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INTRODUCTION

The Lesser Adjutant Leptoptilos javanicus is the smallest 
of the three species of storks in the genus Leptoptilos; it is 
nonetheless a very large stork (122–129 cm) with a heavy 
yellowish bill, bare head and neck with no pendant pouch, 
ashy-greenish-black above, and dirty white below (Henry 
1998; BirdLife International 2013).  While this stork is 
distributed broadly across South and South-East Asia, its 
range is highly discontinuous, with sizable populations 
occurring mainly in Cambodia (1,500–3,500 pairs), India 
(1,200 mature individuals), Malaysia (300 individuals), 
Nepal (200–700 individuals) and Indonesia (c.2,000 in 
1993 but in decline).  Smaller breeding populations exist 
in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Laos, Bhutan, Brunei, 
Vietnam, and Thailand; however the species is apparently 
extinct in China and Singapore (BirdLife International 
2013). The global population is estimated at 6,500 to 
8,000 mature individuals (Chowdhury & Sourav 2012) 
with numbers declining due to anthropogenic activities 
with varying effects across its range. As a consequence 
the stork is currently listed as Vulnerable (BirdLife 
International 2013).

In Sri Lanka, the Lesser Adjutant is the country’s largest 
bird, although it is not as tall as the Black-necked Stork 
Ephippiorhynchus asiaticus.  It is uncommon, preferring 
undisturbed wilderness, and frequenting the loneliest 
of water holes, jungle tanks, and dry riverbeds in the dry 
lowlands of Sri Lanka (Henry 1998; Harrison & Worfolk 
1999).  Subaraj & Lok (2009) indicate that a hundred pairs 
of Lesser Adjutant have been recorded from Sri Lanka.  At 
present, however, it is listed as nationally threatened and 
vulnerable (MOE 2012).  Interestingly, no recent nesting 
records exist from Sri Lanka, though it is certain to breed 
on the island (Henry 1998).

In this paper we present preliminary findings on 
the ecology, habitat use, and distribution of the bird as 
well as potential threats faced in Sri Lanka, which will 
be invaluable to formulating informed conservation 
strategies to ensure long-term survival of the species.  The 
paper lays a foundation on which detailed future scientific 
work can be carried out on aspects of the species’ ecology, 
habitat usage, and population status.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A thorough literature survey outlined the state of 
knowledge of the potential habitat and possible range 
of the species within Sri Lanka.  Fieldwork was carried 
out from January 2008 to August 2013.  Point-counts, 

road-based counts, and arbitrary field visits were 
done throughout the period of study, covering most 
of the bird’s historical range, to collect data on species 
distributional patterns and habitat use, as well as feeding 
and nesting behavior (Images 1 & 2).  Nest searches were 
done throughout the study period with the help of local 
villagers and park rangers. The study covered much of Sri 
Lanka’s dry lowlands, except for the northern districts 
of Jaffna, Killinochchi, Mulaitivu, and Vavuniya (due to 
inaccessibility).  The Mannar District and some parts of 
the Eastern Province were sampled in 2010 and later.  At 
every sighting of the species, numbers of individuals were 
recorded, and the geographic coordinates of the location 
were obtained via Google Earth. 

In addition, geographic data sets of protected areas, 
inland water and elevation for Sri Lanka were obtained 
from DIVA-GIS (2014).  Climate preferences of the species 
were studied by mapping the geographic coordinates 
of observations on annual rainfall maps using ArcGIS 
10.1 (ESRI 2011).  The overall distribution pattern and 
the monthly variation of the species were analyzed. 
Occurrence of the bird inside and outside of protected 
areas, and the presence of the species in relation to 
rainfall-ranges were analyzed.  A one-kilometer buffer 
around major water bodies allowed us to examine the 
effect of wetlands on the distribution of the species in 
each month. 

Random distribution values (D) were obtained for 
protected areas and rainfall-ranges by multiplying the total 
observed individuals during the study (n) by percentage 
expanse of each zone of consideration, assuming species 
were randomly distributed across all landscapes.

Observed results were compared against random 
distribution values to assess if the species preferred 
certain rainfall ranges, and protected areas, over pure 
chance.  Since areas were not equally represented in 
all rainfall ranges or protected/ unprotected areas, this 
method was useful to determine if the species showed 
specific preferences.

A questionnaire was distributed among selected local 
communities involved in professions such as fisheries, 
agriculture, wildlife management, hunting, defense, and 
primary/secondary education.  The main objectives were 
to discover nesting sites, to understand actual threats 
faced by the species from region to region, to educate 
conservation priorities and to gain an insight into the 
local knowledge on the species’ ecology.  Along with the 
questionnaire, a pictorial album of storks in Sri Lanka was 
used to help people identify the bird correctly.
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Figure 1. Distribution of Lesser Adjutant in Sri Lanka.
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information from non-specialist observers should 
take into consideration the chances of the bird being 
misidentified as the Painted Stork Mycteria leucocephala 
and vice versa. 

Lesser Adjutants, along with other storks, are 
considered paddy pests in some regions; they have the 
bad reputation of crushing young paddy plants as they 
stride.  The stork does not appear to have lost its historical 
range, though its habitat is assumed to have shrunk in 
the recent past (IUCN 2006, Birdlife International 2013).  
Populations in Northwestern Province were likely affected 
by the loss of mangrove forests, with expansion of shrimp 
aquaculture there. Not only were vast tracts of mangrove 
forests cleared, but this step led to severe water pollution 
with antibiotics, pesticides, and water additives (IUCN 
2006).  Organochlorine residues from pesticides are 
known to cause eggshell thinning in storks and other 
birds with fish diets (Ohlendorf et al. 1978).  In the North-
central Province agricultural intensification, and the 
associated use of agro-chemicals could be suggested as 
plausible threats, with reference to results obtained from 
the questionnaire survey.  In the Eastern Province, major 
threats faced were tourism, large-scale development 
projects, and hunting pressure, as identified by the 
local stakeholders. Populations in the Southern and Uva 
provinces seem healthier and relatively well protected. 
Felling of trees and forest fragmentation are further threats 
faced by all adjutant populations throughout the island.  
Interestingly, felling of nesting trees, egg poaching, and 
hunting chicks, threats that the species commonly faces 
throughout its global range (BirdLife International 2013), 
are less likely to be dangers to the Sri Lankan populations; 
as nobody seems to know where the bird nests.  These 
threats faced by the species and its immediate habitat 
was founded upon observations and views of the locals 
(park rangers, park wardens, hunters, etc.), based on their 
knowledge on the bird and its habitat. Emphasis was given 
to their comments considering the important role local 
stakeholders play in sustainable conservation strategies. 
Further research with better equipment, and thorough 
background knowledge on aspects such as water quality 
of associated habitats should be carried out to test the 
basis of these observations.  Future studies should also 
focus on population status and nesting ecology of the 
species, in Sri Lanka, and conservation efforts should be 
highly encouraged. 
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