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Birds of Behali Wildlife Sanctuary –  
an Important Bird Area of Assam, India

Introduction

Avifauna is an indicator of the environmental health of any country (Collar, Andrew, 
1988; Gregory, van Strien, 2010). The high and low diversity of bird species is directly 
related to the environmental condition of an area (Devi, Saikia, 2010). Geographically, 
India is the 7th largest country in terms of total area i.e., 3 287 263 km2, and ranks 10th 
in bird diversity of the world (Lepage, 2016). Globally 11 158 species of bird are so far 
known of which 159 are extinct, 5 are extinct in the wild, 225 are critically endangered, 
461 endangered, 800 are vulnerable, 1017 are near threatened, 8427 are least concern 
and 53 are data deficient (BirdLife International, 2022a). Birds also comprise one of the 
most threatened taxa of the world, i.e. 13% of the world’s species (1 313 out of 10 064) 
are categorised under threatened categories (IUCN, 2022). The Indian subcontinent has 
rich avian diversity with about 1263 species (Praveen et al., 2016), falling under 23 orders, 
107 families and 498 genera which is approximately 12.5% of the world’s bird species 
(Praveen et al., 2016; Grimmett et al., 2000). To recognise the important habitats of the 
highest bird diversity and concentration, 554 Important Bird Areas (IBAs) are designated 
globally and they cover an area of about 19 415 798 ha (Islam, Rahmani, 2004).

Assam, the heart of north-  eastern India, harbours around 820 bird species, which 
includes 280 species of migratory birds (Choudhury, 2000). The geographical area 
of Assam is 7.84 million ha., which covers 2.39% of the country’s total area and has 55 
recognised Important Bird Areas (IBAs) (Rahmani et al., 2016). However, many of the 
IBAs are very poorly studied to date, without any complete accounts of the diversity 
which complicates carrying out conservational programs throughout the landscape. 
Behali Wildlife Sanctuary (earlier Behali Reserve Forest) is recognised as an “Important 
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Bird Area IN-  AS-05 (A1 and A3)” by the Bombay Natural History Society (Rahmani et 
al., 2016). The forest falls under the East Himalayan Biodiversity hotspot and is a part 
of the Sonitpur-  Kameng Elephant Reserve notified in 2003 (Islam, Rahmani, 2004). 
So far a single report on the faunal diversity of the area has been published by Kafley 
(2016–2017) in a regional journal, but comprehensive checklist of these different faunal 
groups is yet to be compiled. Hence the present study was carried out with a vision 
to assess the diversity of bird species in Behali Wildlife Sanctuary and to assess the 
local status of birds.

This present work aims to augment the information about the bird diversity of the 
IBA and the data generated in the present work will also serve as a benchmark for 
devising better conservation strategies for avian diversity in the future.

Study area

Behali Wildlife Sanctuary (BWLS), located in the Biswanath district of Assam (Fig. 1) 
has a total area of about 14 000 hectares, but now less than 8000 hectares of forested 
area is left intact (Choudhury, 2000). The total area of the wildlife sanctuary is 157.25 
km2 and is located between 26.941701 N and 26.937960 N longitudes and 93.188950 
E and 93.466136 E latitudes. The elevation ranges between 80 and 250 m. The mean 
annual rainfall is > 2300 mm and the temperature ranges from 6°C to 34°C (Rahmani 
et al., 2016). Many annual and perennial tributaries viz. Bihmari, Deojan, Naharjan, 
Bedeti, Dikal, Dihiri, Thandapani, Singlijan, etc. drain the water to the Buroi and the 
Borgang River, and finally to the Brahmaputra. In the east, flows the Singlijan River 
which is connected to the Singlijan reserve forest. To the west, the boundary is marked 
by the Borgang River. Numerous annual and perennial streams, wetlands, swamps, and 
mixed grasslands are also present within the reserve that provides shelter to different 
forms of life. The northern boundary is shared by the Papum Reserve Forest of Aruna-
chal Pradesh. The southern boundary has many tea plantations and human habitation 
areas which include Rangagorha Tea Estate, Khorang-  Line, Serelia-  Pathar, Hatimara- 
 Pathar, Sialmari, Bihmari, Serelia-  Bongaon, Bihmari-  Bongaon, etc.

