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Observation on the Black-headed Ibis Threskiornismelanocephalus, Red-naped
Ibis Pseudibis papillosa and Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis at cattle carcass dumping
site, Dhanera, Banaskantha District, Gujarat, India
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Here we report the observations on Black-headed
Ibis Threskiornismelanocephalus, Red-naped
IbisPseudibis papillosaand Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis
at a cattle carcass-dumping site, Dhanera,
Bhanaskantha district, Gujarat, India. Field
surveys were carried out in Dhanera as part of
ecological profiling study in December 2022.
Dhanera is located at (24° 35 05 N 71° 57 53 E),
spread over 866.26 km?2. Agricultural land with
dry areas is the maximum area covered in
Dhanera, providing habitat to many waterbird
species in north Gujarat, composed of very low
forest cover, vast arid land and highly dominated
by agricultural and pastoral activities (Gajera and
Dharaiya 2011). The present observations were
recorded at three locations in Dhanera, [Location
1: [24° 563550 N -72° 013930 E], [Location 2: 24°
488010 N 71° 495892 E] and [Location 3: 24° 609781
N 71° 928826 E]. The climatic of the district are
subtropical, having four different seasons; the
summer season from May to July; autumn
commences in August and ends in late October;
the winter season approaches from November
and lasts until January; the spring season occurs
from February to April. District Banaskantha
remains arid in summers with an intense hot
environment and cold winters. This region
annually receives approximately 200 mm of
rainfall, of which about 75% occurs in the
monsoon (late June to August) .
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The birds were observed from a distance of
approximately 10 m using a monocular and Camera
(Canon Power shot SX70HS). The observations were
ad libitum and recorded during a field work for bird
study.Ibises falls under the order Pelecaniformes
and the family Threskiornithidae of class Aves
(IUCN 2022), which cont

ains average-sized waders having a probing type
downward curved beak (Hancock et al. 2001; IUCN
2022). Black-headed Ibis

Threskiornis melanocephalus, Red-naped Ibis Pseudibis
papillosa and Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis are widely
distributed species in northern and western India
(Hancock et al. 2001; Ali and Ripley 2007; BirdLife
International 2022). Black-headed Ibis is known to
utilize the area in and around the shallow water
habitat (Hancock et al. 2001). The preferred habitat
for Black-headed Ibis include wetlands, lagoons,
freshwater ponds, riverine lakes, paddies, swamps,
marshlands, and salty marshes (Hancock et al. 2001;
Chaudhury and Koli 2018). Cattle Egret largely
feeds on insects and crustaceans in agricultural land
and is generally associated with grazing animals for
efficient food catch from the farms or grasslands.
Feeding Cattle Egrets (Bubulcus ibis) has been
adequately described and recorded, pickingflies off
live (Vincent 1947, Dawn 1959) and dead (Fogarty
and Hetrick 1973) cattle and rotting fish (Reynolds
1965).

Black-headed Ibis and Red-naped Ibis always nest
and roost in heronries (Balakrishnan and Thomas
2004; Laughlin et al. 2014; Chaudhury and Koli 2016;
Chaudhary 2018). Black-headed Ibis usually prefers
to feed in seasonal wetlands, as food availability is
higher than in perennial wetlands (Sundar 2006;
Chaudhury and Koli 2018). Studies on ecology and
behaviour of Black-headed Ibis are minimal in India
(Balakrishnan and Thomas 2004; Senma and
Acharya 2009; Thapa and Saund 2012; Chaudhury
and Koli 2018).
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The diet of the white ibis primarily consists of
crabs, crayfish, fish, snakes, frogs, and insects. In
terms of frequency of occurrence, water bugs,
water beetles and dragonfly larvae were
commonly eaten by ibis. Earthworms and snails
were taken from pastures. Marine prey such as
crabs, isopods, snails, and mussels are consumed
along the coast (del Hoyo ef al. 1992).

Bird species feeding at the cattle carcass dump site

The Red-naped ibis (Pseudibis papillosa), also
known as the Indian black ibis or black ibis, is a
species found in the plains of the Indian
Subcontinent. Unlike other ibises in India, it is not
very dependent on water and is often found in dry
fields away from water (Baker 1929). Chiefly a
non-visual tactile forager that exhibits various
types offeeding behaviour, viz. probing (shallow,
profound, stepping, stationary and multiple),
standing, walking, running, groping,
pecking,standing fly catching, bill dragging and
flipping. It is either solitary or in flocks of 5 to 7
birds, generally found in agriculture fields and
grasslands during the rainy season. However,
during the summer season, they feed in a wide
variety of habitats, viz. dunes, wastewater bodies,
garbage dumps, and carcasses (Rasmussen and
Anderton 2005), and the muddy shore of
wastewater ponds are the common feature
throughout the year (Soni et al. 2010). It is
generally described as omnivorous, feeding on
carrion (Khan 2015), insects, frogs, other small
vertebrates, and grain (Ali and Ripley 1978). It is
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also found eating frogs hiding in crab holes
(Johnson 2003). During droughts, they are known to
feed on carrion and insect larvae, as well as a large
number of crickets in the fields (Inglis 1903; Mason
1911).

During our observations, it was found that in fact
the Black-headed Ibis, Red-naped Ibis and Cattle
Egret feed on worms and grubs and flies rather than
the carcass of the dead cattle dumped at the site, not
the flesh of the rotting carcass of cattle as reported
elsewhere. It appears for the easy food availability,
the birds could have used the opportunity for their
food requirements. An area's species largely
depends upon a suitable habitat with all the
resources required for survival and reproduction
(Whittaker ef al. 1973; Krausman 1999). The dead
cows are in decomposed status and more than 20-25
days old; hence flies and bugs have developed and
crawling on the carcass. Since the carcass was
exposed, we could clearly see white maggots
feasting on the corpse. At the site, the smell is gross.
Thus, this observation clarifies that the birds are not
eating cattle carcasses, rather on the maggots and
flies in the rotting meat. This observation helps us
understand the ecology and behaviour of these bird
species in terms of their strategy towards easy food
and opportunistic feeding. The most frequent
foraging technique employed by these species was
walking slowly (Meyerriecks, 1960) and picking up
flies directly off the carcass, although some may
have been captured just as they flew (Kushlan 1976).

Vertebrate scavengers belong to diverse group and
are attracted towards carrion as it is high energy and
nutrient rich resources. However, it is highly
seasonal in availability and the bird species like
Black-headed Ibis, Red-naped Ibis and Cattle Egret
are mesoscavengers, the way animals uitlise the
carcass further develop our knowledge of
ecosystem functioning linked with detritus
ecosystem (Vandersteen et al. in press). This note
describes and indicates what, how and why these
birds feed on flies attracted to a dead cow.
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