
significant inventory of birds of Kerala was by Ferguson 
& Bourdillon (1903–04) who provided an annotated 
checklist of 332 birds from the princely state of 
Travancore.  However, the landmark survey of the states 
of Travancore and Cochin by Dr. Salim Ali in 1933–34 is 
widely accepted as the formal foundation in ornithology 
of Kerala.  These surveys resulted in two highly popular 
books, The Birds of Travancore and Cochin (Ali 1953) and 
Birds of Kerala (Ali 1969); the latter listed 386 species.  
After two decades, Neelakantan et al. (1993) compiled 
information on 95 bird species that were subsequently 
recorded since Ali’s work.  Birds of Kerala - Status and 
Distribution (Sashikumar et al. 2011) that covered 
453 species is the most recent work from the state.  A 
checklist of birds of Kerala was also published based 
on this book (Sashikumar et al. 2010).  As a part of this 
work, all records from Kerala were critically assessed and 
species that were included in prior publications without 
sufficient documentation were deleted.  Praveen & 
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Abstract: A checklist of birds of Kerala State is presented in this pa-
per.  Accepted English names, scientific binomen, prevalent vernacular 
names in Malayalam, IUCN conservation status, endemism, Wildlife 
(Protection) Act schedules, and the appendices in the CITES, pertain-
ing to the birds of Kerala are also given.  The State of Kerala has 500 
species of birds, 17 of which are endemic to Western Ghats, and 24 
species fall under the various threatened categories of IUCN.

Keywords: CITES, endemism, Malayalam name, vernacular name, 
Western Ghats, Wildlife (Protection) Act.

Birds are one of the better studied groups of 
vertebrates in Kerala.  The second half of 19th century 
was dotted with pioneering contributions from T.C. 
Jerdon, Bourdillon brothers, H.S. Ferguson, James 
Stewart, Rhodes Morgan and William Davison while the 
early half of the 20th century included significant works 
of A.P. Kinloch, H.R. Baker and E.G. Phythian-Adams; 
all of these British workers contributed immensely to 
our present day ornithological knowledge.  The first 
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Narayanan (2013) updated this checklist with 32 more 
species recorded between May 2010 and December 
2013.  They additionally listed eight species which have 
been historically recorded from Kerala with definite 
evidence, but not recorded since 1 January 1975.  Since 
the publication of Praveen & Narayanan (2013), eight 
species have been added to the avifauna of Kerala 
through formal publications.  These cases are annotated 
with footnotes.  Though naturalised species like Rock 
Pigeon Columba livia are included in the checklist, 
definite or potential cage escapees like Red-breasted 
Parakeet Psittacula alexandri, Budgerigar Melopsittacus 
undulatus and Blue-throated Bee-eater Merops viridis 
are excluded. Acute identification difficulties exist 
in some cases for sight and photographic records 
particularly for Riparia martins where field separation is 
impossible on current knowledge.  Hence, Pale Martin 
Riparia diluta and Sand Martin R. riparia are excluded 
from the list (Praveen & Narayanan 2014) though 
definitely one of the species has been reported multiple 
times from Kerala. Pelagic birds that occur within the 
maritime limits of Kerala are marked in blue.

Avian taxonomy is in a lot of flux in the last decade 
with genetic studies questioning traditional taxonomy.  
We followed the taxonomy of Howard & Moore 4th 
edition (Dickinson & Remson 2013; Dickison & Christidis 
2014) putting a premium on stability over informed 
speculation.  This would mean that several splits proposed 
by recent authors (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012) and 
uncritically accepted by other global taxonomies (Gill & 
Donskar 2014; Clements et al. 2014) are not considered 
here as these proposals are conjectures awaiting 
separate taxonomic treatment.  Birdlife International 
(2014) follows taxonomy based on the HBW and BirdLife 
International Illustrated Checklist of the Birds of the 
World (delHoyo & Collar 2014); however, the second 
part on passerines, which essentially has encountered 
major upheavals, is yet to be assessed.  However, there is 
definitely a scope that most of these taxonomic proposals 
are likely to be supported in the future with molecular 
evidence. Hence, we provide the details of contradicting 
taxonomies as footnotes.  In the context, it is worthwhile 
to state that we follow Praveen et al. (2014) for English 
names.  This reference essentially follows Howard & 
Moore 4th edition for taxonomy but have adapted the 
English names that are more widely used in India (e.g., 
Yellow-throated Sparrow for Chestnut-shouldered Bush 
Sparrow).  Alternate English names that are prevalent in 
India for these birds are included in brackets.

