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GIANT IBIS

Thaumatibis gigantea

Critical C1; C2b; D1
Endangered —
Vulnerable A1c,d; A2c,d

This ibis has a tiny, declining population as a result of hunting, disturbance and lowland
deforestation. It therefore qualifies as Critical.

DISTRIBUTION Historically, the Giant Ibis (see Remarks 1) was restricted to south-east
and peninsular Thailand, central and southern Laos, Cambodia and southern Vietnam. It
has undergone a massive contraction of range and is currently confined to open deciduous
forest in extreme southern Laos and a larger area of northern and eastern Cambodia. Although
this taxon is relatively distinctive, a few records are open to doubt because of insufficient
supporting evidence or the conditions under which sightings were made (see Remarks 2
under White-shouldered Ibis Pseudibis davisoni); such records are listed as unconfirmed.

■■■■■ THAILAND There are a few old records from southern provinces and the peninsula, but
the species is now believed extinct in the country (Round 1988a, Round et al. 1988; see
Remarks 2). Apart from the following localities, there is a record from an unspecified site in
north-west Trang province (Riley 1938; see Population) and a dubious record of an individual
in Sarahett, on the Petchaburi river, April 1910 (Williamson 1916; see Remarks 3). Records
are from: Ban Tup Takoh, near Chom Beung, Ratburi province, one, March 1913 (Gairdner
1915, Williamson 1916); Muang Pran, one reported, c.1910 (Gairdner 1914); Prachuap
Khirikhan (= Koh Lak), one seen from a train immediately to the south, early April 1919
(Robinson and Kloss 1921–1924); Thale Song Hong (Lay Song Hong), adult male, December
1896 (Riley 1938), and nearby at Khlong Muan (Krong Mon), Trang, February 1910 (male
in BMNH, Robinson and Kloss 1910–1911); Koh Tarutao, one adult shot of a pair, April
1904 (specimen in MCZ; also Robinson and Chasen 1936, Riley 1938, Gibson-Hill 1949b).

■■■■■ LAOS Records are restricted to southern provinces, as follows: one pair on the Xe Banghiang
(Banghieng), Savannakhet, mid-1940s, the only ones seen during two years in the area,
contrasting with large numbers of White-shouldered Ibis (David-Beaulieu 1949–1950); near
Salavan, one, April 1926 (Delacour and Jabouille 1931, Engelbach 1932); in the Xe Kong
plains, on the banks of the Xe Pian in Xe Pian NBCA, three sightings of singles, March 1993
and May 1995 (Thewlis and Timmins 1996, Thewlis et al. 1998); Dong Khanthung proposed
NBCA, at Nong Songhong, 10 km south-east of Ban Khiam (Khem), two flushed and observed
later the same day further east, May 1996, but not found during aerial surveys of this area in
August 1996 (Thewlis et al. 1998), also at Nong Toom, near Ban Khiam, two, July 1998
(Round 1998); Dong Kalo, in the far south of Xe Pian NBCA, a single on the stagnant Houay
Kaliang, February 1993 (Thewlis and Timmins 1996, Thewlis et al. 1998).

