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1. Introduction: 
 

The White-bellied Heron (Ardea insignis) is a critically endangered species and 

endemic to a small area of South Asia, extending from East Nepal to North Myanmar 

through Himalayan foothills in Bhutan and north-east India  to the hills of Bangladesh, 

and historically at least across west and central Myanmar (Ali and Ripley, 1983; 

Choudhury 1996 ). Now the species has been considered to be extinct from Nepal. Most 

of the few recent records of this bird in India come from five or six sites in Assam and 

Arunachal Pradesh and one or two sites in Bhutan (Baruah et al. 2004, Chaudhury, 1994, 

1996a, 1996b, 2000, Inskipp & Inskipp, 1993).  

 

There is a very little information on the distribution and status of White-bellied Heron 

(Ardea insignis) in the region. From the studies it is revealed that this bird is extremely 

rare all over its ranges. Thus estimation of this species is extremely difficult due to 

irregular sighting and that too in small numbers. The all India figures of the bird were one 

(1993), five (1994), one (1995) and one (1996). All these records were from Assam 

(Lopez & Mundkur, 1997).  

 

This bird is protected in Myanmar and Bhutan, both legally and culturally. Legal 

protection for the species is needed in India and Bangladesh and serious protection is 

needed for parks and reserves in which it is found (BirdLife International, 2001)). The 

IUCN Red List Category (2008) has also up listed the status of the White-bellied Heron 

from endangered to critically endangered species on the basis of new information, 

which indicates extremely small and rapidly declining population. In the near future, this 

decline is expected to increase due to the loss and degradation of lowland forest and 

wetlands, through direct exploitation and disturbances. So there is no doubt that this 

population is in grave danger (Choudhury, 2000).This relegation calls for further 

strengthening of concerted conservation efforts from countries where the herons are 

residing. 

 
1: 1: Background: 
 
Though the White-bellied heron is restricted only to few countries i.e. India, Bangladesh, 

North Myanmar and Bhutan (BirdLife International 2001), but very little study has been 

carried out on the distribution and population status of this bird in all over its ranges. 

Only in Bhutan, a three-year extensive study (April 2003- April 2005) on the White-
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bellied Heron has been carried out by RSPN, that revealed some useful information 

regarding their habitat and population status.  

 

During a preliminary water birds survey under the Salim Ali Centre for Conservation of 

Natural History (SACON) during 2001, we have seen one White-bellied Heron in the 

Urpad Beel (IBA site) at Goalpara District, Assam. This was our first sighting of this bird 

in Lower Assam.  After that, though every year we conduct Mid Winter Waterfowls 

Census, but have not seen the bird again in the area. As these birds prefer Forest, 

Wetland, Grassland, small or large rivers, usually with sand or gravel bars, often within 

or adjacent to subtropical broadleaved forest, from the lowlands up to at least 1,500 m as 

their habitat (Ali and Ripley, 1983), so the forest and wetlands areas of   Assam and 

Arunachal Pradesh, specifically some depression areas inside the forest ranges are the 

considered as the possible habitat for the birds.  

 

Due to rampant political instability and insurgency in last few decades, no serious study 

was carried out in the areas of lower Assam. Since the upper reaches of the river Sankosh 

in Bhutan is the identified nesting habitat for the bird (pers.com. RSPN), thus the 

existence of the bird or their nesting site around river Sankosh in Indian Part and other 

similar habitat adjacent to Indo-Bhutan Border cannot be ruled out and may hold a good 

population. These areas have escaped attention of the wildlife researcher and explorer 

from last two decades due to severe political disturbances. This has encouraged us to 

carry out such a study to explore the area for the existence of White-bellied heron. So this 

study was planed to give emphasis to record the occurrence of the species in the area as 

well as to study the sustainability of the population and the distribution and habitat status 

in Lower Assam. In addition, the knowledge gained during the research is expected to 

strengthen the nation-wide conservation efforts for the bird. 

 

 

1: 2: Status of White-bellied Heron in North East India:  
 
In the North East India, this bird is recorded from Assam, Arunachal Pradesh and 

Nagaland. Very recently it has been recorded from Pabitora National Park, Assam and at 

Namdapha National Park, Arunachal Pradesh in January 1993(Chaudhury, 1994, 1996). 

