
SOUTHEAST ASIAN BIRDS 
 
The Center is working to provide Endangered Species Act protection for scores of the 
world’s most imperiled bird species. Endangered Species Act listing petitions were 
submitted in 1980 and 1991 for 73 international imperiled bird species, including these 
Southeast Asian birds. After decades of inaction, the Center filed suit against the Fish and 
Wildlife Service in 2003. As a result of that lawsuit, in May of 2004 the Service 
announced it would promptly issue ESA listing proposals for the giant ibis, Gurney’s 
pitta and Caerulean paradise-flycatcher. The Service also determined that the greater 
adjutant stork, Jerdon’s courser and salmon-crested cockatoo continue to warrant ESA 
listing, but are precluded from listing. In February 2006, after continued failure to list 
these vanishing species, the Center filed notice of intent to sue the Service for failing to 
provide protection for these Southeast Asian birds and 50 other imperiled candidate bird 
species. 
 
Greater adjutant stork (Leptoptilos dubius) - South Asia 
 

The greater adjutant stork once occurred in much of South and Southeast Asia, from 
Pakistan through northern India, Nepal, and Bangladesh, to Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, 
Viet Nam, and Cambodia, often in huge numbers. However, the greater adjutant stork has 
experienced a dramatic population crash, and the current estimate is that only 700-800 
birds remain. Breeding populations of the species remain in only two very small and 
highly disjunct populations - one in Assam and the other in Cambodia. In the last century, 
there were vast colonies of millions of storks in Burma and reportedly in Calcutta there 
was “almost one on every roof.” The greater adjutant stork frequents marshes, lakes, 
paddy fields, and open forest, and is often found in dry areas, such as grasslands and 
fields. It is also commonly found at carcasses and rubbish dumps at the edges of towns. 
 

The greater adjutant stork is classified as Endangered in the 2002 IUCN Red List. The 
key threats are direct exploitation, particularly at nesting colonies, habitat destruction, 
particularly lowland deforestation and the felling of nest trees, and drainage, conversion, 
pollution, and over-exploitation of wetlands. The Indian population is threatened by the 
reduced use of open rubbish dumps for the disposal of carcasses and foodstuffs. 
 
Giant ibis (Pseudibis gigantean) - Laos, Cambodia 
 

The giant ibis once ranged through central and peninsular Thailand, central and northern 
Cambodia, southern and central Laos, and southern Viet Nam, but has undergone a 
massive reduction in range and is currently confined to open deciduous forest in extreme 
southern Laos and a larger area of northern and eastern Cambodia. The ibis is still fairly 
widespread but extremely rare, with only a few birds surviving in southern Laos. The 
giant ibis is now considered extinct in Viet Nam and Thailand. It seems always to have 
been uncommon and local throughout its range. The giant ibis is a lowland bird, found in 
both open and forested wetland habitats. 
 

The giant ibis is categorized as Critically Endangered by the IUCN. In 1997, its 
population was optimistically estimated at about 250 birds, but the population is very 
likely to be fewer than 50 mature birds. The loss of wetlands is probably one of the main 



causes of decline, and conversion of the central valley of Chao Phraya for agriculture is 
thought to have been instrumental in its extirpation from Thailand. The large size of the 
giant ibis probably makes it vulnerable to hunting. Currently, the giant ibis is depicted in 
public awareness material in Laos and Cambodia as part of an ongoing campaign to 
reduce hunting of large water birds. 
 
Jerdon’s courser (Rhinoptilus bitorquatus) – India 
 

Jerdon’s courser is endemic to southern India, where it is principally known from 
southern Andhra Pradesh, from the Godaveri River Valley near Sironcha and 
Bhadrachalam, and from the Cuddapah and Anantapur areas in the valley of the Pennar 
River. It is found in sparse, thorny and non-thorny scrub-forest and bushes, interspersed 
with patches of bare ground, in gently undulating rocky foothills. Historically, the courser 
was known from just a few records in the Pennar and Godavari river valleys and was 
assumed to be extinct until 1986, when it was rediscovered around Lankamalai. 
 

Jerdon’s courser is listed as Critically Endangered by the IUCN because of its single 
small, declining population. It is thought to be threatened by exploitation of the scrub-
forest, livestock grazing, disturbance, and quarrying. The population estimate for this 
species is 50-249 birds, with a decreasing population trend. Very few individuals have 
been recorded so far, mainly due to its nocturnal, shy, and retiring habits. Between 1986 
and 1995, there have been only eight sightings of the species in the Lankamalai area, 
however, it may occur in much higher densities than currently known. Members of the 
Yanaadi community, who played a major role in the rediscovery of the species, were 
employed by the State Forest Department to locate individuals in other localities and 
habitats in the Eastern Ghats, but the results are unknown. 
 
