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WHITE-BELLIED HERON

Ardea insignis

Critical —
Endangered A2c; C1
Vulnerable D1

This heron qualifies as Endangered because it has a very small, declining
population. This decline is projected to increase in the near future as a result
of the loss and degradation of lowland forest and wetlands.

DISTRIBUTION The White-bellied or Imperial Heron (see Remarks 1) historically occupied
a rather circumscribed range in Nepal, India (West Bengal, Assam, Arunachal Pradesh and
Nagaland), Bangladesh and Myanmar (Baker 1922–1930, Ripley 1982, Hancock and Kushlan
1984, Grimmett et al. 1998), with two records from southern China which appear likely to
have been correct (see below). There have been no recent records from Nepal, West Bengal
or southern Myanmar, and only one from Bangladesh. Furthermore, several old localities
for the species are no longer occupied in Assam and Myanmar, suggesting that the overall
range has contracted substantially.

In China, there are two probable records (given as “white-bellied herons”) from southern
Tibet: one at Molo, on the Laugong (Lagong) Chu, May 1938, and another at Pe, on the
Tsangpo, July 1938 (Ludlow and Kinnear 1944). Ludlow (ms) recorded the events of 23 May
1938 in his unpublished manuscripts as follows: “saw a solitary big heron today on the
Laugong Chu at Molo. I think it must have been imperialis”. While these records cannot
now be treated as confirmed, it seems probable that Ludlow (an accurate observer familiar
with any likely confusion species) was correct in his suspicion, particularly given the fact
that the species occurs in adjacent Bhutan and Arunachal Pradesh and migrates to higher
altitudes in summer (see Migration). It is recommended that the Chinese authorities reconsider
these records with a view to admitting the species to the national list.

■■■■■ INDIA The White-bellied Heron once occurred in the terai of West Bengal, Assam
(principally north of the Brahmaputra), Arunachal Pradesh and Nagaland (Ali and Ripley
1968–1998). Records from the Delhi area (Jackson 1969) and Point Calimere, Tamil Nadu
(Sugathan et al. 1987), might represent long-distance vagrancy but are more likely to be the
result of misidentifications. The three separate records in northern Bihar (George 1967) are
somewhat extralimital and perhaps surprising in view of the habitat (paddyfields). Specimens
(in BMNH) from unspecified localities in “Sikkim”, January 1876 and December 1878,
probably refer to present-day West Bengal. Although the “Bhutan duars” (largely including
the Jalpaiguri district of West Bengal and Kokrajhar district of Assam) are specified as a
locality by Hume and Davidson (1878), and are the provenance of two (December 1912)
specimens (in BNHS), this area is not mapped separately as it contains some of the specific
localities given below. Records are from:

■■■■■ Bihar Beluva, c.10 km north-east of Birpur, two, March 1964 (George 1967); Nirmali,
Saharsa district, on the Kosi river, one, March 1964 (George 1967); near Jamalpur, Darbhanga
district, five, March 1964 (George 1967);

■■■■■ West Bengal Darjeeling, 1871 (specimen in BMNH; another, undated, in AMNH); on
the Tista river as far up as Birik, Darjeeling, a few undated records (Stevens 1923–1925), and
another undated record from c.150 m on the Tista river (Matthews and Edwards 1944);
Gorumara, on the Murti river (Moorti river), undated (footnote to Webb 1941); Torsa river
(probably in the region of Hasimara), several sightings in February and March, undated
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(editor’s footnote to Webb 1941); along the Jalpaiguri–Gairkatta road, presumably at the
bridge over the Jaldhaka river, undated (Webb 1941); Dudua river (Dudhua river, Duduya
river), singles at the P. W. D. Bridge, undated, and one here or elsewhere along the river,
October 1940 (Webb 1941); Jalpaiguri district, undated (Inglis et al. 1920), at the Bulhug
river, August or October 1890 (male in BNHS); Gulma river (untraced), one sighting, undated
(footnote to Webb 1941);

