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Significant  recent  ornithological  records  from

Manipur,  north-east  India,  with  an  annotated  checklist

ANWARUDDIN  CHOUDHURY

The state of Manipur in India, a part of the Eastern Himalaya Endemic Bird Area, is a poorly known area for birds. The findings of a
recent study are documented here. Noteworthy records include some globally threatened and near-threatened species such as Blyth’s
Tragopan Tragopan blythii, Green Peafowl Pavo muticus. Rufous-necked Hornbill Aceros nipalensis and Mrs Hume’s Pheasant Symiaticus
humiae. Five species were recorded for the first time: Brown Hornbill Anorrhinus tickelli, Blue Rock Thrush Monticola solitarius, Little
Forktail Enicurus scouleri, Baya Weaver Ploceus philippinus and Common Rosefinch Carpodacus erythrinus. An annotated checklist of all
the birds (607 species) recorded so far is also presented. Some important observations are presented in greater detail. Conservation
problems are discussed briefly and recommendations are made for protection of habitat and birds.

INTRODUCTION

The state of Manipur (23°49'-25°42'N 93°00 , -94°45'E)
is located in north-east India (Fig. 1). Manipur falls in the
Indo-Burma global biodiversity hotspot (Myers eta!. 2000,
Mittermeier  et  al.  2004)  and  the  Eastern  Himalaya
Endemic Bird Area (Stattersfield et al. 1998). It covers an
area of 22,327 km 2 and is divided into nine districts.
Physiographically, almost all of Manipur is hilly and
mountainous with a broad valley at the centre. Loktak,
the largest freshwater lake (185 km 2 ) in north-east India,
lies in the south of the valley. Mt Tenipu or Iso (2,995 m)
on the Barail Range is the highest peak in Manipur. The
lowest elevation, <50 m, is at the confluence of the Barak
and Jiri rivers near the Assam border.

The climate of Manipur is tropical ‘monsoon’ type
with a hot wet summer and a cool dry winter, although
winter rains are not uncommon. The annual rainfall of the
state varies from about 1,500 to more than 4,000 mm.
The annual temperature generally ranges from <2° to 35°
in summer.

Tropical wet evergreen and semi-evergreen forests
occur in patches in the lower and middle elevations
throughout, except in the central valley plains. In the higher
hills, subtropical broadleaf (evergreen) forest occurs with
small areas of conifers in the eastern areas. Temperate
broadleaf forest is found higher up in Mt Tenipu. Owing
to logging and jhum (slash-and-burn shifting cultivation),
large areas have been replaced with bamboo, especially in
older abandonedjTmm. The only grassland of significance
is found in Keibul Lamjao National Park. These grasslands
are on floating mats of vegetation, locally called phumdi,
composed of decaying vegetation.

The existing protected area network covers only
757.6 km 2 or c.3.4 % of Manipur. The protected areas
are Keibul Lamjao National Park (40 km 2 ), Shiroi Hill
National Park (41 km 2 ), Bunning Wildlife Sanctuary
(115.8 km 2 ), Jiri-Makru Wildlife Sanctuary (198 km 2 ),
Kailam Wildlife Sanctuary (157.8 km 2 ), Yangoupokpi
Lokchao Wildlife Sanctuary (184 km 2 ) and Zeilad Wildlife
Sanctuary (21 km 2 ).

Owing to its relative remoteness and also insurgency
(still a major problem), fewer ornithological studies have
been undertaken in Manipur in recent decades than in
other neighbouring states such as Assam and Nagaland.
The first naturalist to carry ornithological surveys in
Manipur was A. O. Hume in the 1880s. The few published
works on the state’s birds include Hume (1888), Higgins

(1913a,b,  1916,  1933-1934),  Godwin-Austen  (1874a,
1874b,  1882),  Girnson  (1934),  and  more  recently
Choudhury  (1989,  1992,  1996,  1998a,  1998b,  2002a,
2005a). General information on birds is available in Ali
and Ripley (1987) and on Important Bird Areas in Islam
and Rahmani (2004).

The state has a rich avifauna as is evident from the
checklist provided in the Appendix (607 species, including
three each of Critically Endangered and Endangered
species, and 17 each of Vulnerable and Near Threatened
species).

