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Between 29 Nov and 13 Dec 2015 a FFI survey team of two scientists (the authors) and four assistants from FFI (Coordinator: Thant Zin Tun), Pyaey Phae 

Aung (BANCA), Pathein University (Thus Ya Kyi Zin) and Soe Tun (Forest Department) visited selected sites in the Ayeyarwaddy delta to survey for bird 

population threats and conservation issues. The expedition was carried out by FFI on behalf of ACB and the Forest department with permission from 

MOECAF and the Department of Fisheries. The latter provide also important logistical support.  

 

The map and also the attached bird list show the areas visited on which days. Most days were spent in the Meinmahla Kyun Wildlife Sanctuary (3,5) and on 

the outer islands around Kadongalay (2,5). Others sites were visited just for one or half a day (see species list in annex). 

 

Results in brief 
 

In total 188 bird species have been recorded in the delta region. Among these were five globally threatened and eight near-threatened species (see table 1). 

There were also a few new species recorded for the Meinmahla Kyun WS (6) and the Ayeyarwaddy Delta (10 in total) of which the Common Shelduck 

Tadorna tadorna for example was a new record for the Ayeyarwaddy Division and only the third for Myanmar.  

 

Meinmahla Kyun 

In Meinmahla Kyun WS a total of 96 species was recorded in three days. Six species were recorded in the reserve for the first time. These are highlighted in 

bold in the species list in the annex. Other birds of significance were Mangrove Pitta and Brown-winged Kingfisher, both globally near threatened and typical 

mangrove dwellers. One new site for the Pitta was found in the northern part of the reserve (see map) with more than ten callers. The newly recorded Ruddy-

breasted Crake has also been recorded here alongside a new record of the Brown Fishowl. More common and characteristic birds such as Black-headed 

Kingfisher and Green-billed Malkoha have been recorded in detail and partly reflect the status of the mangrove reserve. A more detailed analyses of the bird 

records will be provided. However, it is already clear from what we saw and recorded that the reserve is quite severely impacted by small-scale illegal 

logging, fishing and poaching 

 

 

Khaing Thaung  

Khaing Thaung Island with 80 species in one day is also holding a large number of species and it is likely to reveal more species when the extensive interior 

of almost pristine mangroves will be explored in more detail. Apart from only small numbers of migratory waterbirds, including 2 Great Knot Calidris 

tenuirostris (EN), the mangroves of the island host an important roost site for Black-headed Ibis Threskiornis melanocephalus (NT), of which at least 370 

birds were counted at dusk on 6 Dec 2015. These birds might come regularly to roost from the wider delta area and hence the mangroves are an critical 

important site for the globally near-threatened species. 



 

Spoon-billed sandpiper (CR) 

A new site for the Spoon-billed sandpiper (CR) has been found at Phone Taw Pyae beach (see map). Here, one individual was observed and photographed. 

The site hosts around 2000 small waders and is likely to host another Spoon-billed sandpiper. This site I not too distant from Saka Khaing Gyi, where one 

Spoon-billed sandpiper was found in 2010 (Morozov & Archipov unpubl. 2010). A visit on 9-10 December to this island revealed no Spoon-billed sandpiper. 

It is quite likely though that the birds are regularly flying between the sites and use the island as roosting sites and feeding at Phone Taw Pyae beach. Hence, 

both the island as well as the adjacent beach are important for safeguarding the Spoon-billed sandpiper site. 

 

 

Nordmann’s Greenshank (EN) and Great Knot (EN) 

Nangman Thaung Island east of Kandongaly has been visited for two and half days, confirming its outstanding importance for migratory water birds. The 

highlight was a new record number of 48 Nordmann’s Greenshank Tringa guttifer that roost at the same area where in 2013 28 birds were discovered first. 

This is by far the highest number of wintering NG counted in Myanmar, underpinning the significance of the delta region and coastal Myanmar for the 

wintering of this species! More birds of this species might be still at other sites in the delta area. 

 

At the same site were also 130 of the Great Knot counted at high tide. This figure is similar and only slightly to those in 2013, highlighting the importance of 

the site for another species declining very rapidly along the entire EAA Flyway. 

 

Spotted Eagle 

It is very encouraging to see the globally threatened Spotted Eagle (VU) in the delta. The bird was flying high and could not be adequately located to a 

specific site. But its  proximity to Saka Khaing Gyi adds to the high conservation value for this area in the delta. 

