
The Kutch Bustard Sanctuary is the last remaining refuge for the Great 
Indian Bustard in Gujarat. Though poaching is not a threat here, habitat 

encroachment and degradation is impacting the birds’ population.

Our goal that day was to head 
toward the Kunathiya daun (the local 
Kutchhi word for grassland), located in 
Abdasa taluka of Kutch District to look 
for the Great Indian Bustard Ardeotis 
nigriceps (commonly known as GIB). 
Winter can be bitterly cold in this semi-
arid region and in our open-top vehicle 
we were definitely exposing ourselves 
to the chilly winds. “Boro thando pavan 
aay sahib,” the “wind is extremely cold 
today, Sir,” our field assistant Saleh 
Mohammad said as he shivered, his 
jacket providing little comfort. 

The Kutch Ecological Research 
Centre (KERC), a division of The 
Corbett Foundation, has been 
monitoring the movement of Great 
Indian Bustards and working to protect 
the species for years. Saleh said a 
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reptiles, rodents, grass seeds, millets, 
legumes, and any agricultural crops 
they can. In summer and during the 
monsoon, they get by on grasshoppers 
and beetles, though this pest-control 
service is rarely acknowledged. 

Questions rattled through our 
heads. At what scale do tractors, cars 
and heavy machinery now operate 
in the area? How many more power-
lines are going to run through the 
area, taking a toll on virtually all flying 
birds? How many new roads are 
going to be paved? How many nests, 
eggs and chicks will be destroyed 
by feral dogs and even farm dogs 
in the monsoon when planting is 
done by farmers? Can anything stop 
‘unsustainable development’ from 
ripping up the fragile grass and shrub 
habitat so vital to the arid zone 
species needing protection? Is this 
the beginning of the end of the Great 
Indian Bustard?

Decline of the BustarD 
in Kutch
The easiest way to grab land is to 
encroach on the land categorised as 
kharabo (badlands) in government 
records. But as a matter of fact, 
these kharabo are large swatches 
of scrub and grassland, all prime 
bustard habitat. As recently as 
2003-04, such lands, left to their 
own devices, escaped the plough, 
but industrialisation and mechanised 
farming changed all this. Little wonder 
that the bustards are now in trouble. 
There is more to it. Yes, we want 
wind power, roads, pylons and solar 
power plants but the sites must 
be very carefully chosen to avoid 
disturbance in the most fragile areas. 
Livestock grazing too has increased 

The Great Indian Bustard 
One of the most endangered bird species in India, the Great Indian Bustard is 
categorised as ‘Critically Endangered’ worldwide in the IUCN Red List, 2011 and 
listed in Schedule I of the Indian Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972. It is also listed 
in the CMS Convention and Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species (CITES) Appendix – I, of which India is a signatory. Though the former 
range of this bird extended to parts of Pakistan, today less than 300 individuals 
are found in India with no breeding recorded outside India. Great Indian Bustards 
are grassland and semi-arid habitat specialists. Their habitat is under severe 
anthropogenic pressure from industrialisation and conversion to agricultural fields. 

farmer had sighted three bustards near 
Kunathiya village. Clearly, our Save 
Indian Bustards Campaign that reached 
out to villagers and students had begun 
to work. Locally known as Ghorad, 
the bird was once celebrated in Kutch 
and we wanted that feeling of pride 
to return. Kavi Tej, a well-known local 
poet, described the species in his book 
Pakhiyanjiyu Peroliyu; “Dhel jedo nidi 
dhori, tippar mathhe kari; dhode jane 
ghodo dhame chaal vat vari” (“it is the 
size of a peahen, with a white neck and 
black cap; and it runs as fast as a horse 
and walks in majestically like a prince”). 

the BustarD’s home
We arrived at Kunathiya daun and 
within minutes, before us were the 
three birds that all of India should 

be working to protect. We positioned 
ourselves on a small hillock and 
from that vantage point we watched 
the birds on open scrubland without 
disturbing them in any way, as 
they fed on Zizyphus fruits. Curious 
about the sound of our vehicle, they 
soon got back to feeding, allowing 
us an unprecedented opportunity to 
make notes of our observations for a 
full three hours. 

The Kunathiya daun habitat 
differs from the rest of the Kutch 
Bustard Sanctuary, which extends 
across two sq. km. Around 40 km. 
from Kunathiya village, the sanctuary 
is a pure grassland, while Kunathiya, 
a wintering ground, also offers the 
birds scrubby patches of Zizyphus 
and Capparis. 