This forest is a part of the greater Sonitpur Elephant Reserve and was declared 
as a reserved forest in 1917. It lies between the two famous protected areas, the Nameri 
National Park on its west and Kaziranga National Park on its south (Borah et al., 2009). 
It acts as an important corridor for migration of species between these protected areas. 
The reserve forest is an important area for mammals like Indian Elephant (Elephas 
maximus L.), Slow Loris (Nycticebus coucang Boddaert), Capped Langur (Trachyp-
ithecus pileatus Blyth), Malayan Giant Squirrel (Ratufa bicolor Sparrman), etc. (Islam, 
Rahmani, 2004; Borah et al., 2021a). This area is also recognised as an Important Bird 
Area in 1994 and a Key Biodiversity Area in 2004.
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The area is flat with gentle slopes, typical of bhabar and terai. Though the area 
is dominated by plains, however, some hills lie in the extreme north of the forest. The 
flora of the forest has been partially worked out (Borah et al., 2020a), as well as the 
plant community structure as elucidated by Borah et al. (2021a), shows the presence 
of various fig (Ficus sp.) species, as well as other fruit trees forming a suitable refuge for 
many residential and migratory birds. It is characterised as a semi-  evergreen formation 
with Lauraceae, Euphorbiaceae, and Phyllanthaceae being the most diverse families and 
Magnolia hodgsonii (Hook.,Thom.) H. Keng, Mesua ferrea L. and Dillenia indica L. are 
the dominant tree species of the reserve (Champion, Seth, 1968; Borah et al., 2021b). 
It also includes many rare plants or is of interest to the area’s biodiversity (Borah et al., 
2019a, b; Borah et al., 2020b, c; Borah et al., 2021a). The soil is mostly composed of new 
and old alluvium, which is unconsolidated and loose in structure (Bhattacharjya, Bhaga-
wati, 2009). Agriculture is present on almost all sides of the forest and degradation has 
severely hampered its boundaries. Shifting cultivation is seen in the North boundaries, 
whereas settled agriculture is predominant in the south and east.

Methods

The bird species were identified by their primary calls, sight, photographs, and relevant 
literature (Ali, Ripley, 1987; Grimmett et al., 2020, 2011). All recorded bird species are 

Fig. 1. Map of the study area
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tabulated and characterised by the following characteristics: common name, scientific 
name, and vernacular names of the birds (Datta, 2013) systematic affiliation according 
to Praveen et al., (2015), threat status: CR – Critically Endangered, EN – Endangered, 
VU – Vulnerable, NT – Near Threatened, LC – Least Concern (IUCN, 2022; BirdLife 
International, 2022a); residential status: R – widespread resident, r – very local resident, 
W – widespread winter visitor, w – sparse winter visitor, p – sparse migrant, V – va-
grant or irregular visitor, s – local summer breeder (according to Grewal, Bhatia, 2014); 
occurrence in Behali Wildlife Sanctuary (BWLS): Rare – R, Common – C. In addition, 
a general characterisation of 10 selected species found in BWLS with CR, EN, and VU 
categories was carried out.

Results

The study documented altogether 283 species of avifauna belonging to 21 orders, 69 
families, and 194 genera in the study area (Tab. 1 – Appendix 1). Among the orders, 
Passeriformes recorded the highest number of birds species i.e. 125 followed by Cha-
radriiformes (19 species) and Accipitriformes (18 species), Piciformes and Columbi-
formes with (14 species) each, Coraciiformes with (13 species), Pelecaniformes (12 
species), Strigiformes and Cuculiformes with (11 species) each, Anseriformes (8 spe-
cies), Ciconiiformes, Falconiformes (6 species) each, Psittaciformes, Bucerotiformes 
and Gruiformes with (5 species) each, Galliformes (4 species), Suliformes (3 species), 
Podicipediformes (2 species), and lowest of (1 species) each from Trogoniformes, 
Caprimulgiformes and Apodriformes (Fig. 2).

The study found altogether:
• 1 (0.35%) critically endangered species namely Red-  necked Vulture (Sacrogyps 

calvus);
• 2 (0.71%) endangered species (White winged duck Asarcornis scutulata and Steppe 

Eagle Aquila nipalensis);
• 7 (2.47%) vulnerable species (Lesser Adjutant Stork Leptoptilos javanicus, Wreathed 

Hornbill Rhyticeros undulatus, Rufous-  necked Hornbill Aceros nipalensis, Great 
Hornbill Buceros bicornis, Greater Spotted Eagle Clanga clanga, Eastern Imperial 
Eagle Aquila heliac) and River Tern Sterna auranti);