According to the report available this bird is seen to widely and thinly distribute in some 

protected as well as non protected areas in Assam. There are some sighting records of this 
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birds from Dibru-Saikhowa National Park (BirdLife International, 2001), Jamjing Beel 

(BirdLife International, 2001), Manas National Park, Kaziranga Natoinal Park and 

Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary (BirdLife International, 2001, Choudhury 2000; Barua 

et.al.1997) in Assam. Among all these sighting records, five are found from the protected 

areas. These birds also visit the Brahmaputra lowlands in winter. There are also some 

personal communication and secondary information, which reveals the existence of the 

species in the lower Assam area adjacent to Bhutan hill.  

 

 

1:3: Major threats for the species: 
 
As a species that has always been scarce, habitat destruction and lack of protection pose 

the primary threat to its continued existence. With the shrinking habitats due to the 

human encroachments, wanton killing and other anthropogenic pressures, the species 

reached a catastrophic low during the last few years. This declining population is 

projected to increase in the near future as a result of the loss and degradation of lowland 

forest and wetlands. The lowland Wetlands of Brahmaputra valley have become degraded 

as a result of pollution, siltation, harvesting of wetland resources, fishing, rapid growth of 

aquatic vegetation, and the over-exploitation of resources. The forest habitat also 

degrading due to increasing disturbance and habitat degradation from settlement, 

conversion to agriculture, human traffic and movement of domestic animals and poaching 

are thought to present significant threats for the species. These have prompting an urgent 

and massive conservation need to save the species and bring them back from the danger 

of getting extinct. 

 

 

 
2. Objectives of the Study: 
 
The aim of this study is to know the status of White-bellied Heron in the wetlands of 

lower Assam and to understand the threats and conservation status of the bird in the area.  

To achieve this goal, we have fixed the following objectives: 

        1. To Conduct extensive field surveys for the species occurrence in different habitat  

 type. 

        2. To identify the probable habitat as well as nesting site. 
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        3. To disseminate the report to different agencies for further study and conservation  

 initiatives. 

3: About the Study Area: 
 

The North East is considered as the ‘Biological Gateway’ for much of India’s fauna and 

flora. It represents the transition zone between the Indian, Indo-Malayan and Indo-

Chinese biogeographic regions. Assam lies in the latitude of 24° 09� to 27° 58� North and 

longitude of 89° 42� to 96° 01�East. Total geographical area of the state is 7.84 million 

ha, which constitutes 2.39% of the country’s total area. 

The present study area (Map: 1) lies in the extreme western part of Assam, bordering 

Bhutan foothills in the north and River Sonkosh in the West bordering West Bengal. 

River Manas in the east and south is up to the border areas of Meghalaya. The area is 

located between N 26.8910° to N 25.6426° latitude and E 89.8602° to E 90.6970° 

longitude, with total geographical area c 15000 sq. km. The temperature varies from 10°c 

to 24° during winter and 21° to 36° c during summer with heavy rainfall from 2000 mm 

to 3000 mm per annum. The area has plains as well as terrain of variegated undulating 

topography. Administratively the study area is distributed in seven district of Assam, viz. 

Kokrajhar, Bongaigaon, Barpeta, Goalpara, Chirang, Dhubri and Baksa. The area has 

diverse topographic features such as floodplains, marshes, beels, and large water bodies 

inside the dense forest and the river system of the mighty Brahmaputra.  The forest type 

is classified as semi evergreen, deciduous, mixed moist deciduous and riverine type.  

In this study we have given more emphasis in the areas covering the Indo-Bhutan border 

stretching from river Sankosh to river Manas, because the topography of this area 

matches with the habitat for the White-bellied Heron, since the area is traversed by 

numerous fast flowing river and rivulet coming out of eastern Himalaya. 

 

4: Methodology: 
 
As a first step of the study, the literatures were reviewed regarding the occurrence of the 

White-bellied Heron. Working map on the potential habitat of the bird was prepared. 