 

Lesser Adjutant Stork 

This globally threatened stork (VU) has only been recorded twice and only within the Meinmahla Kyun WS, but interesting one individual was spotted in the 

northern part (see map), suggesting that the species is more widely distributed among the entire reserve area than previously thought (Moses & Zöckler 2013). 

The absence from other areas in the delta is regrettable and illustrates the loss in habitat throughout the delta. Thet Zaw Naing (2006) still recorded single 

birds near the Pindaye western ‘finger’ of the delta. 

 

 

 
Table 1: Globally threatened species (BirdLife International 2015) observed in Meinmahla Kyun Wildlife Sanctuary, Nangman Thaung Island and adjacent coastal wetlands 

in December 2015, figures for 2013 in brackets 

 



 

Species Scientific name 

IUCN 

Category 

Max No 

observed 

Lesser Adjutant Leptoptilos javanicus VU 2 (5) 

Black-headed Ibis Threskiornis melanocephalus NT 8 (2) 

Spotted Eagle Aquila clanga VU 1 (-) 

Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata NT 114 (120) 

Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica NT 23 

Nordmann's Greenshank Tringa guttifer EN 48 (28) 

Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris EN 130 (143) 

Red Knot Calidris canutus NT 5 

Curlew Sandpiper Calidrisferruginea NT 100 

Spoon-billed Sandpiper Calidris pygmeus CR - (1-2) 

Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis NT 30 

Brown-winged Kingfisher Pelargopsis amauroptera NT 2-4 (1-2) 

Mangrove Pitta Pitta megarhyncha NT 12 (7-8) 

    

 

 



 



 

Fig 1: Map of the Ayeyarwaddy Delta with Meinmahla Kyun Sanctuary in the centre and Eastern outer Delta islands, showing survey route (white dots) and globally 

threatened bird sightings (see legend for details). 

 

 

  
Brown Fishowl and Booted Eagle   Meinmahla Kyun WS    Dec 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  
Stripe-throated Bulbul subspec. finlaysoni Brown-winged Kingfisher  Meinmahla Kyun WS  Dec’ 2015 

 

  

Small Pratincole recorded for the first time Kwin bank Dec’ 2015 Black headed Ibis  Ng Man Thaung Dec’ 2015 

 

 
 

 

 

Other Wildife 

VARIABLE SQUIRREL Callosciurus finlaysonnii 

ESTUARINE CROCODILE Crocodylus porosus Two sightings of very large individuals each (see map)  Globally threatened. 
 



Discussion 

 

Mangrove Species 

 

Six species have been observed in the Meinmahla Kyun Reserve for the first time. These were Black Baza, a flock of 5 birds migrating on 2 Dec; Crested 

Serpent Eagle, Ruddy-breasted and Slaty-breasted Crake were both recorded for the first time, but both at several different locations, indicating a more wied 

spread distribution within the WS. Also an immature Brown Fishowl in the NE of the WS from a brood nearby (see map), Golden-fronted  Leafbird and Baya 

Weaver were recorded newly. Other birds of significance were Mangrove Pitta and Brown-winged Kingfisher, both globally near threatened and typical 

mangrove dwellers. One new site for the Pitta was found in the northern part of the reserve (see map) with more than ten callers.  

 

More common and characteristic birds such as Black-capped Kingfisher and Green-billed Malkoha have been recorded in detail and partly reflect the status of 

the mangrove reserve. Over a stretch of about 6 km mangrove channel both species were counted inn the Northern, Central and Southern part of the Reserve. 

Table 2 shows the differences between the three sections of the reserve. 

 
Table 2: Difference in densities of two typical mangrove bird species in three sections of 6 km each in North, Central and South of the Meinmahla Kyun WS 

Mangrove species Northern MM Kyun Central MM Kyun Southern MM Kyun 

Black-capped Kingfisher 30 21 8 

Green-billed Malkoha 7 3 - 

 

Whereas Black-capped Kingfisher is not directly associated with mangroves and rather reflect a good water quality and a channel that is rich in fish, the 

mangrove structure seems also important. The birds are residents all year round and hold territories and as such ideal indicator for the health of the mangrove 

channels. However the Green-billed Malkoha seems a represent a mature and diverse mangrove structure fairly well and depicts the differences in the state of 

mangroves between the three sections. The results may also be reflected by different time a day. The Malkoha is more active in the mornings and late 

afternoons and the results are a one-off count and not fully reflect the reality. Observations of four different birds during a morning excursion on a canoe 

suggests that the species might be more common and likely overlooked. However all three sections have been surveyed by the same boat. In summary, large 

swathes of the mangroves are no longer in a favourable state for a typical mangrove bird community. This is not only reflected by a lack of barbets and 

woodpeckers, but also by different densities of Black-capped Kingfisher and Malkohas. In the southern part only small areas near the border of consisting of 

mature forest whereas huge parts of the inside is depleted by mature trees, either by tropical storms such as Nargis and or additional human pressure opf local 

people collecting fire wood. 