Around us we discovered to our 
dismay that prime bustard habitat had 
given way to agricultural encroachment 
and infrastructural developments with 
trenches, fencing, soil mounds, ponds 
and pylons. Only Forest Department 
lands remained in their natural state; 
the rest was lost to encroached 
and unplanned development. It is 
tragic that the GIB’s very specific 
requirements have been ignored by the 
State and the Central Governments in 
recent years. Two decades ago, Saleh 
told us, flocks of 10 to 15 birds were 
common. Today five or six would bring 
a smile to our faces.

The Abdasa taluka in Kutch has 
everything that GIBs need to breed, 
feed and winter. The area harbours 
three different species of the bustard 

family – GIBs, Lesser Floricans 
Sypheotides indica and MacQueen’s 
Bustards Chlamydotis macqueenii, 
which are winter migrants.

GIBs are diurnal. And they are 
omnivorous, taking insects, small 
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RationaliSation of the Maharashtra Bustard Sanctuary 
By Dr. Pramod Patil
Based on preliminary surveys in Maharashtra by Shri. Dharmakumarsinhji for the World Wide Fund for Nature India (WWF-
India) and recommendations of the Bombay Natural History Society, the state government established the GIB Sanctuary 
covering a huge area of 8496.44 sq. km. in a human-dominated landscape. The Bustard Sanctuary was one of the largest 
PAs in India, and included the districts of Solapur and Ahmednagar and seven talukas. The concept was to conserve the 
landscape where the bustard could co-exist with the local community. However, given that livelihood and developmental 
activities such as irrigation canals were restricted, there was much animosity among locals toward bustard conservation. In 
addition, the sanctuary’s size brought with it administrative problems. Unrestricted use of crop-protection guns that were 
also used in poaching, uncontrolled grazing, destruction of eggs due to trampling and other disturbances by farmers tore 
the habitat apart. The collective impact of changing land-use patterns, heavy livestock and human populations, the absence 
of a definite conservation policy and negative attitudes of local communities resulted in the bustard’s decline. 

Change was necessary and it came in the form of rationalisation of the sanctuary area. In September 2006, the 
Supreme Court permitted the State Government to start the process of rationalisation. An expert group that included 
V.B. Sawarkar, former Director of the Wildlife Institute of India, Dehradun, Dr. Erach Bharucha, Director, Institute of 
Environmental Education and Research, Bharati Vidyapeeth, Pune and Dr. Asad Rahmani, Director, BNHS was instituted. 
Their recommendations led to reduction of the sanctuary area from 8,496.44 sq. km. to 1,222.61 sq. km. The state also 
notified two square kilometres of Gangewadi grassland, near Nannaj, for the birds. The rationalised GIB Sanctuary is 
completely different from the conventional concept of a single compact block that usually represents a Protected Area. 
Though the smaller sanctuary continues to face threats in the form of changing land-use patterns and socio-economic 
issues, efforts are on to win support for organic farming in the vicinity, a step that will enhance the food availability 
and safety of the GIB. Conservation measures that should be taken immediately are initiation of a satellite tracking and 
conservation breeding programme, the eastablishment of core bustard areas and education of villagers regarding policy 
decisions. It is also important to develop existing plots of the Forest/Revenue Department as alternative habitats. 

A Pune-based doctor, Dr. Pramod Patil works on various conservation issues related to Great Indian Bustards 
and vultures.

The GIB in Gujarat
Until the 1970s, Great Indian Bustards were sighted in various parts of Gujarat with reports from Rajkot, Amreli, 
Jamnagar, Surendranagar, Bhavnagar and Kutch. There was less pressure from agriculture then and the species was 
even reported from the private vidis of former Princely States, Gauchar lands of many villages and wastelands as well. 
Grasslands like Velavadar, Rampara, a few vidis of Bhavnagar, Amreli, Rajkot, Surendranagar, Jasdan, Wadhvan, Okha and 
Kutch were some of the bustard’s prime habitats. Dhrangadhra was then one of the best places for the species as it 

was protected by the then ruler. Many former princely states had grasslands where this bird was 
found. It was found all over Kathiawar, except the Gir, Girnar, Barda and smaller hill forests. By 
the 1980s, bustards were only observed in small restricted patches of Okha, Kutch, Rajkot and 

Bhavnagar districts. And 2000, the population was found only in the Kutch region. In 2005 and 
2008, bustards were observed in Velavadar and the Little Rann of Kutch respectively. Unfortunately 
today, Kutch is the only remaining refuge of the species in the state.