Prior to field survey, trainings and trials were conducted for the field assistant. The 

survey team comprised a total of five members. During the preliminary visits to every 

potential site local people who frequently visit the forest were communicated and 

discussed about the occurrence of the bird in their locality by showing them some 
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photographs as well as describing them about the habit and habitat. So based on the 

information gathered from the secondary sources and published materials, we have 

visited all the potential sites on regular basis. During this survey all the probable nesting 

habitat were also scanned carefully. Close observation of all the sites were conducted on 

a regular basis. In this survey sufficient data were also collected on different habitats 

located across the study area.   

Since the species prefer Forest, Grassland, Wetland like swamps, marshes and small or 

large rivers, usually with sand or gravel bars, so at first these probable habitat types were 

identified and plotted in the map using GPS. In the next step these identified site were 

scanned by direct observation by using binoculars, in frequent visit of 15 days interval in 

all the sites. During the field study all the relevant information regarding the factor 

affecting the habitat like sand gravel and boulder collection from the river bed, illegal 

fishing, killing of wild bird etc. were also recorded. We have also organized some 

awareness campaign about the status and threats to bird and tried to focus on the 

occurrence of this important species in their area by using some colorful photographs and 

posters. 

 
 
Result and Discussion: 
 

During this study we have extensively surveyed all the potential sites. We have visited 36 

different locations in different period of the year. In the field visit and discussion with the 

villagers we have noticed that most of the villagers have never seen the bird. Even some 

villagers are seemed to confuse with the similar species like Grey heron or Stork.  

 

During the survey throughout the area we were unable to spot any single bird in the study 

sites but it is encouraging that ultimately we have identified a rescued bird as White-

bellied Heron from the village Koilamoila located close to Indo-Bhutan border. It was in 

the 15th August, 2007, we have got an information that an unknown bird has been rescued 

at Koilamoila (26� 41.286� N; 90� 33.755� E; Elevation 62m) near Bhutan foothills of 

Manas Reserve Forest which falls under the Manas Biosphere Reserve. When we visited 

the area we learnt that a village farmer Mr. Nathanel Basumatray has noticed that a big 

size bird was foraging with the flock of their domestic duck in the morning of 15th 

August, 2007.  The bird later came near their residence walking along with the ducks. 

Mr. Basumatary and his other family members then captured it. As the bird was not 

frequently seen in the area so the people were curious about it and initially they thought it 

P-5 



to be a stork which is very common to the area. The matter was intimated to the local 

conservation volunteers of New Horizons, a conservation group and our partner 

organization working at Koilamoila. The information of this unidentified bird was 

conveyed to us and as a rapid response our survey team rushed to the area and identified 

the bird from its morphological characters as White-bellied Heron. The information of 

this rescue that we received is the result of our regular awareness and communication 

made with the people residing in the survey area as well as discussion made with the 

other local organization regarding our project goals.  The information was very 

significant as the people rescued the bird instead of consuming it, as usually the villagers 

residing in remote areas used to consume wild birds and animals.   

The rescued bird was measuring 90 cm in length (beak to tail), 115 cm in height and 

having wing span of 190 cm. The wings were marked with black, brown and grey. The 

median and lesser secondary coverts were slaty with brown tinge. Lesser under primary 

coverts, median under primary coverts and greater under primary coverts were white in 

colour. Rump was white with slaty tail. The under part was also white and slaty black 

neck with white streaks. We have not seen any black band across the breast, which 

supposed to be a female bird but we did not examine the genitalia. As the sex of the 

White-bellied heron are similar in appearance although males have a larger black crown, 

long hind crown feathers and a black band across the breast.  

After the preliminary health examination by the  veterinarian the bird was released at 

Kalamati on the river bed of Kanamakra (26� 47.013� N;  90� 40.317� E;  Elevation 228m ) 

in presence of the Divisional  Forest Officer, Chirang, Members of New Horizons, 

Nature’s Foster and other expert including veterinarian. The rescue of the bird from 

Koilamoila is of very remarkable for the conservation world in the sense that there was 

no recent reporting (after 1990) of occurrence of the species from the Himalayan foothills 

of Western Assam.  

