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1.  INTRODUCTION  

The Critically Endangered Sociable Lapwing Vanellus gregarius  breeds on 

the grassland steppes of northern and central Kazakhstan and south -central 

Russia. It disperses throug h central Asia and the Middle East to wintering 

areas in Israel, Eritrea, Sudan and north -west India. The Sociable Lapwing 

has suffered a very rapid decline and range contraction. In northern 

Kazakhstan, a decline of 40% during 1930 -60 was followed by a fu rther 

halving of numbers during 1960 -1987.  The species underwent a precipitous 

declined of over 90% during the latter half of the 20 th  century. At one point 

the global population was thought to number no more than 1000 pairs 

(Koshikin et. al. 2010). Althou gh the reasons for this decline were  unclear ; 

researchers suspected that breeding success was being compromised 

through predation and the trampling of nests by domestic livestock. 

However, recent fieldwork in Kazakhstan, Turkey and Syria has provided 

impor tant information suggesting that the population may be substantially 

larger than previously thought, and that threats on migration and in 

wintering areas may be more important than those on the breeding grounds.  

In March 2007, an expedition t eam in northe rn Syria discovered 1,200 birds 

in one day, with over 1,500 recorded du ring the trip. This exceptional  

discovery was followed within days by reports of 1,017 birds at the 

Ceylanpinar IBA, app roximately 25 km away in Turkey. Later that year, 

individuals fit ted with satellite transmitters on their breeding grounds in 

Kazakhstan were tracked Ceylanpinar. When scientists caught up with them 

they found a remarkable flock of 3,200 birds, the largest numbers recorded 

in over a century. The species had not been see n this far south in Africa for 

20 years.   

Research in Kazakhstan has provided a much better underst anding of the 

breeding ecology which indicates that factors on the breeding grounds do 

not appear to be limiting the population size. Instead, threats on mig ration 

and in wintering areas, such as hunting, may be more important.  Extreme 

hunting pressure on its migratory route, particularly in Syria and Iraq  
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leaves a fatal impact on the global population of threatened species . Special 

hunting expeditions are  being organised in Syria during its migratory season 

where sometimes hundreds of birds are shot down, and whole flocks are 

exterminated.  Possibly  this is the  biggest threat to th e migratory species  

like Sociable Lapwings and many others.   

Recent fieldwork h as shown the population to be larger than once feared. 

Surveys in 2006 in Kazakhstan counted 376 breeding pairs in an area of 

145,000 sq.km. Extrapolating this population density across the breeding 

range yields a possible total population size of 5,600 br eeding pairs, i.e. 

11,200 mature individuals; but work is continuing in order to refine this 

estimate (BirdLife International 2011).  

North -western parts of India , especially the states of Gujarat and Rajasthan,  

are one of the important area s which are being used by the Sociable 

Lapwing as wintering ground. Since 2008, the species has been regularly 

reported from the Greater and Little Rann of Kachchh  of Gujarat State. Till 

date very few studies had been carried out to understand the wintering 

preferences o f the species.  

The species is protected under the  Schedule IV of the Indian Wildlife 

(Protection) Act, 1972. It has been declared as Critically Endangered species 

by IUCN in the year 2004. Among the 465 IBAs in India, the Sociable 

Lapwing is found only in  eight (Islam & Rahmani 2004)  of these . It is 

included in CMS Appendix I and II. An international species acti on plan was 

published in 2004. It is also legally protected in Armenia, Kazakhstan, 

Russia, Turkmenistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan.  

An intensive re search project at breeding sites in central Kazakhstan has 

been running since 2004. Satellite tags have been placed on birds in central 

Kazakhstan, one of which was tr acked to Turkey in October 20 07 (Birdlife 

International 2011). Two tagged birds were then tracked to wintering 

quarters in Sudan in February 2008, indicating that the site in the Middle 

East are used for stopping over en route to Africa (BirdLife International 

2011).  
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Satellite tracking of individual Sociable Lapwing named ôDinaraõ was done by 

RSPB. This work has revealed that the bird migrated from its breeding 

ground in central Kazakhstan to India through an eastern flyway which 

passes through southern Uzbekistan and Pakistan. The tagged bird was 

found wintering in India from January 4, 2011 up to March 10, 2011 near 

Ahmedabad city in Gujarat.  During the same time a huge flock of 90 

individuals was also reported from Gujarat. This reveals the importance of 

Gujarat for the conservation of Sociable Lapwing.  

