RARE BIRDS OF BAN THATON

BY TONY BALL

INTRODUCTION

                   I and my wife Yurie conducted a bird survey based at Maekok River Village

                  Resort in Ban Thaton. The idea was to produce a preliminary checklist to give a starting

                  point for visiting birdwatchers.

                  We actually had amazing luck in that we documented four birds that are listed as rare in

                  Thailand; in order of sighting they were: the Long-billed Plover (Charadrius placidus) on a

                  sandbar; the Paddyfield Warbler (Acrocephalus agricola) in riverine grass; Jerdon’s

                  Bushchat (Saxicola jerdoni) in riverine grass; and the Black-faced Bunting (Emberiza

                  spodocephala) in long grass in a paddyfield. In all four cases, we spotted only solitary

                  birds.

                  Our base at the Maekok River Village Resort couldn’t have been a better location from

                  which to start a days birdwatching - when one is looking for both river and paddyfield

                  species.   The lodge is situated on the Mae Kok River and a motorized barge was put at 

                  our service, which made spotting both convenient and comfortable.

                  Our first morning we had tried the river from the bank (without the barge), and as was to

                  be expected, the moment our heads showed the birds disappeared.

                  When we used the barge, however, we could get to within a few metres of the sandbars

                  on which most of the birds were either resting or feeding. In this way, we got an excellent

                  view of the Long-billed Plover. The birds seemed unable to discern the smaller humans in

                  the bigger barge, or maybe it was that they were used to the constant passage of boats. 

                  When we came across a likely looking paddyfield area, we had the boatman put us

                  ashore and we would quarter the area, 60 or so metres apart, effectively covering the

                  area between us and on either side. 

                  Using this method, we put up quail, snipe, pipits, larks and other paddyfield birds. It is

                  also well worthwhile taking an evening trip on the barge, just before dusk, as the river

                  birds tend to gather on the sandbars to roost. We found the best spot to be at the

                  confluence of the Mae Kok and the Mae Fang rivers, about three kilometres from the

                  Maekok River Village Resort.

                  The Jerdon’s Bushchat and the Paddyfield Warbler were seen in the same area, about

                  200 metres up the Mae Fang (left bank) from where it joins the Mae Kok There was some

                  doubt about whether we would be able to navigate this part of the river due to the

                  shallowness of the water, but it turned out to be no problem at all. In this area, the banks     

                 of the river are lined with some fairly thick riverine grass and the thorny mimosa.

                  Raptors were not that much in evidence but when they were we were overwhelmed by

                  them. One particular morning we saw eleven Eastern Marsh Harriers (Circus spilonotus)

                  within a 300-metre radius of where we were standing; and, at the same time we watched

                  two Black-shouldered Kites (Elanus caeruleus) hovering over the rice stubble and long

                  grass. 

                  The only other raptor we saw was the Shikra (Accipiter badius). The Eastern Marsh

                  Harriers, like us, would quarter the fields with their slow-flapping but acrobatic flight and

                  the occasional hovering. They were relatively tame and would come to within a 100

                  metres of us. With careful manoeuvering with a straw stack between myself and a sitting

                  harrier, I got to about 20 metres from one bird. Incidentally, all the Harriers we saw were

                  female.

                  We also explored some of the higher ground but nothing exciting turned up in 

                  submontane  birds. The highest we got was 900 metres above sea level, where there had 

                  also been  quite a bit of deforestation. 

                  What was of interest was the low-profile military presence. From one particular viewpoint

                  one could see both the Thai and Burmese observation points on the tops of the higher

                  mountains, both with flags flying. But any birdwatcher coming to this area would come for

                  the rare birds on or by the river. 

                  (For the northern montane and forest birds, one would need go to Doi Phahompok, an

                  area I intend to explore in the near future.)

                  The importance of this area is due to the fact that it is the southernmost  range of  the

                  birds of northern Asia, where they  spill over into Thailand.

CONCLUSIONS

                  Ban Thaton is an ideal area for river and paddyfield birdwatching, all the more so

                  because of the rare species that can be found in the area.  However, a certain amount of 

                 homework must be done, such as finding where the wet paddyfields are.

