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O

n a nocturnal walk with NSS, I (Gemma) got to chatting with Ulf Remahl
and hearing of his adventures during his career drilling for oil and gas. He
crisscrossed the globe “like one changing into fresh clothes every day” to
the extent that he had two passports – travelling on one, while the other
was sent off to get the necessary visas for the next journey.
With a little nudge from Ng Bee Choo (chairperson of NSS’s Vertebrate Study
Group), Ulf agreed to dig up for Nature Watch details of an ornithological enigma he
witnessed more than a quarter of a century ago. A friend from his teen years produced
a copy of the Swedish ornithological publication with the original article, which Ulf
translated for us, adding on further information he collected after that.
Ulf's original article did not contain photos, but S.T. Leng, our designer, is able
to give us a feel of the setting with images from several generous photo contributors.
Is Ulf one of the rare few, or indeed the only one, who has noticed Brahminy Kites
(Haliastur indus) as if drawn like giant kamikaze moths to enormous flames flared from
gas towers, getting whooshed up by the artificial thermal at the last minute? We found
on britishbirds.co.uk one account of migrating White Storks (Ciconia ciconia) at night
using thermals from flare stacks in 1978, and another of a Buzzard (Buteo buteo) getting
a lift from the gas flare of a hot air balloon in the same year. But neither mentions the
final upward shot that Ulf describes. We’d love to hear from anyone who has witnessed
anything similar.
Speaking of moths, Roger C. Kendrick gives us a glimpse into their world in
Hong Kong, where he has been based for more than two decades documenting their
diversity and pioneering data systems for recording sightings. Roger was in Singapore
in November, conducting the second 2-day workshop on identification and recording
of moths in Singapore organised by NSS’s Butterfly and Insect Study Group*. In July
2014, he had set up the database, the Singapore Moth Project (inaturalist.org/projects/
singapore-moths), for the general public to contribute their sightings and add to the
knowledge of Singapore moths.
If you’re looking to slow down after all the madness and rush of the year end, how
about quietly contemplating nature and observing her nuances with a sketch pad on
one of NSS’s art outings? Such events, open to all, are a gentle way of introducing the
public to nature and NSS. Kerry Pereira shares this innovative outreach project which
he dreamt up and developed with artist Van Wangye, with Alpana Ahuja subsequently
joining their efforts, and discusses the historical usefulness of art in nature.
As we enter a new year that’s hopefully kinder to nature, Sabrina Jabbar explains to
us how utilising monkey guards in places where there have been high macaque-human
conflicts is an effective way to ameliorate the situation without culling the macaques.
This pioneering initiative, conducted by her through Animal Concerns Research &
Education Society (ACRES) and then Jane Goodall Institute Singapore (JGIS), brings
light into what had often seemed like an intractable problem – allowing for a more
humane approach to one of our fellow primate species in Singapore.
As we go to print, we would like to congratulate NSS’s president Dr Shawn Lum
on receiving the President’s Award for the Environment 2017*.
Gemma Koh and Margie Hall
January 2018

* Read about the moth workshop and the award to Dr Shawn Lum in the January/February
2018 edition of Nature News.
We welcome your stories, articles, surveys, observations and photographs. Please
discuss your story ideas with us by emailing a proposal to contact@nss.org.sg. Do
include samples of your photographs (maximum 20 images per submission). We
require good quality, high resolution JPEG images (ideally uncropped) in the largest
size available, labelled with a descriptive file name.
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O u t r e a c h