■■■■■ Arunachal Pradesh Dholong river (Dulung river), “on several occasions”, 1901–1911
(Stevens 1914–1915); Namdapha National Park, Deban, on the Deban and Noa-Dihing rivers,
300–450 m, one, January 1993 (Choudhury 1993d, 1996b), one, February 1994 (Alström et al.
1994b), one, 1997 (Athreya 1996, Athreya et al. 1997), one, October 1997 (Singh 1999), one at
Firm Base/Embeong, April 1997 (J.-C. Kovacs in litt. 1998), and again in March 1998
(Hornbuckle et al. 1998a); upper reaches of Panchnoi river (Pachin river), Dafla hills, c.1905
(Stevens 1914–1915);

■■■■■ Assam Sadiya, up to five birds, including a female containing soft-shelled eggs and thus
likely to be breeding in the vicinity, undated (Baker 1922–1930); Dibru-Saikhowa National
Park, in the Salbeel area, one bird, November 1993 (A. Choudhury 1995b, 1998a); Jamjing
beel, in Jamjing Reserve Forest, Dhemaji district, one bird, January 1990 (Choudhury 1992b);
Rungagora, one, November 1907, and on the Garamjan (Gurrung Jan), right bank of the
Dibru river, near Rungagora (and thus at the border of Dibru-Saikhowa National Park),
“odd birds seen at rare intervals,” 1901–1911 (Stevens 1914–1915); Pathalipam, Subansiri, one
female, December 1910 (Stevens 1914–1915); Diju river (Dejoo river), Runganuddie (Rangu
nadi), c.1905 (Stevens 1914–1915); Joyhing, one male, December 1910 (Stevens 1914–1915);
between Badati (Boduti) and Dhunsirimukh (Dhansirimukh), on the sandy banks of the
Subansiri river, a stretch “invariably also frequented by this heron”, although only one sighting
was mentioned: November 1907 (Stevens 1914–1915), with a single bird in the same area,
December 1990 (Choudhury 2000c); Manas National Park, February 1971 (T. P. Inskipp in
litt. 2000), and one undated record (probably different) (Saikia and Bhattacharjee 1990b; also
Anon 1990b); Kaziranga National Park, one between 1985 and 1993 (Saikia and Bhattacharjee
1993), one on the Kohora range, 1991 (Bhattacharjee et al. 1996), one on the Baguri range,
1992 (Bhattacharjee et al. 1996), three at Dunga, January 1994, and one there in November
1995, one at Sohola, December 1995, and one at Bandarkhal nullah (near Baguri), February
1994 (Barua and Sharma 1999); Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary (Pabitora), one record between
1985 and 1993 (Saikia and Bhattacharjee 1990b, 1993), six recorded in 1990s (Choudhury
1996f, 2000c), 1997 (Barua et al. 1997, Barua 1998); Dhubri district (Dhuburi district), listed by
Datta (1995), possibly hypothetically or on the basis of historical records from neighbouring
regions; Bordoloni (not mapped), Dhemaji district, September 1994 (Choudhury 2000c);

■■■■■ Nagaland Dikhu river (Dikhou or Bhiku river), Naga hills, one, February 1920 (J.
Bombay Nat. Hist. Soc. 27 [1920]: 421; specimen in BNHS).

■■■■■ NEPAL The species is probably extinct in this well-visited country, given that it is only
known from two early nineteenth century records, as follows: Hetauda (Hetaura), one, April
or November, unspecified year (Hodgson 1829a, 1844), and an unspecified locality in the
“lower hills”, also in April or November of an unspecified year (Hodgson 1829a, 1844).