 

Booted Eagle were seen again within the reserve but also at two further locations outside, with four species on Khaing Thaung only and one bird on Saka 

Khaing Giy, indicating that this species previous hardly known from Myanmar is spreading rapidly across the country. 



 

A Mangrove Whistler was noted near camp 1 (Kaung Tauk, NW of WS). Otherwise this species is widely missing from the reserve reflecting the poor state of 

the forest. At a random stop in the mangroves of Khaing Thaung were at least two birds calling of this species, pointing to a more mature degree of the 

mangroves. 

 

Waterbird trends 

 

The outer islands were visited at least three times over the past 6 years between Jan 2010 and Dec 2015 (see table 3). Comparisons between the counts are 

difficult and not always possible or sensible. Partly species have been mixed up (eg. Great and Intermediate Egret; Lesser and Greater Sandplover) or 

numbers from different sites have been combined in one year and not in others. However, some species, especially those that are site faithful allow 

comparisons. 

 

Although it is not clear if the large number of Black-headed Ibises in 2010 all derive from the outer islands, the continuing trend of only 8 in 2015 compared 

to 35 in 2013 is concerning. Eurasian Curlew, Black-tailed Godwit, Great Knot and Red Knot are declining. All are already globally threatened or near 

threatened and require careful future monitoring. Interestingly, Nordmann’s Greenshank has increased quite considerably. Even if we would assume that 

some birds might have been overlooked in 2013 the number of 48 of this globally endangered ‘flagship’ species of Nangmang Thaung is very encouraging 

and in line with high possibly increasing numbers on the main stopover site in China (Anderson in prep.). Furthermore Broad-billed sandpiper show an 

increase which is also encouraging. Last not least Pallas Gull and also Little Terns are clearly increasing. 

 

Overall the declining trends in larger and medium sized waders might be still a reflection of continued hunting pressure to which all including Spoon-billed 

Sandpiper are subjected and as ‘bycatch’ affected. In recent years, incl. 2014 at least one Spoon-billed sandpiper has been observed. This could not been 

verified in Dec 2015 and future surveys need to pay specific attention to this difficult species. 

 

Table 3: Waterbird counts at the Easter Delta Islands 

 

Species  2010 (Jan) 2013 (Nov) 2015(Dec) 

Ruddy Shelduck  4   

Grey Heron  30 26 5-7 

Great Egret  70 140 110 

Intermediate Egret  16  100 

Little Egret  ? 120 40 

Black-headed Ibis VU 120 35 8 



Grey Plover  60 250 50 

Pacific Golden Plover  30 3 10 

Greater Sandplover  30 1500 150 

Lesser Sandplover  3500 500 2000 

Kentish Plover  40 20 100 

Eurasian Curlew NT 190 120 105 

Whimbrel  10 70 10 

Black-tailed Godwit NT 400 16 - 

Bar-tailed Godwit  110 30 20 

Northern Greenshank  50 50 12 

Marsh Sandpiper  8 2 2 

Common Redshank  600 250 240 

Terek Sandpiper  150 30 20 

Nordmann’s Greenshank EN 8 26 48 

Great Knot EN 600 146 130 

Red Knot NT 120 12 5 

Broad-billed Sandpiper  200 100 350 

Curlew Sandpiper NT 150 80 225 

Red-necked Stint NT 90 36 50 

Little Stint   4  

Long-toed Stint    2 

Spoon-billed Sandpiper CR  1-2 - 

Sanderling  20 20 15 

Ruddy Turnstone  40 25 40 

Pallas’ s Gull  850 142 900 

Heuglin’s Gull   2 5 

Brown-headed Gull  2800 90 500 

Gull-billed Tern  2  - 

Little Tern  100 120 660 

Common Tern  10   

Greater Crested Tern  170   

Caspian Tern  5 37 360 



Whiskered Tern  800 500 2000 

 

