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INTRODUCTION

Although intertidal habitat is one of the most productive eco-
systems in the world (Piersma et al. 2005) and is of great
importance for shorebirds (van de Kam et al. 2004), its use
by waterbirds in the Indian sub-continent has hardly ever
been investigated.

Information on the numbers and distribution of waterbirds
in the East Asia – Australasian Flyway is plentiful (Sampath
& Krishinamurthy 1990). However, only a few studies, such
as those by Ali & Hussain (1981, 1982) and Ali & Sugathan
(1985), have investigated the movements of waterbirds on the
Indian sub-continent. The east coast of India, especially the
Tamilnadu region, is of major significance for waterbirds
because many extensive wetlands are found there, including
the Pichavaram mangroves and the swamps at Point Calimere
(a Ramsar Site) (Thiyagesan & Nagarajan 1995). These wet-
lands are especially important as a wintering area. Also, an
appreciable number of species migrate annually from breed-
ing sites in arctic Siberia via India to wintering grounds in
Australia (Sampath & Krishinamurthy 1989, 1990, Thiyagesan
& Nagarajan 1997). Such areas are critical for the continu-
ance of migration and, ultimately, for the survival of many
shorebirds (Myers 1983).

The intertidal zone is the most important foraging habitat
for migrant shorebirds (Velasquez & Hockey 1991; Piersma
et al. 2005) and the mudflats and sand flats of the east coast

of Tamilnadu have been shown to support a variety of
shorebird species. Several studies have been undertaken in
the better known coastal areas that enjoy conservation pro-
tection (Sampath & Krishinamurthy 1989, 1990, Nagarajan
& Thiyagesan 1996, 1998, Pandiyan 1999). Pandiyan (1999)
surveyed the unprotected areas of the coastal regions of
Nagaipattinam District, Tamilnadu, Southern India, and
located six important sand flats/mudflats of great avian sig-
nificance during the post-monsoon months. Knowledge of the
species composition and diversity of migrant shorebirds is
essential in the development of management and conservation
strategies (Davis & Smith 1998). Moreover bird population
parameters such as species density, richness and diversity are
good indicators of habitat quality (Sampath & Krishinamurthy
1989, 1990; Nagarajan & Thiyagesan 1996). We therefore
analysed the waterbird density, diversity and species richness
in the unprotected coastal wetlands surveyed by Pandiyan
(1999) to evaluate their significance for waterbirds in general
and migratory shorebirds in particular.

STUDY AREA

The study was carried out in the six tidal flats of the Cauvery
Delta Region of Tamilnadu and Karaikal, S India. Three of
the flats were mudflats (Pazhaiyar, Thirumullaivasal, and
Niravi) and three sandflats (Chinnangudi, Tharangambadi,
and Karaikal). These wetlands are located on the east coast
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Between Oct 1999 and March 2000, we studied the use by shorebirds, gulls and terns of six tidal flats (three
sandflats and three mudflats) in the Cauvery delta region of SE India (Tamilnadu and Karaikal). Altogether
26 species used the flats. Five species used both mud and sand flats (Kentish Plover, Great Ringed Plover,
Dunlin, Little Tern and Whiskered Tern); twelve species used only mudflats (Long-billed Ringed Plover,
Swallow Plover (= Small Pratincole), Pectoral Sandpiper, Common Snipe, Little Curlew, Whimbrel, Caspian
Tern, River Tern, White Tern, Gull-billed Tern, Herring Gull and Common Black-headed Gull; but no spe-
cies used only sandflats. Overall bird density was highest during Jan 2000 on all six flats except one
(Thirumullaivasal). Species richness was also highest in Jan 2000. All of the flats had high species diversity
values between Dec 1999 and Feb 2000 indicating that they were used by many species in relatively low
numbers. Bird density, species richness and diversity showed significant variation between the months and the
different sites. Mudflats had significantly higher overall density and species richness than sandflats.


