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TAIWAN BULBUL

Pycnonotus taivanus

Critical —
Endangered —

Vulnerable A1c,e; A2c,e

This bulbul qualifies as Vulnerable because it has a rapidly declining population as a result of
hybridisation, compounded by habitat loss.

DISTRIBUTION The Taiwan or Styan’s Bulbul (see Remarks 1) is endemic to Taiwan,
China, where it is confined to the lowlands in the east and south of the island.

■■■■■ CHINA ■■■■■ TAIWAN Hachisuka and Udagawa (1950–1951) reported that it was found as
far north as Suao in Ilan county, but it is no longer found in the county (L. L. Severinghaus
in litt. 1997). It currently occurs in the coastal plains and hills of eastern Taiwan in Hualien
county and Taitung county, in the Huatung valley (in both of these counties) and as far west
as Litao in Taitung county and north to Chungta and Hojen in Hualien county, and in
southern Taiwan at Hengchun and Kenting in southern Pingtung county, and as far north as
Fangshan and Fengkang on the south-west coast of Taiwan (L. L. Severinghaus in litt. 1997;
see also La Touche 1895, Ogilvie-Grant and La Touche 1907, Hachisuka and Udagawa
1950–1951, Wang Chia-hsiong et al. 1991).

POPULATION In the early twentieth century, this species was only known by a few specimens
from the southernmost tip of Taiwan (see, e.g., Ogilvie-Grant and La Touche 1907). It is
now known to be common in much of its restricted range; for example, there were counts of
100 or more birds at Kenting in Pingtung county in September 1989 and December 1996, at
Tungho in Taitung county in January 1993, and at Tajung, Fenglin, Hualien county, in
October 1996 (CWBF database). It is unclear whether there has been a real change in its
range and numbers during the twentieth century, or whether the apparent increase is simply
because its range is more accessible now than it was in the early part of the century. In any
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The distribution of Taiwan Bulbul Pycnonotus
taivanus: (1) Ilan county; (2) Hualien county;
(3) Taitung county; (4) Pingtung county.
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case, it is now considered that its population and range are in decline (L. L. Severinghaus in
litt. 1997; see Threats).

ECOLOGY Habitat The Taiwan Bulbul occurs in a wide variety of habitats, including
secondary forest, scrub, agricultural areas and gardens (Hachisuka and Udagawa 1950–1951,
Wang Chia-hsiong et al. 1991, L. L. Severinghaus in litt. 1997). It forms large flocks in autumn
and winter but it is territorial in the breeding season (L. L. Severinghaus in litt. 1997).

Food The species feeds on fruits and flowers (Hsu and Lin 1997).
Breeding Territories are established from February onwards (L. L. Severinghaus in litt.

1997), and the breeding season is from March to July (Hsu and Lin 1997). Nest sites are
selected amongst dense vegetation (nests are built 0.8–5.0 m above the ground), the average
clutch-size is 3.3 eggs, the incubation period 11–12 days and the nestling period 9–10 days
(Hsu and Lin 1997; see also Yamashina and Yamada 1938). The species was found to have,
on occasion, two successful broods per breeding season (Hsu and Lin 1997, L. L. Severinghaus
in litt. 1997).

THREATS Habitat loss Habitat alterations and urbanisation are a threat throughout the
range of the Taiwan Bulbul (Hsu and Lin 1997), and perhaps account for its extinction in
Ilan county (see Distribution).

Hybridisation Another consequence of alterations to the original habitats of Taiwan is
that the ranges of this species and the closely related Chinese Bulbul Pycnonotus sinensis
(which is represented on Taiwan by the endemic subspecies formosae) have changed, and
they now overlap and hybridise in several areas (L. L. Severinghaus in litt. 1997). In the early
1970s, their ranges were found to overlap at Tienhsiang in Hualien county and 13 km north
of Fengkang in Pingtung county, and by 1991 the area of overlap had expanded to include
Hojen, Peipu and Hsipao in Hualien county, and Fangshan and Fangliao in Pingtung county
(L. L. Severinghaus in litt. 1997). Chinese Bulbuls and hybrid Chinese × Taiwan Bulbuls are
now also found in the eastern plains, and the only genetically pure Taiwan Bulbuls remaining
are in the coastal mountains, and at Tungho and Luye in Taitung county (L. L. Severinghaus
in litt. 1997). The increase in hybrids in the wild has been accelerated by releases of Chinese
Bulbuls for religious purposes, which are organised by temples (which have greatly increased
in numbers on Taiwan in the past 10 years) to commemorate special days, and have created
new hybrid epicentres (Severinghaus 1998; see also Severinghaus and Li Chi 1999). Pure
Taiwan Bulbuls are becoming rare in the wild, and there is a danger that they may disappear
within 20 years through genetic swamping by Chinese Bulbuls (Severinghaus 1998).

MEASURES TAKEN Legislation Taiwan Bulbul has been a protected species (Category
III) in Taiwan since December 1995 (L. L. Severinghaus in litt. 1997).

Protected areas It is common in Kenting National Park in southern Taiwan (Hsu and
Lin 1997).

MEASURES PROPOSED Protected areas Severinghaus (1998) suggested that one option
for the conservation of this species would be to establish a Taiwan Bulbul refuge (in one of
the areas where a genetically pure population survives), with strictly enforced buffer zones
from which all Chinese Bulbuls and hybrids are removed.

Captive breeding A second option suggested by Severinghaus (1998 and in litt. 1997) is to
create a Taiwan Bulbul gene bank by enlisting zoos and aviaries to maintain breeding stocks.
The management of the captive “subpopulations” must be coordinated and closely monitored.

Research More field studies are required to improve understanding of the distribution
and spread of hybrids within the wild population of the Taiwan Bulbul, to help develop the
most appropriate conservation measures.

Pycnonotus taivanus
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Education It is important to alert the Taiwan government and the general public to the
plight of one of the island’s endemic species, which is in imminent danger of extinction if the
measures outlined above are not implemented in the near future. Informed public support
would be required to establish and manage a Taiwan Bulbul refuge from which hybrids are
systematically removed. Another important aim of an awareness campaign must be to
discourage further releases of Chinese Bulbuls (and any other exotic species or subspecies
which may hybridise with the native Taiwanese avifauna) for religious purposes.

REMARKS (1) Y. Yamashina (fide specimen labels in YIO) regarded the Taiwan Bulbul and
the “Hainan Bulbul” (now generally regarded as a subspecies of  Chinese Bulbul Pycnonotus
sinensis hainanus, although it occurs together with another “subspecies” of  Chinese Bulbul
that winters on Hainan) as two subspecies of  a separate species. Genetic studies of  these two
taxa and the populations of  Chinese Bulbuls that occur on Taiwan and Hainan would be
helpful, together with field studies of  the “Hainan Bulbul” to determine whether it too is in
danger of  genetic swamping by Chinese Bulbuls.