Salmon-crested cockatoo (Cacatua moluccensis) - South Moluccas, Indonesia 
 

The salmon-crested cockatoo is thought to be endemic to Seram in the South Moluccas, 
Indonesia, with records from the adjacent islands of Haruku, Saparua, and Ambon. There 
is some speculation that records from locales other than Seram might all relate to birds of 
captive origin. Lowland rain forest below altitudes of 1,000 m and unlogged lowland 
forest below 300 m are clearly the most productive habitat. Studies conducted in 1998 
suggested that habitat rich in strangler fig trees and the key nest tree, Octomeles 
sumatranus, holds the highest densities of cockatoos. Salmon-crested cockatoos eat 
seeds, nuts, coconuts, berries, and insects and their larvae. 
 

The salmon-crested cockatoo was formerly a common species of the lowlands within its 
range. There are no recent records from Saparua and Haruku, and it may only survive at 
one locality on Ambon, with almost the entire population on Seram in the Manusela 
National Park. This species is one of three threatened members of the suite of 14 bird 
species that are entirely restricted to the Seram Endemic Bird Area. It is listed as 
Vulnerable in the IUCN 2002 Red List, and current populations are estimated as fewer 
than 10,000 birds and decreasing. 
 

By the 1980s, the species was being extensively and unsustainably trapped for the cage-
bird market and was placed on CITES Appendix II in 1981. It was estimated that over 
74,000 birds were exported from Indonesia between 1981 and 1990. Imports from 



Indonesia between 1983 and 1988, as reported to CITES, averaged 9,571 per year, and 
allowing for unrecorded international trade, domestic trade, and mortality, it is estimated 
that at least 10,000 birds were being taken on Seram annually in the 1980s. In October 
1989, the salmon-crested cockatoo was transferred to CITES Appendix I. This listing 
resulted in a rapid drop to zero in officially traded birds, but the domestic consumption of 
the species remained high. Extrapolation from figures obtained by interviews in villages 
suggests that thousands of birds (perhaps as many as 4,000, or 6.4 percent of the current 
estimated total) may still be captured each year. Forest loss, degradation, and 
fragmentation from timber extraction, settlement, and hydroelectric projects pose the 
other major threats. A program to raise local awareness, linked with the promotion of 
ecotourism, has recently been launched. 
 
Gurney’s pitta (Pitta gurneyi) - Myanmar/Burma, Thailand 
 

Historically, Gurney’s pitta inhabited lowland evergreen rainforests throughout southern 
Tenasserim, Myanmar and the northern portion of the Thai Peninsula. Currently the 
species is only known to occur at a single small site, Khao Nor Chuchi, in Krabi 
Province, Thailand. Gurney’s pitta is restricted to extreme lowland semi-evergreen forest, 
usually below 160 m, with an understory containing Salacca palms, where it nests. Gully 
systems where moist conditions exist year-round are a central element of its territories, 
there is usually access to water in small streamlets, and moisture and shade appear to be 
crucial. Since almost all feeding takes place on the forest floor, the understory vegetation, 
humidity, composition of the leaf litter, and availability of earthworms appear to be of 
greatest importance in determining the distribution of this species. Gurney’s pitta eats 
snails, worms, slugs, and insects of all kinds. 
 

Gurney’s pitta was formerly common across much of its range. However, there have been 
no records in Myanmar since 1914, and there were no field observations in Thailand 
between 1952 and 1986. Since 1986, intensive surveys have found individual birds in at 
least five localities, although at present the species remains only at Khao Nor Chuchi. 
The 1986 population estimate was 44-45 pairs. Currently, this species has one of the 
lowest known populations of any bird species in the world, with only 11 pairs and two 
spare males counted in a survey at Khao Nor Chuchi. This tiny population, estimated at 
between 30 and 50 individual birds, was thought to be its only population until 2003, 
when the Gurney’s pitta was sighted in Myanmar (formerly Burma) for the first time in 
almost 90 years. Gurney’s pitta is considered Critically Endangered by the IUCN. It was 
originally listed in Appendix III in Thailand in July 1987, but was included in Appendix I 
of CITES in January 1990. 
 