                  There are two stages of wet paddyfields, the first when the fields have been flooded and

                  left for a while; and the second after the rice has been planted. We didn’t find too many of

                  the first and only a few of the second. I have to admit that we were very lucky with the 

                   rarer  species and a quick look down the checklist will show you that we were, in fact, 

                  unlucky  with the more common species - but I would rather have it that way.

                  It would be commendable if local officials were to keep an eye on the riverine areas,

                  especially on the tall riverine grass and the mimosa thorn trees, as this provides cover for

                  some of the rarer birds (and others not so rare). Generally speaking, there is still enough

                  vegetation around to make an interesting day birdwatching. 

                  As I mentioned, birdwatching from a river barge is more convenient as both river and

                  paddyfields can be explored at the same time. The Mae Kok River Village Resort can

                  provide these at very reasonable prices.

                  Also, the staff at the lodge are very helpful, and most of them speak English. The food

                  served in the restaurant is excellent, worthy of its reputation. They also have 4WD vehicles

                  if one wants to explore farther afield over rougher terrain. I have nothing but praise for the

                  services provided by Maekok River Village Resort .
                  The following list summarizes the birds seen during this visit to Ban Thaton.

                  Note: Since this initial survey by Tony Ball, he has revisted the area and discovered an

                  additional 14 species in the valley and river areas. He then conducted a survey of the

                  nearby Mae Nam Fang National Park and Doi Pa Hom Pok (1700 metres above sea

                  level), where a large number of species (including some that are considered rare) were

                  spotted.

                                   Common name (Latin name) 

                                                                      Resident or Migratory 

                              Ashy Drongo (Dicrurus leucophaeus)                               R 

                             Ashy Wood-Swallow (Artamus fuscus)                               R 

                           Asian Barred Owlet (Glaucidium cuculoides)                       R 

                             Asian House-Martin (Delichon dasypus)                            M 

                                Barn Swallow (Hirundo rustica)                         M-R 

                             Barred Buttonquail (Turnix suscitator)                            R 

                              Baya Weaver (Ploceus philippinus)                             R 

                             Black Drongo (Dicrurus macrocercus)                         R-M 

                            Black-collared Starling (Sturnus nigricollis)                   M 

                         Black-crested Bulbul (Pycnonotus melanicterus)            R 

                          Black-faced Bunting (Emberiza spodocephala)             M 

                           Black-headed Bulbul (Pycnonotus atriceps)                  R 

                           Black-naped Monarch (Hypothymis azurea)                  R 

                            Black-shouldered Kite (Elanus caeruleus)                    R 

                             Blue Rock-Thrush (Monticola solitarius)                       M 

                          Blue-bearded Bee-eater (Nyctyornis athertoni)              R 

                                 Bluethroat (Luscinia svecica)                                  M 

                          Blunt-winged Warbler (Acrocephalus concinens)         M 

                                Brown Shrike (Lanius cristatus)                              M 

                          Brown-cheeked Fulvetta (Alcippe poioicephala)           R 

                                  Chestnut-capped Babbler                                      R 

                          Chestnut-tailed Starling (Sturnus malabaricus)              R 

                             Chinese Pond Heron (Ardiola bacchus)                      M 

                           Cinnamon Bittern (Ixobrychus cinnamomeus)            R 

                               Citrine Wagtail (Motacilla citreola)                              M 

                                Common Iora (Aegithina tiphia)                                  R 

                              Common Kingfisher (Alcedo atthis)                           M-R 

                             Common Mynah (Acridotheres tristis)                          R 

                            Common Sandpiper (Actitis hypoleucos)                       R 

                              Common Snipe (Gallinago gallinago)                           M 

                            Common Tailorbird (Orthotomus sutorius)                      R 

                          Dark-necked Tailorbird (Orthotomus atrogularis)             R 

                             Dusky Warbler (Phylloscopus fuscatus)                      M 

                            Eastern Marsh-Harrier (Circus spilonotus)                  M 

                              Eurasian Jay (Garrulus glandarius)                                                             R 

                              Eurasian Kestrel (Falco tinnunculus)                                                          M 

                            Eurasian Tree-Sparrow (Passer montanus)                                                 R 

                           Flavescent Bulbul (Pycnonotus flavescens)                                               R 