 

However, the information gathered during the study is limited due to localized study 

sites, and limited fund, thereby restricting the knowledge on the actual ecological 

significance of the White-bellied Heron in the area. As a part of the grant we have studied 

some pocket areas in the Assam–Bhutan border area of Manas Biosphere Reserve at 

various point and tracked upstream along the River Hel, River Sonkosh, Ultapani, River 

Saralbhanga, River Leopani, River Aie, River Bhur, River Kanamakra, River 

P-6 



Sukanteklai, Hilikola, River Kuklung, Manas RF  and also in some wetlands inside forest 

as well as some large water bodies like Doloni Beel, Tamranga-Konora Beel Complex, 

Urpad Beel, Kumri Beel, Dhamar Beel etc. but we have not come across any single bird. 

In this juncture, the rescue of a single bird from the area has enlightens the probability of 

having viable population in the bordering dense forests of western Assam which in turn 

paved several avenues for carrying out studies in this area in extensive way. 

 

During our survey period we also observed human interference like collection of boulder 

and sand, deforestation, fishing or killing of wild animal in the most of probable habitat. 

In all the field visits, instant awareness with a poster depicting the photographs of White-

bellied Heron indicating its importance and habitat was distributed among the student 

and villagers.  

    

During our study we also discussed with the Park Manager and Park Ranger of Royal 

Manas NP (Bhutan), regarding the existence or sighting of bird in Royal Manas National 

Park which is adjacent to our study area. However there is no sighting record found in the 

lower height of Bhutan hill as per personal communication with the officials.  

 

 

Conclusion:  
 
From our study it has revealed that the WBH population is extremely rare in the survey 

area but, we are optimistic that a few species may still exist in the Indo-Bhutan border 

forest areas of lower Assam. However, a possibility of existence of this bird in the south 

bank of river  

Brahmaputra within our study area is inconclusive. 

 

 

 
Recommendation: 
 

·  From the study it is revealed that the Indo-Bhutan border forest area is still rich in 

faunal wealth. The large forested tract and riverine forest in the area may still hold 

an unknown number of the bird. So we recommend extensive surveys covering all 

of the representative areas of the region to document the distribution status of this 

critically endangered bird, its ecology and conservation perspectives.   
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·  In order to achieve strong level of acceptance of the conservation efforts, local 

people have to be involved in the mission for the protection of this bird in all its 

ranges and aware the people to maintain habitat and minimize disturbance along 

the probable sites.   

 

·  Since there is every possibility of the species in the other part of the Western 

Assam, thus extensive study and constant monitoring of the area for their 

existence and path of movement is important. 

 

·  There is an urgent need to aware the local communities of the area for 

indiscriminate and objectionable fishing methodologies like secret blasting, 

poisoning etc. 

 

·  Government agency along with NGO’s, research scientists, wildlife experts etc 

should jointly work to save this bird from extinction. 

 

·  Concerted Indo-Bhutan international effort should be undertaken for its research 

and conservation including Assam, Arunachal Pradesh and the parts of North 

Bengal adjacent to Bhutan.  
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Annexure I: List of survey sites with locations 
 
Study Sites Latitude/Longitude Remarks 
River Champa    N26.547031; E090.363762 Not found 