Birds probably have the most extensive vernacular 
literature in Kerala.  Names proposed by Neelakantan 

(1984) and later extended by Grimmett et al. (2007) 
and Sashikumar et al. (2011) are generally accepted.  
Alternate names prevalent in other parts of Kerala are 
also included. The complete compilation of Malayalam 
names for all the species were posted in the Birdwatchers 
of Kerala community in social media (Facebook) 
and several feedbacks and suggestions obtained are 
incorporated.  BirdLife International has published the 
2015 revision of redlist for birds and the same has been 
used in this work.

In this monograph, 500 species of birds in 88 families 
and 22 orders are listed. Out of which 17 are endemic 
to Western Ghats. Twenty-five species fall under the 
various threatened categories of IUCN, 32 are Near 
Threatened, 443 fall under one of the schedules of 
Wildlife (Protection) Act and 71 fall under one of the 
appendices of CITES.
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¹ Endemic to Peninsular India.
² Regional population considered naturalised in origin.
³ Mannar & Ambika (2014)
⁴ Endemic race of Western Ghats Grey-fronted Green Pigeon T. p. affinis sometimes accorded species status (Birdlife International 2014, Clements et al. 2014, Gill & 
Donskar 2014).
⁵ Endemic race of Western Ghats Nilgiri Imperial Pigeon D. b. cuprea sometimes accorded species status (Birdlife International 2014).
⁶ Endemic to Western Ghats & Sri Lanka.
⁷ Regionally occurring wintering race Fork-tailed Drongo Cuckoo S. l. dicruroides sometimes accorded species status (Birdlife International 2014; Clements et al. 2014; 
Gill & Donskar 2014).
⁸ Praveen et al. (2013)
⁹ Praveen et al. (2015)
¹⁰ Regionally occurring passage birds are of race Persian Shearwater P. b. persicus and is sometimes accorded species status (Birdlife International 2014; Clements et 
al. 2014; Gill & Donskar 2014).
¹¹ Birdlife International (2014) splits African Woollyneck C. microscelis of Africa from this species and then lists Asian Woollyneck C. episcopus as Vulnerable.
¹² Gandhe (2014)
¹³ Historical.
¹⁴ Sreenivasan (2015)
¹⁵ Historical. Recent sight records not sufficiently corraborated.
¹⁶ Historical. Recent photographic records unconfirmed.
¹⁷ Bhat (2014)
¹⁸ Includes two regionally wintering subspecies - Heuglin’s Gull L. f. heuglini & Steppe Gull L. f. barabensis.
¹⁹ Endemic race of Western Ghats and Sri Lanka, N. n. kelaarti, sometimes accorded species status and named Legge’s Hawk Eagle (Clements et al. 2014; Gill & 
Donskar 2014).
²⁰ Endemic race of Western Ghats ripleyi is sometimes considered under race assimilis as an independent species named Sri Lanka Bay Owl (Clements et al. 2014, Gill 
& Donskar 2014).
²¹ Formal publication of the record is under way.
²² E. Indian race O. b. lettia is sometimes considered a different species and takes the name Collared Scops Owl while the nominate is called Indian Scops Owl (Birdlife 
International 2014; Clements et al. 2014; Gill & Donskar 2014).
²³ Birdlife International (2014) accords species status to the African race F. c. ruficollis that takes the name Red-necked Falcon and the regionally occurring nominate 
is called Red-headed Falcon and the same is listed as Near-Threatened.
²⁴ Includes distinct resident subspecies Shahin Falcon F. p. perigrinator.
²⁵ Regional population considered naturalised in origin (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012).
²⁶ Himalayan race P. f. speciosus is sometimes considered a different species and takes the name Scarlet Minivet while the nominate is called Orange Minivet 
(Clements et al. 2014; Gill & Donskar 2014).
²⁷ Endemic race of Western Ghats Malabar Woodshrike T. virgatus sylvicola sometimes accorded species status (Clements et al. 2014; Gill & Donskar 2014).
²⁸ Includes distinct subspecies Philippine Shrike L. c. lucionensis.
²⁹ Regionally occurring Indian Jungle Crow C. m. culminatus is sometimes considered a distinct species (Gill & Donskar 2014).
³⁰ Races of northeastern India D. c. minullum and Andamans D. c. virescens are sometimes considered different species and hence the Western Ghat endemic 
nominate race takes the name Nilgiri Flowerpecker while the name Plain Flowerpecker is used for minullum (Clements et al. 2014; Gill & Donskar 2014).
³¹ George (2015)
³² Endemic race of Western Ghats travancoreensis is sometimes considered under race aplonotus as an independent species named Indian Black-lored Tit/Indian Tit 