Figure 1 . Map of Manipur showing some of the main places mentioned
in the text, including districts.



72 ANWARUDDIN  CHOUDHURY Forktail 25 (2009)

METHODS

I surveyed birds using direct observations (with 10x40
binoculars and a 10x46 telescope), noting calls (for some
species only) and by interviewing local forest staff, villagers
and hunters. Direct observations were made on foot along
existing and newly cut paths, and from vehicles along
roads and tracks (particularly to spot birds kept as pets,
and preserved specimens such as hornbill casques and
feathers which are often displayed outside huts). I carried
out sporadic fieldwork in Manipur during 1988-2001
totalling 48 days. This included fieldwork in parts of
Imphal  East  and  West,  Bishnupur  (Bishenpur)  and
Churachandpur districts in April 1988, and Jiribam sub¬
division of Imphal East district in July 1989. In January
1996 I again visited parts of Imphal East and West and
Bishnupur districts, besides covering Ukhrul, Senapati,
Tamenglong,  and  Thoubal  districts,  and  I  surveyed
Loktak lake, Keibul Lamjao National Park, Jiri-Makru
Wildlife Sanctuary and Shiroi Hill (proposed at that time)
National Park. In January 2001 I covered parts of the

Table 1. Details of sites mentioned in the text.

Site (district)

districts of Bishnupur, Chandel, Churachandpur, Imphal
East and West, Senapati, Tamenglong, Thoubal and
Ukhrul, and surveyed Yangoupokpi Lokchao and Zeilad
Wildlife Sanctuaries. Parts of Ukhrul district were again
covered  in  October  2001  and  February  2002.  This
included c. 60 km of foot transect along paths and streams,
c.30 km of boat transects along the canals through phumdi
on Loktak lake, and c.2,100 km of road transect. Localities
are detailed in Table 1.

SIGNIFICANT  RECORDS

Details  are  provided  for  the  more  interesting  and
significant records, including rare species, regional rarities,
new records and threatened (five) and Near Threatened
(four) species. Records of galliformes and large raptors
are included, given the high hunting pressures on these
species in the region. The Red List status follows BirdLife
International (2007), which is also followed by IUCN,
and restricted-range status follows Stattersfield et al.
(1998). An annotated checklist is in the Appendix.

Chinese Francolin Francolinus pintadeanus
The only population of this species in India is found in
Manipur (All and Ripley 1987, Grimmett etal. 1998). It
was known from the south-eastern corner, i.e., Chandel
district only (Ali and Ripley 1987). However, 2-3 birds
were  captured  in  Churachandpur  district  in  south
Manipur  and  were  on  sale  in  the  local  market  at
Churachandpur  town  in  1999-2000  (Samir  Khan,
verbally; photos seen by me). This has marginally extended
its range to the west.

Japanese Quail Cotumix japonica
This species has been recorded as a winter visitor to Assam
and Bhutan, but its occurrence was doubted in Manipur
(Grimmett etal. 1998). Ali and Ripley (1987) mentioned
its presence but commented that these were mtergrades
between Japanese and Common Quail C. cotumix. Higgins
(1933-1934) had reported a record in 1899. Two birds
were captured by local villagers and photographed in
Manipur Valley from near Imphal in November 2001 (I
identified them). In 2003, a few (at least four) were
captured and photographed in winter from different parts
of the valley whose precise locations were not recorded by
the photographer (Samir Khan, verbally; photos seen by
me). Since it is very similar to Common Quail in almost
all morphological characters, absence of black on the
chin of the male birds was taken as the main diagnostic
trait. The presence of faint rufous on head and throat was
useful to separate the male birds but this does not eliminate
Common Quail as in rare cases males may also have a
similar coloration.