River Kanamakra  N26.783548;E090.671951 Not found 

Kuklung                                     N26.630547 ;E090.663745 Not found 
Lalviti        N26.753412; E090.579893 Not found 
River Leopani    N26.724825;E090.345096 Not found 
Na-Bhandar    N26.764015; E090.285272 Not found 
River Phibsu                              N26.714945; E090.171254 Not found 
Raimona                                       N26.635765; E089.969023 Not found 
River Saralbhanga         N26.833833; E090.245744 Not found 
River Singi        N26.819181; E090.228208 Not found 
River Sukanteklai                   N26.786178; E090.587555 Not found 
Ultapani             N26.776793 ;E090.308387 Not found 
West Sukanteklai           N26.806547;  E090.577103 Not found 
Border 1(River Kuklung)   N26.776550 ;E090.736188 Not found 
River Sankosh (Jomduar) N26.738662; E089.859389 Not found 
RIDE 1    N26.598206; E090.082011 Not found 
RIDE 1  N26.648750 ;E090.227529 Not found 
RIDE 4                                             N26.651651; E090.100834 Not found 
RIDE 4  N26.680721; E090.236973 Not found 
RIDE 5                                             N26.690239 ;E090.234967 Not found 
RIDE6                                              N26.674160 ;E090.128186   Not found 
RIDE 7                                             N26.707168 ;E090.136047 Not found 
RIDE 10                                            N26.733504 ;E090.142388 Not found 
Tamranga-Konora Complex N26.19 00   ; E090 35 26 Not found 
Doloni  N26 17 07    ;E090 32 09 Not found 
Urpad N26 06 54    ;E090 35 36 Not found 
Dhamar N26 00 47    ;E090 20 09 Not found 
Sareswar N26.141669  E089921510 Not found 
Barbila N25.647285  E089.93163 Not found 
Diplai N26.2862 E090.3138 Not found 
Dhir N26.2691 E090.3943 Not found 
River Manas N26.7882 E090.9640 Not found 
River Bhur N26.7590 E090.4595 Not found 
River Aie N26.5038 E090.6376 Not found 
Koilamoila N26� 41.286�; E090� 33.755 One Rescued 
Kanamakra N26� 47.013� ;E0 90� 40.317 Not found 
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                             Map-1: Showing the area covered under the survey of White-bellied Heron 
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                          Poster on White-bellied Heron prepared as resource material for awareness campaign 
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Photograph of White-bellied Heron rescued from Koilamoila in Chirang district 

Ventral documentation of  the bird Dorsal documentation of the bird 

Wing documentation of the bird Taking the measurement of the wing span 
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                  Observing the injury of the bird              Veterinary Doctor supervising the bird 

Nature’s Foster members transporting the bird for 
release 

Rescue team of Nature’s Foster with the 
bird just before the release 

         Releasing the bird on the other side of the river The bird after release 

White Bellied Heron after release on the bank of River Kanamakra at Manas RF near Indo- Bhutan Border 
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DFO Chirang appreciating the efforts of the NGOs 
before releasing the rescued bird. 

Possible habitat of White-bellied Heron at Jamduar 

Areas near the River Kanamakra is another possible habitat of White-bellied heron 

View of the River Sonkosh near Jamduar View of the River Saralbhanga near Sarpang, 
the bordering town of Bhutan 

View of the River Sankosh  View of the River Sankosh 
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View of the River Rajakhola Forest near Sukantaklai 

Wetland inside thick canopy is another possible 
habitat  

of  White-bellied Heron at Nabhandar near Ultapani 

View of the River Sukantaklai View of a forest village at  Saralpara 

Possible Habitat at Chirang RF Cattle hut inside the forest 
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View of the River Kuklung View of the River Manas at Mothanguri 

View of the Doloni Beel View of the River Champa 

View of the River Raigajli View of the Urpad Beel 

View of the Tamranga Beel Marshy area at Chaurang, Panbari 
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                  View of the River Gorang              International Border pillar near Raigajli  

Survey  team at Doloni Beel Mr. S N Sen (PI) at Sukanteklai 

Mr. Bhuban Ch Ray at the river bank of Aie         Survey team at River Brahmaputra 

Discussion with the forest officials of Bhutan Secondary information collection in Phibsu 
            

P-19 



Secondary information collection in Ultapani Discussion with cow boy inside the forest 

Secondary information collection in Ultapani Demonstrating the habit and habitat of the bird 

The White-bellied Heron survey team working at Na 
Bhander near Ultapani 

Nature’s Foster officials discussing with the forest patrolling 
officials of Bhutan about the sighting 

Some times the activist had to drag the two wheelers 
through the stream to explore the area 

Some times the vehicle got trapped while riding through the 
river bed inside  the forest around the border of Bhutan 
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Typical Sal Forest at Kachugaon RF              Survey team on the way to Phibsu 

Habitat  survey at Ultapani The White-bellied Heron survey team at the bank of 
river Hel 

         Boulder collection from the river bed Survey at Phibsu 
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