 

Khaing Thaung 

 

 
The 1538 ha large island lies in the centre of the outer Ayeyarwaddy Delta and is entirely covered by mangroves and surrounded by sandy beaches and small 

estuaries of small channels. The mangroves seem to be largely unaffected and protected. The high conservation value of  Khaing Thaung Island derives from 



the mature and well preserved mangroves in the centre of the island and undisturbed sandy beaches with several turtles nesting. A night roost of over 370 

Black-headed Ibisses is remarkable and it appears that the roost is gathering ibises from a wide range along the delta coast. The island seems to be well 

protected by the local community, inviting this island either to be included in the zonation of a larger eastern delta protected area or a separate community-

based protected area in itself. 

 
Globally threatened Bird Species Numbers 

Threskiornis melanocephalus (NT) 370 (night roost) 

Numenius arquata (NT) 15 

Limosa lapponica (NT) 6 

  

Calidris tenuirostris (EN) 2 

Calidris ruficollis (NT) 60 

Pitta megarhyncha (NT) ??? 

Add. Spp of importance  

Aquila pennata 4-5! 

Ixobrychus sinensis 1-2 

Pachycephala grisola 2+ 

Dendronanthus indicus 10+ 

 

  



Mangrove channel outlet near the sea at Khaing Thaung Villagers at the beach West coast of Khaing Thaung 

  

Wide Sandy beaches at West coast of Khaing Thaung Forest Wagtail Dendronanthus indicus 

 

 

Western Delta Island and Iwe Estuary 
 

 



 
In the Western Delta area there is a range of coastal habitats of intertidal mudflats, islands and beaches that support international important water bird 

population as well as other globally threatened species. The Phone Taw Paey beach and the adjacent Saka Khaing Gyi island are very important for 

waterbirds but also other wintering migrants such as falcons, harriers and the Spotted Eagle (VU). Both sites build an ecological unit and are linked by birds 

moving regularly between the sites and should be protected. The shore on the eastern side of the proposed site has been included because of the Spotted Eagle 

sighting and largely unaffected mangroves in the area. In total the proposed reserve covers some 1500 ha and could be ideal as a community-based Protected 

Area. Adjacent beaches have not been fully assessed and a future community based reserve could well include much larger areas, such as Kwin beach and 

others. 



 
Globally threatened Bird Species Numbers 

Aquila clanga (VU) 1 

Numenius arquata (NT) 120 

Limosa lapponica (NT) 1 

Calidris tenuirostris (EN) 8 

Calidris ferruginea (NT) 150 

Calidris pygmeus (CR) 1 

Calidris ruficollis (NT) 600 

Add spp of importance  

Sterna albifrons 1000+ 

Falco amurensis 1 

  

  
Saka Khaing Gyi Ripples in tidal flats  



  
Calidris pygmaeus Watching Spoon-billed Sandpiper 

  

 
 

Management Recommendations for Meinmahla Kyun Wildlife Sanctuary 
 

The reserve was established in 1993 covering 13,670 ha in size and is under the management of the Forest Department of the MOECAF with an office in 

Bogolay. It comprises an island about 16 miles long and 6 miles wide, covered in mangrove, some of which is badly degraded either by the storm Nargis 

(northern part 1/3) but also by illegal human activities such as logging, fishing and other conflicts in resource management. The Nargis storm exacerbated the 

degrading situation. Most of the northern part of the Sanctuary is heavily impacted by uprooted trees and no old growth mangrove first remained. Even 

though the Central and southern parts host much more mature trees and show a diverse combination of trees there are also strong indications of constant and 

precipitous illegal logging, preventing the development of taller and more mature trees. This is also partly reflected by the widespread lack of woodpeckers, 

barbets, hornbills, parakeets and other species dependant on mature trees. Just by us chancing into the channels randomly we came across illegal collectors of 

firewood. Their tools, long knives were confiscated by the member of staff, but any kind of law enforcement can only be marginal and seem to have little 

effect. The constant and continuing cutting of branches leaves the remaining mangroves in a state of degeneration. In fact, due to the lack of any mature trees 

or branches they give the impression of a ‘bonsai’ mangrove forest. 