Mountain Bamboo Partridge Bambusicola fytchii
I observed coveys of 5-6 birds at four places en route to
Zeilad lake from Kaikao village in Tamenglong district
on 23 January 2001. The birds were near bamboo brakes.
At least two coveys of similar size were also observed near
Jessami in Ukhrul district on 23 October 2001 and in
February 2002. The birds were crossing a road with grass
on both sides. Bamboo partridges snared or shot in
northern areas of Senapati district are occasionally sold
at Kohima market in Nagaland.
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Blyth’s Tragopan Tragopan blythii
Vulnerable. Restricted-range. I examined feathers of
several birds and three stuffed birds in Shiroi and around
Jessami in Ukhrul district and Tenipu-Dzuko areas in
Senapati district. I also examined the photograph of a live
male captured at Shiroi. However, increased awareness
has resulted in a reduction in the killing/capture of
tragopans. Past records from other sites were Maram
(25°25'N 94°06'E) in Senapati district and ‘Kanpru’ or
‘Kaupru’ in Tamenglong district (BirdLife International
2001 ).

Kalij Pheasant Lophura leucomelanos
I recorded many sightings (more than ten) of this species
in Tamenglong and Ukhrul districts, while feathers of
snared or killed birds were seen in all hill districts. This
species, Red Junglefowl Gallus gallus and Mountain
Bamboo Partridge are the most widely snared galliforms
in the state.

Mrs Hume’s Pheasant Syrmaticus humiae
Near Threatened. The species is known from Ukhrul and
Churachandpur districts (Choudhury 1989). A pair was
brought from Kamjong area (24°52'N 94°31'E) ofUkhrul
district to Imphal Zoo in the 1980s (I saw them in April
1988). A recent survey showed that this species is still
widely distributed in the hills of north-eastern Manipur
in Ukhrul district and in the northern part of Senapati
district. In the Jessami area ofUkhrul district, a few are
snared  every  winter.  Elsewhere,  in  Chandel  and
Churachandpur  districts,  it  is  very  rare  or  sparsely
distributed (Choudhury 2002a, 2005a). In Tamenglong
district villagers reported that it does not occur along the
Barak river, corroborating Higgins (1933-1934) who
noted that it occurred only up to the valley of the Irang
river, a tributary of the Barak. It is the State Bird of
Manipur.

Green Peafowl Pavo muticus
Vulnerable. Now extremely rare in Ukhrul and Chandel
districts along the India-Myanmar border (Choudhury
2005b).  All  villagers  and  Forest  Department  staff
interviewed by me (more than 70) in these two districts
appeared to be familiar with the species. Many had also
snared or shot it in the 1970s, 1980s and very rarely 1990s.
As  reported  by  them  it  is  still  occasionally  seen  in
Yangoupokpi-Lokchao Sanctuary. Three were seen in the
sanctuary near Moreh in 1977 (H. Lalgou Gangte, Head
Forest Guard, verbally). A ‘locally’ caught bird (from
somewhere near the India-Myanmar border) was seen by
me in 1988 at Imphal. In the early 1990s a few eggs obtained
from the wild were hatched in Kongkan village (24°50'N
94°33'E) in Ukhrul district; and a few were also caught
from the wild (Mr Aleng, Magistrate at Ukhrul, verbally).
One of the locally hatched birds was also seen by me at
Imphal. One peafowl was seen by bus travellers on the
main road between Imphal and Moreh at km 7 from Moreh
in Yangoipokpi-Lokchao Sanctuary in 1987 (Shokholun
Baite, Government staff, verbally). During my last visit in
January 2001, the headman of Gojajang village (at the
edge of the sanctuary) reported that there are occasional
visitors  from  Myanmar  to  Yangoupokpi-Lokchao
Sanctuary of Manipur. A visit to the local market at T amu
in Myanmar, just across the international border, indicated
that a male was sold in late 2000 (feathers examined by

me) and every year a few are brought to the market from
the forests of north (adjacent to Yangoupokpi-Lokchao
Sanctuary of Manipur).

Mandarin Duck Aix galericulata
The only recent record of the species in Manipur as well
as north-east India was a duck caught at Sugnu in Chandel
district towards the south-eastern corner of Loktak lake
some time in 1997.1 observed and photographed the bird
in captivity in Imphal zoological gardens in January 2001.

Ferruginous Pochard Aythya nyroca
Near Threatened. During the midwinter waterfowl census
on 16-17 January 19961 counted 25 individuals inc.25%
of Loktak lake. I trained the other team members in field
identification of this duck for subsequent monitoring, as
Loktak is a known wintering site. The result was 360
counted in January 1998 (Choudhury 1998a) followed
by 722 in 1999 and 1,095 in 2000.