■■■■■ CAMBODIA Although it was initially reported from northern, central and coastal regions,
recent sightings have been restricted to the north and east. The areas most likely to be
important for the species are listed by R. J. Timmins (in litt. 2001) as follows: (1) lowlands
east of Lomphat, north and south of Tonle Srepok; (2) lowlands mainly south of Tonle
Srepok, west of Lomphat, extending to the Stung Treng–Ban Lung road and northward to
the Trapeang Kuen/Laca area; (3) the unsurveyed area adjacent to Laos and west of Tonle
Kong; (4) several areas west of the Mekong (including areas of Preah Vihear province).
Records are from: Phumi Sre Kor, Stung Treng province, four at Trapeang Kuen and Trapeang
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Laca, May 1998 (Timmins and Soriyun 1998); Tonle San (= Se San, San river), c.30 km upstream
of the Tonle San–Tonle Srepok confluence, one, August 1994, with further local reports (Barzen
1994, 1995, J. Barzen in litt. 2000); Lomphat, Ratanakiri, two at Viel Daybuy in Lomphat
Wildlife Sanctuary, May 1998 (Timmins and Soriyun 1998); Angkor Wat, unspecified numbers
observed nearby, July–August 1938 (Eames and Ericson 1996); Siem Reap, collected in the
province at an unspecified locality, February 1932 (female in AMNH, Dickinson 1970a), present
in the north in 1962 (Thomas 1964); c.15 km east of Kaoh Nhek (Kohnhek) (specifically at
12°55’N 107°28’E), Mondulkiri, one, April 2000 (Long et al. 2000), and another in eastern
Kaoh Nhek district (specifically at 13°0’N 107°07’E) in June 2000 (R. J. Timmins in litt. 2000);
Tonle Sap lake, 1920s (Delacour 1928; see Remarks 4); near Sambor, by the Mekong river,
May 1876 (Oustalet 1877a,b, Thewlis and Timmins 1996); Kompong Thom, one roosting in a
marsh with five White-shouldered Ibises, April 1924 (Delacour and Jabouille 1925), and a pair
(the female of which was collected) by the road between Kompong Thom and Siem Reap,
December 1927 (Delacour 1929c), one pair 72 km from Kompong Thom town on the same
road, May 1937 (female in ANSP), and over 40 between Kompong Thom and Angkor/Sambor,
January 1928 (Delacour 1929c); Prak Kda (Kdam), 18 km to the north of Phnom Penh, singles,
July 1960 and February 1961 (Thomas 1964); Kompong Som (“Kompong Sum Bon, near Sre
Umbel” [Sre Ambel]), a village at the mouth of the Kompong Son river on the Koh Kong
coast (neither the modern resort town of Kompong Son [= Sihanoukville] nor on Koh Kong
island [contra Thewlis and Timmins 1996]), one pair collected and another individual observed,
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December 1918 (two specimens in BMNH; Williamson 1921). Preah Vihear province (not
mapped), 40–70, December 2000–January 2001 (P. Davidson in litt. 2001).

Unconfirmed reports include: Stung Chinit, one ibis, probably Giant, seen (from a light
aircraft) flying over evergreen forest, August 1997 (W. J. M. Verheugt in litt. 1998); Stung
Slap, a waterway connecting Stung Chinit and Stung Chen near Phum Samraong Sen floating
village, two ibises (one at each site), probably Giant, flushed from a wetland by a light aircraft,
August 1997 (W. J. M. Verheugt in litt. 1998); Ban Lung, Ratanakiri, one reported in a flooded
area between the Tonle Srepok and Tonle San, May 1996 (Desai and Lic Vuthy 1996).

■■■■■ VIETNAM The species is now believed extinct in the country, but once occurred in the
southern lowlands (see Remarks 5), with records from: Phu Rieng, Binh Phuoc, a pair and
young bird, April 1925 (David-Beaulieu 1932), May 1926 (specimen in BMNH); Hon Quan,
Binh Phuoc, encountered occasionally, 1929 and 1931 (David-Beaulieu 1932); An Binh,
towards Phu Rieng, three together, March 1927 (Delacour et al. 1928); Tra Vinh in the Mekong
delta, one shot, undated (Tirant 1879; see Remarks 5).

Unconfirmed records are from: Vo Doi Nature Reserve, Ca Mau, undated (Le Dien Duc
1988); Dong Thap Muoi (Plain of Reeds), Mekong delta, listed without further details (Luthin
1986, Le Dien Duc 1989), subsequently repeated (Collar and Andrew 1988, Hancock et al.
1992, del Hoyo et al. 1992), but without confirmation (see Remarks 5).

POPULATION Despite fairly large numbers reported historically in Cambodia and Thailand,
the population had evidently crashed by the 1960s (Thomas 1964), and later that decade the
world population was estimated at only a few hundred birds (Fisher et al. 1969). This
catastrophic decline is paralleled by a contraction in global range such that it is now apparently
extinct in Thailand and Vietnam (Round 1988a, Round et al. 1988, J. C. Eames in litt. 1997;
but see Remarks 2). The current world population has been estimated at a meagre 250
individuals (Rose and Scott 1997), a figure that would appear to be roughly correct given
recent sightings in north and east Cambodia (R. J. Timmins in litt. 2001).

