Saving the Forest Owlet
By Kishor Rithe

Feb 2003


The village was cool and silent. Dawn was breaking as we prepared to leave Raipur village in the Melghat Tiger Reserve for the Chaurakund range. It promised to be a pleasant morning. The drive was silent and ghost-like, as we kept our eyes peeled for wildlife. Driving through Melghat on such serene mornings is a true pleasure and the chances of seeing both nocturnal and diurnal creatures are high during this transitional period. 


By 8 a.m., the sun had warmed up the dry deciduous central Indian forest. A bird perched on the branch of a teak tree Tectona grandis caught my eye and I stopped the Gypsy. After a careful study through my binoculars, I realised that I was looking at one of India’s rarest birds – the Forest Owlet Athene blewitti. My companion Nishikant Kale, former Secretary of the Nature Conservation Society, Amravati (NCSA) had enough time to confirm the identification before the bird flew a little further away from the road. We followed on foot and after a while managed to capture some images of this highly endangered bird. This was the second location where I had seen the ‘once-extinct’ Forest Owlet, the first being the Mahendri reserved forest in the Satpuras.

The Forest Spotted Owlet tc "The Forest Spotted Owlet "

India is home to a vast diversity of owl species and subspecies – 60 in all. Most owl populations are in decline on account of habitat loss and the heavy use of insecticides and pesticides. I have personally seen the Indian Great Horned Owl Bubo bubo and Grass Owl Tyto capensis killed by pesticides.


Having been born and brought up in a village, I have loved owls for as long as I can remember. I would spend hours listening to the calls of the Great Horned Owl. The scorching heat of Vidarbha often made sleeping in the open, under the stars, a necessity, and such times were the ideal occasion to listen to the calls of owls as they went about their ‘pest control’ business – hunting rodents. Of course, Spotted Owlets Athene brama were among the commonest and one would come across them every evening feeding on insects drawn to the streetlights. When I took to serious birdwatching, owls were my first priority. Their predatory behaviour, secluded life and the many myths and strange stories revolving around this bird in rural India tempted me to learn more about them.

Rediscoverytc "Rediscovery"

One evening in December 1997, during a Tiger Link meeting in Delhi, I was at 
Mr. Valmik Thapar’s house when I heard from Bikram Grewal the exciting news that a lady named Pamela Rasmussen had rediscovered the Forest Owlet, presumed extinct for many years. I was surprised and not a little disturbed to hear that the bird was rediscovered in my backyard – north Maharashtra! I must confess that I found it hard to sleep that night. Why had I not come across this bird in my many long weeks spent in the forests of the Satpuras? I relived in my mind all my trips and sightings of owlet species and concluded that there had been two sightings that might have been the Forest Owlet, but which I had ignored. I resolved to go back to those areas and test my theory in the field.


Since then, together with my colleagues from the NCSA, Nishikant Kale, Vishal Wankhede, Pratap Thakre and Dr. Khode, I have been collecting information on the Forest Owlet. Most Indian books were disappointing in this regard. In fact, the Book of Indian Birds by Dr. Sálim Ali made no mention of the Forest Owlet at all, perhaps because it was presumed ‘extinct’. I wrote to Belinda Wright for more information, went through my collection of owlet photographs and showed them to Bittu Sahgal and Ashish Kothari. In February 1998, I read the note written by Pamela Rasmussen on her latest sighting. After reading it, my belief that I had indeed seen the bird only increased, as my own observations tallied with Rasmussen’s. Dr. Asad Rahmani, Director, Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS) offered to help verify my photographs with experts in the US as there was nobody in India who could confirm my sightings. Of the seven stuffed Forest Owlet specimens in the world, not one was available in India, the country to which it is endemic! I submitted my data to the BNHS, India’s oldest natural history organisation and Sanctuary (Vol. XVIII No.2, April 1998).