Great Hornbill Buceros bicomis
Near Threatened. Preserved casques were seen in Ukhrul
(Nongbi area), Churachandpur, Moreh and Imphal. It is
now extremely rare mostly due to persecution for food as
well as feathers (primaries and tail), which are in great
demand for use in traditional headgear. Habitat loss,
especially of mature forest, is also a major factor. These
issues are common to all hornbills.

Brown Hornbill Anorrhinus tickelli
Near Threatened. A bird was shot in 1995 in Shiroi area
in Ukhrul district at around 1,900 m elevation. I examined
the casque and feathers at Shiroi village. This is a first
record for Manipur and a new elevation record, previously
only  recorded  to  1,000  m  (Grimmett  et  al.  1998,
Rasmussen and Anderton 2005).

Rufous-necked Hornbill Aceros nipalensis
Vulnerable. Past records are from Karong in Senapati
district and Nungba in Tamenglong district, from 1950
and earlier, apparently with none subsequently (BirdLife
International 2001). Four birds were shot in late 1995 in
the forests between Shiroi and Lunghar in Ukhrul district
at around 2,000 m elevation; I examined the casque and
feathers of these birds in January 1996.

Wreathed Hornbill Rhyticeros undulatus
My only sighting was four birds in flight near the Assam-
Manipur border (the bordering districts are Cachar in
Assam and Jiribam subdivision of Imphal East district of
Manipur) (approx. 24°40'N 93°05'E) on 14 January 2004.

Oriental Pied Hornbill Anthracoceros malabaricus
Preserved casques and feathers of this species were seen
in most of the villages surveyed. Calls were heard and
flocks of 5-6 birds were also seen in Yangoipokpi-Lokchao
and Zeilad Sanctuaries in January 2001, and 3-4 in Jiri-
Makru Sanctuary on 20 January 1996.

Black-capped Kingfisher Halcyon pileara
A straggler to Assam and north-east India (Ali and Ripley
1987, Choudhury 2000). The only bird seen by me in
Manipur was perched in a leafless medium-height tree
near Zeilad lake in Tamenglong district on 24 January
2001 .
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Jerdon’s Baza Aviceda jerdoni
A  bird  was  seen  on  the  outskirts  of  Imphal  city  on
15 January 2001. The species with which it could be
confused is Crested Goshawk Accipiter trivirgatus but the
relatively longer and erect crest with white tip and, in
flight, shorter tail with narrower dark barrings were
diagnostic. It also lacked the bold streaks on breast. Its
head was pale rufous.

White-rumped Vulture Gyps bengalensis
Critically  Endangered.  No  recent  records.  My  last
confirmed sighting was of 8+ in flight along with a few
Slender-billed  Vultures  G.  tenuirostris  in  Jiribam
subdivision of  Imphal  East  district  near  the Assam-
Manipur border in July 1989. I did not bother to count
exactly their number as they were then common all over
Assam.

Slender-billed Vulture. Gyps tenuirostris
Critically  Endangered.  No  recent  records.  My  last
confirmed sighting was in July 1989 (see above).

Steppe Eagle Aquila nipalensis
An immature eagle was captured by a local villager near
Loktak lake in the winter of 1999-2000 in Bishnupur
district. Several close-up photos were taken and sent to
me for identification. It was a large bird with a white band
on the underwing formed by broad white tips to the greater
and primary coverts. Double white bars on the closed
upper wings were conspicuous as was the white crescent
across the uppertail-coverts.

Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus
A dark-phase bird was observed near Imphal University
at about 765 m on 27 January 2001. It was circling above
a harvested paddyfield. Initially I  thought it  to be a
Black  Kite  Milvus  migrans,  but  its  slightly  smaller
size,  almost  square-cut  tail,  light  ‘V’  patch  on  the
upperparts and wings (visible when the bird banked) and
small  white  shoulder-patches  helped  confirm  its
identification. The eagle was repeatedly observed on
several occasions that morning and on 28 January 2001.
Prior to that, I had observed one between Lambui and
Litan in Ukhrul district (c.45 km from Imphal) on 18
January 1996 (Choudhury 2000).  These are the only
records for the state.

