ScienceRight: Press Release
eBird records 2 million plus observations from India

A data portal where bird enthusiasts can upload observations has surpassed all expectations and elicited an overwhelming response from Indian birdwatchers
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Eighteen Malabar Pied Hornbills.
That’s what Arya Vinod saw when she stepped into her backyard in Shoranur, Palakkad, Kerala, in October 2013. It was the first sighting of these majestic birds in over 15 years for Palakkad, and the 14-year-old was thrilled.
The elusive Malabar Pied Hornbill is a large black-and-white bird, with a distinctive yellow cask on its head, and a large yellow beak. This beautiful species is a forest resident, and eats fruit and insects. The 18 in Arya’s backyard stayed for about a week before taking off.

Across the world, people interested in birds (“birders” or “birdwatchers”) set off on periodic sojourns into forested areas, water bodies and even croplands and urban gardens, to watch birds. Some of them also help out in carefully documenting what they see. eBird is a global platform where such people can upload their bird records. In October this year, eBird in India crossed 2 million observations.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Arya was in Class 5 when she first got interested in nature. She started rearing butterfly and moth larvae in her garden. Her parents were subscribing to a Malayalam nature magazine called Koodu, which had a special issue on birds while commemorating the birth anniversary of Salim Ali, the great Indian ornithologist. The listing of 400 birds found in Kerala ignited her curiosity and she started early morning bird walks around her house in farmland and a nearby woodland — she has recorded 102 species around her home so far.

There are many people like Arya in our country, who are interested and enthralled by the amazing natural wealth we have in India. At the same time, there is a need to document, count and monitor the natural world, for research and conservation. Is there a way we can put two and two together? As it turns out, there is. 

Across the globe, new initiatives involving what is called ‘citizen science’ are taking off. The idea is simple — anyone taking a walk, or even peering from a window, can contribute to the careful documentation of nature. eBird is one such long-running programme—it is a platform for birdwatchers to upload and keep track of their sightings. 

“A birder simply enters when, where, and how they went birding, then fills out a checklist of all the birds seen and heard during the outing”, says the eBird website. A birder can stand in one place and count the birds s/he sees around, or can walk along a trail and count. The portal has data quality filters and regional experts examine the sightings and, if necessary, ask for additional details. By contributing to a larger pool of information, birders have a sense of ownership over the data, a sense of involvement with the project — a sense of “birding to make a difference”. 

Dr Raju Kasambe from the Bombay Natural History Society said, “Apart from gathering information in a general sense, eBird provides the opportunity for keeping track of common birds as well as monitoring the status of Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas (IBAs) with the help of keen birdwatchers.”

Birders have been using eBird in India since 2014, and a page dedicated to India – eBird India – was launched in August this year by Bird Count India (BCI), a group of organisations. It is intended as a platform which is a step toward “a nationwide structured monitoring programme that involves birders”, says Suhel Quader from the Nature Conservation Foundation, one of the partners in BCI. BCI encourages birders to upload their bird lists to eBird India, and organises periodic birding events and projects, like the Great Backyard Bird Count (http://www.birdcount.in/events/gbbc2015/) and the Endemic Bird Day (http://www.birdcount.in/events/endemic-bird-day/). 

[bookmark: __Fieldmark__256_864764246][bookmark: __Fieldmark__26_864764246][bookmark: __Fieldmark__2130_1984747301][bookmark: __Fieldmark__1868_1984747301]Until recently, not many Indians knew about eBird. In earlier years, most observations uploaded to eBird from India were by visitors from abroad. But over the last two years, the trend has changed dramatically. Before January 2014, some 95% of eBird entries from India were by tourists from elsewhere; fast forward to October 2015, and perhaps 99% of eBird entries from India are by Indians! Thanks to eBird India and the increasing awareness.

Though there is a long history of birdwatching in India. However, systematic records about birds are still scarce. Data about where birds are found, when migrants arrive, when they leave, how the population changes over time – all these aspects are still not well known. What better way than to involve people from across the country?

With hundreds of birders in India uploading lists to eBird every month,  the intention is to get a sense of trends in bird populations over time, the exact time when migrating birds arrive in different parts of the country, whether bird populations are changing and how, and to produce high resolution maps of where birds are found. “Take the case of the vulture population decline in India. If there had been a way to aggregate sightings of birders in a single place, perhaps we would have been able to spot the declines much earlier and take action”, said Quader.

The largest number of eBird uploads has been comingin from one of India’s smallest states, Kerala. The state has sent in more than 36,000 checklists -- almost twice as many as Karnataka, which comes in second with about 19,300 checklists. In July this year, birders in Kerala also kicked off an ambitious 5 year project  “to map the distribution and abundance of birds of an entire Indian state for the first time”. Over the next five years, birders all over Kerala will record birds and contribute to the “Kerala Bird Atlas” — a first-of-its-kind comprehensive survey for India. Birders will go to 3,000+ locations twice a year and work toward the Atlas. 

       Praveen J, of the Keralabirder group, and Associate Editor of Indian Birds journal said, "Information on Indian birds is highly incomplete, and sightings uploaded to eBird India are helping fill in the gaps. The ongoing Kerala Bird Atlas is an example of where we are using eBird as a tool to collect and collate detailed information on bird distribution and abundance".

	Arya is excited about the Atlas and is looking forward to participate in it. In the country’s capital, 15-year old Taksh Sangwan has already seen 500 species of birds this year, even though he has been attending school regularly and only birding during holidays and weekends! He has also been working on recording bird calls, to better help create a comprehensive documentation of sounds made by birds.

"We need many more million records from across India; BNHS and IBCN as partners of Bird Count India will try to contribute in this", said Kasambe.

Do you want to join in? Check the eBird India site (ebird.org/india) and follow eBird India on Facebook (https://web.facebook.com/ebirdindia?fref=ts) for regular updates. 
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eBird is a global project of the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology and the National Audubon Society in the US. ebird in India is coordinated by Bird Count India, a partnership of a large number of organizations and groups interested in birds and nature.