Nature Appreciation
through Art
As an addition to habitat walks and photography outings, art sessions
in natural areas allow and encourage a different appreciation of nature,
through personal and sustained focus on the myriad elements in a single
scene before one’s eyes. Let Kerry Pereira inspire you into joining one of
NSS’s regular art sessions.
Additional text by Van Wangye and Alpana Ahuja
Photos by Kerry Pereira
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A pretty pond with
lillies and lotuses
was the setting for
last June’s session
on Pulau Ubin.
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H

ave you ever been amazed by the splendour of colours of a bird’s
feather or the iridescent glint of a butterfly’s wing? Have you ever
looked at a flower swaying gently in the breeze, how it blurs into
a wisp of white or yellow or red tangled with the colours of other
wildflowers rocking in unison? These moments can be stored in
memory, or reproduced by photos, but have you ever wished you could capture the sense
of your very personal experience to share with others? Or, as a keen nature enthusiast,
have you ever realised that your fascination and focus with species and their names, or
your energetic demeanour, were actually off-putting to those whom you would like to
encourage to enjoy nature?
In 2014, a chance encounter
with Van Wangye, a freelance wildlife
illustrator, at one of Nature Society
Singapore’s (NSS) regular nature talks,
led to a conversation about a different
way of spreading nature appreciation
to others. Instead of actively moving
in search of nature, we would sit and
observe what was immediately in
front of us – nature in all its lines and
curves, forms and shapes, hues and
tones, quirks and irregularities, lights
and darks, shadows and highlights,
complexities and simplicities. We would
use art to engage the public.
The activity would be free
and open to everyone. No prior art
experience would be needed as Van
would be present to provide assistance
and tips. This would be a journey into
the overlooked, underappreciated, and
often-missed. An experience that we
believed would feed the soul.
NSS’s first wildlife sketching session, at Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve,
was held on one of the lowest tide days
in June 2015. Everyone was amazed
by the sheer diversity we encountered.
From the aquatic to the avian and
everything in-between, we were spoilt
for choice when it came to choosing a
subject to focus on: Archer fishes swimming nonchalantly at the water surface;
White-bellied Sea Eagles swooping
4 Nature Watch Jan – Mar 2018

One participant’s botanical study.
Inset: Artist Van Wangye demonstrates how loose sketching is a great way to start
your artwork before adding details.

The art sessions are popular with both the young and the old; families often come with children.

The quarry at Bukit Batok Nature Park that inspired the painting featured on our cover.
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above the stream; a Malayan Water
Monitor lounging lazily on the concretised bank; and estuarine crocodiles
– not one, not two, but three! – lying
languidly on the bank, in the water,
and on the bund. Not to mention an
uncountable number and variety of
birds – herons, egrets, plovers, storks,
kingfishers, jungle fowl – feeding, calling, sauntering, and skipping on the
exposed mud. Most importantly, they
were close to us and remained still long
enough to be appreciated and translated
to our sketchpads. And if they did move
too much, well, the tangle of mangrove
roots were definitely standing stock still.
The participants loved it and asked for
more of such trips. We gladly obliged.
To our good fortune, a chance
meeting later that same year with artist
Alpana Ahuja resulted in her joining
our efforts. This led to an expansion of
mediums – from pencil and charcoal to
watercolour and acrylic paint, allowing
the initiative to move beyond sketching
to a more holistic art activity that would
allow us to reach more people.
Since our start 2.5 years ago, we
have had more than 170 participants
take part in these sessions, with each
activity hosting about 12 people on
average. We have visited popular nature
areas like Pulau Ubin and Singapore
Botanic Gardens as well as heartland
parks such as Tampines Eco Green and
Bukit Batok Nature Park for leisurely
art sessions. We have also organised
trips to unprotected places like Bidadari
to highlight its conservation value,
as well as to the Animal Concerns
Research and Education Society’s
(ACRES) wildlife sanctuary to showcase
the plight of human-wildlife conflicts
and the illegal wildlife trade.
These sessions inspire participants
to look at their subjects more closely
and with more thought before attempting to capture their essence onto their
sketchpads or canvases. Art is an expression of oneself. Even with the same
subject, each interpretation is different
making each piece truly unique. This
empowerment to choose what elements
to incorporate and how to arrange them
6 Nature Watch Jan – Mar 2018

A young participant finds a leaf handy as a palette.