• 13 (4.59%) near threatend species (White-  cheeked Partridge Arborophila atrogula-
ris, Black-  necked Stork Ephippiorhynchus asiaticus, Woolly-  necked Stork Ciconia 
episcopus, Black-  headed Ibis Threskiornis melanocephalus, Oriental Darter Anhinga 
melanogaster, Red-  necked Falcon Falco chiquera, Pallid Harrier Circus macrourus, 
Grey-  headed Fish Eagle Haliaeetus icthyaetus, Alexandrine Parakeet Psittacula 
eupatria, Blossom-  headed Parakeet P. roseata, Red-  breasted Parakeet P. alexandri), 
River Lapwing (Vanellus duvaucelii) and Great stone-  curlew (Esacus recurvirostris), 
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Fig. 2. Comparison of the percentage share of species belonging to 21 orders in the avifauna of Behali 
Wildlife Sanctuary

and other 260 (84.8%) species were least concern. Some of them are illustrated 
in figure (3) (Tab. 1 – Appendix 1).
Among 283 bird species, 95 (33.56%) species were very local residents (r), 124 

(43.82%) species were widespread residents (R), 9 (3.18%) species were sparse winter 
visitors (w), 15 (5.3%) species were widespread winter visitors (W), 14 (4.95%) species 
were widespread resident winter visitors (RW), 8 (2.83%) species were residents and 
widespread winter visitors (rW), 3 (1.06%) species were residents which were also sparse 
winter visitors (rw) and 3 (1.06%) species were local summer breeders but widespread 
winter visitors (sW), one (0.35%) species was widespread summer breeder (sw), one 
(0.35%) species was vagrant or irregular visitor (V), one (0.35%) species was widespread 
winter visitor (Rw), one (0.35%) species was local migrant (rp) and one (0.35%) species 
was a sparse visitor (p) (Tab. 1 – Appendix 1).

Some of the notable resident and migratory bird species of the Behali Wildlife 
Sanctuary includes Grey Peacock Pheasant (Polyplectron bicalcaratum), White-  cheeked 
Partridge (Arborophila atrogularis), Bar-  headed Goose (Anser indicus), White-  winged 
Duck (Asarcornis scutulata), Great Crested Grebe (Podiceps cristatus), Common Mer-
ganser (Mergus merganser), Glossy Ibis (Plegadis falcinellus), Oriental Honey-  Buzzard 
(Pernis ptilorhynchus), Steppe Eagle (Aquila nipalensis), Greater-  spotted Eagle (Clanga 
clanga), Ruddy Kingfisher (Halcyon coromanda), Common Sandpiper (Actitis hypo-
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Fig. 3. Few avian species of Behali Wildlife Sanctuary: A – White winged Duck (Asarcornis scutulata); 
B – Great Hornbill (Buceros bicornis); C – Lesser adjutant Stork (Leptoptilos javanicus); D – Woolly-  necked 
Stork (Ciconia episcopus); E – Steppe Eagle (Aquila nipalensis); F – River Tern (Sterna auranti); G – Osprey 
(Pandion haliaetus); H– Kalij Pheasant (Lophura leucomelanos) (Photo A by Chirantanu Saikia, B-  E,G-  H 
by Ranjit Kakati; F by Sahas Gjoel)

leucos), Green Sandpiper (Tringa ochropus), Pacific-  golden Plover (Pluvialis fulva), 
Barred-  Cuckoo Dove (Macropygia unchall), Vernal hanging Parrot (Loriculus vernalis), 
Wreathed Hornbill (Rhyticeros undulatus), Taiga Flycatcher (Ficedula albicilla), Blue- 
 bearded Bee-  eater (Nyctyornis athertoni), Red-  headed Trogan (Harpactes erythroceph-
alus), Hooded Pitta (Pitta sordida), Maroon Oriole (Oriolus traillii), White-  spectacled 
Warbler (Phylloscopus intermedius), Silver-  eared Mesia (Leiothrix argentauris), Scaly 
Thrush (Zoothera dauma) and Amur Falcon (Falco amurensis) (Tab. 1. – Appendix 1). 
As many as 29% of species are rare in the study area.
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Short notes on some threatened birds of Behali Wildlife Sanctuary
Below is a short general characterisation of the selected species that in the BWLS be-
long to the group CR – Critically Endangered, EN – Endangered, VU – Vulnerable. 
In the characterisation, previous records of those species noticed in the Assam were 
also taken into account.
1) Red-  necked vulture, Sacrogyps calvus, CR: It  is  a  large-  sized scavenging bird, 