Thailand Early in the twentieth century the species was described as “exceedingly rare”
(Robinson and Kloss 1910–1911), “rare and very locally distributed” (Gairdner 1914) and
“one of the rarest of known birds” (Gyldenstolpe 1920). Indeed, Robinson and Kloss (1910–
1911, 1921–1924) failed to find it themselves during their (and their collectors’) protracted
travels in South-East Asia, only obtaining a specimen through the efforts of their employees,
who succeeded in collecting one with “great difficulty” in peninsular Thailand (and another
in coastal Cambodia). Thewlis and Timmins (1996) enumerated five confirmed records from
Thailand and postulated that these might relate to vagrants or strays from core populations
to the east (i.e. Cambodia and Laos). In doing so they apparently overlooked additional
Thai records and the testimony of W. L. Abbott, who encountered the species with some
regularity in Trang province (Robinson and Kloss 1910–1911, Riley 1938). In north-west
Trang, for example, he saw “dozens” of ibises (apparently both this species and White-
shouldered Ibis in unstated proportions) in paddyfields in the “wet season” of 1896; moreover,
he also reported that he shot a rather tame adult in the interior of Trang province and that
“the Siamese all knew it, so it cannot be rare” (Riley 1938). Furthermore, in 1913 alone,
during occasional travels in Ratburi and Petchaburi provinces, Gairdner (1914) saw five,
suggesting that it was a resident or regular visitor to the area. It thus seems plausible that a
small population, now extinct, bred in Thailand (P. D. Round in litt. 1998), although it may
just have been a non-breeding visitor, albeit regular. In fact, there have been no substantiated
records from the country since these 1913 records (Gairdner 1914) or in the peninsula since
1910 (Robinson and Kloss 1910–1911).

Laos Only a few historical records exist, suggesting that the Giant Ibis was always rare,
in contrast to the White-shouldered Ibis which was once common along much of the Mekong

Thaumatibis gigantea



310

Threatened birds of Asia

river and its major tributaries (Thewlis et al. 1998). The paucity of sightings by A. David-
Beaulieu near Savannakhet and P. Engelbach near Salavan is particularly informative given
that they spent several years in these respective areas (Thewlis and Timmins 1996). It is thus
possible that the species was only ever a sporadic visitor to Laos from Cambodia, although
it is likely to have been at least a regular, if not a breeding, species in appropriate remote
areas (J. W. Duckworth in litt. 1999). The records from the Xe Pian in 1993 followed a gap of
30 years during which the bird was feared possibly extinct throughout its entire historical
range (Thewlis and Timmins 1996).

Cambodia While Delacour (1924b) described most Cambodian waterbirds as extremely
plentiful and constantly viewed along roads, he specified that the Giant Ibis was encountered
only occasionally. Later, however, while describing birds seen near Tonle Sap lake, in Siem
Reap and Kompong Thom provinces, he remarked that the species was more abundant than
generally supposed, especially in the latter, but shy and difficult to approach, thus rare in
collections (Delacour 1928, 1929c). He also stated that it was “not especially rare” around
Tonle Sap lake (Delacour 1928; see Remarks 4). It was most frequently encountered in pairs
or family parties (Delacour and Jabouille 1931), and one scattered group of over 40 was
recorded (Delacour 1929c). It was described as “apparently still fairly common on the
Cambodian coast” by Robinson and Kloss (1921–1924), an area in which it is no longer
found, and it was still “fairly common” in Kompong Thom province in 1962 (Thomas 1964).
Moreover, on the strength of field notes provided by O. Milon, Vincent (1966–1971) concluded
that it was “likely that the species is not so rare as has been generally supposed. The birds are
extremely shy and wary, but were commonly seen in pairs and small parties on the Cambodia–
Laos border in March 1964, when dry conditions caused some concentrations of birds at
permanent pools of water”. At one stage the population in Cambodia was estimated at fewer
than 10 birds and decreasing (Sun Hean in litt. 1997), although the difficulty of surveying
in appropriate regions and habitat, and the extensive distribution of such habitat in northern
Cambodia, suggested that this was unduly pessimistic. Indeed, recent surveys of north-eastern
Cambodia and southern Laos have concluded that the species “appears to be still widespread”
in the region, with a population that “may be relatively numerous given the area of potential
habitat with low human density” (Timmins and Soriyun 1998). This assessment has been
borne out, to some extent, by recent records from northern Cambodia, where a minimum of
40 and possibly as many as 70 were seen in Preah Vihear province in late 2000 and early 2001
(P. Davidson in litt. 2001). The remnant distribution of this species in Cambodia is similar to
that of the Lesser Adjutant Leptoptilos javanicus, the White-shouldered Ibis and the Sarus
Crane Grus antigone; moreover, as pointed out by R. J. Timmins in litt. (2001), the contact
rates for all these species during recent surveys in north-east Cambodia are similar, yet the
population of Sarus Cranes is known to be around 700 from counts at non-breeding
assemblages. This suggests that, just as the vast area of habitat in northern Cambodia conceals
several hundred breeding cranes (five pairs have been found by a single survey), populations
of the two threatened ibis species might possibly be larger than records suggest by a similar
margin (i.e. hundreds rather than tens) (R. J. Timmins in litt. 2001).