The fact that the bird was listed as highly endangered by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and included in Schedule I of the Wildlife Protection Act, 1972, made the identification and protection of additional populations vitally urgent. Our gut feeling was that the bird was present in the Satpuras but as it was presumed extinct and there was no information available, its presence was ignored.


We started by concentrating on known locations and gathering information about its typical habitat and appearance. We compiled photographic records, recorded calls and then took our efforts to the next level. We identified two birds at Raipur, two at Malur, four at Jamodapadao in Melghat and a solitary bird at Mahendri, about 100 km. east of Melghat.


Mr. P.M. Lad, renowned ornithologist and retired Chief Wildlife Warden of Madhya Pradesh came to our assistance after reading our request for help in Sanctuary. Mr. Lad had worked with Dr. Sálim Ali on the Lesser Florican Sypheotides indica and the Great Indian Bustard Chlamydotis undulata in Madhya Pradesh and he now provided us with his valuable photographic equipment and assisted in the photographic documentation of the bird. With his help, we have managed to identify a total of five locations in the Satpuras where the bird is found. Well protected, dry, deciduous teak dominated forest with salai (Boswellia serreta) trees, grassy patches and perennial waterholes seem to be the Forest Owlet’s favourite habitat. All the sites we have identified in and around Melghat are of this nature, with minimal or no biotic interference. Anogeissus latifolia, Lanne grandis, Lagerstroemea pavifolia are some of the other trees found in these areas.

Individual identification tc "Individual identification "

From our collection of around 300 photographs of the birds, we have realised that each bird has distinct markings, especially on the breast. These differ sufficiently for individual birds to be identified. Moreover, females appear slightly larger than males and have more prominent markings on their breast. The males look whiter and are more active and less easy to approach, whereas females stay at a perch for a longer stretch. However, it is still easy to confuse this bird with the Spotted Owlet, unless the Forest Owlet’s distinguishing characteristics are studied carefully.


Over the last four years, I have spent many satisfying hours observing the Forest Owlet in Melghat and have had the opportunity to witness many interesting behavioural aspects.

Interesting findingstc "Interesting findings"

One morning, together with Pratap, I was following a female at the Malur site and noting down observations. Suddenly I saw the female look up alertly. I guessed that it had spotted a raptor in flight. Not wanting to shift my attention, I waited to see how it would react to the predator. Pratap had identified the raptor as a Sparrow Hawk. The female raised its head in the air and made a typical warning Kwa...kk call. This seemed to be enough of a warning, as the Sparrow Hawk immediately left the blewitti’s territory. This call differed from the Schuuuoooo...oo calls 
used by the owl to define its territory 
or communicate with its partner. This unique call can be heard at a distance of 100 to 200 m. and once we identified it, we were 
able to locate the bird anywhere in the forest in summer. 


We were also fortunate enough to observe and record a female Forest Owlet feeding on a common garden lizard Calotes verticolor. 
P.M. Lad’s son, Navendu was able to capture this rare sequence on film (see picture on 
page 30). Another interesting observation is that smaller birds in the vicinity of the blewitti usually display a heightened state of alertness. There are three species of owlets in a two-kilometre stretch at the Malur site in Melghat, but they never overlapped territories.

Survival of the Forest Owlettc "Survival of the Forest Owlet"

Taloda and Melghat seem to be the two most important Forest Owlet habitats. At Shahada, the BNHS has recorded seven pairs and at Melghat, we have recorded 10 individuals so far. The present known population in central India is around 25 birds, but we estimate the presence of around 50 birds in Melghat and the adjoining forests of Betul and Burhanpur districts, Madhya Pradesh. As the figures show, the bird is perilously close to extinction.


At Taloda in the Toranmal reserved forest, the Forest Owlet’s habitat is threatened by the Sardar Sarovar Project (SSP). 2,700 ha. of forest from Taloda and 1,500 ha. from Akkalkuwa have already been felled to rehabilitate those displaced by the SSP and there have been additional demands from the Maharashtra government for 1,500 ha. more of forestland for oustees.