The discovery of the birdõs migration route and its wintering grounds is an 

important step towards safeguarding the species. Various conservation 

programmes  are being run by different organization worldwide to protect the 

species in its wintering ground and migratory flyways. Thanks to the 

coordi nated research and conservation efforts of scientists in Africa, Europe 

and the Middle East there is now fresh hope for future of one of the regions 

rarest birds.  

Gujarat is and extremely important portion for the conservation of this 

species in India. It is essential to understand the areas being used by the 

bird as its wintering ground in Gujarat. Threats of such areas should be 

reported and action plans to overcome such threats shod be prepared.  

KERC had decided to study the status of Sociable Lapwing in  Kachchh, 

Saurashtra and Ahmedabad region o f Gujarat with special emphasis on 

Greater and Little Rann of Kachchh. BNHS -IBCN had supported TCF -

KERCõs work through IBCN Small Grant Programme . The basic plan was to 

work for one year on the species, but, later  a two years work was carried 

out.  

This work highlights the status and threats of the habitats being used by 

Sociable Lapwings as its wintering ground. It also suggests some of the 

actions which need to be undertaken for the conservation of the species 

wit hin the state.    
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2.  DETAILS  OF THE STUDY AREA  

Map - 1:  Map showing zonation of Gujarat State  

Gujarat S tate  (Lat. 20 0 1õN to 240 7õN and Long. 6804õE to 740 4õE) located  

in the western part of  India has great geo -morphological and climatic 

variations.  Its cast extent of 1, 96,244  sq. km. accounts for 5.98% area of the 

country.  This land with its unique eco -systems and historical sites shares 

its northern and north -eastern border with arid and semi -arid part of 

Rajasthan, part of the eastern border with tr opical environment and dry  

deciduous forest of Madhya Pradesh, and the south -eastern border with 

semi -moist region of the Western Ghats in Maharashtra. To its north -west is 

the international bo rder , which it shares with Pakistan, and to its western 

and sou th -western side lies the Arabian Sea with two gulfs -the Gulf of 

Kachchh and the Gulf of Khambhat (also known as Cambay).  

On the basis of its geographical position and drainage characteristics, the 

State is divided into five broad regions viz. (i) South Gu jarat -high to 

moderate rains (ii) Central Gujarat (the main land) - moderate rains (iii) 

Northern Gujarat -dry lands with low rains, (iv) Saurashtra -grassland with 

low rains, and (v) Kachchh -very dry tract and the salin e Rann with poor 

ranns. Flora and Faun a of each these regions attract people a nd make their 

visit interesting (Singh H . S., 2001, 2014 ). 
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Gujarat has varied climatic and geomorphological conditions. The largest 

coastline; two of the three gulfs in the country, depositional plains covering 

half of the state, mangroves and coral reefs; breeding  habitat of whale shark 

in the waters of Arabian Sea; unique saline desert in the Ranns, desert 

ecosystem in Kachchh and Banaskantha; vast grasslands; extensive thorn 

and dry deciduous forest in Saurashtra and North Gujarat; moist to semi -

moist forests in South Gujarat; coral reefs and mangroves in the Gulf of 

Kachchh and large mountains offer home to varieties of wildlife.  

Climate  

The tropic of Cancer passes through Gujarat, giving it a sub -tropical to 

tro pical climate. There are three distinct seasons viz. monsoon (mid June -

September) winter (November -February) and Summer (April -May) with 

transitions occurring in October, March and June between the respective 

seasons.  