which feeds mainly on the carcasses of dead animals, and was once found on every 
continent except Antarctica and Oceania (Del Hoyo et al., 1994). It is a residential 
species for India and its population in India has declined at the rate of 91% from 
the year 1999 to 2003 (Cuthbert et al., 2006). Now the estimated population of this 
threatened species is about 2500–9999 individuals. (Birdlife International, 2022b). 
This species has suffered an extremely rapid population reduction in the recent 
past which is likely to continue into the near future, probably largely as a result 
of  feeding on  carcasses of  animals treated with the veterinary drug diclofenac 
(Birdlife International, 2022b), perhaps in combination with other causes like de-
mise of wild ungulates, unintentional poisoning, the intensification of agriculture, 
increased sophistication of waste disposal techniques, direct persecution and dis-
ease (Clements et al., 2013).
Earlier records from Assam: Chakrashila Wildlife Sanctuary, Jamjing and Sengajan, Ka-
ziranga National Park (Choudhury, 2000; Baruah, Sharma, 1999), Behali Reserve Forest 
(Choudhury, 2000), Dibru-  saikhowa National Park (Choudhury, 2006a), Manas National 
Park (Choudhury, 2006b), Nameri National Park (Das, Deori, 2010), Orang National Park 
(Talukdar, Sharma, 1995).

2) White-  winged duck, Asarcornis scutulata, EN: It  is  one of  the most endan-
gered avian species in the world according to the IUCN Red List and also listed 
as a Schedule I species under the Indian Wildlife Protection Act, 1972. It inhabits 
dense tropical evergreen forests, near swamps, and rivers or any form of wetland 
and lay their eggs in tree cavities nearer to the water sources. Only 800 individ-
uals are estimated to be left in the wild globally and out of them, only 450 indi-
viduals (Choudhury, 2007) are known to  be  present in  the Eastern Himalayan 
Foothills of Northeast India, 200 in Laos, Thailand, Vietnam, and Cambodia and 
150 in Sumatra (BirdLife International, 2012). Due to habitat destruction, forest 
fragmentation, loss of large trees with nesting holes (Birdlife International, 2022b), 
hunting, and collection of eggs their population has been tremendously decreased 
(Rahmani et al. 2016). It  is  locally called “Deo-  hah” in Assamese language, due 
to their ghostly call.
Earlier records from Assam: Dibru-  Saikhowa National Park, Dangori Reserve forest, Dum-
duma Reserve forest & Kumsong Reserve Forests (Choudhury, 1996, 2006a; Yanha, 1994), 
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Joypur Reserve Forest (Choudhury, 1996), Morioni (Mukherjee, 1961), North Cachar hills 
(Green, 1992), Dibrugarh, Lakhimpur, Nowgong, Silchar and Sonitpur Districts (Mackenzie, 
1985; Yanha, 1994), Tinsukia and Dibrugarh districts (Hume, Marshall, 1879–1889), Upper 
Dihing East and West Complex (Choudhury, 1996, 1998; Rahmani et al., 2016), Tirap- 
 Burhidihing (Choudhury, 1996, 1998), Manas National Park (Choudhury, 2006b), Nameri 
National Park (Das, 1995, 1998, 1999; Saikia, Saikia, 2011; Das, Deori, 2012), Behali Reserve 
Forest (Choudhury, 2000, Sonai Rupai Wildlife Sanctuary (Choudhury, 2002), Barail Range, 
Dhansiri Reserve Forest, Dum Duma-  Dangori, East and North Karbi Anglong Wildlife 
Sanctuaries, Garampani, Nambor and Doigrung, Hollongapar Gibbon Sanctuary, Inner 
Line (East), Katakhal and Barak Reserve Forests, Jamjing and Sengajan, Jatinga, Langting- 
 Mupa Reserve Forest, Lumding Reserve Forest, Subansiri Dulung (Rahmani et al., 2016).

3) Steppe Eagle, Aquila nipalensis, EN: This species mainly breeds in Eastern Europe, 
Russia, Republic of  Kalmykia (Karyakin et al., 2016), Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
China, Mongolia (Meyburg, Boesman, 2013), Moldova, Romania, Ukraine, and 
Turkey (Ebird, 2020). In  winter they migrate to  the Middle East, Arabia, and 
southeast Africa (Meyburg, Boesman, 2013). The total global population is  es-
timated at more than 37000 pairs (Karyakin et al., 2016). Habitat loss (Meyburg, 
Boesman, 2013) and high voltage powerline (Birdlife International, 2022b) are the 
major causes of its decline.
Earlier records from Assam: Nameri National Park (Das, Deori, 2010), Orang National 
Park (Chakdar et al., 2019), Biswanath district (Kakati et al., 2021).

