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INTRODUCTION

The Gulf of Kachchh to the north of the Saurashtra peninsula 
in the Jamnagar district of Gujarat, India (Fig. 1), is excep-
tionally rich in marine life which in turn supports a wide 
variety of coastal birds. However, literature on the area’s bird 
life is sparse (i.e. Abdulali 1962, 1963, Ali 1945, Bhuva & 
Soni 1998, Himmatsinhji 1968, Naik et al. 1991, Palmes & 
Briggs 1986, Parasharya 1984), but one notable species, the 
Crab Plover Dromas ardeola, a specialist crab feeder, has 
been the subject of two studies. Palmes & Briggs (1986) made 
a preliminary investigation of its foraging techniques in the 
Gulf of Kachchh and Mundkur (1991) and included it among 
the four species he studied to illustrate the diverse methods 
used by waterbirds to capture prey in freshwater and marine 
habitats. The foraging habits of Crab Plovers have also been 
studied on the coast of Kenya by Fasola et al. (1996). The 
purpose of the present study was to extend our knowledge of 
the food and feeding ecology of the Crab Plover in the Gulf 
of Kachchh. 

STUDY AREA

The southern coast of the Gulf of Kachchh comprises 42 
islands, coastal swamps, estuaries, coral reefs and mangrove 
forests. Part of it has been declared a National Marine Park on 
account of its rich marine life. Most of the shore is muddy, but 
there are some sandy and rocky patches. Marine vegetation is 
of low diversity and the mangroves, dominated by Avicennia 
marina, are stunted, though there is a rich diversity of marine 
algae (Naik et al. 1991). The climate is dry tropical monsoon 
with three major seasons: monsoon, winter and summer 
(Wynter Blyth 1962).

Our studies were carried out at two sites: Narara Island 
(22°28'N, 69°44'E) and Rozybundar saltpans (22°32'N, 
70°02'E) (Fig. 1). 

At high tide, Narara Island is a small strip of land 500 m 
long and 40–50 m wide. At low water it is surrounded by 
intertidal areas rich in marine flora and fauna up to two km 
wide comprising mangrove forest, muddy, rocky and sandy 
substrates and coral reef.

The saltpans of Rozybundar are 10 km from the city of 
Jamnagar, close to the Kamdar Salt and Chemical Works. To 
the west is the new port serving Jamnagar, to the east scrub 
forest, and further east more saltpans. 

METHODS

The foraging behaviour of Crab Plovers was studied from 
5 Jan to 25 Feb 1993 and from 21 Dec 1993 to 28 Feb 1994 
on Narara Island and at Rozybundar saltpans.

Although Crab Plovers feed day and night (Fasola et al. 
1996), the present study was carried out during day time only. 
Observations were made using a 30–45× telescope and 8× 
binoculars. Foraging adults were observed from distances of 
50–100 m for 5 minute periods. The birds were not marked, 
but efforts were made to avoid frequent observations of the 
same individuals by switching observations to different parts 
of the intertidal zone. Data on the time spent by focal plovers 
in standing, in locomotion (walking/running) and in prey 
handling and general observations were collected using an 
audio tape-recorder. Prey handling time was defined as the 
period between the initial grasping of a prey item until the 
last portion was consumed. Notes were also made on whether 
feeding attempts were successful or unsuccessful (i.e. whether 
prey was swallowed). The distance between the focal bird and 
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We studied the feeding ecology of Crab Plovers wintering on Narara Island and at Rozybunder on the southern 
coast of the Gulf of Kachchh, India, during 5 Jan to 25 Feb 1993 and 21 Dec 1993 to 28 Feb 1994. The birds fed 
throughout diurnal low tide cycles (no observations were made at night). They maintained an average inter-bird 
distance of 12 m, and usually did not come closer to one another than 4–7 m. While searching they walked or 
stood still; more time (44.9 s/min) was spent standing than walking (11.4 s/min). Smaller crabs were swallowed 
whole whereas larger crabs were stabbed with the heavy bill, dismembered and then eaten piecemeal. The limbs 
and chelae of large crabs were also eaten. Similarly the carapace was broken up and consumed; normally nothing 
was left behind. Most crabs taken were of small to medium size. On average 3.2 s/min of foraging was spent 
on successful handling. More than half of handling times took 6.1–10.0 s and they ranged from 2 to 49 s. Crabs 
constituted the major proportion of items found in 50 regurgitated pellets (87.6%). The remains of up to six of 
the crabs Platypodia cristata and Etisus laevimanus were found in a single pellet. The only non-crab remains 
in the pellets were those of the mollusc Architectonia sp. Most were found in just one pellet.