(Clements et al. 2014, Gill & Donskar 2014).
³³ Endemic to west coast of India.
³⁴ Endemic race of Western Ghats and Sri Lanka, H. t. domicola, sometimes accorded species status and named Hill Swallow (Clements et al. 2014; Gill & Donskar 
2014).
³⁵ Endemic race of Western Ghats and Sri Lanka, H. l. ganeesa, sometimes accorded species status and named Square-tailed Bulbul (Clements et al. 2014; Gill & 
Donskar 2014)
³⁶ Endemic race of Western Ghats, Flame-throated Bulbul P. m. gularis, sometimes accorded species status (Clements et al. 2014; Gill & Donskar 2014).
³⁷ Regionally occurring wintering/passage birds are of race althaea sometimes accorded species status and named Hume’s Whitethroat (Birdlife International 2014; 
Clements et al. 2014; Gill & Donskar 2014).
³⁸ Endemic to Western Ghats & Sri Lanka. Includes distinct subspecies Bourdillon’s Babbler R. a. bourdilloni.
³⁹ Endemic to Western Ghats south of Palakkad gap. Sometimes treated as two species - Palani Laughingthrush S. fairbanki & Travancore Laughingthrush S. 
meridionalis (Praveen & Nameer 2012).
⁴⁰ Endemic to Western Ghats north of Palakkad gap up to Coorg. Sometimes treated as two species - Banasura Laughingthrush S. jerdoni & Nilgiri Laughingthrush S. 
cachinnans (Praveen & Nameer 2012).
⁴¹ Himalayan race S. c. cinnamoventris is sometimes considered a different species and takes the name Chestnut-bellied Nuthatch while the nominate is called Indian 
Nuthatch (Clements et al. 2014; Gill & Donskar 2014).
⁴² Includes distinct endemic race Malabar Starling S. m. blythi , sometimes accorded species status (Clements et al. 2014; Gill & Donskar 2014).
⁴³ Endemic race of Western Ghats and Sri Lanka, G. r. indica, sometimes accorded species status and named Southern Hill Myna (Clements et al. 2014; Gill & Donskar 
2014).
⁴⁴ Includes two endemic subspecies, Nilgiri Shortwing/Nilgiri Blue Robin B. m. major found in the Western Ghats north of Palakkad gap till Bababudan Hills and 
White-bellied Shortwing/White-bellied Blue Robin B. m. albiventris found south of the gap. Based on molecular studies, Robin et al. (2010) proposes to elevate the 
two races to species level. These are treated as two distinct species by Birdlife International (2014), Clements et al. (2014) and Gill & Donskar (2014) and both are 
classified as Endangered.
Includes two endemic subspecies, Nilgiri Shortwing/Nilgiri Blue Robin B. m. major found in the Western Ghats north of Palakkad gap till Bababudan Hills and 
White-bellied Shortwing/White-bellied Blue Robin B.m.albiventirs found south of the gap. These are treated as two distinct species by Birdlife International (2014), 
Clements et al. (2014) and Gill & Donskar (2014) and both are classified as Endangered. 
⁴⁵ Damle & Inskipp (2014)
⁴⁶ The endemic race of Western Ghats, Z. d. neilgherriensis, sometimes accorded species status and called Nilgiri Thrush (Gill & Donskar 2014).
⁴⁷ Includes distinct subspecies White-throated Ground Thursh G. c. cyanota.
⁴⁸ Endemic to Peninsular India. Includes distinct migratory subspecies T. s. nigropileus & resident T. s. bourdilloni apart from nominate.
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Image 6. River Tern
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Image 4. Oriental Darter
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Image 9. Great Indian Hornbill
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Image 1. Nilgiri Wood-Pigeon
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Image 10. Malabar Grey Hornbill
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Image 3. Black-headed Ibis
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Image 5. Eurasian Curlew 
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Image 8. Pallid Harrier

Image 7. Greater Spotted Eagle
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Image 14. Kerala Laughing-thrush (Palani 
Laughing-thrush)

Image 15. Kerala Laughing-thrush 
(Travancore Laughing-thrush)

Image 17. Black-chinned Laughing-thrush 
(Banasura Laughing-thrush)

Image 12. Nilgiri Pipit

Image 16. Black-chinned Laughing-thrush 
(Nilgiri Laughing-thrush)

Image 13. Wynaad Laughingthrush
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Image 11. Malabar Pied Hornbill
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Image 18. Nilgiri Flycatcher
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Image 19. Black-and-orange Flycatcher
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