Amur Falcon Falco amurensis
Local people reported that hundreds of individuals of
this species were killed and often sold in local markets of
Tamenglong district in November every year. During a
visit in January 2001, I saw photographs of a few birds
being sold in the local market. Then I observed more than
20 birds both in flight and perched on powerlines at the
border between Jessami (Manipur) andMeluri (Nagaland;
25°38'N 94°36'E) at about 800 m on 23 October 2001
(Choudhury 2003). The birds flew over the territory of
both Nagaland and Manipur, while the perched birds
were all in Manipur.

Blue Rock Thrush Monticola solitarius
A common wintering species across much of north-east
India (Ali & Ripley 1987). The maps in Grimmett et al.
(1998) and Kazmierczak and van Perlo (2000) do not
show its distribution in Manipur. Single birds were seen

on at least 12 occasions between Jiribam and Imphal on
14 and 20 January 1996.

Little  Forktail  Enicurus  scouleri
Single birds seen three times between Imphal and Jiribam
on 20 January 1996. Although a common resident in
different parts of north-east India (Ah & Ripley 1987), it
is not shown on the maps in Grimmett et al. (1998) and
Kazmierczak  and  van  Perlo  (2000)  as  occurring  in
Manipur.

Pied Bushchat Saxicola caprata
A rare bird in north-east India. I observed a male in a
harvested paddyfield near Imphal University on 15 January
2001, and saw it almost every day until I left the campus
on 28 January.

Wallcreeper Tichodroma muraria
I saw a lone bird on a barren cliff by the side of National
Highway  53  at  c.40  km  west  of  Imphal  between
Keithelambi and Tupul  in Senapati  district  (24°47'N
93°42'E) at c. 1,100 m elevation.

Baya Weaver Ploceus philippinus
A common and widespread species in the plains Assam
(Ali and Ripley 1987, Choudhury 2000). The maps in
Grimmett et al. (1998) and Kazmierczak and van Perlo
(2000) do not show its distribution in the state. Although
not seen in the Manipur valley, nests were seen in Areca
catechu trees in Jiribam area in July 1989. In the adjacent
Cachar plains of Assam, it is common in the countryside
although the map in Grimmett et al. (1998) excludes that
area as well.

Common Rosefinch Carpodacus erythrinus
A winter visitor to the plains and foothills of Assam
(Ah and Ripley 1987, Choudhury 2000). In Arunachal
Pradesh also it is a common winter visitor (Choudhury
2006) except in some very high elevation areas where
it  also breeds (All  and Ripley 1987).  A flock of eight
birds was seen at Shiroi village at 1,900 m at 07h30
on  19  January  1996.  This  is  the  first  record  for
Manipur.

DISCUSSION

The paucity of fieldwork in Manipur in recent decades
means that trends in the avifauna are hard to discern, but
some comments on the records above, in the context of
the list in the Appendix, are called for. The Manipur
Bushquail Perdicula manipurensis remains elusive. I could
also find no recent record of several threatened species
such as Burmese Sarus Crane Grus antigone sharpii and
White-winged Duck Cairina (  Asarcornis )  scutulata,
although there were unconfirmed reports of the crane
from Loktak  and  of  the  duck  from Zeilad  lake.  The
occurrence of stray Green Peafowls is significant and a
detailed survey focusing this species is an urgent necessity.
The proportion of Baer’s Pochard Ay thy a baeri in Baer’s-
Ferruginous combined numbers shot in Higgins (1933-
1934) wasonly 1.3% (51 Baer’s against 3,728 Ferruginous
between 1910 and 1932) indicating its rarity; there is a
recent record of ten birds counted during a waterfowl
census in 2000 (MASS 2000) and it is possible that one
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or two are missed in larger flocks of Ferruginous Pochard
in other years, but during the first systematic midwinter
waterfowl census in 1996 I did not see a single bird. All
species of hornbill have become rare owing to the fact
that all the Naga tribes use the tail feathers for traditional
headgear during annual festivals. While both the White-
rumped  and  Slender-billed  Vultures  have  virtually
vanished from Manipur, immature Himalayan Griffons
Gyps himalayensis are occasionally seen in winter. For at
least 90 species the range shown for north-eastern India
in  Rasmussen  and  Anderton  (2005)  is  erroneous
(Choudhury in press).