■■■■■ BHUTAN The species is a rare resident (Inskipp et al. 1999a), as supported by the record
of a well-grown juvenile with two adults (R. Pradhan in litt. 1998). Records are from: north
of Punakha and south of Tashithang, on the Mo Chu, Gasa district (and within Jigme Dorji
National Park), two, October 1991 (Inskipp and Inskipp 1993a), one, June 1993 (R. Pradhan
in litt. 1998), one, February 1995 (Oriental Bird Club Bull. 21 [1995]: 68–73, Holt 1995), one,
April 1999 (P. Holt in litt. 1999), and in the same area at Wangdi (Wangdiphodrang), one,
October 1999 (W. Collis in litt. 1999); Ada lake, 1,300 m, one, April 1993 (Inskipp and Inskipp
1993b), two adults and a juvenile, February 1996 (R. Pradhan in litt. 1998).
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■■■■■ BANGLADESH The species was listed as occurring in the north-eastern highlands and
possibly also the Chittagong Hill Tracts (Rashid 1967; also Ripley 1982, Ali and Ripley
1968–1998), although no primary record is provided and it is possible that the former area is
based on historical records from Nagaland, India, and the latter area on historical records
from the Chin hills, Myanmar (see Remarks 2 under Manipur Bush-quail Perdicula
manipurensis). There is an undated record from the Sundarbans (Khan 1982, 1983b, 1986a),
which is best treated as provisional as numerous visitors to the area in recent years have
failed to locate the species (P. M. Thompson in litt. 1999); the population suspected in the
Sundarbans area (Scott 1989, Kushlan and Hafner 2000) is thus unlikely to exist. Harvey
(1990) stated that the species was perhaps once more regular in the country and mentioned
an unsubstantiated report from 1984–1988 without locality. It is now, however, a rare visitor
with only one certain record (P. M. Thompson in litt. 1997): Srimangal, a pair at Madhabpore
lake, March 1988 (Thompson et al. 1993).

The distribution of White-bellied Heron Ardea insignis: (1) Birpur; (2) Nirmali; (3) Jamalpur; (4) Darjeeling;
(5) Birik; (6) Gorumara; (7) Torsa river; (8) Jaldhaka river; (9) Dudua river; (10) Jalpaiguri district; (11) Dholong
river; (12) Namdapha National Park; (13) Panchnoi river; (14) Sadiya; (15) Dibru-Saikhowa National Park;
(16) Jamjing beel; (17) Rungagora; (18) Pathalipam; (19) Diju river; (20) Joyhing; (21) Badati; (22) Manas
National Park; (23) Kaziranga National Park; (24) Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary; (25) Dhubri district; (26) Dikhu
river; (27) Hetauda; (28) Punakha; (29) Ada lake; (30) Srimangal; (31) Putao; (32) Hkamho; (33) Myitkyina;
(34) Sinbo; (35) Upper Defile; (36) Bhamo district; (37) North Chin hills; (38) Bandi; (39) Lemro river; (40) Mezali
weir; (41) South Zamayi Reserve; (42) Aukchindaung; (43) Wadama.
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■■■■■ MYANMAR While the White-bellied Heron was once thought locally common in northern
Myanmar (see Smythies 1986), few recent sightings have been traced. One record from Labutta,
in the Irrawaddy delta region (Khin Ma Ma Thwin in litt. 1998), is here considered provisional
given the possibility of Great-billed Heron Ardea sumatrana in this coastal area. An individual
of uncertain provenance, but certainly from Myanmar, was in captivity at the Yangon
Zoological Gardens in October 1997 (Khin Ma Ma Thwin in litt. 1997). Records are from:
near Putao (and Fort Hertz), “a number of solitary birds” along the Mali Hka, undated
(Smythies 1986), with four sightings in two weeks to the north-west of Putao, January–February
1998 (B. F. King verbally 1998); Hkamho, “a single bird on the river” at Hkamti Long Plain,
December 1932 (Stanford 1935, Stanford and Ticehurst 1935b, specimen in BMNH); c.32 km
downstream of Myitkyina, one in January 1934 (Stanford 1935, Stanford and Ticehurst 1935b),
also an individual on the Irrawaddy (= Ayayerwady) near Myitkyina at an undisclosed location
either up or downstream of the town, winter c.1999 (Gole 2000); Sinbo (Hsenbo), November
1903 (Evans 1904), “several” between Sinbo and Myitkyina, November 1934 (Stanford 1935,
Stanford and Ticehurst 1935b), and at unspecified localities on the upper Irrawaddy river,
c.1937 (Stanford and Ticehurst 1938–1939); “several below and above” the Upper Defile (First
Defile) of the Irrawaddy, November 1933 (Stanford 1935, Stanford and Ticehurst 1935b);
Bhamo district, undated (Oates 1883, 1888, Harington 1909–1910); North Chin hills, specifically
at 23°45´N 94°00´E (Hopwood and Mackenzie 1917), apparently making the locality either in
the Kabaw or Kale valley (Stanford 1935, Stanford and Ticehurst 1935b), at least one and
possibly several on streams at the foot of the hills, 1913–1915 (Hopwood and Mackenzie 1917);
between Bandauk and Bandi, on the Madaya river, Mandalay district, one, December 1936
(Smith 1942; also Smythies 1986); Lemro river (see Remarks 2), Arakan, April, unspecified
year (Baker 1922–1930), also observed at unspecified localities (“larger jungle streams”) in
Arakan, 1908–1910 (Hopwood 1912b; see Remarks 3); Mezali weir, “Mon canals head”, one,
June 1936 (Roseveare 1952; see Remarks 4); above the Tedaw chaung, on the Pegu river (Bago
river), South Zamayi Reserve, Pegu yoma, one male shot in February 1940 and another
individual seen downstream (Smith 1942); Aukchindaung (as “Aukchindu”), Pegu yoma, one
bird on the Swa chaung, January 1939 (Smith 1942); north of “Integaw”, thus north of Wadama
(see Distribution: Myanmar under Masked Finfoot Heliopais personata), Pegu district, one on
a “small swamp” (the “Sat in”), March 1940 (Smith 1942).