Rainfall  

The state receives maximum p recipitation during mid -June  to mid -

September . The rainfall varies from about 250 mm in the north -west of 

Kachchh to over 2200 mm in south -east of Dangs, with average rainy days 

being about 12 and 50 days respectively. It appears that there is some shift 

in climate as the western monsoon has changed favourable --average rainfall 

during the last decade was higher than the average rainfall during the last 

century.  

Temperature  ranges from 1 0C during extreme winter in the Rann -desert to 

as high as 50 0C in extre me summer . 

Flora Fauna  

Owing to the varied habitats this regions ha rbours magnificent biodiversity. 

About 4320 species of flora and 3102 species of fauna (GEC 1996, Singh H. 

S. 201 4) have been reported from the s tate. The details of the same are  given 

in b elow table.  
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Living Organism  No. of species in 

Gujarat  

Plants  

Algae 1933  

Fungi  164  

Bryophyta  8 

Pteridophyta  16  

Gymnosperms  1 

Angiosperms  2198  

Total  4320  

 

Gujarat has 312 species of plants and 50 species of animals (vertebrates) 

under various category of rarity (GES 2002). Of these, more than 40 plants 

have been listed in the Red Data Book of BSI and World Conservation 

Monitoring Centre (IUCN). According to Gujarat Ecology Commission and 

Zoological Survey of India (2000), 53 species of plants are either rare  or 

endemic of which the majority are found in Kachchh.  

Status of  Grasslands  in the state : Grasslands,  locally called vidis  are 

major habitats in Saurashtra and Kachchh. Prior to the independence 

majority of the vidis  were private hunting grounds or grazing ground of  the 

former  Princely States. Before the advancement of agriculture  in the region, 

the most of land was under grass cover, which was freely used by 

pastoralists and wildlife. A variety of birds, reptiles, antelopes and lesser 

carnivores enjoyed this tract in the 

past. Scenario changed during 

second half of the last centur y. 

Invasion of Prosopis  juliflora , 

expansion of agriculture, human 

habitation and industries brought 

major changes in land use pattern, 

making present development 

unsustainable.  

Lower Animals  

Invertebrates  /  

Lower animals  

1736  

Vertebrates  
 

 

Fish  606                           

Amphibians  22  

Reptiles  114  

Birds  513  

Mammals  111  

Total  3102  

Encroachment in the revenue land of 
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Great Indian Bustard  in Kachchh  

Harvested grass being transferred to 

Forest Godown for the use in scarcity  

 
Some Grasslands of Kachchh  

In Gujarat State, 166 reserved vidis  

having total area of 759 sq.  km . are 

under control of the Forest 

Department. Of these, 159 reserved 

vidis , covering total area of 709 sq.  

km are in Saurashtra and Kachchh 

and the other seven are in 

Panchmahal. In all reserved vidis , the 

Forest Department manages tasks of protection and collection  of grass, 

which normally distributed for livestock during scarcity.  

These vidis  are the only habitats left 

for wildlife like Great Indian Bustard, 

Lesser Fl orican, MacQueenõs Bustard, 

Sociable Lapwings, Stoliczkaõs 

Bu shchat, Cream -coloured Courser, 

Indian Courser, Variety of larks, 

Indian Wolf, Blackbuck, C hinkara, 

Desert Cats, Jungle Cat etc.  

In  the state, there are 525 non -reserved vidis  having total 635 sq.km of 

area. Of these, 471 non -reserved vidis  exist in Sauras htra and Kachchh and 

rest occur in Panchmahal, some of the vidis  are very small, having  less than 

one hectare  area. These vidis  are also managed by the Forest Department 

and are annually allotted to local bodies or auctioned to fulfil immediate 

need of gra ss (Singh H . S., 2001,  2014 ). 
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There are private vidis  in Saurashtra and Kachchh. Panchayat and 

wastelands also had grasslands, but either they were encroached upon by 

people or are highly degraded  by now . Most of non -reserved vidis  are now 

grazing grounds.  They are degraded and their productivity is far below the 

potential productivity.  

