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Eurylaimadae Broadbills of India: Vanishing splash of nature’s colours
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Asian Broadbills are brightly coloured birds found only in the woods of South and
Southeast Asia. The family Eurylaimidae (Asian and Grauer's broadbill) contains eight species.
Two species of Asian Broadbill call the Indian subcontinent home, both of which can be found in
the Himalayas and the Northeast India. They are a sui generis, as their striking plumage, which is
highlighted by brilliant contrasting colours, as well as their throaty calls, are unlike that of any
bird. Another distinctive feature of the birds in this genus is their broad heads, bills and stocky

necks.

Eurylamidae birds are suboscines and not oscines. Oscines are passerine birds. They have
a fairly-complicated syrinx (voice box in birds, analogous to the larynx in humans) musculature,
whereas suboscines have a primitive syrinx. Suboscines are obliged to live with subpar melodies,
which are considerably less intricate than those of oscines. They also have a decurved beak with
a hook that is used to hunt arthropods, mainly orthopterans. Though it belongs to the aerial
insectivore guild and spends most of its time in the mid-layer of the forest profile, it also

consumes fruits and crustaceans occasionally.
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There are two species of Asian Broadbills found in the Indian Subcontinent and they are

as follows:

Long-tailed Broadbill

A Long-tailed Broadbill on a Khasi Pine tree. Shillong, Meghalaya. ©Leons Mathew Abraham

A Long-tailed Boradbill hopping on wood in search of insects. © Leons Mathew Abraham

Long-tailed Broadbills belong to the genus Psarisomus. A monotypic species with a
distinct look. The plumage on the head is very peculiar. On either side of the black head are two

yellow spots. A vivid golden colour covers the face and bottom half of the head. The body is

Published By Babrone Team, College of Veterinary Science, Khanapara, Guwahati-22, 781022



http://babrone.edu.in/blog/?p=4332
greenish blue with a jet blue tail. The males of this species have a large blue crown patch, whereas

the females have a considerably smaller one. Juveniles also have lighter plumage than adults.

They are always found in huge flocks with other species, except during the breeding
season. The nests are built haphazardly, and reproduction happens mostly during the monsoon

season. Nests in the shape of pears are hung from the branches of tall trees.

Silver-breasted Broadbill
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A Silver-breasted Boradbill perched on a teak tree. Garbhanga Wildlife Sanctuary, Guwahati,

Assam. ©Leons Mathew Abraham

The Silver-breasted Broadbill is the only species of the genus Serilophus, which means
'silk' since the bird feathers appear to be smooth. It has a large, ponderous head with a black
supercilium, a short flat crest that extends over the nape, and a yellow eye-ring. The blue and
black patterns on the bird's wings are intricate. The underbelly is whitish-grey, the rump is light
chestnut, and the tail is black towards the tip. The only difference between the sexes is that the

female has a silver ring on the breast.

The birds are crepuscular and arboreal in nature. They are generally observed in the lower
branches of tall trees and move in tight packs in wooded areas. Birds from higher elevations may

migrate to lower elevations and plains in the winter. Their breeding season runs from late spring
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through the middle of summer. The nest, which is a massive, cluttered ball lined with bamboo or

grass leaves and hangs from the branch's end, is built by both sexes.

The majority of Eurylaimid Broadbill species have experienced significant population
decreases in recent years. Long-tailed Broadbills are common in many locations, yet their
populations have declined significantly in the northern half of their range. Meanwhile, the
population of Silver-breasted Broadbills has plummeted over much of its territory, becoming
extinct in some countries such as Nepal. Both species have become extinct in Singapore.

Beautiful and distinctive forest birds like this are threatened by a myriad of threats.

Habitat Fragmentation

Habitat fragmentation due to road construction in Thain Mawdem forest, Ri-Bhoi, Meghalaya

©Taniya Talwar

Habitat fragmentation brings long-term modifications to structure and functionality of an
area into smaller, isolated sections. The primary causes are slower geological processes that alter
the physical environment and web of human-modified land. Large-scale and ongoing studies on
fragmentation provide conclusive evidence that ecosystems are suffering from negative effects
on biodiversity and ecological processes. These effects include decreased fragment area (patch-
size effect, which results in a smaller landscape and more barriers), increased habitat isolation
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(isolation effect, which can result in inbreeding and genetic abnormalities), and increased edge
effects (edge effect, which can result in great change in biotic and abiotic predation of native

species)

Illegal logging

Degraded woodland illegally logged. Thain Mawdem forest, Ri-Bhoi district, Meghalaya. ©
Taniya Talwar

lllegal logging frequently targets valuable species and leads to the selective eradication
of some species. Frequently, these are tall, durable and endemic species that are eliminated from
forests. Forests become less stable, and productive when specific habitat and structural
components are lost. Even though these species might not be sources of fruit or food for the

wildlife, they are crucial as nest trees and links throughout the upper canopy.

Encroachment into forest areas

Fragmentation tends to result from encroachment. The habitat eventually collapses
when the landscape is too fragmented to support a large-scale ecology, which results in
biodiversity loss. Huge numbers of organisms are obliterated in the process of encroaching,
including microorganisms, insects and plants. Added to it, the establishment of plant and animal

colonies after intrusion are also prevented.

Jhum cultivation
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Jhum cultivation in the denuded hill in Thain Mawdem forest, Ri-Bhoi Meghalaya. ©Taniya

Talwar

Jhum cultivation not only upsets the ecological balance but also has a variety of negative
effects on the soil and climate (soil erosion lowers soil fertility, which leads to low productivity
and strain on the land). Anthropogenic activity has altered the ecosystem of the natural forest,
resulting in a poorly diversified man-made and natural landscape. Increasing Jhum practises
results in reduced rainfall owing to habitat degradation, which in turn, diminishes biological

diversity and leads to the extinction of indigenous species that were previously unknown.
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