POPULATION A cursory enumeration of sightings made in the latter half of the twentieth
century gives serious cause for concern: there are none from Nepal, one from Bangladesh,
and only very few from Myanmar, India and Bhutan. As this is a relatively conspicuous bird
confined to a linear habitat, it would appear that overall numbers might be very small indeed.
Rose and Scott (1997) gave an estimate of 20–200 individuals while Kushlan and Hafner
(2000) concluded that “there is today no justification for a population estimate of over 250
mature individuals”. However, given the remoteness of much of its range, the population is
likely to be somewhat higher than the infrequency of reported sightings suggests, possibly in
the region of 250–1,000 individuals.

India At the outset of the twentieth century the species was seen with some regularity on
the rivers draining from the eastern Himalayas and outlying ranges into the duars and lowlands
of West Bengal, Assam and Arunachal Pradesh (Stevens 1914–1915, Webb 1941). In West
Bengal it was “uncommon” in the early twentieth century (Inglis et al. 1920, Webb 1941) but
there are no recent records. It was apparently “not very rare” in Assam (Baker 1922–1930),
with small numbers appearing in wetlands of the Brahmaputra valley during winter (Stevens
1914–1915), but again has become a “very rare” visitor to this area (Saikia and Bhattacharjee
1990b). It is now most frequently recorded in Namdapha National Park, Arunachal Pradesh,
although the one or two individuals regularly reported might have related to the same few
birds in the same accessible locations. In conclusion, while India quite possibly hosts the
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largest single population of the species in the world, estimation of its size is not straightforward,
although it probably lies in the very low hundreds.

Bhutan In recent years the species has regularly been reported from Bhutan, but again it
is likely that the same few individuals are encountered by visitors along the same stretches of
river. It is only known from two sites where up to six individuals have been recorded. The
total population in the country may not be more than 20 birds (C. Inskipp in litt. 2000).

Bangladesh The species is a very rare visitor to the country and there is only one reliable
recent record.

