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Temporal changes to the abundance and
community structure of migratory waterbirds
in Santragachhi Lake, West Bengal, and their
relationship with water hyacinth cover
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A study carried out during 1998-2009 showed that
migratory waterbirds of Santragachhi wetland, in the
vicinity of Kolkata, have declined by more than 55%
over a l2-year period, and three important species
have abandoned the wetland. These changes were asso-
ciated with the reduction of the surface water area due to
proliferation of water hyacinth. The waterbird abun-
dance and community composition corresponded signi-
ficantly with the water hyacinth cover of the wetland.
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WETLANDS are among the most productive biomes in the
world' that also provide many important ecosystem ser-
vices®. They also provide important habitats for a wide
variety of waterbirds. For instance, almost all of the 655
Prioritized Indian Wetlands (by the Ministry of Environ-
ment and Forests, Government of India, 2005) are listed
for their importance to waterbirds. However, due to
increasing anthropogenic activities, they have become
increasingly threatened, such that their value as a waterbird
habitat is being eroded”.

Among the primary threats to our wetlands are habitat
degradation, conversion, overexploitation and pollution.
These threats are particularly important in heavily popu-
lated areas, where anthropogenic demands on waterbodies
are high relative to availability. During the last 50 years,
several wetlands have been filled up and converted to urban
townships, agricultural lands and industrial plots,
whereas others have been degraded.

On the other hand, studies on waterbird communities
are often concerned with the nature of these communities
at the spatial scale of individual wetlands® and do not ac-
count for temporal variation that occurs within a given
wetland. Such within-wetland temporal variations need to
be studied to have an insight into the strategy of wetland
conservation.

Santragachhi wetland, located in the vicinity of Kol-
kata within the industrial belt, provides an example of
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how the waterbird communities have been changing over
time due to human impact on wetlands. It supports re-
gionally and internationally significant populations of a
range of waterbirds®. For this reason, the Ministry of En-
vironment and Forests, Government of India included it
under the National Wetland Conservation Programme in
2005. Eventually, it has been listed as an Internationally
Important Wetland by Wetlands International”.

The present author conducted a 12-year assessment of
migratory waterbird abundance and diversity in Santra-
gachhi wetland between 1998 and 2009. The principal
objective of this study was to monitor waterbird popula-
tions to assess changes over time and with relation to
habitat conditions.

Methods
Study site

The study was conducted at Santragachhi wetland, situ-
ated on the western bank of the river Hooghly about 5 km
west of Kolkata, West Bengal, India (lat. 22°34.816'N;
long. 88°16.970°E; Figure 1). It extends over an area of
24 ha, of which 18 ha constitutes a lake that provides
suitable habitat for waterbirds. Baikal Teal (4nas for-
mosa) and Swinhoe’s Snipe (Gallinago megala) are
among the waterbirds that have been visiting Santra-
gachhi every winter for the past 30 years.

Being located inside a densely populated industrial
area, Santragachhi has been subjected to degradation due
to imprudent anthropogenic activities. A sizeable portion
of the waterbody remains clogged with water hyacinth
(Eichhornia crassipes) and other macrophytes throughout
the year. The lake supports a wide variety of zooplank-
tons, molluscs and fishes that provide food for the water-
birds’.

Bird census

Waterbirds were counted annually between 1998 and
2009. The counts were made between 1 and 30 January.
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