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Classfified  as  Crfifically 

Endangered  on  fthe  IUCN  Red  Lfisft 

off  Threaftened  Specfies,  fthe  Whfifte-

bellfied  Heron Ardea finsfignfis fis 

fthe  world’s  raresft  heron  and  fis 

currenftly  ffacfing  a  rapfid  declfine  fin 

populafion  across  fifts  range  and 

fift  fis  mafinly  aftrfibufted  fto  habfiftaft 

degradafion  and  dfisfturbance 

(BfirdLfiffe  Infternafional  2015).    Ift 

has a small global populafion off 60 findfivfiduals off whfich 

28  are  ffound  fin  Bhuftan,  23  fin  Myanmar  and  7–8  fin 

Indfia (Prfice & Goodman 2015).  Ift fis possfibly exfincft fin 

Bangladesh and Nepal (BfirdLfiffe Infternafional 2015).  The 

Whfifte-bellfied Heron fis proftecfted as a scheduled specfies 

fin Bhuftan under fthe Foresft and Nafture Conservafion Acft 

off 1995 (DoFPS 1995).

On  18  Aprfil  2016,  a  group  off  researchers  and  fthe 

second  baftch  off  nafture  gufide  ftrafinees  aft  fthe  Ugyen 

Wangchuck Insfiftufte ffor Conservafion and Envfironmenft 

(UWICE)  under  Deparftmenft  off  Foresft  and  Park 

Servfices (DoFPS) sfighfted an findfivfidual heron along fthe 

Drangmechhu Rfiver fin Jamkhardrang area (27024’00.1”N 

&  91033’04.2”E,  746m)  under  Tashfi  Yangftse  Dfisftrficft 

(Image  1).    The  bfird  was  sfighfted  perchfing  on  a  rock 

fin fthe mfiddle off fthe rfiver.  There were boulders, sand 

and gravel by fthe bank off fthe rfiver.  The fforesft on fthe 

opposfifte sfide off fthe rfiver was mafinly sub-ftropfical Chfir 

Pfine Pfinus roxburghfifi  fforesfts  wfifth  ffew  ftrees  off Cassfia 

fisftula and Vfiftex negundo. 

In  Bhuftan,  fthe  Whfifte-bellfied  Heron  fis  observed  fin 

large  rfivers  and  lakes  wfifth  Chfir  Pfine  ftrees  adjacenft  fto 

fift  (RSPN  2011).    Thefir  habfiftaft  prefference  dfiffers  ffrom 

elsewhere  fin  fthe  presenft  and  fformer  range  off  fthe 

specfies,  where  rfiver  sysftems  adjacenft  fto  subftropfical 

broadleaved  fforesft  are  recorded  as  fthefir  mafin  habfiftaft 

(BfirdLfiffe Infternafional 2015).

The aufthors observed fthe bfird ffor abouft 15 mfinuftes 

durfing whfich fthe bfird showed no acfivfifty and fthen fift lew 

and landed on fthe rfiver bank.  After a brfieff halft off ftwo 

mfinuftes,  fift  lew  down  fthe  rfiver  and  dfisappeared.    Our 

observafion represenfts a major exftensfion off fthe known 

dfisftrfibufion off fthe specfies and fis fthe easfternmosft known 

dfisftrfibufional record fin Bhuftan.  Prevfiously, fthe specfies 

fis  known  ffrom  11  sfiftes  fin  cenftral  and  soufthwesftern 

Bhuftan (Table 1).

Laftesft  developmenfts  have  resulfted  fin  an  fincrease 

fin  habfiftaft  dfisfturbances  and  degradafion  fto  fifts  prfime 

habfiftafts  fthrough  conversfion  off  land  fto  agrficulfture  and 

seftlemenfts,  hydroelecftrfic  power  consftrucfions,  road 

wfidenfing, and sand quarry (BfirdLfiffe Infternafional 2015).  

The prfimary fthreaft observed aft fthe sfifte fto fthe specfies fis 

fthe consftrucfion off fthe Kholongchu Hydropower Dam.

Many  conservafion  agencfies  fin  Bhuftan  especfially 

fthe  Royal  Socfiefty  ffor  Proftecfion  off  Nafture  (RSPN)  and 

fthe DoFPS have been workfing on fthe proftecfion off fthe 
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species and its habitat.  Population and observation 
surveys and conservation awareness campaigns are 
being conducted every year (RSPN 2011; MoAF 2015; 
RSPN 2016a).  After the first success in 2011 on the 
captive rearing of a White-bellied Heron and its successful 
release in the very same year, RSPN has started the 
construction of White-bellied Heron Captive Breeding 
Facility Center at Changchey Dovan in Tsirang District in 
early 2017 (BirdLife International 2015; RSPN 2017).  A 
young juvenile was also fitted with a satellite transmitter 
in 2016 and it has helped to provide important insights 
on its movement and behaviour (RSPN 2016b).

Further detailed studies are highly recommended 
to study the extent of distribution, the level of threats 
which the species faces across Bhutan and urgent 
mitigation measures which need to be adopted to 
prevent a further decline in its population.
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Image 1. White-bellied Heron Ardea insignis sighted at the 
Drangmechhu River in eastern Bhutan on 18 April 2016.

© Karma Wangdi Table 1. White-bellied Heron Count of March 2015 in Bhutan 
(Courtesy: RSPN)

Area Count

Hara Rongchu 5

Nangzhina 2

Ada 2

Burichu 3

Phochu 4

Mochu 1

Tingtibi/Berti 2

Wakleytar 2

Sunkosh 2

Phibsoo Wildlife Sanctuary 3

Dagachu 2

Total 28
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