Myanmar The species was once locally frequent in Myanmar. It was regular in streams
running into the Mali Hka near Hkamho (Stanford and Ticehurst 1938–1939), and was
“occasionally met with” in Arakan (Hopwood 1912b), “by no means uncommon” between
Sinbo and Myitkyina on the upper Irrawaddy (Stanford 1935, Stanford and Ticehurst1935b),
and “common all along the Irrawaddy on both sides of the Defile at certain times of the
year” (Stanford and Ticehurst 1938–1939; note that the “Defile” is also between Sinbo and
Myitkyina). Despite these judgements, it was later described as rare throughout “most of
Burma” in the 1930s (Stanford 1954), these views later being summarised by Smythies (1986):
it was “not uncommon” in northern Myanmar, but rare in central and southern Myanmar.
There have been very few recent records, although this probably relates to a dearth of fieldwork
in areas suitable for the species. While it has probably disappeared from the larger rivers, as
a result of development and disturbance, it is perhaps likely to survive in some numbers in
more remote regions of the hilly north. The recent series of sightings by B. F. King (verbally
1998) around Putao provides some fuel to this optimism.

ECOLOGY Habitat The White-bellied Heron occurs near large inland swamps, lakes and
rivers, often surrounded by subtropical forest or, less frequently, submontane grassland (Baker
1922–1930, 1932–1935, Ali and Ripley 1968–1998, Ripley 1982, del Hoyo et al. 1992, Inskipp
et al. 1999a). Its association with forest is quite strong (Inglis et al. 1920), and it often lands
in evergreen trees (Choudhury 1996b) including conifers (R. Pradhan in litt. 1998). The Pegu
birds in southern Myanmar were occupying stretches of river adjoined by “hills covered with
mixed deciduous forest sloping right down to the banks” (Smith 1942). The few data available
on breeding behaviour suggest that tall trees are a prerequisite for nesting (Baker 1922–
1930). However, if the breeding records are genuine (see Remarks 5), isolated trees must
have once been perfectly adequate nesting sites. Given the development and disturbance of
the terai swamplands, however, breeding in this species is now more likely to be confined to
undisturbed forests. Indeed, it appears to be sensitive to disturbance. Baker (1922–1930), for
example, found it to inhabit inaccessible swamps and totally undisturbed forests with only
“difficult” waterways, while Stevens (1923–1925) noted it keeping well away from people.

It apparently inhabits waterways of varying size, occurring on huge rivers (Evans 1904,
Inglis et al. 1920), often with open sandy or shingle riverbeds (Stevens 1914–1915, footnote to
Webb 1941, B. F. King verbally 1998), on small rivers (Hopwood 1912b) and on “minor” or
“fairly small” streams (Stevens 1914–1915, Hopwood and Mackenzie 1917). The bird seen at
Manas National Park by T. P. Inskipp (in litt. 2000) was on a “small, thickly forested stream”.
It is unparticular about the speed of flowing water: Stevens (1914–1915) declared that “this
heron as it stands motionless on a rapid of the fast flowing water when the rivers are in spate
and the atmospheric conditions are anything but cheering adds a touch of wildness to the
impressive character of the surroundings”, but he also described individuals feeding on broad
languid rivers in the Brahmaputra floodplain (Stevens 1914–1915), and it quite commonly
occurs at standing water, as several recent records attest (e.g. Ada lake, Bhutan; Jamjing jheel,
Assam; Madhabpore lake, Bangladesh). A recent winter sighting in Assam was made in a
secluded area surrounded by tall Arundo donax grass in a marshy area, within extensive wet
grassland (Choudhury 1992b). Thus even forests are not an absolute requirement.

Ardea insignis
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These variations in habitat choice are, at least partially, linked to seasonal factors (see
Migration). For example, Stevens (1914–1915) encountered the species on rocky rivers and
foothill streams in summer and along slow-flowing watercourses in winter. The species visits
marshes and rivers of Kaziranga National Park and Dibru-Saikhowa National Park, Assam,
in the non-breeding season (see under Distribution). Thus while forest is not vital throughout
the year, it probably remains so in the breeding season.

