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On the status of the Nicobar Sparrowhawk
Accipiter butleri on Great Nicobar Island, India

PAMEL{ C. N.{SMUSSEN

The Nicobar Sparrolvhawk ,4..?rtel b" elt is presendy
con"rdered to Lompri 'e r$ o d' . t incr race' . ' l r (  nom inrr e
on Car Nicobar, norrhern Nicobar Islands, and l. t
0rrders on Katchal and Camorta in thc ccntral NicobaN
(Richmond 1902, Abdulal i  1968 and 1978; Al i  and
Ripley 1983). However, a sinsle juvenile fcmalc (BMNH
1909.10.28.2) labelled as hrvjnebeen collected on Great
Nicobar Is land by B. B. Osmaston on 21 Apri l  1905,
h a '  b . c n  r d e n r f r e d  f o r  m a n )  l e " r .  a '  r h r .  . p e c i e .
(Abdulali 1968, ls78). This specimen, which is weli-
illustratcd in Grimmett et al (1999: Plate 66, figs. 3e,
3D has bcen thought likely to represent an undescribed
race of Accipnet b neri that differs conspicuously from
rhe few known juveniles of,4.,u rcrt in its mainlybrown
rather than rufous coloration. No otherspecimens have
come to light from Great Nicobar, despite subscquent
collecting expedirions there. However, numcrous recent
sight records of ,4.!rrriel Drreli exist from Great Nicobar
(Sankaran 1998).

V71ren r\amining dre r ingle spe. jmen ol  rhi .  putat i \  e
new taxon, contrary to expectations I found it to be a
misidentified Besra A.cipier irga ts. In plumage it
cioscly matches three juveniles ofthe Andaman race ol
Besra (BMNH I 8 85 .8. I 9 .687 -689), A. r. dbdulalii Mees
1980 with which jt was directly compared, and it is
similar in size ro the fourAndamans fcmales measured:
t w o  : d u l t s ;  B M N H  1 8 8 5 . 8 . 1 9 . 6 8 8 - 6 9 0 ,  a n d  t w o
juveni les; AMNH 533912).  I t  fact,  no sal icnt
drtreren.e. dre el iden. .hrr  $oLld al l "$ i r .  dirgno. i .  a '
the subspecific level, especially siven that thclc is only
one Besra spccimen from Great Nicobar, and that a
iuveniie. While the Great Nicobar specimen is definilely
a Besra, further matcrial would be required for a final
iudgement on its idcntity lvith theAndamans race.

In addition ro the obvious colour differences, rhe
creat Nicobar spccimen dilTers from juveniles ofl. t
6'rleri in its broadly, heavily dark-banded tail. vhile
rhe juvenile plumage of,4. A. dbso/.rrs is not known $'ith
certainty, a subadult at the USNM shows remnants of
a brisht rufous juvenile plumase (as for the nominatc).
Conparedwilh all ages andraces of,{. rrt fl;the Grear
Nicobar specjmen has a di f ferent $ ' ins formula,
loticeably longe! primary projecrion, heavily banded
undeNings, and a differently shaped bill and cere. In
all dresc characters, it marches Andaman Besras.

In a book ofextracts from his diary (edited rfter his
dearh by onc ofhis sons), Osmaston (1977) had wriuen
"I had always been very anxious to visit" the Nicobars,
and that jn the spring on 1907 he was finally ablc to do
so. The wording srrongl-\' implies that he had not been
to the Nicobars prior to that date, although the Besra is
dated 1905. However, Osmaston had acquircd at least
rwo other Nicobars bjrds in his collection prior to that
date: a Nicobar Parakeer Airacrla da,?rrpr (BMNH
1909.10.28.7j  datcd ?/4/05, f rom "Great Nicobar"),