Waterhens, painted by Alphana Ahuja at Tampines Eco Green. Photo: Alpana Ahuja

together into a coherent and engaging
perspective can reveal an insight into
the subject that is usually missed, transforming everyday scenes into fleeting
moments to be treasured.
This can sometimes lead to the
artwork connecting with viewers in an
intimate way, influencing opinions and
attitudes that can lead to change. Few
people are aware of art’s subtle power.
The paintings of Thomas Moran for
example, helped inspire the United
States Congress to create Yellowstone
National Park, the world’s first national
park, in 1872.
Besides acting as an agent for
conservation, art can also add to our

knowledge of nature itself, and did
so especially in the era before photography. Victorian artist Marianne
North’s detailed depictions of plants
in her travels around the world in her
oil paintings led to the identification
of a new species of pitcher plant, the
Nepenthes northiana, as well as of several other flora species.
Closer to home, William
Farquhar’s natural history drawings,
though at times inaccurate, still provide
us with an authoritative catalogue of the
biodiversity that Singapore once had,
allowing us to better understand what
has since been lost.
In the hustle and bustle of busy

Photo: Gemma Koh

Drawing Tips
1

Use B or 2B pencils

Using a soft B or 2B pencil is much better than HB. Mechanical pencils can scar
the paper causing “paper trenches” but are
good for finishing touches as the lead is
finer and will result in sharper lines.
2 Avoid holding the pencil too
close to the tip

This gives you a more fluid movement when
you sketch and also prevents your fingers
from coming in contact with the lead which
can lead to staining.
3

Take a picture

Bring a camera and take a photo to record
your chosen object/landscape/animal before
you begin. This will help serve as a reference should your subject move away or if
you want to continue working on it at a later
time.
4 Begin with the lighter tones
and build up to the darker ones

This makes it easier to correct mistakes
without leaving stains on your paper.

5 Start from the top and work
your way down

This prevents unnecessary smudging of your
artwork, especially when using pencils or
charcoals.

6 Pay attention to the negative
space around your subject

Negative space is just as important as the
subject as it keeps your subject in proportion and adds balance to your artwork. It also
helps you accurately transfer what you see
onto your sketchpad.
7

Try blue, not black

For wet mediums, it is sometimes better to
use blue (rather than black) to darken and
show shadows. Observe carefully. Paint what
you see, not what you know.
8

Start with yellow

If using wet medium, yellow is a good colour
to start with because you can colour over it
without it showing. This gives you some freedom to orientate your composition and make
changes before committing to it.
9

Use contrast

Contrasting deep shadows and light patches
will create a more dramatic piece.
10 Be messy, keep practising,
relax and have fun

Don’t worry about drawing straight lines.
Being messy may help you capture the
dynamic nature of the subject. Nature is also
not neat. Trees do not grow evenly and leaf
veins are not parallel, for example. Keep drawing as much as you can and your piece will
slowly come together. Practice makes perfect
but always have fun while you’re at it.
The author would like to express his gratitude to his wife Sarah Martens for being a sounding board and inspiration in the writing of this
article as well as her unwavering support in his work at NSS.

By Van Wangye and Alpana Ahuja
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Group and Nature Etiquette in the Field
By Kerry Pereira and Van Wangye

Be quiet Lower your voice. Noise
tends to scare animals away and can
also interfere with the normal behaviour of the animal.
Leave only footprints Take
all your items out of the area. Do
not leave anything behind. Dispose
of any trash in the appropriate bins.
Eraser residue and pencil shavings
should be bagged and disposed of
so that animals don’t end up eating them. Water used to wash paint
brushes should be brought out of the
nature area and disposed of appropriately to avoid chemicals entering
and contaminating the waterways.
Respect the area Do not van-

dalise the area with your materials
such as paints or ink. Refrain from
removing elements that you don’t
like (for example, a stray branch) in
order to get an unblocked view of
your subject. Bugs and other tiny
critters have a right to wander about
without being killed unnecessarily.