Vietnam Delacour et al. (1928) stated that “this rare bird is found in Cochinchina, in
small parties”. The species was clearly local and uncommon in the country, even early in the
twentieth century (see Remarks 5). There have been no confirmed records since 1931 and it
is now believed extinct, at least as a breeding bird (J. C. Eames in litt. 1997, A. W. Tordoff
verbally 2000; see Measures Proposed: Research).

ECOLOGY Habitat Both recent and historical records indicate a preference for swampy
clearings, pools and rivers, often near forest (Delacour 1929c, Williamson 1916, Engelbach
1932, 1951, Thomas 1964, Thewlis and Timmins 1996, Timmins and Soriyun 1998). All records
are from the extreme lowlands, while many derive from riparian habitats varying from very
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small streams to huge rivers. Near Ban Tup Takoh, Thailand, Williamson (1916) flushed a
pair from a grassy bank beside a small stream in “pa teng rang”—a local forest type in which
a species of Shorea tree predominates. In the region of the provisional sightings near the
Stung Chinit, Cambodia, most natural forest cover is retained as a result of long-standing
political instability; this habitat is similar to that in much of northern Cambodia, consisting
of evergreen forest dominated by dipterocarps such as Shorea vulgaris, Dipterocarpus alatus
and D. intricatus (W. J. M. Verheugt in litt. 1998). On the Houay Kaliang, a bird was observed
wading in a stagnant pool in a 5 m wide dry streambed through a mosaic of semi-evergreen
and dry dipterocarp forest (Thewlis and Timmins 1996). Another was observed probing the
collapsed and grass-covered bank of the Xe Pian, which was c.20 m broad at that point, with
surrounding areas dominated by dry dipterocarp forest with tracts of open grassland and
scattered pools (Thewlis and Timmins 1996). In southern Vietnam, the species occurred
amongst concentrations of waterfowl and large waterbirds along rivers and in adjacent
wetlands (David-Beaulieu 1932). In times of drought it apparently congregates at waterholes
(Vincent 1966–1971) or moves to rivers (Thewlis and Timmins 1996; but see Food). Permanent
water sources such as rivers and large pools are presumably highly important for the
species at these times and in the annual dry season, a potentially limiting factor in its
distribution.

Other records have been made in drier habitats or cultivation. Recent sightings in the
Lomphat area of north-eastern Cambodia, for example, were of birds flushed from “large
seasonal meadows, without defined wetlands” (Timmins and Soriyun 1998). A pair were
seen in Siem Reap, Cambodia, on the edge of a ricefield (ANSP label data) and the pair at
Tarutao island was “shot in an open padang” (meadow) (MCZ label data). Another record
from Thailand is from paddyfields (Riley 1938). Like the White-shouldered Ibis, several
early records were from islands, although it is possible that these were favoured in an attempt
to evade rising hunting pressures on the mainland, rather than for any purely ecological
reasons. Despite earlier indications that the species might occur in the flooded forests around
Tonle Sap lake (Scott 1992), it appears that this habitat is not suitable for the species (C. M.
Poole in litt. 1999).

Food Its diet, in common with most ibises, consists of invertebrates and seeds; in particular
it is said to forage on locusts and cicadas, while the stomach of one bird contained many
crabs (Delacour 1929, Delacour and Jabouille 1931, Hancock et al. 1992). Individuals observed
on seasonal meadows in northern Cambodia were observed searching dry grassy areas rather
than the wetlands themselves, occasionally picking up unidentifiable prey (Timmins and
Soriyun 1998). The ability to feed on dry substrate is possibly an adaptation to the prolonged
dry season of the region (Timmins and Soriyun 1998). Holes in damp substrate locally reported
to be made by this species at Dong Khanthung were described by Round (1998) as distinctive
impressions “paired on the inner edge and curved on the outer edge, 1–1.5 cm wide, 2–2.5 cm
deep, with a gap of 1–1.5 cm between the marks of upper and lower mandibles”.

