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SUMATRAN COCHOA

Cochoa beccarii

Critical —
Endangered —

Vulnerable C1; C2a

This species is treated as Vulnerable because it lives at very low densities and thus has a small
population, which is doubtless undergoing a continuing decline and severe fragmentation owing
to habitat loss at the lower fringes of its range.

DISTRIBUTION The Sumatran Cochoa (see Remarks 1) is endemic to the island of Sumatra,
Indonesia, where it has been found at sites over a large part of the Barisan range, but only at
a few localities, as follows:

■■■■■ INDONESIA Sumatra ■■■■■ Aceh above Bintang, south-east end of Lake Tawar (by Takengon),
1,360 m, August 1995 (A. Elliott and I. Martínez in litt. 1999); ■■■■■ North Sumatra Berastagi
(on the route to Gunung Sibayak), 1,600–1,700 m, Batak Highlands, May 1982 (van Marle
and Voous 1988, Holmes 1996); Tanjungbarus, 1984 (R. Eve and A. M. Guigue in van Marle
and Voous 1988); ■■■■■ West Sumatra Gunung Singgalang, Padangpanjang county, June and
July 1878 (Salvadori 1879, Büttikofer 1887: 68; see Remarks 2); Barungbaru (“Barong Bharu”),
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1,200 m, Barisan range, one male collected at 1,200 m, June 1914 (Robinson and Kloss 1918a,
male in BMNH; see Remarks 3); Kerinci-Seblat National Park at Sungaikumbang (Sungei
Kumbang), one male collected at 1,420 m in May 1914, and the remains of another, killed
by a predator, in the same area at that time (Robinson and Kloss 1918a; male in AMNH),
and at 1,000 m at an unspecified locality, 1993 (W. Rodenburg per J. Wind in Collar et al.
1994), July 1998 (P. A. J. Morris verbally 1998, F. Verbelen in litt. 1999, 2000), May–July
1999 (I. Mauro, E. Vercruysse, F. Verbelen in litt. 1999), June 2000 (P. A. J. Morris verbally
2000), and above Keresek Tua, 2,000 m, February 1994 (Simpson 1995; see Remarks 4);
■■■■■ South Sumatra Gunung Dempo, song tape-recorded, October 1995 (F. Verbelen in litt.
1999).

POPULATION The species is notably unobtrusive, sitting motionless for long periods in
heavy cover (Simpson 1995, F. Verbelen in litt. 1999). Even so, Robinson and Kloss (1918a)
considered that “the bird must be very rare as these are the only specimens obtained since
the original types were collected by Beccari on Mt Singalang thirty-five years ago”, and
Simpson (1995) agreed that, however inconspicuous it is, it must also be “very thinly
distributed”. Presumably numbers continue to be lost as clearance proceeds in forest habitat
in the lower parts of its elevational range (see Threats).

ECOLOGY Habitat Records in Distribution indicate that a slight revision is needed to the
elevation of 1,200–1,600 m given in van Marle and Voous (1988), the span being 1,000–2,000
m. Moreover, the assertion that the species inhabits the upper storey of tropical lower montane
forest (van Marle and Voous 1988) also requires slight revision, since Robinson and Kloss
(1918a) reported the birds which they had collected as having being shot “in one instance on
the ground, in the other among low shrubs” (see also Food). A pair were seen on Kerinci,
some 15 m up in forest with a feeding flock (P. A. J. Morris verbally 1998).

Food Birds have been seen to take small fruits (Simpson 1995). A solitary female was
observed feeding on small green berries 5–10 m off the ground (P. A. J. Morris verbally
1998).

Breeding A juvenile bird was recorded in May (van Marle and Voous 1988, Holmes 1996)
and an immature in the same month (E. Vercruysse per F. Verbelen in litt. 1999); a spotty
immature was seen in late June 2000 on Kerinci (P. A. J. Morris verbally 2000). Two birds
seen in February 1994 on Gunung Kerinci were suspected to be feeding young (Simpson
1995). The second of two syntypes, collected in early July, was not fully adult (Salvadori
1878). A male was in song daily on Kerinci, June 1999 (I. Mauro in litt. 1999).

THREATS The Sumatran Cochoa is a threatened member of the suite of 20 bird species that
are entirely restricted to the “Sumatra and Peninsular Malaysia Endemic Bird Area”, threats
and conservation measures in which are profiled by Sujatnika et al. (1995) and Stattersfield
et al. (1998). The extent of deforestation in the lower elevational range of this species, the
general plight of upland forest on Sumatra, and the particular plight of Kerinci-Seblat
National Park, are outlined in Threats under Sumatran Ground-cuckoo Carpococcyx viridis.
All known localities for the Sumatran Cochoa are in areas with a high pressure from
agriculture on the lower periphery (SvB).

Hunting with air rifles is widespread in the lower forest at Kerinci, which may be a threat
to the species (F. Verbelen in litt. 1999).

Evidence that the species is, at least occasionally, entering international trade emerged
recently with the publication of a photograph of a captive bird, apparently in the Netherlands
(Borgstein 2000). Such evidence strongly suggests that birds may also be in local trade. Any
commerce in what appears to be so uncommon a species seems likely to be very damaging to
local populations.



2041

MEASURES TAKEN It is present in Kerinci-Seblat National Park (see Distribution but
also Threats). Gunung Singgalang is a 97 km2 protection forest, but with garden (“ladang”)
encroachment along the lower peripheries (SvB). Bukit Dingin/Gunung Dempo consists of
c.380 km2 protection forest (SvB).

MEASURES PROPOSED Both Gunung Singgalang and Bukit Dingin/Gunung Dempo
have been proposed for upgrading to reserves (D. A. Holmes in litt. 1999). There is a good
case for creating a large reserve in the Batak Highlands, and endeavours to find an appropriate
area which holds the full complement of threatened upland forest bird species, including
Schneider’s Pitta Pitta schneideri (also known from this area), would be welcome. Several
much larger areas to the north-east, totalling c.2,140 km2 of rich rainforest between 100 and
3,021 m (Sekundur, Langkat Selatan and Langkat Barat), are proposed nature reserves and
very likely to hold these species (SvB). A strict hunting ban is needed at Kerinci and Dempo
(F. Verbelen in litt. 1999).

A CITES Appendix listing may well be appropriate for this species.

REMARKS (1) This species was inexplicably placed as a subspecies of Javan Cochoa Cochoa
azurea by Chasen (1935), and was treated as such thereafter (including by van Marle and
Voous 1988) until distinguished by Collar and Andrew (1987, 1988). Even now, however,
there has been no formal statement of evidence for its separation, partly because its original
lumping was so completely mistaken. Salvadori (1878) and Robinson and Kloss (1918a) had
already indicated that its affinities are with Purple Cochoa C. purpurea, from which it is “at
once distinguished by the deep shining black of the mantle and under surface”, adding that
it is “a very much larger bird than C. azurea of Java”. (2) Van Marle and Voous (1988) gave
Padangpanjang as a locality associated with a watercolour by L. F. de Beaufort, the record
(rather than the painting) apparently being dated 1909. It appears, however, that
Padangpanjang is situated on Gunung Singgalang and is therefore here treated as a sublocality
of the mountain. (3) Van Marle and Voous (1988) missed this record. (4) It is possible that
all post-1994 records have been from above Keresek Tua.
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