lives, nature is often relegated to the
back of the mind, rendering it unimportant and easily taken for granted.
However, through these art sessions,
nature moves from an unnoticed
background player to a leading role in
the forefront, constantly interacting
with the participants. By inviting and
encouraging participants to scrutinise
and contemplate nature’s complexity, a
newfound appreciation and respect for
its intrinsic beauty is likely to develop,
resulting in a transformative effect on
the artist too.
This self-discovery and positive
change in attitude allows bridges to be
built and reconnections made with this
miracle of life. In the end, it is our hope
nature would take on new meaning and
value to each participant, to be cherished, celebrated and protected from the
urgencies of progress.
This is best summarised by the
words of poet William Blake’s Auguries
of Innocence:
“To see a world in a grain of sand
And a heaven in a wild flower,
Hold infinity in the palm of your hand
And eternity in an hour.”
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Respect your fellow participants While participants may, with

permission, watch each other work in
order to learn from one another, please
seek additional permission before taking
a picture of their artwork. Do not make
noise while they work as this may distract them and break their momentum.

Respect your subject Refrain from
touching or harassing wildlife so that you
don’t get bitten or stung. Do not pluck
the leaves or the flowers of plants, especially in nature reserves.
Respect the animal’s space

Keep your distance. An animal may come
closer when it is comfortable with your
presence. Use a pair of binoculars or a
camera for a closer look. If you have to
approach, move slowly and always gauge
the animal’s comfort level. This will minimise the chance of the animal fleeing or
getting aggressive.

JOIN
US!

Do not chase after your
subject Chasing an animal may

stress it out and may also cause it to
attack and, in any case, is not going
to help you to get a sustained view
for your artwork.

Do not use food bait Baiting
may cause behaviour modification in
the animal, leading to more dependency on people for food, aggression,
and human-wildlife conflicts. Baits
used are also often unhealthy and
may cause health issues in the animal.
Do not use recorded vocal
call backs Using call backs to lure a

subject out is an unethical practice. It
can distract from essential behaviour
like nest maintenance, foraging for
food, and feeding of chicks.

Be gracious and considerate

Think of other users of the area. Set
up your easel and materials with as
little obstruction to others as possible.

To find out about upcoming NSS Art in the Park sessions, follow
Nature Society (Singapore) on Facebook, or go to www.nss.org.sg.

Kerry Pereira is the Member Programme and Outreach Officer of NSS, and passionate
about raptor-watching and trekking. He also has a keen interest in the arts, and dabbles
in poetry, photography and writing in his spare time. He has accepted that he is terrible
at drawing and painting. He would like to express his gratitude to his wife Sarah
Martens for being a sounding board and inspiration in the writing of this article as well
as her unwavering support for his work at NSS.
Van Wangye Shiming is a self-taught natural history and wildlife illustrator. He
illustrates old-school-styled realistic wildlife. His art mainly focuses on animal behaviour,
herpetology and marine fauna. His illustrations have been commissioned by a number
of wildlife NGOs, breeding centres and pet stores locally and overseas. He is a member of
NSS, which is the main beneficiary of part of his income from his artwork sales.
Alpana Ahuja is an artist, nature- and animal-lover. She is a member of NSS and the
illustrator of the popular Sasha series of children’s books. She uses her art to raise funds for
animal charities like ACRES, Wildlife SOS India, and NSS. She also created a series of
paintings, called Padhchinh (footprint in Sanskrit), with her current muse, an elephant.

L e p i d o p t e r a

The Tropical Swallowtail Moth (Lyssa zampa, Uraniidae) is found throughout the tropics and subtropics of eastern and southeastern Asia. This migratory species is observed frequently in July and August, both in Singapore and Hong Kong. It requires
forest with Endospermum tree species for its larvae.