Degradation or loss of vidis  has virtually caused loss of habitats for 

grassland biota, especially for species of bustards, francolins, quails, 

coursers, larks, reptiles, c ats, foxes, wolves and antelopes. Kachchh used to 

be considered as one of the best  place in the state where maximum plateaus 

with vast patch es of grasslands were available, and pastoralists used  to  

prefer this site for grazing  their livestock . Sadly, scena rio has changed 

dramatically in last few years and Kachchh has started losing its precious 

grasslands rapidly.  

2.1  Greater Rann of Kachchh  

 
Map - 2 Map Showing Greater Rann of Kachchh  

The Rann of Kachchh is a unique piece of land, which has no counterpart s 

in the world. The Greater Rann, major part of the Rann of Kachchh, is a 
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Island in the salt -impregnate Rann of 

Kachchh  

salt -impregnate wilderness region having an area of about 16,000 -17,000 

sq.km.  It is approximately 450 km long tract of land with a varying width 

from 30 to 60 km.  Except hills of be ts, its average altitude is few meters 

from the Mean Sea Level (MSL).   

The area is characterised by the vast, 

salt -impregnated sun -baked mud -

flats, which are dotted with small 

patches of uplands and few hilly 

islands (locally called ôbetsõ). There 

are m any bets in the area viz. 

Pachchham, Khadir, Bela, Tragadi, 

Sol, Kakida, Sansla, Kunwar, 

Bhediya, Khardoi etc.  The entire ecology of this region is very unique, there 

are very few places in Gujarat where such a huge variation in context to the 

landscape, f lora, fauna, habitat types, culture and local communities can be 

seen in a single district . 

The Kachchh region can be divided into five Biotic province s viz.  i) Desert -

Kachchh ii) Kachchh Plateau iii) Banni iv)  Rann and v) Gulf of Kachchh. 

Various habitats  like Saline desert, thorn forest, grasslands, Prosopis forest, 

Acacia forest, Shrubland, dry grassland, Euphorbia forest , desert thorn 

forest, Scrub forest of Salvadora  sp., Acacia sp. and Capparis sp. , inland 

wetlands,  Tropical forest s, Casu arina  forest s, mangroves, coral reefs, algal 

beds, mudflats, creeks, estuaries, marsh vegetation, salt pan s, saline grass 

lands, sandy beach es etc. can be seen in the above mentioned Biotic 

province.  

The Great Rann owes its origin to the transgression of the sea. Water s of the 

Arabian Sea enter the Rann through the Kori creek. The gradual regression 

of the sea level is clearly shown by the presence of marine calcareous grit 

and oyster bed as also by the swash marks and water line at the height of 

several meters from the  present water level at one of the hilly islands within 

the Greater Rann. During the Mesozoic period (65 -60 million years ago), the 
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Greater Rann was a part of the Arabian Sea. However, when Alexander the 

Great visited the area in 325 BC the Rann was no lon ger an arm of the sea, 

but it was a navigable lake. Perhaps, it was a delta during the third 

millennium BC.  

Greater Rann is very intere sting from biological, ecological, geological and 

climatic points of view. It represents one of the largest seasonal sal ine 

wetland areas having the water depth ranging from 0.5 to 1.5m. After 

October -November, the water dries up and the area turns into saline desert.  

 

Kachchh districts  covers almost one -

fifth of the stat e and is the largest 

districts  in Gujarat. Till few  decades 

back major part of the Kachchh 

region had true wilderness areas. 

With development, the landscape has 

gone into major transformation due 

to expansion of man -made structures in the large natural areas.  

A total of 12,454 sq. km area of the Greater a nd the  Little Rann has been 

declared as Biosphere Reserve in the year 2008. The area covers 7500 sq. 

km of the area of Great Rann Desert and 4954 sq. km . area of Wild Ass 

Sanctuary (Singh . H. S., 2014).  
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2. 2 Banni Area  

 
Map 3 : Map showing Banni are a 

In local the language of Kachchh (Kachchhi) , òBanniõ means òBanai Huió 

which means the land made up from the detritus. Banni is a low -lying 

alluvial  plain.  It  is formed by the sediment and detritus brought down and 

deposited by many small rivers/rivulets /springs like Bukhi, Nirona, Nara, 

Kasawati, Bhurad, Kalia, Khari, etc.  The sediment of Banni is a few meters 

above the Rann, therefore not allowing the seasonal sea tides to enter the 

Banni while it continues to inundate the Rann.  

