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Status of the Rufous-breasted Laughing Thrush

SUMMARY

Tropical forests are richer in biological diversity and support a large number of habitat specialist
species. Human disturbances, especially in the tropical forests, affect the patterns and processes
in the natural communities. Degradation or decline of evergreen forests in the southern Western
Ghats was discernible (47%) during 1960 to 1988 which has probably led to the decline of
many species, especially the endemics because of their specialization in the habitat
requirements. Hence, assessing the status of such an endemic and its habitat is an urgent
global need. The Rufous-breasted (Nilgiri) Laughing Thrush Garrulax cachinnans is one of the
16 species of birds endemic to the Western Ghats which is one of the 24 Global Hotspots of
Biodiversity as well as one of the 218 Endemic Bird Areas of the World. This thrush is the only
bird endemic to the Nilgiris and inhabits a very restricted range in the shola forests of the
Upper Nilgiris. It is included in the globally threatened list in the Red Data Book of the Birds
of Asia being released. However, there was no estimate of its population. Hence, a study was
carried out during February to December 2000 to assess the same in its distribution range.
Information and data on the distribution of this species were collected from the earlier records
in literature, bird-watchers, and various museums inside and outside the country. These areas
of sightings and other probable areas were surveyed for the species. The present study was
undertaken mostly in the environs of Coonor, Kotagiri, Naduvattam, Ooty, Upper Bhavani
and Mukurthi in the Nilgiris, Tamil Nadu and Thodukki in the Attappady Valley and Sispara-
Walakkad in the Silent Valley in the Kerala part of the Nilgiri Hills.

The survey revealed that the Rufous-breasted Laughing Thrush is facing local extinction in a
few places mentioned in the earlier reports. Among the localities surveyed, the Upper Nilgiri
plateau (including the Mukurti National Park and a small part of the Silent Valley National
Park) still supports the major population as this area has more number of less disturbed shola
patches in different size classes. Smaller and isolated sholas as well as highly disturbed sholas
did not have this thrush. The shola forest was identified and classified into various size classes
using Remote Sensing and GIS tools. The sample data on the Rufous-breasted Laughing Thrush
obtained from the surveys were used to calculate the average density in different size classes
of the shola forests (0-5, >5-10, >10ha). The average density of this thrush was 1.12 adult bird
per hectare inside the protected areas while it was only 0.52 in the shola forests outside the
National Parks. A total of 1252.98 ha (13%) of the 9610.8 ha in the Upper Nilgiri Plateau
analyzed was identified as shola forest. Based on the average density of the Rufous-breasted
Laughing Thrush for the different size classes of sholas, likely population of the breeding
individuals was generated for the available shola forests. Thus, the mapped area of the shola
forest was estimated to have about 1400 adult individuals. However, some of the shola forests
could not be mapped and analyzed because of various constraints; this area is approximately
500-600 ha which would have 320-384 birds (at 0.64 birds/ha). In the plantations adjacent to
the sholas only 0.1 bird per hectare was observed, and hence would have in total about 100-
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200 birds. Thus, the total population of the Rufous-breasted Laughing Thrush is estimated to
be between 1800 and 2000 in an area of about 1800 ha of the shola forest existing in the Nilgiri
Hills.

The major threat to this species has been the disturbance to the shola forest by way of
degradation and alteration into plantations and reservoirs. However, there has been a welcome
move to stop further conversion of forests and grasslands into plantations in Nilgiris. The
present study reiterates the importance of protecting the shola forests for the conservation of
this endangered thrush and recommends that (1) shola forests and grasslands shall not be
converted into plantations of anykind, (2) include the entire laughing thrush habitats in the
Nilgiris into the Mukurthi National Park and call it as the Mukurthi National Park and Nilgiri
Laughing Thrush Sanctuary, the later will help give emphasis on the bird and (3) restoration
of the shola forests with involvement of the local community.





