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Greater Adjutant Storks of
Deepor-beel Need Conservation Attention
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Figure 1: Greater Adjutant Stork
(Picture Courtesy: https://www.iucnredlist.org
species/22697721/93633471)

D

IPORBIL, also spelt DeeporBeel, is located to the
south-west of Guwahati city, in Kamrup district of
Assam. It is a large natural wetland with biological
and environmental importance due to its inherent biodiversity
and ecological services. It is the only stormwater storage
basin for the metropolitan city of Guwahati and is rich with
floral and faunal diversity.
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DeeporBeel is a perfect habitat for large numbers
of residential water birds, and seasonally harbours large
numbers of migratory waterfowl each year. It is also home to
the largest nesting colony of Greater Adjutants and hence has
attracted large numbers of ornithologists, tourists and nature
lovers from all over India and the world. It was declared
as an internationally important wetland and included in the
Directory of Asian Wetlands.
The recent years have seen changes in land use cover in
and around the Beel with illegal encroachments and unplanned
developments coming up. The inflow of wastewater from
Guwahati city to this wetland has degraded its water quality
making it hazardous for the aquatic flora and fauna (Govt of
Assam, 1989; Deka and Goswami, 1993). Earlier the natural
feeding canal of the wetland was the river Brahmaputra but
now due to construction of canals and national highway, the
natural water inflow has been permanently stopped. The Beel
is now fed by river Basistha and small catchment areas which
are also heavily populated in recent years.
During the Monsoon season, about 70 per cent of the
Beel is choked with aquatic vegetation mainly by Water lily
and Water hyacinth. The faunal diversity of the wetland
includes globally threatened species of birds such as Spot
billed pelican (Pelicanus philippensis), Lesser Adjutant stork
(Leptoptilos javanicus), Baer’s pochard (Aythya baed), Palas
Sea eagle (Haliaeetus leucogaster), and Greater Adjutant stork
(Leptoptilos dubius). DeeporBeel is among the Important Bird
Area (IBA) sites of India listed by Birdlife International due
to the richness of avian fauna.
The Greater Adjutant (Leptoptilos dubius) is a member
of the stork family Ciconiidae which is one of the permanent
resident members of the Beel. South and South-East Asia have
the richest stork diversity of the world which extends from
India, eastward to Vietnam and southwards to Indonesia. Out
of the 11 stork species that occur in the area, eight are resident
and three are migrant (Luthin, 1987). Nine species of storks
were known to be found in India (Ali and Ripley, 1978),
presently eight (IUCN, 2012) species are found in which six
are resident to India (Khal, 1987).
The Greater Adjutant is a large size bird, standing tall
at 145–150 cm (57–59 in). The average length of this species
is 136 cm (54 in) and average wingspan is 250 cm (98.5 in)
(Singha and Rahmani, 2006). The Greater Adjutant storks
of DeeporBeel are facing threat as they are forced to feed
upon heaps of municipal waste that gets collected beside the
wetland on a daily basis.

Figure 2: Greater Adjutant Storks of DeeporBeel
Picture Courtesy: Savithri Singh

DeeporBeel supports an important fishery-based
economy providing a means of livelihood for local families,
and also a source for domestic water supply. The humongous
accumulation of municipal solid waste and lack of proper
waste management system is taking a serious toll on wetland
health as well as on holistic biodiversity that is directly or
indirectly dependent on the wetland. The species is locally
known as “Hargilla’ (derived from the Bengali words for
“bone-swallower”) and considered to be unclean birds.
The birds are often killed for their meat in folk medicines.
Valued as scavengers, they were once depicted in the logo
of the Calcutta Municipal Corporation. The bioaccumulation
of toxic heavy metals, chemicals and pesticides in municipal
solid waste is a major reason for the rampant decrease in the
numbers of Adjutant storks in recent years. Loss of nesting
and feeding habitat through the draining of wetlands, land
use changes in recent years, pollution and associated stress,
together with hunting and egg collection in the past has caused
a massive decline in species population in recent years.
The Greater Adjutant is now listed as an endangered
species (IUCN, 2018). Breeding success had been extremely
poor in Assam with the number of nests in colonies declining
sharply for unknown reasons (Goswami and Patar 2007).
Conservation measures have included attempts to breed
them in captivity and to reduce fatalities to the young ones

at their natural nesting sites (Singha, 2003; Singha 2006).
Community conservation measures have shown some silver
lining for this species in the wetland. The women of the
nearby villages have formed the Hargilla Army, with the
commitment and determination to fight with all odds for the
conservation of this endangered bird.
The need of the hour is a proactive and holistic
management strategy with the participation of all stakeholders
to conserve this species for sustaining the ecology heritage
of the DeeporBeel. It might be necessary to even seek legal
protection for sustainable management of wetland habitats
and associated flora and fauna which is directly or indirectly
dependent on the wetland.
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