4) Lesser adjutant stork, Leptoptilos javanicus, VU: They are distributed in Cam-
bodia, India, Malaysia, Nepal, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Laos, 
Bhutan, Brunei, Vietnam, and Thailand (BirdLife International, 2022a). Globally, 
around 6500–8000 mature individuals of the lesser adjutant stork are left in the 
world and a  few substantial populations occur primarily in  India (about 2000 
birds in Assam, West Bengal and Bihar). Cutting down their nesting trees, habitat 
destruction, urbanisation, collection of eggs and chicks, hunting of adults, con-
version of wetlands in to agricultural lands, fisheries and the use of fertilizers and 
pesticides in agricultural land are threatening the survival of this species. Practise 
of poisoning pools to catch fishes also leads to incidental mortality of this species 
(Gyawali, 2004)
Earlier records from Assam: Dibru-  Saikhowa National Park (Choudhury, 1995; Saikia, 1995), 
Orang National Park (Saikia, 1995), Kaziranga National Park (Saikia, 1995; Bhattacharjee 
et al., 1996; Baruah, Sharma, 1999), Jengdia beel, Kamrup district (Saikia, 1995), Biswanath 
district (Choudhury, 2000, Kakati et al., 2021); Dum Duma-  Dangori & Kumsong Reserve 
Forests (Saikia, 1995; Rahmani et al., 2016), Jamjing beel (Choudhury, 1992), Deepor beel 
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(Saikia, Bhattacharjee, 1989), Nameri National Park (Choudhury, 1991), Majuli, Pobitora 
Wildlife Sanctuary, Dikhoumukh, Nalbari, Pani Dihing, Chakrashilla Wildlife Sanctuary, 
Sareswar beel (Saikia, 1995), Laokhowa Wildlife Sanctuary (Kahl, 1971; Saikia, 1995), 
Bherjan-  Borajan-  Podumoni Wildlife Sanctuary (Choudhury, 1995), Manas National Park 
(Rahmani et al., 1988; Saikia, 1995), Jhanjimuk-  Kokilamukh, Jorhat (Mahanta et al., 2019), 
Behali Reserve Forest (Kakati et al., 2021), Amchang Wildlife Sanctuary, Barail Range, 
Bauwwa Beel, Bordoibam-  Bilmukh Bird Sanctuary, Bordoloni-  Sampora, Chakrashila 
Complex, Chandubi Lake and adjoining areas, Deobali Jalah, Dhansiri Reserve Forest, 
East and North Karbi Anglong Wildlife Sanctuaries, Garampani, Nambor and Doigrung, 
Hollongapar Gibbon Sanctuary, Inner Line (East), Katakhal and Barak Reserve Forests, 
Jamjing and Sengajan, Satgaon, Kuarbari-  Dalani, Laokhowa and Burhachapori Wildlife 
Sanctuary, Lumding Reserve Forest, Majuli Island, Pabho Reserve Forest, Ripu Reserve 
Forest, Sibsagar Tanks, Son Beel, Subansiri Dulung, Tamaranga-  Doloni-  Bhairab Complex, 
Tirap-  Burhidihing, Upper Dihing (East) Complex, Upper Dihing (West) Complex, Urpod 
Beel (Rahmani et al., 2016), Raimona National Park (Mahanta et al., 2022).