Speaking up for Moths

Moth expert Roger C. Kendrick argues the case for the study of moths, with
examples from Hong Kong where he has been studying them for more than
two decades.
Photos by Roger C. Kendrick/C & R Wildlife

W

hat is it with
moths? They’re
little, boring
brown jobs whose
caterpillars eat
my wardrobe contents, aren’t they?” –
Therein start the misconceptions.
It is true a tiny percentage of
moths (Order: Lepidoptera – “scale
winged” insects, which comprise
moths and butterflies) have larvae that
do indeed eat natural fibres such as
cotton and fur, that we humans use
for clothing. Humans see some moths
as competitor species we term “pests",
whereas the moths have evolved over
millions of years to undertake very

specific ecological roles, one of which is
to recycle dead natural materials.
What other generalisations? Night
time? Not entirely. Not butterfly like?
Again, not entirely. Dull coloured?
Can’t agree with that either. Major
pests on crops and in forestry? A small
percentage (very small), yes; but most
species are not competing with us
for resources. Indeed, most species
are beneficial to us, providing free
pollination services for crops, especially
fruit and vegetables, maintaining water
and carbon cycles in many habitat types
by recycling nutrients, and providing
many other animals (including humans)
with a vital food resource. For example,

papaya flowers are only pollinated by
Sphingidae – the Hawkmoth Family.
So no hawkmoths means no papayas.
“So why study moths?”

This question is not so easy to answer
briefly. Putting aside the ecological
(but nonetheless important) components mentioned above, there are some
other factors.
Moths are amongst the most
diverse group of insects, with over
150,000 described species globally and
with as many again, or more, awaiting
discovery and description. We are a long
way from obtaining a complete basic
inventory of moth species.
Jan – Mar 2018 Nature Watch 9

In Borneo, some 10,000 moth
species have been recorded since the
1960s, yet much of the natural forest,
and with it unique moth species, have
subsequently been lost to human consumption.
It is too late to know which
species would have occurred in
Singapore’s long lost forests. Recorded
species (429 including unidentifieds) are
but a faint flicker of light in comparison
to the flame of diversity that would have
occurred in the distant past. An estimate
of over 4,000 species is not unrealistic.
A Hong Kong perspective

Similarly, in Hong Kong, where I have
worked on the moth fauna for the last
21 years, almost all the original habitat
has long since been lost to human intervention or destruction.
What remains is again a paltry
component of a vast forest fauna, whose
richness is hinted at by remnant moth
faunas in the few fragments of primary
forest that remain in southern China.
By way of example, a couple of
relatively well known groups – the
Prominent Moths (family Notodontidae)
– a forest dwelling group, have 35
species recorded in Hong Kong,
compared to over 150 species in nextdoor Guangdong province.
The Footmen Moths, or Lichen
Moths (family Erebidae, subfamily
Arctiinae, tribe Lithosiini), whose larvae
feed on lichens, a group sensitive to
sulphur dioxide (SO2), are indicators
of SO2 pollution. In Hong Kong there
are 56 species of Lithosiini, whereas in
nearby Hainan, I recorded almost that
many Lithosiini in one week. In Fraser’s
Hill, Pahang, Malaysia, it is possible to
see that many Lithosiini in one night.
There are over 350 Lithosiini species
known from the Malay Peninsula!
Other reasons to study moths

We live in an age where resource use by
Homo sapiens is rapidly stripping bare
planet Earth – the only life support
system we know. If we keep going
at this rate (and it is likely that we
will only increase the resource use as
our population keeps increasing), the
10 Nature Watch Jan – Mar 2018

system will fail. The only unknown is
at what point in time this threshold
will be reached.
Because moths provide us with
ecosystem services, we must rapidly
improve our understanding of how
these services take place, so that they
will not be lost to us, either now or in
the future. That means we must make
better use of natural resources per se, as
without natural habitat, the moths will
have no viable home and thus cannot
maintain the services that we rely upon
to maintain our own health.
Enough rationale.