Loktak, one of the largest freshwater lakes in India, is
under threat from siltation, pollution, over-fishing, dam
construction (Ithai barrage) and the poaching of birds. In
the hill districts, logging, jhum cultivation and poaching
for food and local trade are the main conservation issues.
The proposed hydroelectric dam at Tipaimukh on the
Barak river is likely to submerge a significant area of
lowland forest, home to many species of birds. The influx
of the labour force, which is likely to be several thousand
strong, could put extra pressure on the natural habitats in
the form of tree-felling, snaring and poaching.

The area of closed-canopy forest (canopy cover >40%)
declined from 50.5% ofManipurin 1972-1975 to 25.6%
by 2001 (NRSA 1983, FSI 2003). Enforcement of anti-
poaching laws is virtually non-existent except some parts
of the valley. Protected areas only cover 3.4% of the state
and, except for Keibul Lamjao, they have no proper
management. Formation of new protected areas such as
Anko (400 km 2 ), Dzuko (50 km 2 encompassing Dzuko-
Tenipu),  parts  of  Tolbung,  Irangmukh  and  Vangai-
Bongmukh Reserved Forests (500 km 2 ), plus improved
protection for existing sanctuaries, are recommended.
Smaller community-run sanctuaries (up to 10 km 2 ) should
be established near Kamjong and Jessami, also elsewhere
in  the  line  of  Khonoma  Nature  Conservation  and
Tragopan Sanctuary of Nagaland, which has been a
success.  The  Forest  Department  should  also  start
enforcing the Wildlife (Protection) Act, at least in the
main markets of the hill districts. Within protected areas
there needs to be better control of poaching, jhum
cultivation and human-induced fires. Environmental
awareness programmes are needed in villages surrounding
protected areas.
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APPENDIX

Annotated  checklist  of  birds  recorded  in  Manipur

RR after the species name indicates a restricted-range species (Stattersfield et al. 1998). Status: R = resident; W = winter visitor; L = local
movement; M = migrant including summer visitor; Bm = breeding migrant; P = passage migrant. Abundance: C = common; U = uncommon;
O = occasional; V = very rare; S = stray. ZSI = Specimen at Zoological Survey of India. Threat categories are based on BirdLife International
(2007): CR= Critically endangered, EN= Endangered, VU= Vulnerable, NT= Near Threatened.
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Species

Previous records: 1: Abdulali (1968-1988), 2: Abdulali and Unnithan (1996), 3: Ahmed et al. (2007), 4: Ali and Ripley (1987), 5: Anon (1920),
6: Baker (1921-1930), 7: Baker (1928), 8: BirdLife International (2001), 9: Choudhury (1992), 10: Choudhury (1996), 11: Choudhury (1998a),
12: Choudhury (1998b), 13: Choudhury (2000), 14: Choudhury (2002a), 15: Choudhury (2004), 16: Choudhury (2005b), 17: Godwin-Austen
(1872), 18: Godwin-Austen (1874a), 19: Godwin-Austen (1874b), 20: Godwin-Austen (1882), 21: Grimmettera/. (1998), 22: Higgins (1913a),
23: Higgins, J. C. (1913b), 24: Higgins (1916), 25: Higgins (1933-1934), 26: Hume (1888), 27: Koelz (1951), 28: Koelz (1952), 29: Koelz
(1954), 30: MASS (1998), 31: MASS (1999), 32: MASS (2000), 33: Naoroji (2006), 34: Ogilvie Grant (1895), 35: Powell Connor (1908), 36:
Prashad (1937), 37: Ripley (1982), 38: Roonwal and Nath (1948), 39: Sharpe (1879), 40: Storer (1988), 41: Turner (1899), 42: Unnithan
(2005), 43: Specimen at Zoological Survey of India, 44: Finn (1898), 45: Kazmierczak and van Perlo (2000).
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