5) Greater Spotted Eagle, Clanga clanga, VU: This species is mainly found in Es-
tonia, Poland, Belarus, Russia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, China, Mongolia (Meyburg 
et al., 1999), small numbers in Pakistan and North-  west India (BirdLife Interna-
tional, 2001), Finland, and Lithuania (BirdLife International, 2015). During winter 
they migrate to Eastern Europe, North Africa, East Africa, the Indian subconti-
nent, South Asia, and Southeast Asia (BirdLife International, 2015). The total pop-
ulation is about fewer than 3300–8800 mature individuals (Birdlife International, 
2022a) and is suspected to be declining at a rate of >30% over three generations 
as a result of extensive habitat loss due to deforestration, felling of nesting trees 
and destruction of wetlands (Maciorowski et al., 2014) and persistent persecution 
(Birdlife International, 2022a). Electrocution, collision with wind turbines, hunt-
ing and poisoning during times of their migration, as well as heavy metals poison-
ing from consuming waterbirds, are other major threats to them (Maciorowski et 
al., 2014; Perez-  Garcia et al., 2020).
Earlier records from Assam: Dibru-  Saikhowa National Park (Choudhury, 2006a), Kaziranga 
National Park (Baruah, Sharma, 1999), Nameri National Park (Das, Deori, 2010), Jhanjimuk- 
 Kokilamukh, Jorhat (Mahanta et al., 2019), Orang National Park (Chakdar et al., 2019), 
Dakra Beel, Chakrashila WLS (Choudhury, 2000), Biswanath district (Kakati et al., 2021).

6) Eastern Imperial Eagle, Aquila heliaca, VU: This species mainly breeds in Aus-
tria, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, China, Czech Republic, Macedonia, Georgia, Hungary, 
Kazakhstan, Russia, Mongolia, Serbia, Slovakia, Turkey, and Ukraine (Heredia, 
1996). A  small population is  also found in  Armenia, Croatia, Cyprus, Greece, 
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Kosovo, Moldova, and Romania (Birdlife International, 2015). In  winter it  mi-
grates to the Middle East, East Africa, Tanzania, Arabian Peninsula, Indian Sub-
continent, South Asia, and East Asia (Birdlife International, 2015). The global 
population of this species is about 2500–9999 individuals (BirdLife International, 
2022a). The major threats are loss and alteration of feeding and nesting habitats, 
shortage of small and medium size prey species, illegal trade, poisoning, hunting 
and electrocution by powerlines. An average of 450 Eastern Imperial Eagles were 
killed by powerlines in Altai region – 25% of the total population of the region 
(Karyakin et al., 2009b).
Earlier records from Assam: Dibru Saikhowa National park (Menzies, Rao, 2019), Kaziranga 
National Park, Nameri National Park (Rahmani et al., 2016), Biswanath district (Kakati et 
al., 2021).

7) River tern, Sterna aurantia, VU: It is distributed throughout southern Asia from 
India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Bangladesh to  Southeast Asia. It  is  a  resident 
breeder of  Iran and the Indian Subcontinent and generally prefers river banks 
(BirdLife International, 2022a). The global population is estimated around 20 000–
70 000 mature individuals and 29 577 individuals were recorded during the Asian 
waterbird census during 2008–2015. During the census, India scored with 17 776 
individuals (Mundkur et al., 2017). Flooding, predation and disturbance in wet-
lands are the factors affecting its population. However, conversion of wetlands into 
agricultural lands and construction of dams, use of pesticides, deposition of heavy 
metals in waterbodies, mining, cyclones and other some anthropogenic activities 
like urbanisation are the major causes of their decline (Debata, 2019; BirdLife In-
ternational, 2022a).
Earlier records from Assam: Nameri National Park (Das, Deori, 2010), Dibru-  Saikhowa 
National Park (Choudhury, 2006a), Kaziranga National Park (Baruah, Sarma, 1999), Orang 
National Park (Chakdar et al., 2019), Jhanjimuk-  Kokilamukh, Jorhat (Mahanta et al., 2019), 
Biswanath district (Kakati et al., 2021).

8) Wreathed Hornbill, Aceros undulatus, VU: It inhabits in dense primary rainfor-
est, in the lowlands (Poonswad et al., 2013) of Southern Bhutan, Bangladesh, and 
Northeast India, east to Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam and south through Malay-
sia, Thailand, Indonesia, and Brunei. This species is found in the primary forests 
of the Northeast India especially in Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Nagaland etc. The 
global population is not estimated yet (del Hoyo et al., 2001, BirdLife International, 
2022a) but is suspected to be declining due to habitat destruction, forest fragmen-
tation, felling of nesting trees and hunting (BirdLife International, 2022a).
Earlier records from Assam: Kaziranga National Park (Sarma, Barua, 1999), Dibru-  Saikhowa 



Birds of Behali W
ildlife Sanctuary – an Im

portant Bird Area of Assam
, India

87

National Park (Choudhury, 2006), Nameri National Park (Das, Deori, 2010), Raimona 
National Park (Mahanta et al., 2022).