Banni Grassland area i s located on 

the northern boundary of Nakhatrana 

and Bhuj talukas of Kachchh 

districts (23° 41' 60" N, 69° 24' 00" 

E). It covers an approx. area of 3, 

84,700  hectares. Banni falls under 

the Revenue Department and extends 

mainly over two talukas, Nakhatrana  and Bhuj. A small part of the Banni 

grassland also falls in Lakhpat and Bhachau talukas. There are around 48 

villages, either inside or on the boundary of the Banni region. The state 

Banni Grassland in Monsoon  
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highway running from Bhuj to Khavda divides the Banni into eastern Bann i 

(also called locally as Ugamni Banni or Nadhi Banni) and the main Banni.  

Once upon a time the area was 

considered as one of the largest and 

finest grassland in Asia. About 38% of 

the total area of the Banni used to be 

covered by superior grassland wi th 40 

different varieties of grasses (Anon. 

1992), but the number seems to be 

quite less nowadays owing to the 

invasion by Prosopis  in the area.  

Wetlands in Banni are formed by the 

rain water and water deposited by 

many small rivers/rivulets/springs 

lik e Nara, Bhurad, Bukhi, Nirona, 

Kalia, Khari, Kasawati, Pinjora etc. 

However, with passage of time, most 

of the water is emptied into the Rann 

and the saucer shaped natural 

depressions of Banni hold water 

resulting into formation of seasonal wetlands. Such wetlands are locally 

called by different names depending on their size.  

The wetlands that are smaller than Dhandhs, but larger than many other 

types of wetlands in the Banni are called òThathó. Thus, òThathó are the 

second largest wetlands of the Banni and  some examples of this category are 

Hodko Thath, Baghadio Thath etc. òChhachhó are the wetlands even smaller 

than òThathó. Some examples are; a Chhachh near Chhachhlo Jheel Village 

and a Chhachh near Bhitara village. The wetlands having the smallest areas 

are called ôKarõ (e.g., Kar near Kiro hill). The ôKarõ and ôChhachhõ are the 

wetlands having short life span every year. Of course, none of the above four  

Chhari -Dhandh in winter  

Banni Buffalo, a newly recognised breed 

from the area. It survives on grasslands and 

produces good quality milk. 
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Grey Hypocol ius  

Banni in winter  

categories of wetlands are perennial, the size and volume of water in these 

water -bodies are dependen t on the amount of rainfall received in that 

particular year. Thus, those having largest areas are locally called ôDhandhõ. 

Chhari -Dhand h and Servo Dhand h are the wetlands belonging to this 

category.  

The Chhari - is a prominent feature of 

the Banni gr assland. A huge 

concentration of waterfowl is hosted 

by these dhands during the autumn 

migration and in winter.  The water 

levels in the Banni match with that in 

the Great Rann for some time. The 

water gradually turns saline due to 

excessive evapotranspirat ion and the high contents of dissolved salts in the 

soil. This phenomenon creates one of the unique saline grassland 

ecosystems. Various Grasses found in Banni viz. Lano/Luno  (Suaeda  sp), 

Kal (Cyperus sp), Deer (Eleocharis sp)  etc are also an important fod der for the 

livestock of the local communities. In addition to this short -heighted grass 

species like Cress cretica  provide roosting ground to the variety of birds like 

Sociable lapwings, Cream -coloured 

courser, Indian Courser etc. Similarly, 

various shrub s of this region like 

Salvadora  sp. Euphorbia  sp, Lycium  

barbarum  etc are important source of 

food to important bird species like 

Grey Hypocolius.  
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