The worst threat that now confronts the Forest Owlet in Melghat is the proposed Upper Tapi Irrigation Project Stage II, which seeks to submerge 244 ha. of forest in the tiger reserve. This land was first deleted from the Melghat Sanctuary by the government of Maharashtra in 1994 (Sanctuary Vol.XIX No.3) on the pretext of ‘better management’ of the remainder of the sanctuary. In all, 
526 sq. km. of rich forest was denotified supposedly to benefit 15,000 people living in 39 villages. That the said villages occupy only 57 sq. km. while the remainder is ideal habitat for tiger, herbivores and endangered birds such as the Forest Owlet and Lesser Kestrel made little difference to the powers that be.


The denotified area now receives little attention from an overburdened wildlife staff, which prefers to concentrate on areas within the sanctuary. The lack of limits on forest resource utilisation and the absence of forest management schemes and funds has meant that biotic pressure from the villagers and their cattle is degrading this crucial tiger and blewitti habitat. This situation has been aggravated directly as a result of the denotification, as managing the 1,150 sq. km. Melghat Sanctuary 
and Gugamal National Park appears to be the key priority for the field director, with the crucial 526 sq. km. being treated as a ‘step-child’. 


The blewitti has no power to resist the dam builders or change the mindset of forest officers, some of whom continue to conspire with dam builders to destroy the fragile wilds of Melghat. The new National Wildlife Action Plan 2002-2016 released by none other than the Prime Minister in his capacity as the Chairman of the Indian Board for Wildlife and the MoEF’s own guidelines both favour the Forest Owlet. But ranged against them is the sheer money power of contractors and a spineless irrigation department that seems keen only to do its master’s will. Only time and public opinion will determine whether the owlet or the dam will prevail.

You can helptc "You can help"

The work we have done so far has 
been with almost non-existent resources. 
We have not yet appealed to the national 
or international community for help to save the Forest Owlet. But we desperately need to monitor and help protect its habitat in and around Melghat and elsewhere in the Satpuras. We propose to undertake detailed surveys to locate more individuals at additional locations in Melghat and the adjoining Betul and Burhanpur districts. We also want to examine and list site-specific threats and conservation measures to assist in the preparation of a management plan for these areas.


Sanctuary readers who are willing to help us in our mission are requested to contact me at kishorrithe@yahoo.com. If some of you wish to participate in our field surveys, which involve travel in the wilderness of the Satpuras all the way up to Orissa, we would be happy to let you know what is involved. We have the technical know-how and the network to produce a nationwide status report of these beautiful birds, which so urgently need our help. What we lack are the financial resources to do the job.

Box:

1873: Mr. Blewitt collected the first specimen from Phuljan in eastern Madhya Pradesh.

1877: Locations where Athene blewitti was found: 

Raipur-Basana Road, district Raipur, Chattisgarh,

Saraipalli to Gomardha,

Paikam to Khariar,

Udanti Sanctuary,

Sirpur, near the Mahanadi river.

1884: James Davidson collected a specimen from Taloda, Nandurbar district.

In the past, five specimens were recovered from Shahada and Taloda, one from Madhya Pradesh and one 
from Orissa.

1884: Presumed extinct.

1914: Col. Richard Meinertzhgen claimed to have obtained a specimen.

November 1997: Dr. Pamela Rasmussen, Ben King and David Abott sighted the bird in north Maharashtra.

January 1998: Kishor Rithe, Nishikant Kale, Dr. Khode, P.M. Lad announced the bird’s presence in Amravati district. Confirmed by the BNHS in 1999.

BNHS studies commence at Toranmal reserve forest, Shahada, Taloda, Shirpur and Chopra.

NCSA studies commence at Raipur, Malur, Jamodapadao and Mahendri in Amravati district.

Pull quote:

The worst threat that now confronts the Forest Owlet in Melghat is the proposed Upper Tapi Irrigation Project Stage II, which seeks to submerge 244 ha. of forest in the tiger reserve.