9) Rufous necked hornbill, Aceros nipalensis, VU: It  is a highly threatened horn-
bill species known from Bhutan, Northeast India, Myanmar, Southern Yunnan, 
and southeast Tibet, China, Thailand, Vietnam, and Laos. It  is  locally extinct 
from many historic ranges. In  India, the largest population is  found in Aruna-
chal Pradesh and the northern part of West Bengal. Relatively high densities (<6 
birds per km2) have been recorded from both Namdapha National Park and Ea-
glenest Wildlife Sanctuary (Naniwadekar et al., 2013). It is also found in eastern 
Nagaland and Cherrapunji in Meghalaya, Lushai hills in Mizoram, near Jatinga 
in Assam and Manipur. From the assessment based on the population of densities 
from sites in Northeast India (Arunachal Pradesh) and Western Thailand, of the 
suitable habitat remaining within the occupied range of the species, it is estimated 
that the global population is 12 000–15 000 individuals (BirdLife International, 
2022a). Deforestration, shifting cultivation, hunting, forest fragmentation, illegal 
trade and felling of their nesting trees are the major causes of decline (Datta, 2009; 
Naniwadekar et al., 2015a).
Earlier records from Assam: Nameri National Park (Das, Deori, 2010), Behali Reserve For-
est, Dhansiri Reserve Forest, East and North Karbi Anglong Wildlife Sanctuaries, Jatinga, 
Langting-  Mupa Reserve Forest, Manas National Park, Sonai-  Rupai Wildlife Sanctuary, 
Subansiri Dulung, Upper Dihing (East) Complex, Upper Dihing (West) Complex (Rahmani 
et al., 2016) , Raimona National Park (Mahanta et al., 2022).

10) Great hornbill, Buceros bicornis, VU: It is a widely distributed species occurring 
in China, India, Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, 
Cambodia, Malaysia and Indonesia. In  India, it  is  restricted to  the Himalayan 
foothills, hill forests of  northeast India, and wet evergreen forest of  Northeast 
and West India. Mostly it can be seen in protected forests, however it is now lost 
from five out of 16 sites from two protected areas (Rahmani, 2012). The estimated 
population of great hornbill is between 13000–27000 individuals. Deforestration, 
shifting cultivation, hunting, forest fragmentation, illegal trade and felling of their 
nesting trees are the major causes of decline (BirdLife International, 2022a).
Earlier records from Assam: Nameri National Park (Das, Deori, 2010), Dibru-  Saikhowa 
National Park (Choudhury, 2006a), Kaziranga National Park (Barua, Sarma, 1999), Behali 
Reserve Forest, Chakrashila Complex, Dhansiri Reserve Forest, Dibru-  Saikhowa Complex, 
Inner Line (East), Katakhal and Barak Reserve Forests, Langting-  Mupa Reserve Forest, 
Lumding Reserve Forest, Tirap-  Burhidihing , Upper Dihing (East) Complex, Upper Dihing 
(West) Complex (Rahmani et al., 2016), Raimona National Park (Mahanta et al., 2022).
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Short discussion

Behali Wildlife Sanctuary (BWLS) holds around 22.41% of the total avian species 
diversity of India (Praveen et al., 2015) and 34.51% of the total avian species diversity 
of Assam (Choudhury, 2000). The number of species noticed in this study is almost 
similar to the report of Chakdar et al., (2019), reporting 284 bird species from Rajib 
Gandhi Orang National Park (RGNP), Assam. Devi and Saikia (2010) reported 232 
species from Gibbon Wildlife Sanctuary and Mahanta et al. (2019) reported 205 species 
from Jhanjimukh-  Kokilamukh IBA complex, Jorhat. It is less than Baruah and Sarmah 
(1999) reporting 479 species from Kaziranga National Park (KNP) and 374 species from 
Nameri National Park (NNP) – Fig. 4 (Barua, Sharma, 2005; Das, Deori 2010), which 
is due to the greater proportion of protection in both the parks. The habitat heterogene-
ity in the sanctuary is almost similar to NNP, with almost similar vegetation types and 
native flora. Considering this fact, with increasing protection the reserve will probably 
host a greater species diversity than here presently recorded.

