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INTRODUCTION

The Sunderbans (literally ‘beautiful forests’), in the Ganges
delta on the border between the Indian state of West Bengal
and Bangladesh, are well-known for their famous Royal Ben-
gal Tiger Panthera tigris population. The tiger is the main
reason for the protection of its mangrove forest habitat as a
National Park and World Heritage site. However, little is
known about the waterbirds of the Sunderbans and the sig-
nificance of the area for migrant waders.

There are few published accounts or reports about the
birds of the area and even fewer refer to waders: Fawcus
(1944) (Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta recorded in
1943), Mitra (1972) (6 wader species on 26–27 Feb 1972),
Mukherjee (1959) (3 breeding wader species, Jul–Oct 1957),
(1975) (10 species of waders recorded as ‘seasonal visitors)
and (1976) (food habits of 3 wader species), Mandal & Nandi
(1989) (5 resident and 19 migratory wader species), Anon.
(1993) (13 wader species), Chaudhuri (1999) (3 wader spe-
cies, 14–16 Aug 1998), Gupta 1999 (6 wader species, 14–16
Aug 1998), Mookherjee 1999 (7 wader species), Mookherjee
et al. (1999) (12 wader species at Dabbu Char, 1990–1997),
Tiwari (2000) (11 wader species, 4–5 Jan 2000), Sharma
(2003) (Spoon-billed Sandpiper Eurynorhynchus pygmeus),
Sen (2004) (16 wader species, 29–30 Dec 2003, 26–28 Mar
2004, 4–5 Jun 2004). These references collectively deal with
40 species of waders recorded in the area. The Eurasian
Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus was mentioned as a
breeding wader in the neighbouring Bangladesh Sunderbans
(Stanford 1937), but only as a migrant elsewhere.

In this paper, we report the results of an international
ornithological expedition to the Indian Sunderbans in Jan and

Feb 2005. The principal object was to search for the globally-
endangered Spoon-billed Sandpiper, but another major pur-
pose was to carry out a thorough survey to evaluate the area’s
importance as a site for wintering waterbirds, particularly
waders.

STUDY AREA AND METHODS

In Jan and early Feb 2005, twelve ornithologists from five
countries carried out counts of waterbirds in the Indian
Sunderbans. The main study was carried out during an
aggregate of 15 days between 3 and 28 Jan (except for 8–13
Jan). Haribangar Island was revisited by two observers on 14
and 15 Feb. Surveys were conducted mainly from two base
stations, Bakhali in the west near the coast and Anpur Island
in the centre of the eastern Sunderbans, close to the Bangla-
desh border (Fig. 1). From these centres, two teams surveyed
the channels and outer islands in boats (see photos).

The Sunderbans is a huge area of protected mudflats and
sandbanks mostly vegetated with mature mangrove forest
stretching over 9,630 km2 (Vyas 2004). It is the largest man-
grove area in South Asia and possibly in the world. The In-
dian Sunderbans is protected as a Biosphere Reserve and
includes one national park, one tiger reserve and three wild-
life sanctuaries: Sajnekhali, Halliday and Lothian Island. It
has also been declared a World Heritage Site. The Indian
Sunderbans extends to 4,264 km2 of which 2,585 km2 is the
Sunderban Tiger Reserve and 1,330 km2 the core area Na-
tional Park. The Sajnakhali Wildlife Sanctuary (362 km2) lies
within the buffer zone to the north of the Netidhopani and
Chadkhali forest blocks. There are two small sanctuaries
within the Biosphere Reserve: the 5.8 km2 Halliday Island
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We report the first systematic survey of wintering waders in the Indian Sunderbans, West Bengal, during Jan
and Feb 2005. One object was to search for the globally-endangered Spoon-billed Sandpiper. However, none
were found. In the area surveyed, 7,758 waders were counted of 32 species. Long-distance, arctic-breeding
migrants comprised more than half the species and 70% of total numbers. Extrapolation to all areas of suit-
able habitat suggests that the nine most abundant species have a combined wintering population of about 35,000
and that the total wader population is not less than 40,000. This figure and the fact that the populations of all
nine abundant species are estimated to exceed 1% of their flyway populations indicate that the Indian
Sunderbans is a key site for wintering waders in south Asia.