 

 



 
Recommendations for Conservation 

 

Meinmahla Kyun Wildlife Sanctuary and the turtle nesting islands build a natural ecological unit of mangroves and intertidal mud- and sandflats as part of the 

wider Ayeyarwaddy Delta and its dynamics. At present, both the mangrove reserve as well as the turtle islands face increasing challenges in the conservation 

and management. It is very encouraging to see the many efforts by the forest department in restoring damaged mangrove areas and also safeguarding its 

wildlife. Especially the introduction Programme for the crocodile and the protection efforts for the nesting Olive Ridgely Turtles and other globally threatened 

turtle species are successful and noteworthy. At present two different departments of two different ministries (MOECAF and MOLF) are responsible for 

different parts of the two reserves.  

 

 It is highly recommended to expand the existing Wildlife Sanctuary and include the adjacent mudflats and parts of the mangroves on the eastern delta, 

the Pyindaye peninsula and merge these with the high conservation value of the outer islands Kadongalay and Ng Man Thaung as well as the new 

island Masen Young west of Kadongalay. The entire area is highly dynamic and new islands appear and the mangroves are ‘growing’ or expanding 

into the outer delta with the potential for new buffer areas. A careful zonation would be required that addresses the need for protecting endangered 

species and its habitats as well as it would allow for sustainable fishing and human activities that are not such acceptable but also in parts favourable 

for the conservation goals. Eco-tourism and other sustainable and nature friendly development schemes should accompany the expansion and merger 

of a new and larger protected area.  

 

 The high conservation value of  Khaing Thaung Island west of these islands and the high level, obviously efficient management of the well preserved 

mangroves and beaches by the local community are inviting this island either to be included in the zonation of a larger eastern delta protected area or 

a separate community-based protected area in itself. 

 

 In lack of resources the Department of Fisheries has devised a guarding system by employing local fishermen to watch for illegal fishing and also 

look out for bird hunters in return for some moderate fishing rights and the rights to live on the islands. This system seem to work and already known 

hunters have been warned by the fishermen and are unlikely to return during the dry season, which is the most important for wintering water birds. 

 

 The level of engagement with local communities in saving and restoring the mangroves and the threats posed by local people’s illegal activities 

requires a different management approach, resources and long-term vision. Both reserves and the area surrounding are very suitable for the Man & 

Biosphere Reserve approach to site protection. This will help mitigate and alleviate the management problems caused by local communities, will 

empower the local communities and enhance their responsibilities and ultimately the conservation of biodiversity. In addition the Man & Biosphere 

Reserve can provide economic incentives and business opportunities for local communities and help saving biodiversity. 

 



A Biosphere Reserve opens new ways to combine conservation goals with the well-being of local communities and creates an opportunity for both reserves to 

be managed under one management unit that engages with local communities and enforces the agreed conservation goals. 

 

 



Hunting and fishing 

 

Trapping of birds with nets at roosting sites or in the mudflats is rare but consistent at key sites that were very important for migratory waterbirds. Hunting of 

waterbirds is not only known in Naung Thaung Isl., but also in Saka Khaing Giy and Iwe estuary and seems widespread across the outer delta. The approach 

applied by MOFAD seems effective. Fishermen should be contracted as guards in return for higher fishing rights or other privileges. 

  

Firewood collection is still a big issue, even in the protected MM K WS and it is surprising that not more solar cooker or efficient char coal cooker have been 

implemented to mitigate the firewood loss of timber and disturbance created . 

Solar cooker or solar roof panels should have been installed rather than the ad hoc corrugated shed that have been constructed in the aftermath of the Nargis 

storm. Communities in the adjacent neighbourhood of MMK WS should be encouraged and supported in implementing solar technology for cooking and 

electricity to severely reduce the pressure on the diminishing mangrove resources. 

 

Eco-tourism development 

 

For the development of eco-tourism it is important to increase the level of nature friendly and safe accommodations and tourist facilities in harmony with the 

mangrove and island habitat environmental. An important aspect of promoting the eco-tourism is the training of local nature guides, who know of target 

species such as crocodile fish owl and other key biodiversity species . Tours on boat should be reduced with motorised boats . In the future tours should be 

more guided by canoes that can seat 4-6 people each and approach wildlife more sensitively without disturbance and higher wildlife experience for the 

customers. These recommendations should be gradually introduced to adjust to the changing condition s and lessons learned. First tours are planned for 

2016/17 season and donors are needed to fund improved guesthouse and canoe facilities. 
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