NOTES ON THE USEFUL FEEDING ACTIVITIES OF BIRDS N
' FIELD ARFAS OF LYALLPUR

JUNAID IQBAL QURESHI*

The feading activities of some birds in field ureas of Lyailpur

that were found innimical to imsect populations have been

mentioned in this paper. and suitable ways to encourage and

improve these activities have been suggested.

For an sgricultural country like ours, the study of birds affecting its
croplands in of immesss significance, Many &pecies of birds devour apd
destroy large number of lasects, insect larvae and eggs annually and thusmake
possible & profitable agriculture (Godard 1917, Hence, n countty whose
cconomy ig based on agricuiture can hardly afford to negtect the study of its
avifauna that effects its croplands. Ia cur countsy, the study of agricultural
yols of birds has been studied by Hussain and Bhalia (1921, 37, b). The
prescat paper deals with ingeet-eating aotivities of birds and suggests way: o
encourags them, Moreover, it provides basis for fucther research in the field.

. MATERIALS AND METHODS

Thicteen flald trips, involving a fotal of 52 man hours, were under-
taken at irregular intervali inte the fleld areas in and around - Lyatlpur city
during the year 1971. To facilitate jdentification of birds and their insect
food, 12x field glasses were used, ; '

RESULTS

The useful feeding activities noted with respect fo each of the bird
species, seen in field areas, is given below. The day and moatk of an
observation that pertained to one particular date has been glven at the end of
jt. As regard food insects, it was not possible to identify all the insects that
the birds ate, In the following description -only. those insects have been
mentioned about whose identity the author was positive.

Spotted Owlet (Athene brams) '

Seetn several individuals flying in the air, some perched on telegraph
wire just after sunset. One evening (it bud rained during the day), some of
them wers sean hugting winged termites ducing Bight (8 July).

Alpine Swift (Apus melba) ' '
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Seen flocks comprising of 20—500 individuals, sitting on telegraph wira
from. whete they made solitary attacks an flying insects and returned to their
Place on the wire.

Green Bee-eater (Meropa orientalis)

Seen solitary individngls or in lwos, sometinles in groups of 8—10,
sitting on telegraph wire or on exposed perches in fields from whero they flew
upon insects ju the air aed then returded to their perching site, Dwagonflies
and maoths were identified in their beaks, One individual was seen holding a
boney-bee in ita beaks (19 July). :

Indisn Beller (Cotacius benghalensis)

Seen solltery individuals, sitting on telegraph wire or on trees growing
in flelds, From severs ohservations it was apparent that thabird had the
habit of sitting long on its perch till some insect came into sight when is flew
te securs .it. "The bird was never seen helding its brey in the beak: it
swatlowed it alive at once. However, it was seen swooping dows on locusts
in the air - '

Hoopoe (Upwpa epops)-

Seen solitary individvals in fallow lands and untilled fields, often
moving fast In straight Nhe while probing the ground: with their long beak :
one individual was seen to cover g distance of 24 feet in ane minuto (4 April).

Chratogonaus and bestles were identificd. in their beaks, They wore also
seen, to religh anta; gn individuai picked up ants with high frequency e the
latier came out of their hole (27 August),

Bay-backed Shrike {Lanius vittatus)

Seen it perched on telegraph wire, tree-tops of on haypiles from whers
they flew to eatoh inupott, on grouad, An Insdividual wes sepn adopting a
peeyliar mode of killing ity prev (4 Apeil) ; it caught a caterpillar, pressed it
ooto @ thorn ofl & nearby bush and when: it was: killed the bird swaliomed it,
Rufous-backed Bbrike (Lanius schach)

This shrike was found as more common than the Bay-backed Shrike,
Its habits were found to be similar to thoss of the Bay-backed Shrike It
was also seen faeding on caterpillars and chrotogonous,

Black Dionge (Dicrurus magrocercus)

Seen it perched mostly on telegraph wire, upright twigs and bushes in
fields, [t appeared that it used these perching sites as vanigge points, from
where it kept watch on insects, The moment sompe. insect came into sight e
swooped down on it and later returned to the aame perching site. It secwred
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its prey both in the air and on ground. Aw individusl was soed aebking &
Common Myna of its prey which the latter held in its beak {17 Juns).
Frequenly, it was seen sitting on the back of cattle end catehing insects
disturbed by the animal's feet. In some freshly ploughed fields, it was setn
slongwith rany other birds making 8 good meal of guch insscts ay grubs,
maggets and black aunts. It was also sern mobbing the House Crows,
which, according to Aliand Abdullah (1936} was 3 great robber of the sEgs
apd young of other birds. Evidently, this was 2 useful activity om the part
of this bird, Probably, for its anti-crow disposition, such meek birds as the
Common Mynas and Doves were seen 10 remain in close proxiwity to this
bird.

Common Starling (Sturnus vulgaris)

Seen it jn flocks in winter months, eating chrotogonoms, ‘loousts and
Spieet -fram caltivated fields, amd waste graims, grubs and maggots from
faltow 'lands, In thn ananih of aoch, amedl partiss af 10-20 individuals were
srensmtinggrom:catorpiliare from gram fitde, Poople with shet-gnms and
fire-gons in hand were sten going around to hunt thia bied.