u,hichbased on feather condition appeared likel-v to have
been a capt jve;  and a juveni le  Slaty-breasted Rai l
Gd in us stiatus abscuriar (BMNH t909.10.28.4jdated
1S04, from "Nicobars", apparentltr acquired lrom C.
\[ B. Andersofl). Any of these three could have been
brought eider alive or as specimens to Osmaston while
he was in the Andamans. Hos'evei, the possibility that
the Great Nicobar Besra lvas accidentally mislabelL€d
either as to date or localitv cannor yel bc ruledout. Othc.
minor  anomal ies (such as confusion among dates)
involv ing specimens in Osmaston's  col lect ion have
previously been nored (M. P\falrers pers. comm., H.
Osmaston i, lir.; Rasmussen 1998), and Osmaston's
original diaries were evidendy destroyed or lost. Given
the possib i l j ty  of  error  involv jng the label l jng o i
Osmaston's specimen, the existence of Besra in the
\ i .  obar  .  reqLi 'e \  fJr rher  conf i rmar ion.  The \pecie.
$,ould be expecred rhere,  as i r  occurs borh in  the
Andamans and in Sumatra. It is shown as occurring in
rhe Nicobars bl' Kazmierczak and van Perlo (2000).

With the reidentification of the sole Great Nicobar
,4. ,&,/e/t specimen as a Besra, dre occurrence of rhe
former species in the southern Nicobars is cvidcntly
based solelyon undocumented sishtrecords. Howevef,
other l..rpter species including Chhese Sparrowhawk
Accipner soloensh ^ndlapanese Sparrorvhawk ,,l. s"r1a's
definitely occur on thc Nicobars, and drcy and/or thc
Besra ma!' account for sight records of,l. blr/sri on Great
Nicobar. If ir can be conlirmed that ,1. beleri does
.ndccd occur  on Crear  Nrob"r .  r r  wo, ld bc ,mpof i "nr
to determine which (ifeither) ofthe two quite ditrerent
looking races are involved.  One \ rould predict  on
geographical grounds rhat jt would be ,bsolrl?rs, which
is verypale and greyish below, virtually lacks rhe mesial
Ihroar streak, and has red eyes. Especially given the
range resrricted, near threatened status ofthis species,
the burden of  proof  must  be on unequivocal
cstablishmcnt of thc occorrence ol Ac.ipikr bfileti on
Great  Nicobar,  which is  wel l -scparated f rom the
documented portion ofthe species's iange.

l Lhink csFc.,illy R. P. P.!s-Joncs. and.ho G. H. Osmason.,\1. P.
\\'altds. \il S Chn! xnd M P Ad.ns for .sshtancc xnd infonna
ion. Th.lolloirins nuserns proyid€d rc.es to sp€cinens of,lG
.:rn., br.l'r;:Andi..n Muscum oiNaiur.l History (A\4NH), \cw
York; The N.iural History Muscun (BVNH). liing. U(i thc
Bombd! Nltural Histor! So.icry {BNHS), ,\'lunbaij ,nd thc Na-
loml Mu$um ofNatu.rl Hisrry (USNM), Snrhsoni.n l.sLnu-
don,li'rshingLon. D C.
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but more recent publications have clarified
diffelences between the two species. It does appear
an identification erfor was made and we feel tlat
Iecod should now be treated as very doubdnl. The
characters and vocalizatiotrs of the poorly
Minahassa Owl have been turther elucidated in this i
by I. Mauro and R. Ddjve$, bur its breeding behavi

Pamela C. Rasmussen, Di|)bkn oJ B;ds, Smnhsonian lLttitution,Washinsttn, D.C. 20560-0116, and Michigan
Untuercibt Museum, East Lansins, MI 4882+ 1045, U S.A.
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Correction to Forktail 14

B. S. Fletcher (199a, Forktail 14: 80-81) described a
breeding recod of Minaha$a O\r/l Tyto inexspectata tuor]:.
Dumoga-Bone National Park, Sulawesi, Indonesia. V/e
have received several responses pointing out that the
site descibed is known as a regular breeding site of a
pair of Sulawesi Owls ? roJe"rarer'r; and it is th€refore
highly likely that the birds seen and heard were actually
of the hft er species.The identfi cation lirerarure al€ilable
at fte time of BSF'S visit was not very cornprehensive,