In India it has been found up to 1,500 m (Baker 1922–1930) and in Bhutan at 800–1,500 m
(Inskipp et al. 1999a). On the upper waters of the Mali Hka, it was thought to replace the
Grey Heron A. cinerea, a species frequent along lower stretches of the river (Smythies 1986).
The majority of records involve single individuals or pairs (Stevens 1914–1915, Smith 1942,
Smythies 1986), but small groups are sometimes reported, such as the “small flocks of four
or five birds” seen by Baker (1922–1930) in Assam, and the five together in Bihar (George
1964). Gatherings such as these possibly consist of family parties.

Food Hancock and Kushlan (1984) assumed from the size and design of the bill that the
diet includes “sizeable fish” and probably also amphibians, reptiles or small mammals. The
stomach of a bird examined by Baker (1922–1930) contained “nothing but crayfish”, one of
which measured around 20 cm. Feeding is predominantly done at dusk, less frequently
throughout the day (Inglis et al. 1920).

Breeding In India the species was reported to breed in July and August (Hume and Oates
1889–1890), but only one nest was reported in connection with this generalisation; meanwhile,
the one breeding record for Myanmar is from April (but see Remarks 2). The reported Indian
nest was a large platform of sticks placed high on a huge tree in inaccessible terai swampland
(Hume and Oates 1889–1890). Similarly, the Myanmar record involved “a huge nest of sticks
placed high up in a tall tree”, containing four eggs (Baker 1922–1930).

Migration The species was considered resident by Ali and Ripley (1968–1998), but some
form of post-breeding dispersal appears to occur to lower altitudes and marshier terrain (del
Hoyo et al. 1992; see under Habitat). Stevens (1914–1915) remarked that “during the cold
season it extends into the plains” away from the base of the hills, along the border between
Arunachal Pradesh and Assam, while Inglis et al. (1920) added that it “disappears from the
plains [of West Bengal] during the rains”. There are reliable records from Bangladesh, the
Brahmaputra valley in India, and Toungoo and Pegu in south-east Myanmar, all relatively
far from the presumed breeding grounds (although it is not impossible that a small relict
breeding population existed in the Pegu yoma).

THREATS Since ornithological records began in the Indian subcontinent, this heron generally
appears to have been uncommon. Being large and solitary, its populations have presumably
always been thinly distributed, and these constitutive factors have perhaps underlain its decline.
While it probably suffers the suite of threats that apply to most waterbirds, namely habitat
loss, disturbance, hunting and pollution, direct evidence is only available for the first two.

Habitat loss Its dependency on mature trees in association with wetlands links it to a
habitat complex which is threatened throughout its range either by wetland destruction or
by forest destruction (Kushlan and Hafner 2000). The remote swamplands of the Indian
terai and duars have largely been drained and cleared to make way for agriculture and
settlements (Hancock and Kushlan 1984), with a resultant reduction in the area of habitat
available to the species. Furthermore, forests in West Bengal, Assam and Arunachal Pradesh
are threatened by shifting cultivation, commercial logging, “monoculture forestry” and
increased clearance for tea estates (S. A. Hussain 1993, Singh 1999). The Rufous-necked
Hornbill Aceros nipalensis had all but disappeared from the valleys of West Bengal by the
1920s as a result of deforestation (Stevens 1923–1925; see relevant account) and this threat
doubtless contributed to the disappearance of the White-bellied Heron from the same region.
In the early 1990s, Arunachal Pradesh apparently retained primary forest cover over 61% of
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its total area (Bhattacharjee 1995), but this proportion is diminishing rapidly as a result of
slash-and-burn cultivation (Katti et al. 1990, 1992, Singh 1999), a factor presumably
accelerated by the doubling of the state’s tribal population between 1970 and 1990 (Katti et
al. 1992). Forest around Namdapha National Park is also disappearing rapidly because of
cattle-grazing and wood-cutting, while within the park certain areas have been cleared by
Chakma refugees who occupy nearby settlements and visit the park to collect wood and
poach wildlife (Samant et al. 1995). Habitat alteration has probably been more severe in
lowland areas. Wetlands in the Brahmaputra floodplain are threatened by “habitat alteration,
extensive fishing, weed growth, siltation and biotic interference” (Saikia and Bhattacharjee
1990b). Forests along the Mo Chu in Bhutan are being cleared, with potentially disastrous
impacts on the small resident population there (C. Inskipp in litt. 2000). In Myanmar, large-
scale habitat destruction seems to have had a devastating effect on the species (del Hoyo et
al. 1992). In particular, large areas of previously ideal habitat in the Irrawaddy, Chindwin
and Sittang catchments have now been degraded and disturbed with the spread of human
populations along much of these river systems (Khin Ma Ma Thwin in litt. 1997).