The lower number of threatened (ten) and near threatened species (thirteen) – 
Tab. 3 – Appendix 1 – is because despite preferable habitats, the forest has been under 
high human disturbance for several decades losing several of the large trees which 
might be possible nesting and roosting sites and also these elusive species avoid be-
ing seen or disturbed. Moreover, BWLS lies in between the highlands of Arunachal 
Pradesh connecting Pakke Tiger Reserve, Nameri National Park (NNP), and the 
lowlands of Kaziranga National Park (KNP), acting as occasional roosting grounds 
within their migratory routes across the landscapes, as already mentioned in the 
characteristics of this area. This is also a long patch of foothills where the dominant 
landscape comprises semi-  evergreen forests and secondary forests with a small num-
ber of water reservoirs. Compared to the surrounding parks (Fig. 4), in BWLS a small 
number of migratory birds (mostly threatened ones) flock together in the wetlands. 
However, the number of threatened species is half the number of KNP (twenty-  five) 
(Baruah, Sarmah, 1999), and more than NNP (nine) (Das, Deori, 2010), which has 
a larger area and high protection. Until 2021, BWLS was a reserve forest (an unpro-
tected area) with very less protection and high reports of hunting, as well as habitat 
loss, extirpating about half of  its forests. After a decade-  long citizen’s movement, 
it has recently been upgraded to a Wildlife Sanctuary (a protected area) with hopes 
of an increase in vigilance, forest cover, and strict actions on any felonious activities. 
Again, the northern side of the forest which was once a connection to the tropical 
forests of Arunachal Pradesh, is now severely exploited and turned into a monoculture 
of rubber and other cash crops.

The only solution to the problem of endangered species of avifauna in the area 
of BWLS is their biotope protection. This is one of the best ways to protect species 
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in the world. Preservation of feeding, breeding, and living habitats for these species 
is the only effective way to protect them. Of course, the interests of local farmers must 
also be taken into account when drawing up a biotopes protection plan in such a way 
as to reconcile these somewhat opposing aspects. Appropriate ecological awareness 
among farmers will also play an important role, without which no type of protection 
will be sufficiently effective. Activation of local societies for biotope protection is a very 
important and necessary factor of this protection.

Conclusion

The present study on the avifauna of Behali Wildlife Sanctuary with associated threat 
factors is a first of its kind for this protected area. The agricultural lands and human 
settlements surrounding the sanctuary are negatively influencing the biodiversity of the 
reserve. Being a habitat for several species of birds along with some threatened ones viz., 
Great Hornbill, Wreathed Hornbill, Woolly-  necked Stork, Lesser Adjutant Stork, etc., 
efforts are essential to protect the landscape from anthropogenic pressure. The protec-
tion of the forest is not adequate due to the understaffed forest department associated 
with this reserve. Providing attention to this forest, considering the high diversity and 
threatened representatives, would safeguard it shortly.

Fig. 4. Comparison of the number of avifauna species in the selected protected areas of India
J-  K IBA – Jhanjimukh-  Kokilamukh IBA complex, GWLS – Gibbon Wildlife Sanctuary, BWLS – Behali 
Wildlife Sanctuary, RGNP – Rajib Gandhi Orang National Park, NNP – Nameri National Park, KNP – 
Kaziranga National Park
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Abstract
The avian diversity of Behali Wildlife Sanctuary (India), an Important Bird Area IN-  AS-05 (A1 and A3) 
is documented here. A total of 283 species of birds belonging to 21 orders, 69 families, and 194 genera were 
recorded. The study recorded one critically endangered species, 2 endangered species, 7 vulnerable species, 
13 near threatened species and 260 species were least concern. Distribution of birds within the reserve forest 
and IUCN Red List Categories of them are also provided here.
Key words: Behali Reserve Forest, bird sanctuary, threat status, residential status
Received: [2022.08.09]
Accepted: [2022.11.20]

Ostoja Behali Wildlife – ważny obszar dla ptaków w prowincji Assam (Indie)
Streszczenie

W artykule udokumentowano różnorodność ptaków w ostoji Behali Wildlife, ważnego dla ptaków IN -  AS-05 
(A1 i A3) obszaru Indii. Zarejestrowano łącznie 283 gatunki ptaków należących do 21 rzędów, 69 rodzin i 194 
rodzajów. Wśród gatunków stwierdzono jeden krytycznie zagrożony, 2 zagrożone, 7 wrażliwych, 13 poten-
cjalnie zagrożonych i 260 innych gatunków. Udokumentowano również rozmieszczenie ptaków w rezerwacie 
oraz ich kategorie zagrożeń wg Czerwonej Listy IUCN.
Słowa kluczowe: Behali Reserve Forest, rezerwat ptaków, stan zagrożenia, status zamieszkania
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