Breeding The only information about breeding in this species is the report of a villager
from Dong Khanthung who claimed to have flushed an adult from a nest in June 1997
between Ban Khiam and Nong Laha (Round 1998). The nest apparently contained two or
three young and was sited in a 10–15 m tall tree. Another round, deep and compact nest,
probably of this species or White-shouldered Ibis, was sited about 15 m up a 20 m tall Shorea
obtusa tree (Round 1998).

Migration There is no evidence for long-distance movement in the species, but it is likely
to wander widely in response to local conditions of disturbance and seasonal water-levels.
Thewlis and Timmins (1996) suggested that Thai records might derive from migrants or
strays, and that it may have visited Thailand only seasonally; but see under Population. The
fact that it was recorded in Trang in both wet and dry seasons (Riley 1938) suggests that it
was at least partially resident in peninsular Thailand.

Thaumatibis gigantea
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THREATS The Giant Ibis has disappeared over much of its former range as a result of
direct human persecution, forest destruction and widespread drainage and disturbance of
wetlands (Round 1988a, Round et al. 1988, Hancock et al. 1992).

Hunting Huge areas of apparently suitable habitat in southern Laos are now largely
bereft of the associated avifauna that was once evidently abundant according to the accounts
of Delacour and Jabouille (1931) and Engelbach (1932). Hunting of large waterbirds appears
to be the factor responsible for their decline, especially given the extremely high levels of
persecution observed in almost all areas visited (Thewlis et al. 1998). Hunting was probably
also the primary factor behind its disappearance from Vietnam (J. W. Duckworth in litt.
1999), and Thomas (1964) believed that the species had become rarer in Cambodia, partly
through hunting pressure generated by its perceived medicinal properties. In the dry season,
permanent wetlands attract concentrations of waterbirds but also suffer severe pressure from
hunting and human disturbance (Sun Hean in litt. 1997). Further details of persecution as a
threat to large waterbirds in Indochina (Laos/Cambodia/Vietnam) are found under White-
shouldered Ibis: Threats.

Habitat loss and modification Owing to its highly restricted range and dispersed
populations, the Giant Ibis is particularly susceptible to habitat destruction and disturbance.
In Thailand wetlands are heavily disturbed and drained (Round 1988a, Round et al. 1988,
TISTR 1991); in reference to the main area in peninsular Thailand where the species once
occurred, Round (1988b) stated that “the swamps of Trang have disappeared almost without
trace”. These pressures on habitat have left the country without a refuge for the Giant Ibis
even if lower hunting levels allowed it to survive (P. D. Round in litt. 1998). In Laos, wetlands
have also been largely modified in its potential range; in particular, they are frequently settled
by human populations and used for fishing, rice cultivation (most of the Mekong floodplain
in southern Laos has been converted to rice paddy), livestock grazing and grass harvesting
(Thewlis et al. 1998). Habitat in the two main areas where the species has been recorded in
the country is under threat. The proposed Xe Namnoy–Xe Pian Hydropower Project may
affect water flow in Xe Pian NBCA with potentially serious implications for the wetland
ecosystem of the area (Thewlis et al. 1998). However, this project has been put on hold for
some time (J. W. Duckworth in litt. 1999). If Dong Khanthung proposed NBCA is established
as a protected area as planned, it faces difficulty through increased immigration leading to
agricultural development, habitat loss and hunting. Round (1998) expressed fears that “the
scale and number of threats to the integrity of Dong Khanthung is increasing markedly and
urgent intervention is needed to prevent the further erosion of biodiversity”. In Vietnam,
although hunting is likely to be the main cause of the species’s decline, vast areas of suitable
habitat have been converted to cultivation (especially rice) or destroyed as a result of intense
military activity (Humphrey and Bain 1990, Hancock et al. 1992). In particular, vast areas of
forest and wetland have been lost since the early twentieth century, such that “freshwater
wetlands inside forest habitats are now sadly rare in Vietnam and few protected areas support
representative samples” (Wege et al. 1999). The main if not the only hope for the species lies
in the undeveloped tracts of northern and eastern Cambodia, but even here their favoured
habitat is probably the seasonally flooded meadows that are the first places to be ploughed
and cultivated as villages gradually spread into unsettled areas (R. J. Timmins in litt. 2001).