Disturbance Increases in human population in India and improved access throughout
much of the north-eastern states have left fewer marshes and stretches of secluded waterway
free of disturbance (see Scott 1989, Choudhury 2000c). Given the frequently wary nature of
the species, this is likely to have further reduced habitat availability. Movement of people
along the Ada lake trail, Bhutan, and use of the lake by cattle, may cause disturbance (R.
Pradhan in litt. 1998), as may human traffic along the Mo Chu north of Punakha (C. Inskipp
in litt. 2000).

Hunting Although there have been no direct reports of persecution, it is nevertheless
likely, given the high levels of hunting and trapping reported in north-east Indian states (see
Choudhury 2000c), that it suffers pressure of this kind. Wetlands in the Brahmaputra
floodplain, for example, are threatened by “extensive netting, trapping and shooting” of
birds (Saikia and Bhattacharjee 1990b), a factor likely to impinge on the population of White-
bellied Herons visiting the area. In Myanmar, White-bellied Herons are (or were) apparently
quite tame (Smith 1942), often allowing boats to approach closely (Stanford and Ticehurst
1938–1939), or flying past villages (B. F. King verbally 1998). Hancock and Kushlan (1984)
concluded that “one characteristic of the species, perhaps stemming from its minimal contact
with man, seems to be a fearlessness”. However, judging by Baker’s (1922–1930) assertion
that it is “solitary and very wild and wary” in India, and the opinion of Smith (1942) that it
was “very wary” in central and southern Myanmar, this characteristic is not universally
displayed. Similarly, in West Bengal it was recorded only on the uninhabited side of rivers
“with little chance of molestation” (Stevens 1923–1925), and it was generally very shy in
both Assam (Choudhury 1996) and Arunachal Pradesh (Athreya 1996, Athreya et al. 1997).
Any temporal or geographical variation in wariness is doubtless a response to fluctuating
levels of persecution. There is apparently little threat to the species in Bhutan at present,
especially as hunting of birds is uncommon in the country (R. Pradhan in litt. 1998). There is
very little direct information from Myanmar, but half a century ago the levels of hunting in
most areas were thought to be very high (U Tun Yin 1954), especially in many mountainous
areas owing to the hunting lifestyles of hill-tribesmen (B. F. King verbally 1998).

Pollution Although there are no direct reports of pollution affecting the species, the use
of thiodan (a non-biodegradable pesticide) by fishermen in the rivers of Dibru-Saikhowa
National Park must be a threat (Choudhury 1997d). This practice is quite possibly widespread
in the Brahmaputra lowlands.

Miscellaneous Security problems at Manas National Park have undermined the level of
protection targeted at the area (Narayan 1992, 1995, N. B. Peet in litt. 2001). A similar
circumstance affects much of the species’s range in Myanmar, severely reducing conservation
opportunities (Khin Ma Ma Thwin in litt. 1997).

Ardea insignis
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Threatened birds of Asia

MEASURES TAKEN The species is totally protected in Myanmar by the Wildlife Act of
1994, and it has been recorded in South Zamayi Reserve, although it is unlikely that these
measures confer any direct protection. It is possible that it occurs within Natma Taung
National Park around Mount Victoria (= Natma Taung) in the Chin hills. In India it probably
breeds in Namdapha National Park and has occurred in several other protected areas such
as Kaziranga and Dibru-Saikhowa National Parks and Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary during
the non-breeding season. In Bhutan all birds are legally and culturally protected, and a few
individuals of this species are resident within Jigme Dorji National Park.

