Survey to map state’s owl diversity

SUBHAJOY ROY

Calcutta: Revered as harbin-
gers of good fortune in many
households yet often perse-
cuted because of superstition,
owls — the enigmatic birds of
the night —arenow at the cen-
tre of an effort by birdwatch-
ers to map their presence
across Bengal.

The survey will cover 100
locations not usually visited to
spot owls.

An organiser said bird-
watchers were already famil-
iar with locations where owls
are regularly spotted. The ex-
ercise is instead focusing on
areas not known to harbour
owl populations, in an attempt
to widen the search and dis-
cover new habitats inhabited
by the birds.

“This will give a clearer
picture about the distribu-
tion of owls in our state,” said
Sujan Chatterjee, the secre-
tary of Birdwatchers’ Society

that is organising the survey
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“Unlike a bird count,
where anyone can register and
record sightings, an owl sur-
vey requires dedicated bird-
watchers with a sound under-
standing of these nocturnal
predators,” said Chatterjee.

The survey will exclude
forests and concentrate on
urban and suburban land-
scapes, agricultural lands and
forest edges.

The first leg of the survey

emerge at different hours of
the night, making timing a
crucial aspect of the survey.
“Species such as the Spot-
ted Owlet and the Barn Owl
can often be seen around
dusk. Others, like the Collared
Scops-Owl, become active only
when the surroundings have
quietened and human activity
has largely ceased for the day.
To spot them, surveyors often
have to remain in the field

behavioural ecology of owls
across Bengal.

Birdwatchers said owls are
a persecuted species. While
Barn Owl (Lakshmi Pyancha
in Bengali) is welcomed in
households and their arrival
is considered a good omen, the
Brown Hawk Owl (Kal Pyan-
cha in Bengali) is considered a
bad omen. Brown Hawk Owls
are killed in large numbers.

Birdwatchers said Asian

Barn Owls, especially the ba-
bies, are caught in great num-
bers. They are sold in markets
and taken home for rituals.
“You will often see young
Asian Barn Owls with a tilak
on their heads. This is because
they are used in households
during Puja,” said Baidya.

The survey is being funded
by WWF-India.

Dipankar Ghose, senior di-
rector (Biodiversity Conserva-
tion) at WWF-India, said these
nocturnal birds play a crucial
ecological role.

“They are brilliant noctur-
nal predators, feeding largely
on rodents that would other-
wise damage crops,” Ghose
told Metro.

“They are also impor-
tant indicators of ecosystem
health. The presence of these
birds suggests a balanced eco-
system with healthy rodent
populations and agricultural
landscapes that face lower
risks from rodent infesta-
tions,” he said.