The primary reason for the decline of Gurney’s pitta has been the almost total clearance 
of lowland forest in southern Myanmar and peninsular Thailand through clear-felling for 
timber, unofficial logging and conversion to croplands, fruit orchards, coffee, rubber, and 
oil-palm plantations. Hunting is also a concern for this species. As recently as April 2000, 
hunting and trapping (including terrestrial birds) were still being regularly recorded in 
Khao Pra-Bang Khram Wildlife Sanctuary and the adjacent National Reserve Forest. This 
problem is exacerbated by the fact that there are few routine patrols so intruders run little 
risk of being intercepted. Snare-line trapping for the cage-bird trade is also a serious 
threat. These birds were relatively easy to obtain in Bankok from the late 1950s to the 



early 1970s and were entering trade within Thailand as well as to the United Kingdom 
and United States from 1966-1968 and in the early 1980s to June 1985. In 1986, one 
major animal trading company in Bankok maintained that it still received 5-6 Gurney's 
pittas per year, and an unidentified contact claimed that as many as 50 birds per year 
were still entering trade in Thailand. Two male Gurney’s pittas were seen in captivity in 
the Khao Khieo Open Zoo, Chonburi, in March 1996, and three Gurney's pittas were 
confiscated from local villagers at Khao Nor Chuchi and returned the forest in the period 
1990-1997. 
 

A number of conservation efforts have been initiated for the species. Khao Nor Chuchi 
was designated a Non-Hunting Area in 1987, and upgraded to a Wildlife Sanctuary in 
1993. The Khao Nor Chuchi Lowland Forest Project was established in 1990, which 
entailed education programs and ecotourism, as well as engaging the local community in 
participatory management to help reduce pressure on the remaining forest. 
 

Unfortunately, threats to the Gurney’s pitta continue to escalate. While the recent sighting 
in Myanmar brings renewed hope for the continued survival and recovery of the 
Gurney’s pitta, none of its forested habitat in Myanmar is protected, and this habitat is 
currently being cleared and converted to oil palm plantations at a rapid pace. One of the 
scientists who took part in the Gurney’s pitta surveys in Myanmar reported: “Throughout 
our work we could hear the constant whine of chainsaws, and everywhere we saw 
patches of recently burned forest. Flat, lowland forest is being rapidly cleared from the 
region, particularly along the route of the trans-Tennasserim highway. The extent and 
scale of the forest clearances are clearly visible from satellite images and pose a 
significant threat to the continued survival of this spectacular species.” 
 

The population of Gurney’s pitta at Khao Nor Chuchi in Thailand is also threatened with 
imminent harm. Less than five percent of the original forest remains in peninsular 
Thailand, and many Gurney’s pitta territories were destroyed by illegal logging 
throughout the 1990s. The last remaining habitat for the Gurney’s pitta was excluded 
from a wildlife sanctuary created in 1993, and other efforts to protect this habitat have 
since failed. The Khao Nor Chuchi Lowland Project was launched in an attempt to create 
and maintain wildlife habitat and sustainable agriculture in this area, but after continued 
encroachment and other difficulties, the government recently ended the project. Today, 
this last remaining habitat in Thailand remains extremely vulnerable, and the status of 
this species is tenuous at best. 
 
Caerulean paradise-flycatcher (Eutrichomyias rowleyi) - Sangihe Island, Sulawesi, 
Indonesia 
 

The caerulean paradise-flycatcher is only known from the island of Sangihe, north of 
Sulawesi, Indonesia. This bird species is a sedentary insectivore that occupies primary 
broadleaf-trophophyllous forest on steep-sided valley slopes and valley bottoms with 
streams. The caerulean paradise-flycatcher was thought to be extinct until 1998. 
Currently, the one remaining population is estimated at only 50 and 100 birds. This 
population is confined to a single grove of forest that remains on Sangihe Island, north of 
Sulawesi, with its entire range restricted to only 2 square km. Located in the transition 
zone known as “Wallacea,” this area is a biological hotspot that is especially rich in 



biodiversity. Lowland forests of this region have suffered a significant reduction since 
1975, however, and virtually all of the original forests on Sangihe Island are gone today. 
 

The small area of forest remaining on the island is considered to be one of the most 
critical sites for bird conservation in Asia, but despite its vital importance to the 
Caerulean paradise-flycatcher and other imperiled species, this forest is being logged, 
burned, and converted to coconut and nutmeg plantations and agricultural land at an 
alarming pace. Moreover, the rapidly growing human population has increased the 
pressure from hunting and poaching. Today, the only remaining habitat for the Caerulean 
paradise-flycatcher “is a small patch of montane forest on top of an extinct volcano.” 
 

This flycatcher is considered Critically Endangered by the IUCN because of its tiny range 
and population, both of which have undergone a major and continuing decline due to 
habitat loss due to deforestation and conversion to agriculture.


