How are the birds . . . ?
Zareena, Mookayi and Mari
Usha was not surprised to see her daughter Mari in animated discussion with her friends Zareena and Mookayi. But they did look and sound like a pandemonium of parrots – colorful and noisy. She had to find out what was going on, especially as when she had left them a few hours earlier, they were each sitting with a book and reading quietly. She went and stood at the door. None of them noticed. They used to read the laptop screen and then break out into conversation all at once. 
Suddenly Mari looked up and noticed her mother. Then as if on cue all three saw Usha and shouted, “Amma, the report on Birds of India was released. And it is based on ebird data which means we have contributed to it. It is so  nicely illustrated with birds and data plots.”
Usha put down her books and bag and sat down on the sofa. “OK. Tell me.”
All three started, “You remember . . .” Usha stopped them. “Talk one at a time. I can’t hear you all at once”. Mari sat on  the armrest of the sofa while the other two pulled up low stools and sat nearby. Mari showed the laptop with the browser opened at the website https://www.stateofindiasbirds.in/ .
She showed the top of the page on which was written, “This is the first comprehensive assessment of the distribution range, trends in abundance, and conservation status for most of the bird species that regularly occur in India. With their ubiquity and ecological importance, birds are excellent indicators of the state of our natural world and are potent cultural symbols of nature. This national-level assessment of birds is a significant step forward in the monitoring and conservation of India’s rich and varied biodiversity . . .”
Then she scrolled down to the highlights. Usha smiled and said, “Slow down . . . let me read.” After a while – which seemed like eternity to Mari, Mooks and Zar – Usha enthusiastically exclaimed, “Oh, this is really nice . . . but where is the ebird mentioned?”
Zar pointed to the methods and data section where it said, “The primary data used in this report is the 10+ million observations uploaded by Indian birdwatchers to eBird (https://ebird.org/india/home ), an online birding notebook. Data on eBird (https://ebird.org/data/download) are freely available for research, education and conservation.”
Mooks piped up, “Amma, remember your nephew Ashwin and his partner Bhanu we met in Thattekadu when we went for a birdwatching holiday? Such lovely photos Bhanu used to take of birds…Ashwin amazed us with his ability to identify birds and also had introduced us to this eBird which is available online and as an app. See, this is the app,” and she showed her mobile. 
Usha looked and asked, “That was almost a year ago. You still have memories of it.” 
Zar laughed. “Of course, Amma. You think we would have forgotten. Since then we have been putting our bird sightings into the eBird lists regularly. So that is why we are also part of this report”.
Mari said, “See here. It says the report uses over 10 million observations uploaded to the eBird platform by more than 15,500 birdwatchers from over 2,00,000 distinct locations in all States and Union Territories and covering over 95% of districts in India.”
Mooks chimed in, “Yes, they have used the data to evaluate the distribution range size of 867 Indian birds, and their trends in abundance in both the long term and current.”
Zar explained, “They divided the whole country into grids and took the data from us citizen scientists in each grid to make the calculations”. 
Usha was puzzled. “What is long term and current?” 
Mooks clarified, “Long term is using data of more than 25 years and current is over the past 5 years. They used the bird identification, frequency of sightings and the locations given by the birders  like us in the ebird lists.” 
Usha read aloud from the site. “Using the measures developed for the analysis, plus information from the International Union for Conservation of Nature Red List of global threat status, this report places Indian species into Low, Moderate and High categories of Conservation Concern for India.” 
She continued, “They have put 101 bird species under High Conservation Concern and also say 52% of species show clear decline over the past decade! That is significant. So this is what you were animatedly talking about?”
