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Tocompile the
first state bird
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It's the largest systematic bird
survey in Asia. See how 1,000
citizen volunteers spent five
vears tracking flight paths,
nesting spots and migration
dates, keeping count
of flying friends
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j ith most maps, you
look east, west, north
and south. To use the
Kerala Bird Atlas, you

. must loak apas well,

! The digital carto-

graphs cover skies and treciops across Ker=

ala, documenting 150 local and migratory

birds. And unlike o guidebook. state-wide
dana Is localised, seasonal and systematic

You can tell how many of a particular
species visined one valley and not the other
over the last sumime,

The atlas is the first of its kind in Asia.
Released in Sepiember. it was put together
by the Kerala Agricultural University in
Thrissur and the non-profit dambase Bird
Count India. I's a project five years in the
making, done on i feather-ight budget.

An informal network of mone than a
thaovssand citiren volusteers and birders was
solicited via newspaper ads. Thwy were then
trained and assigned |-sq-km grids across
various habitats from which to collect
on-ground data in the winter and monsoon
o best track major migration movemenis.

“It's been a long, long journey.” says PO
Nameer, spocial officer at the university's

of Climate Change Education and
Research. “Bul we have o priceless baseline
for how birds are spread across the state,
their varictics, abundance and locations.”

That the atlas was developed In Kerala ks
o surprise tobird enthuskases. The coastal,
hilty forested state is abundant in beautiful
Birels. But it also has a rich bird-watching
history. In 1933, the ornd st Salim All
made an unscheduled stop st the flat forests
of Thattelad, describing the sanctuary as
the richest bird habitat in peninsular India.
Bird surveys have been conducted stnce the
19800, and birding tours are popular

The idea for an atlas ok Might for two
reasons, Nameer says. “The state had an
excellent network of researchers o accom-
pany volunteers. And we hsd cBird. " This
online database, created by Cormell Univer-
sity’s ornithology department and main-
tained by volunteers worldwide, records
real-time, location-hased information on
bird distribution and abundance. There's
information from every reghon in India. and
from collaborators scross over 25 countries.
1i's an invaluable fool for researchers and
naturalists conducting fleldwork,

T Kevala, it helped volunbesrs collect and
collate vist swathes of data quickly. It also
credited esch volumteer who made a sight-
Ing or count. “This motivated them o com-
plete the job, and develop s competithve
spirit between districts. | was happy to

see birds and data, but seeing

humans display such enthusiasm
left me with great joy,” Nameer says.

One of those humans was Lathika
Kathirur, a 53-year-old school teacher
from Kannur who's been bindw
for 25 years. Her grid covered
land, imaking wet- and
dry-season  fiekd-
work a pleasure,

“Birding is a
hobby and some-
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thing most people do tio pass the time,” she
says. The atlas, then, wirs & great way o turn
all that enthuslasm into o document that
might protect birds, including her favour-
ies, fiveatchers and owls.
In the UK, which has been updating a
Ibird atlas developed in England in
1970, the data about bird hotspots and pop-
ulation changes is so comprehensive, it's
used ws policy document Tor conservation,
The data from Kerala's version is still being
mnlysed, bl Namoor suys some surprises
are already evident. “The distribution and
range of several species is different from
what's mentioned in the popular Birds of
Sawsith Asin guide by Pameks Rosmiussen and
John C Anderion,” he says,

With the girds in place, volunteers
trafned, and surveys planned every fve
years, the atlas will only get richer with
time, 1t will show how migratory patterns
change, why some birds fivour certin hat-
irans and how an endangened species s far-
g Al as Mysuru, Pune and Colmbatone

1 their own atlases, all devel-
m ullrd-thtgl?d Count India since 2004, it
will be possible 1o compare and track flying
[patterns ina way we haven't yet.

Nameer and his team will be out
wilth an analytical report in Jan-
uary, Meanwhile, you
can sccess the atlas
for free on the India
Bird Count site. Don't
forget 1o look up.
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