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The White-shouldered Starling Sturnia sinensis  
in Punchakkari, Kerala: An addition to the birds of 
South Asia
I have been visiting the Punchakkari wetlands (8.44°N, 76.98°E), 
near the Vellayani Lake in Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala, for 
many years for bird watching and wildlife photography. On 
the Sunday morning of 9 October 2022, I visited Punchakkari, 
reaching there at 0700 h. There, I unexpectedly met Anumon, my 
photographer friend , and we continued birdwatching together. 
We saw a few Painted Storks Mycteria leucocephala, Lesser 
Whistling Ducks Dendrocygna javanica, and an Indian Roller 
Coracias benghalensis – the last bird being my first bird for 
this season at Punchakkari. After a while, a group of Common 
Mynas Acridotheres tristis landed on the ground. Suddenly I saw 
an unusual bird [175], one that I had never seen there before. 
It landed on the ground with two Brahminy Starlings Sturnia 
pagodarum. Because of its bright white colour I noticed it quickly. 
I called Anumon who was busy taking photos of the Indian Roller 
on the other side. When the bird flew and perched in the open, 
near the vegetable garden, I got some good close shots [176], 
and Anumon also got some photos. Then it flew away after being 
mobbed by a Black Drongo Dicrurus macrocercus. 

175. White-shouldered Starling, in the fields at Punchakkari wetlands, 9 October 2022.

176. White-shouldered Starling, Punchakkari wetlands, 9 October 2022.
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Once back home, I contacted Dhanush Mundela and Anoop 
Palode, and circulated the photos The bird was identified as a White-
shouldered Starling Sturnia sinensis by the Kerala Bird Monitoring 
WhatsApp Group. Identification is quite straightforward—no other 
starling has black wings, white shoulder patch, and pale eyes. The 
species has not been recorded from South Asia (Praveen et al. 
2022) and, hence, is the first for the country and South Asia. It 
is a migratory starling that breeds in south-east China and North 
Vietnam, and usually migrates southwards to Southeast Asia in 
peninsular Thailand, the Malay Peninsula, and Singapore, with 
some reaching Myanmar. Migratory starlings have a potential for 
vagrancy and hence it’s not a big surprise to see one that is way 
off its regular wintering range.

References
Praveen J., Jayapal, R., Inskipp, T., Warakagoda, D., Thompson, P. M., Anderson, R. 

C., Carr, P., & Rasmussen, P. C., 2022. Checklist of the birds of South Asia (v8.1). 
Webpage URL: http://www.indianbirds.in/south-asia [Date of publication: 05 
August 2022].

– Ajeesh Saga
T.C 48/1224(1), Saga House, Puthukkadu, Amabalathara, Poonthura PO, Thiruvananthapuram 

560026, Kerala, India. Email: ajeesh316@gmail.com 

A Red-crested Pochard Netta rufina in Tripura, India
At 0935 h on 31 January 2021, while birding at Dumboor Lake 
or Gumti Reservoir (23.56°N, 91.83°E), situated in Dhalai District, 
Tripura, India, we photographed a male Red-crested Pochard 
Netta rufina. It was foraging on aquatic vegetation in the lake. 
A deep orange round head and red bill are clearly visible and 
its upperparts are light brown, and a white patch on shoulder 
can be seen [177], confirming it as a male Red-crested Pochard 
(Grimmett et al. 2011).

 Another group of birders saw four more birds, suspected 
to be females of the species, but the sighting could not be 
confirmed because of low light.

We did not spot the bird on any subsequent visit to this 
location and presume it might have moved elsewhere.

The Red-crested Pochard is a winter visitor to India, including 
north-eastern India, and Bangladesh (Ali 2002). A search of 
extant literature reveals that the Red-crested Pochard has never 
been recorded in Tripura, India (Choudhury 2010, 2016; Kumar 
& Parthasarathi 2019).