Mooks exclaimed, “Amma, this is the first report using data from us citizen scientists and professional biologists and ecologists. It is a collaboration by so many organisations. See the list here. . . Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology and the Environment (ATREE), Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS), Foundation for Ecological Security (FES), National Biodiversity Authority (NBA), National Centre for Biological Sciences (NCBS), Nature Conservation Foundation (NCF), Sálim Ali Centre for Ornithology and Natural History (SACON), Wetlands International South Asia (WI-SA), Wildlife Institute of India (WII) and World Wide Fund for Nature India (WWF-India) … and Ashwin is part of the team at NCBS. They have also given photo credits to Bhanu for some of her bird pictures.”
Zar continued, “The data and the analysis are in public domain. It is freely available and we can also go through, analyse and give our inputs. Amma, you can also get involved even if you did not use eBird till now.”
Mari excitedly said, “They find that house sparrows have reduced only in some metros but overall they are roughly stable across the country.” 
Mooks happily added, “That puts to rest the claims without data that mobile towers and use of cell phones has led to a fall in sparrow population!”
Zar with all her smile put in, “Yes, along with the sparrow, about 126 bird species have stable or increasing trends over the last 25 years. The peacock or the Indian peafowl as they refer to is increasing in numbers and doing well thanks to it being protected.”
Mooks making a sad face added, “Amongst the birds that have declined are White-rumped Vulture, Richard's Pipit, Indian Vulture, Large-billed Leaf Warbler, Pacific Golden Plover, Curlew Sandpiper . . .”
Mari went on, “Raptors, migratory shore birds and those birds endemic to the Western Ghats have declined considerably. Maybe that is why we also did not see many of them during our trip. It seems common species like Small Minivet, Common Greenshank and Oriental Skylark have also gone down.” 
Zar pointed out the report shows that birds that eat invertebrates have declined as a group.
Usha told them look at the bright side. “Now based on the data-driven-report they have made recommendations to the Government, researchers and public for the future to safe-guard and nurture the bird population, for as we know birds are good indicators of the state of our environment and well being.”
Mari not to be outdone said, “Not only that. This also shows the strength of citizen science efforts and openness in making data and analysis methods freely accessible. There are many citizen science efforts related to birds like Bird Count India, Kerala Bird Atlas, Pongal Bird Count etc., with which we can get involved.”
Mooks had the last word however saying, “Amma, hope you will also join us for bird watching more often and become an eBirder scientist so we can help fill up the locations that have not been covered so far. You take such nice photos with your camera. This way we will get to travel also! Can we take a year break from our routine and go on bird watching trips?”
BOX on Highlights of the SOIB Report
Both the Indian sparrow and peafowl have stable and even positive increase over the years.
About 101 species of birds have been categorised as of High Conservation Concern. These threatened and endangered species include the following.
. raptors such as the tawny eagle and scavengers such as vultures have shown large decrease in populations.
. water birds have also shown declining populations with migratory shore birds showing the largest declines. Resident waterbirds such as swamp hens have shown particularly severe declines in the past five years. 
. Carnivores such as vultures, eagles, hawks and falcons have shown declines, especially since the last 20 years.
. Forest birds have shown the greatest declines of all habitats, such as wetlands, grassland, scrub, but in general all bird populations across all habitats show declines. The great Indian bustard lives in the grassland and is critically endangered, with a loss of  roughly 90% of the species over the last fifty years. 
. Migratory birds have shown much larger declines than resident bird populations. The steep decline of long-distance migrants is driven by species like Forest Wagtail, Pacific Golden Plover and Common Greenshank.
. Birds which come to India in winter have shown varied responses. While the number of rosy starlings has significantly increased, sightings of Blyth’s Reed Warbler have stayed stable over the last 10 years. 
. Birds endemic to (native to) the Western Ghats are less in number, with even common species such as Crimson-backed Sunbird and Yellow-browed Bulbul showing declines. 
. Finally, focus is newly shifting to smaller birds such as Green Munia, Swamp grass Babbler, Chestnut-backed laughing thrush, Indian Olive Bulbul, Finn’s weaver, etc., which are threatened because they are hunted or are suffering habitat loss. Now, with citizen science, even these small and so-far neglected species can be carefully studied.
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