The Kutch Bustard Sanctuary, near Lala village, covers an area of 202.86 ha. The birds also use 
isolated grassland patches of the Forest Department (around 1,454 ha.) outside the sanctuary in 
nearby five villages as well as Revenue Lands that extend around 1,475 ha. These Revenue Lands 
are priority Bustard Conservation Areas and must be transferred to the jurisdiction of the Forest 
Department. Addition of these prime areas to the Protected Area network will provide a larger and 

reasonably suitable habitat for the species. The Revenue Lands in five villages provide a good mix of 
three different habitats that are perfect for foraging, breeding and lekking and must be merged into 

the existing forest areas. Wherever possible, privately-owned lands suitable for bustard conservation 
should be purchased by the Forest Department. 

We must also consider captive breeding as an option. This has worked with Kori Bustards at the National 
Zoo in Washington, D.C., and with MacQueen’s Bustards in the UAE. There is no reason why this would 
not work in India, where vultures have been saved at the very last moment thanks to concerted efforts 

including captive breeding.

Powerless Bustards
KERC has observed collisions of large birds with power-lines carrying supply from the wind mills in Jakhau area, 
barely three kilometres aerial distance from the Kutch Bustard Sanctuary. In Abdasa, such windmills or power-line 
networks have been developed in a habitat where both the Great Indian Bustards Ardeotis nigriceps and MacQueen’s 
Bustards Chlamydotis macqueenii have been observed. Since the species is on the brink of extinction, the death of 
even a single bird, can cause a severe imbalance in the entire population.

Added to these issues is the trend toward the cultivation of cash crops like Bt-cotton, castor, sunflower and 
chillies. The land is also being subjected to excessive chemical fertilisers and pesticides. All of this bodes ill for avians. 
Does this mean that farms per se are anathema for birds? No. Organic bustard-friendly farming was once the order 
of the day. Surely such traditional crop patterns should be rewarded with incentives. Saving bustards is not very 
difficult. The problem is how we should handle humans whose ambitions have out-stripped the ability of the land to 
sustain life.

Historic Population in India
Historically, Great Indian Bustards were distributed from Punjab and Haryana in the north to Tamil Nadu in the south, and 
from Gujarat and Rajasthan in the west to Orissa in the east, spanning eleven states. As per the population estimates of 
the royal scion of Bhavnagar M. K. Dharmakumarsinhji, around 1,260 birds existed in India in 1969, with the population 
declining to 745 birds in 1978. Birdlife International’s estimate of 2001 revealed that the population had further dwindled 
to just 600 birds. The last three decades have seen a drastic reduction in the range occupancy and population size of 
this species. Bustards have been wiped out mostly due to loss of habitat. Today, fewer than 300 birds exist in small, 
fragmented populations in parts of Rajasthan, Gujarat, Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Karnataka and 
Madhya Pradesh. While Rajasthan’s Desert National Park harbours the largest population, Gujarat is considered one of the 
safest places, with no poaching of the bustard reported here in the last thirty years.

exponentially, leaving arid zone species 
walking the tightrope of survival on 
what little protected grasslands remain. 
Here too in a move that can only be 
described as suicidal, exotics such as 
Acacia bivenosa have been planted 
in the recent past, adding to another 
exotic Prosopis juliflora introduced to 
the area years ago. Bustards lay only 
one egg a year. How on earth are they 
going to survive agriculture, industries 
and townships over their habitat? The 
Gujarat government has demonstrated 
great will to protect the Asiatic lion. 
That same will must be on display for 
the GIB. And a good place to start 
might be Abdasa where KERC has a 
ground plan in place, a plan that now 
needs only the political backing of the 
state government. q 

The Kutch Ecological Research Centre 
has initiated an online signature 
campaign to raise global support 
for these critically endangered birds. 
Sanctuary Asia readers can sign our 
online petition at http://www.change.
org/petitions/save-the-indian-bustard-
campaign.

Power-lines connected to wind mills are proving to be a death trap for birds. While we all want 
electricity, roads and other trappings of progress and development, we must ensure that sites 
chosen for such infrastructures do not destroy our natural infrastructures on which our future is 
even more dependent.
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