177. Male Red-crested Pochard, Dumboor Lake, 31 January 2021.
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The first wintering record of a West Himalayan Bush 
Warbler Locustella kashmirensis from India, at the 
Pong Lake, Himachal Pradesh
The West Himalayan Bush Warbler Locustella kashmirensis is a 
relatively recent split from the Spotted Bush Warbler L. thoracica 
and is endemic to the Indian Subcontinent (Grimmett et al. 
1998; Alström et al. 2008; Clements et al. 2021; Praveen et al. 
2021). In this note, I describe the winter records of this species 
from Pong Lake.

Pong Lake is an important wetland of northern India and is 
located north of the Indian plains, near the Shivalik Hills. On 7 
March 2019, I visited the outflow area of Pong Dam at Sthana 
village, near Shah Nehar Barrage, Kangra District (31.96°N, 
75.90°E; c.325 m asl). I photographed a warbler near the road, 
in a marshy area, at the edge of a small pond that had an ample 
growth of Typha sp. and Ipomea sp., surrounded by Tripidium 
bengalense, and Lantana sp. [178, 179]. The bird was shy and 
disappeared in the reeds within a few seconds. It remained 
silent during the next ten minutes, after which I left the place. It 
had warm brown colouration, a short tail, thin black bill, whitish 
supercilium, white chin and throat, and unspotted throat and 
breast. Based on these features, I suspected it to be either a West 
Himalayan Bush Warbler or a Spotted Bush Warbler L. thoracicus 
(Kennerley & Pearson 2010). I was familiar with the former 
species and had observed it on several occasions in its breeding 
grounds (Abhinav 2019). Both the species are almost identical in 
their winter plumages and, perhaps, only distinguishable by their 
vocalization. However, the wintering range of the Spotted Bush 
Warbler has been described only up to Uttar Pradesh in the west 
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2012); thus this bird was considered to 
be a West Himalayan Bush Warbler, which was later confirmed 
on subsequent sightings.

On 9 March 2020, I heard the characteristic song of a 
West Himalayan Bush Warbler for a few seconds, a rhythmic, 
mechanical series of clicks and buzzes, at the same spot. Call 
playback was used, but the bird did not respond, nor did it 
vocalize for the next 20 m. I had visited the same spot several 
times before the above records, between November 2019 and 

February 2020, but the bird was not seen or heard. I did not 
visit the place during the winter of 2020–2021, because of the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

On 29 December 2021, I visited the place again with Piyush 
Dogra and heard the song of a West Himalayan Bush Warbler 
briefly at the same place. It made only a few clicks and buzzes, 
fainter in comparison to its song on its breeding grounds. It 
became silent thereafter but responded to call playback after 
a few minutes. This time its vocalization was recorded, and 
sonograms were generated (Raven lite 2). The most common 
vocalization heard was a variably spaced, rapidly repeating, harsh 
‘trr-trr-trr-trr’ which sometimes had song phrases in between 
[178, 179]. The typical song phrase, a pair of high-pitched clicks 
and a humming buzz, was also uttered later on, but not at regular 
intervals. These were without the initial low-pitched clicks or 
introductory elements of the typical song. Atypical phrases were 
also uttered frequently in between [180]. The bird came very 
close to me, but mostly kept to bushes, and remained out of 
sight. However, for a few seconds, it came out on the path and 
was clearly seen. During the next 20 m, I recorded two more 
individuals within 50 m, which responded poorly to call playback. 
On 31 January 2022, I again recorded two individuals at the 
same location. This time too, the vocalization was much less after 
call playback. I searched the surrounding habitat, about 500 m in 
both directions, but no other individual could be found.

In all these records, the birds were very shy and remained out 
of sight, apart from a few exceptions. They vocalized much less, 

178. Habitat in the outflow area of Pong Dam at Sthana village, Kangra District, Himachal Pradesh, 
29 December 2021.

179. West Himalayan Bush Warbler at Sthana village, Kangra District, Himachal Pradesh,  
7 March 2019.
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