                           Golden-spectacled Warbler (Seicercus burkii)                                 M 

                         Great Reed Warbler (Acrocephalus arundinaceus)                             M 

                              Greater Coucal (Centropus sinensis)                                                              R 

                              Green Bee-eater (Merops orientalis)                                                               R 

                              Green Sandpiper (Tringa Ochropus)                                                                M 

                           Greenish Warbler (Phylloscopus trochiloides)                                                      M 

                               Grey Wagtail (Motacilla cinerea)                                                                    M 

                             Grey-breasted Prinia (Prinia hodgsonii)                                                                R 

                              Indian Roller (Coracias benghalensis)                                                                R 

                            Inornate Warbler (Phylloscopus inornatus)                                                         M 

                              Jerdon's Bushchat (Saxicola jerdoni)                                                                  R 

                            Kentish Plover (Charadrius alexandrinus)                                                                M 

                             Lesser Coucal (Centropus bengalensis)                                                              R 

                               Little Bunting (Emberiza pusilla)                                                                    M 

                             Little Ringed Plover (Charadrius dubius)                                                             M-R 

                             Long-billed Plover (Charadrius placidus)                                                           M 

                              Long-tailed Shrike (Lanius schach)                                                                 R 

                                Moorhen (Gallinula chloropus)                                                                     M-R 

                              Olive-backed Pipit (Anthus hodgsoni)                                                              M 

                           Oriental Magpie Robin (Copsychus saularis)                                                         R 

                           Oriental White-eye (Zosterops palpebrosus)                                                          R 

                           Paddyfield Warbler (Acrocephalus agricola)                                                      M 

                               Pied Bushchat (Saxicola caprata)                                                              R 

                                 Plain Prinia (Prinia inornata)                                                                    R 

                           Puff-throated Babbler (Pellorneum ruficeps)                                                        R 

                             Racket-tailed Treepie (Crypsirina temia)                                                           R 

                            Radde's Warbler (Phylloscopus schwarzi)                                                       M 

                            Red-throated Flycatcher (Ficedula parva)                                                        M 

                           Red-whiskered Bulbul (Pycnonotus jocosus)                                                    R 

                          Richard's Pipit (Anthus novaeseelaniae-rufulus)                                                     R 

                            Rufous Woodpecker (Celeus brachyurus)                                                          R 

                           Rufous-fronted Babbler (Stachyris rufifrons)                                                       R 

                           Rufous-winged Bushlark (Mirafra assamica)                                                         R 

                           Rufous-winged Bushlark (Mirafra assamica)                                                       R 

                           Scaly-breasted Munia (Lonchura punctulata)                                                         R 

                        Scarlet-backed Flowerpecker (Dicaeum cruentatum)                                             R 

                             Siberian Rubythroat (Luscinia calliope)                                        R 

                              Singing Bushlark (Mirafra javanica)                                                                M 

                           Sooty-headed Bulbul (Pycnonotus aurigaster)                                                  R 

                             Spotted Dove (Streptopelia chinensis)                                                              R 

                           Spot-throated Babbler (Pellorneum albiventre)                                                     R 

                                Stonechat (Saxicola torquata)                                                                     M 

                             Striated Warbler (Megalurus palustris)                                                               R 

                             Striped Tit-Babbler (Macronous gularis)                                                             R 

                            Thick-billed Warbler (Acrocephalus aedon) 

                            White Wagtail (Motacilla alba)                                                                           M 

                      White-browed Scimitar-Babbler (Pomatorhinus schisticeps)                          R 

                             White-rumped Munia (Lonchura striata)                                                              R 

                          White-rumped Shama (Copsychus malabaricus)                                                       R 

                          White-throated Kingfisher (Halcyon smyrnensis)                                                       R 

                           White-vented Mynah (Acridotheres javanicus)                                                       R 

                               Wood Sandpiper (Tringa glareola)                                                                 M 

                                Yellow Wagtail (Motacilla flava)                                                                      M 

                             Yellow-bellied Prinia (Prinia flaviventris)                                                               R 

                         Yellow-bellied Warbler (Abroscopus supercillaris)                                                M 

                           Yellow-eyed Babbler (Chrysomma sinense)                                                        R 

                              Zitting Cisticola (Cisticola juncidis)                                                         R 

