Ganesh & N. Joshi ( 1996): An assessment
of common and rare forest bird species of the Andaman Islands.
Forktail 12: 135-142.

Davidar, P, K. Yoganand & T. Ganesh (2001): Distribution of forest
birds in the Andaman islands: Importance of key habitats.
J. Biogeography 28: 663-671.

Davidar, P, K. Yoganand, T. Ganesh & S.M. Devy (2002): Distribution
of forest birds and butterflies in the Andaman Islands: Nested
patterns and processes. Ecography 25: 15-17.

Devy, M.S., T. Ganesh & P. Davidar (1998): Patterns of butterfly
distribution in the Andaman Islands: Implications for
conservation. Acta Oecologica 19: 527-534.

Ellis, J.L. (1989): Project document of North Andaman Biosphere

unpredictable were widely distributed on islands of all sizes.
Frugivores tend to be very mobile and fly over large distances
in search of fruiting trees.

Certain species were only recorded on large islands,
regardless of feeding category. These species might be
specialised to particular habitats found predominantly on larger
islands, such as the wet evergreen forests. We found that many
species, such as Columba palumboides, Macropygia rufipennis,
Treron pompadora and Gracula religiosa were associated with
wet evergreen forests (Yoganand and Davidar 2000), and are
therefore not likely to be recorded on smaller islands that
tend to have scrubby or dry vegetation.

In conclusion, assessing the distributions of birds
on islands can provide insights into the factors that govern
their distribution. This database can provide baseline
information  with  which  to  record  changes  in  species
distributions in the future, and thus has enormous importance
for conservation.
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Appendix 1: Distribution of avifauna in the North Andaman island group. Islands are arranged in a descending order of size, from left to right

AVIFAUNA OF THE ANDAMAN ISLANDS
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Appendix 1 : Distribution of avifauna in the North Andaman island group. Islands are arranged in a descending order of size, from left to right (contd.)
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Appendix 2: Distribution of avifauna in the South Andaman island group. Islands are arranged in a descending order of size, from left to right
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Appendix 2: Distribution of avifauna in the South Andaman island group. Islands are arranged in a descending order of size, from left to right ( contd .)
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Appendix 2: Distribution of avifauna in the South Andaman island group. Islands are arranged in a descending order of size, from left to right ( contd .)
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Appendix 3: Distribution of avifauna in the Middle Andaman island group. Islands are arranged in a descending order of size, from left to right ( contd .)
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Appendix 3: Distribution of avifauna in the Middle Andaman island group. Islands are arranged in a descending order of size, from left to right (contd.)

AVIFAUNA OF THE ANDAMAN ISLANDS
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- Species recorded during casual sightings on all islands (Davidar pers. obs.)
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