MEASURES TAKEN The species is legally protected in Thailand (WARPA), Cambodia
and apparently Laos (see Remarks 6).

Control of hunting Although very little has been done, the government of Laos is having
notable success in controlling gun ownership, a measure that in Vietnam has apparently
benefited populations of large waterbirds (J. W. Duckworth in litt. 1999).

Protected areas Small numbers occur at least seasonally within the c.2,000 km2 Xe Pian
NBCA in Laos (Thewlis et al. 1998) and Dong Khanthung proposed NBCA (Round 1998;
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but see Remarks 4 under Masked Finfoot Heliopais personata). In Cambodia the species
occurs within Lomphat Wildlife Sanctuary (Timmins and Soriyun 1998).

Education Posters highlighting the plight of large waterbirds and an appeal to stop hunting
have been distributed in southern Laos by the Wildlife Conservation Society Lao programme,
and amongst other species these feature illustrations of Giant Ibis (W. G. Robichaud verbally
1997). In Cambodia, the species is depicted on awareness material (posters and books)
produced and distributed by the Wildlife Protection Office as part of an ongoing campaign
to reduce hunting of waterbirds (C. M. Poole in litt. 1999).

MEASURES PROPOSED Conservation efforts should be targeted at safeguarding
populations persisting in northern Cambodia, and to a lesser extent in southern Laos, where
numbers are lower and threats higher (R. J. Timmins in litt. 2001).

Control of hunting The most important measure with regard to the survival of this severely
threatened species is the minimisation of hunting pressure and reduction of disturbance at
important dry-season waterholes. Strict legislation and enforcement in respect of gun
ownership is perhaps more achievable and effective than designating protected areas
(Duckworth et al. 1999). A continuation and expansion of government policy and action in
southern Laos and Vietnam, along with its implementation when possible in northern
Cambodia, should be deemed an urgent priority.

Protected areas As human populations continue to increase in Laos and Cambodia, one
important conservation measure for the Giant Ibis involves a system of strictly protected
areas, and the same applies for a suite of threatened waterbirds whose beleaguered South-
East Asian populations are centred in the same area: White-shouldered Ibis, Lesser Adjutant,
Greater Adjutant Leptoptilos dubius, Sarus Crane and Masked Finfoot (Thewlis and Timmins
1996, Duckworth et al. 1999); the Indochinese race of Bengal Florican Houbaropsis bengalensis
blandini, though not a waterbird, can be added to this list as its global stronghold may well
be the seasonally flooded grasslands of Kompong Thom and adjacent provinces (see relevant
account). Conservation efforts for the Giant Ibis (with benefits for all these species) must be
focused on the restricted area of recent records in northern Cambodia and extreme southern
Laos (Timmins and Soriyun 1998). Conservation requirements largely overlap those for
White-shouldered Ibis, and a discussion of issues and proposals appears under the relevant
account. Measures proposed at Dong Khanthung proposed NBCA and Xe Pian NBCA,
Laos, appear under Sarus Crane.

Research Research proposals (and their secondary importance to concerted conservation
action) also broadly overlap those detailed under White-shouldered Ibis. Surveys in Cambodia
should concentrate on six provinces, all to the north of Tonle Sap lake, east of the Mekong
and in hitherto unsurveyed portions of the north-east, namely Siem Reap, Preah Vihear,
Stung Treng, Kompong Thom, Ratanakiri and Mondulkiri (Scott 1992, Timmins and Soriyun
1998, C. M. Poole in litt. 1999). It has been suggested that population centres (i.e. those with
10+ birds) in Cambodia should be identified on the basis of habitat characteristics (by analysis
of remote imagery), patterns of human use and existing fieldwork data (R. J. Timmins in litt.
2001). These should be visited repeatedly to monitor population size and trends, and to
collect the maximum amount of ecological information. In Vietnam the only habitat thought
capable of supporting the species is the seasonally flooded woodland–grassland mosaic at
Lo Go-Sa Mat Nature Reserve (J. C. Eames in litt. 2001); this area should be surveyed
thoroughly and properly protected against current road development, drainage and re-
settlement proposals. Emphasis should be placed on identification by experienced observers
rather than local report (see Remarks 2 and 7 under White-shouldered Ibis).