MEASURES PROPOSED An overview of measures required to protect herons in Asia is in
Kushlan and Hafner (2000). One of the primary conservation issues relevant to this species
is research: surveys need to clarify its habitat requirements, the scale and importance of
seasonal movements, and the current size and distribution of the population, data that should
be used to design an appropriate species recovery plan (Kushlan and Hafner 2000).

India An intensive, specifically targeted survey of north-east Indian states is required to
clarify the distribution, ecology, status and seasonal movements of this scarce species. Effective
protection of Namdapha National Park is important in the light of the viable population
that possibly survives in the remote hills of the park. Jamjing Reserve Forest (91 km2),
containing wet grassland and a number of lakes, is one of the largest unprotected wetlands
in Assam and should be designated as a protected area (Choudhury 1992b). Control of
disturbance, hunting and pollution should be enforced at key areas for the species. Increase
in manpower and improvements in infrastructure at Dibru-Saikhowa National Park would
improve protection at this important site (Choudhury 1997d).

Bhutan Maintenance of intact habitat along the Manas river and around Ada lake, along
with minimisation of disturbance in key sites, is likely to be of benefit to the species. A
request has been made to the relevant authorities to divert the Ada lake trail away from
habitat suitable for this species (R. Pradhan in litt. 1998).

Bangladesh An appraisal of measures proposed to protect wetland habitats in Bangladesh
is in the equivalent section under Lesser Adjutant Leptoptilos javanicus.

Myanmar Efforts should be directed towards protecting a healthy population of this
species in foothill forests of the Chin, Kachin or Sagaing states at the earliest opportunity.
Fieldwork to identify the most appropriate area for this protection is desirable.

REMARKS (1) This species has had a rather chequered nomenclatural history, having been
linked with the specific names fusca, insignis and nobilis (see Blyth 1844, Gray 1844, Gray
and Gray 1846, Stray Feathers 6 [1878]: 470–472) as well as imperialis. Although insignis
gained general acceptance, E. C. S. Baker (Bull. Brit. Orn. Club 49 [1928]: 40) later argued
that it use was invalid (a nomen nudum) and renamed the species A. imperialis. This prompted
authors to drop the English name “White-bellied Heron”, on the grounds that it was non-
distinctive, and to replace it with “Imperial Heron” (Hancock and Kushlan 1984). However,
arguments against the adoption of the specific imperialis (see, e.g., Biswas 1960) have led to
the prevailing re-instatement of both insignis and the original vernacular name. (2) According
to Baker (1922–1930) a nest was discovered on the “River Temru” in Arakan, this being the
“Lemru river” mentioned by Smythies (1986). The river in question is the Lemru or Lemro,
a major watercourse draining the west flank of the southern Chin hills in Myanmar. However,
this record has been questioned by P. C. Rasmussen (in litt. 1999) on the grounds that if the
site was near the coast it might have involved Great-billed Heron. While it is now impossible
to ascertain how far inland the nest was located, the fact that the Lemro river lies within the
known range of the White-bellied Heron along much of its length suggests that the record
should stand. (3) A specimen from Arakan described by Blyth (1844) as “fusca”, and thought
by A. O. Hume (Stray Feathers 6 [1878]: 470–472) to be insignis, is perhaps sumatrana by
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description. (4) Roseveare (1952) in fact listed this sighting as either Great-billed Heron
A. sumatrana or A. insignis, but the former can be ruled out on the grounds that it is almost
exclusively coastal. (5) Baker (1922–1930) thought that eggs purportedly of this species sent
to him from West Bengal were probably incorrectly identified, given their small size.
Consequently Ali and Ripley (1968–1998) stated that breeding was “unrecorded” in India.
However, on comparing the West Bengal clutch with one from Arakan, Walters (1976)
concluded that the difference in size is no greater than the normal size range of A. cinerea,
and thus that size difference in itself is not a valid reason for treating these eggs as not those
of insignis.

Ardea insignis