Common Myna (Acridotheres tristis)

Frue 4o its aenm, it was Tound as.m very congmon bird, one ko many
individuals Were beon in almost cvery delds, t was pﬁﬁmhrh*mmd 10
fields where ploughing operations were afoot, scen feeding on beetles and ants.
Bapk Myna (Acridotheres ginginianue)

1t was found to be much less common than the Common Myna.
They attendcd the ploughing operations alongwith the Common Mynas, eating
beeti=s and ants, .

FHowe Crow {Corves splendens} : ; ;
Two birds seen chasisg chrotopowons in untiled fcids, Ao obesrved
-goyme of thes hunting winged termites after rains. i

Red-vented Bujbul (Pycaonotus cafer) .
Seen perched mostly on telegraph "wire, trees and bushes in Helds
chasing insects in air in the mMEANET of a Flycatcher., After & shower, joms
individuals of this bird seen hopping about on ground and cating black ants
as thess cama out of their hotes (20 August).
Comomon Babbler (Tuidoides candatus)
fean solitary individuals s slso groups of up-to twelve birds, mostly
néer sogarcane fiekds, kicking dry leaves sidewaya w0 scarch for insects ke
aifs and baetlees on gronnd, . ’
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Jungle Babbler (Turdojdes striatus) .

Seen solitary individuals as also groups, of upto twenty individuals,
mostly neer sugarcane fialds, eating ants ond beetles,

Pied Bushchat {Saxicola caprata)

Seen solitary individuals or pairs, perched on bushes or small trees {n
and around fields, making short-distance sortics on insects in the air.
fndian Robin (Saxicoloides fulicata)

Seen solitary individvals or paics, mostly en ground near sugarcane
fields; sometimes perched on smell bushes, Seen feeding on ants and
beetlen,

White Wagteil (Motaciila alba)

Seen solitary individuals as elso small parties of 3—10 individosls, in
faliow lands, feeding om small insects like ants and beetles, A lerge flock of
tiie White Wagtails consisting of 300-400 individual! seen in g plavghed fisld
near s \n-set (4—April),

Houge sparrows (Passer domesticis)

Large populations of this bird were observed in the fields. A flock of
30-70 birds was seen in a gram field, eating gram caterpillars, (4 April),

DISCTJSSION

An insect-eating bird speciés is a potential friend of the farmer and it
‘can yield practical benefits in agriculture provided it is.present in sufficient
numbels in the ficlds, As is apparent from the present study, there exing
quite 2 numbsr of insect-eating bird speciss in our croplandi but it is sad that
their numbers are very small. Even a casual visit to the field areas will
indicate that except for the Commen Mynas, which are, of course, present in
appreciable numbers, the populstions of other jnsectivorous birds are
woelufly |'mited: this situation accounts very well for the heavy losses of our
crops due to insects. The reason for the small pepulations of insectivorous
species is likely to be sought in the high nombers of other not-too-heneteial
hirds like the House Crows, House Sparrows and Parakeets. Although, the
Heuse Crows were seen cating insect-fare during the present study, their
insect-cating habit was not a regular one end they could not be regarded as
beneficial birds fram agricultural view-point (Flewcher, 1923). Similarly,
insect-eating by the House Sparrows was also nat regarded ag a regular
activity of these birds {Stewart, 1969}, Some authors had branded the House
Crows and House Sparrows as **Scums of the uir" (Al and Abdullah, 1936),
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In view of the not-much-vseful role of these birds, their highly-built -popula-
tions in field areas is not justifiable, Aad, when we realize that the huge
mumbers of these birds exert an inhibitory influence on the population-growth
of truly ingectivorous species, it appears 2]l the more imperativé to control
and limit their numbers. Hence, suitable ways must be davised to bring
down the high-scaring pepulations of the House Crows gnd Honse Sparrows
so as to give insectivorous specics a fair chance to flourisn.

A most common habit of insectivorous birds, noted during the course
of the present study is'that they require a suitable observation post from
where they can watch insects and attack them. These obgervation posts are
available to them in the form of telegraph wire, passing over the croplands,
and Bushesfamall trees, grofving in and aronnd the fielde, Talegraph wite
may be considered as an asset to the farmers, since it is seen fo provide
perching sites to many of the insectivorous birds like the Alpine Swift, Green
Bec-eater, Indian Roller and Black Drongo ete. Itis therelore, logical to
assume that such fleld areas as are without any telegraph wire are likely to
atiract a lesser number of birds. The farmers of such areas wil] do well if
they erect artificial wire around their fields. This they can sccomplish by
fixing two poles or bambeo sticks one at each of the two opposite edges of &
fleld and passing & Wire or a cord between them. As for the bushes and
trees, it is really useful to have them in and around fields as many birds parch
on them to carry out their attack on insects. The [farmers should, therefare,
not only retain bushes and small solitary trees in fields where they are already
present but also plant them in areas whera they are wanting. Alternatively,
they may fix & number of upright twigs or slods in their fields as they also
can provide the birds with coigns of vantage,

1o the end, it may be emphasised that if the popnlations of the Houss
Sparrows, House Crows and Parakeet: are suitably controlled, and ample
perching sites are provided to the insectivorous gpecies, then, as & sequel to
increased feeding niches, the prospects of a profitable agriculture will
brighten vp.
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