The species has a (recently tape-recorded) loud and distinctive bugling call, usually given
around dawn, and sometimes again in the evening, transcribed as a-leurk a-leurk (apparently
the name given to the species by ethnic Cambodians), allowing it to be detected at long range
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(Round 1998, P. Davidson in litt. 2001); field surveys should use this call/recording in their
searches, and consider broadcasting it judiciously in appropriate areas as wild individuals
would perhaps be likely to respond. Villagers in Dong Khanthung proposed NBCA reported
that it gives the call most frequently at dawn or dusk (Round 1988): the consideration that the
species might be chiefly nocturnal or crepuscular needs to be borne in mind, as this factor
might affect perceptions of its abundance.

Education Although action has been initiated by WCS in Laos and the Wildlife Protection
Office in Cambodia, action needs to be consolidated and continued, particularly in Champasak
and Attapu provinces (Duckworth et al. 1999) and in northern Cambodia (Veasna 1999). A
reduction in hunting levels in the area is vital if the species is to survive.

Captive breeding Given the precarious situation of this species, serious consideration
should be given to the potential role of captive breeding (Duckworth et al. 1999). However,
welcome as zoo support might be for surveys for populations from which individuals might be
captured, wide consultation is needed for any captive breeding programme, and no programme
should proceed without the prior elaboration of an integrated species recovery plan.

REMARKS (1) Although now commonly treated in the genus Pseudibis, no appropriate
comparative or anatomical study has been undertaken, while the species is much the largest
and much the dullest of the world’s ibises, distinctions which here justify the retention of the
monotypic genus Thaumatibis (Elliot 1877; also Hancock et al. 1992). (2) Unconfirmed reports
were received from sites along the Thai–Cambodia border during the 1950s and 1960s, but it
is highly unlikely that any areas of suitable habitat remaining in Thailand are large enough to
support the species (Round et al. 1988). (3) Williamson (1916) suggested that there may be
seasonal differences in head colour on the basis of a bird observed at Sarahett, Thailand, which
he described as having a conspicuous blue patch on the back of the head. His account does not
perfectly fit the present species and the much stronger possibility is that it refers instead to the
smaller White-shouldered Ibis, which often shows a pale nape-band (“strongly tinged with
blue”: Stray Feathers 3: 300–301), and is perhaps more likely to show the “quicker, more
feverish walk and flight than most waders or swamp birds” that Williamson noted. (4) The
term “Grand Lac” was possibly used very loosely to indicate an extensive hinterland rather
than the Tonle Sap lake itself, as although the species has been unreliably reported by locals as
a rare inhabitant of flooded forest around the north-eastern fringes (Mundkur et al. 1995a),
many recent surveys of the area have produced no records and it is almost certainly absent
from the Tonle Sap lake region at present, nor does the habitat type appear suitable given
current knowledge of its habitat preferences (C. M. Poole in litt. 1999). (5) It is worth noting
that Thewlis and Timmins (1996) mentioned (and mapped) the holotype of Giant Ibis as coming
from “Cochinchina, banks of the Mekong”, in Vietnam. The type specimen was in fact shot by
F. J. Harmand near (“à peu près”) Sambor (the town being on the Mekong), roughly 300 km
further upriver in Cambodia (Oustalet 1877a,b). The existence of this record from the Mekong
in Vietnam lent credence to repeated unsubstantiated reports of Giant Ibis from the “Plain of
Reeds” (see Distribution). The fact that Oustalet (1877a) specifically hypothesised that the
species must come from further north, probably Laos, to explain why it had not been seen by
European travellers on the lower reaches of the Mekong, suggests that it was probably always
rare along this river in Vietnam. However, evidence (overlooked by Thewlis and Timmins
1996) that the Giant Ibis did occur on the Vietnamese Mekong emerged shortly afterwards: an
individual was apparently shot by Tirant (1879) in the Mekong delta (for comments on the
reliability or otherwise of G. Tirant’s Indochinese records see Delacour 1970). Although reports
in the 1980s of the Giant Ibis in the Plain of Reeds cannot be entirely discounted, comprehensive
surveys of the delta area have found only White-shouldered Ibis (Buckton et al. 1999).
(6) Protected species in Laos are defined by their Lao name, not the scientific name, and it is
not generally clear which species are intended (J. W. Duckworth in litt. 1999).