How does one study a group
that is generally active at night?

In Hong Kong, as in most places where
moths are recorded, the “moths to a
flame” light response is utilised. Lights,
especially sources with ultraviolet light,
are used to attract moths, which will
usually land on a nearby surface.
Moth recorders (shortened to
moth-ers – not to be confused with
mothers!) often use a white sheet hung
up close to the light source, or place the
light source on a box or bucket style
trap. Moths will then settle on the sheet,
or in the trap, whence the moth-er(s)

Hindwing of a Golden Emperor Moth (Loepa sikkima, Saturniidae), one of many very
colourful moth species.
Only adult hawkmoths can pollinate papaya flowers. Pictured is the Coffee Beehawkmoth (Cephonodes hylas, Sphingidae) nectaring at Hong Kong Pavetta
(Pavetta hongkongensis).

DIURNAL MOTHS

O

Prominent Moths are mostly associated with undisturbed forest habitats. Prior
to deforestation, it is thought Hong Kong would have had many more than the
35 prominent moth species that have been recorded in recent times. The term
“prominent” refers to their prominent wing tufts on the forewing dorsum, visible
when the moth is at rest. It is one of several wing tufts that help break up the
shape of the moth. However, species in the genus Phalera, like Grote’s Buff-tip
(Phalera grotei; above), do not have this feature!

Adult Barsine striata (above) and
unidentified larva of a Cyana species
(right). Larvae of the Lithosiini tribe
of Lichen Moths feed on lichens, and
consequently all the tribe’s species are
susceptible to sulphur dioxide pollution.

will document the species observed
and where possible the abundance of
each species.
Digital cameras have made
the task a bit easier, but because
there are so many species that
cannot be identified with certainty
in situ, voucher material (a curated
moth specimen, with appropriate
permission) may be retained to
confirm the identity of difficult to
identify species. In some instances,
new species will be discovered through
retention of voucher material, giving
rise to the usually long process of
writing up a species new to science.
Other methods used to record
moths include more time consuming approaches, such as searching for
larvae, then rearing the larvae to the

adult moth to confirm the identity
of the species, as well as the larval
host. In so doing, one unearths vital
ecological information about the role
of that particular moth species in its
habitat (ecological investigation in
action!), so vital for piecing together
the giant jigsaw that is life on earth
and thus for how we can conserve this
remarkable system that underpins our
own survival.

ne of the misconceptions about
moths is that they all fly at
night. Not so. There are many
day active (diurnal) species, probably
more than butterfly species, only we
either think they are butterflies, or get
fooled into thinking they are something
other than a butterfly or moth.
Many diurnal moths are superb
mimics of other insects, especially
bees and wasps. They include the common Handmaiden Moth (Syntomoides
imaon, which belongs to the subfamily
Arctiinae, or Tiger Moths). Other moth
groups that mimic bees and wasps
include some Hawkmoths (Sphingidae),
the Clearwing Moths (Sesiidae) and
some Burnet Moths (Zygaenidae).
Furthermore, other common
diurnal moths in Hong Kong often
mistaken for butterflies include
some commonly seen Looper Moths:
Orange Magpie Moth (Obeidia tigrata;
Geometridae, seen in April and May)
and the False Tiger Moth (Dysphania
militaris; Geometridae, seen year
round). The latter is also found in
Singapore's mangroves.

Orange Magpie Moth nectaring (and
perhaps pollinating) Hong Kong's Wild
Raspberry (Rubus reflexus), which is
good bush-tucker.

How to manage the data?

For Hong Kong, I use a relational
database on my computer. It currently
contains information on almost 2,500
species, their larval hosts, some 72,000
observation records from the 350 or
so sites at which moths have been
observed, not forgetting the 7,000

False Tiger Moth next to a leafhopper
(Hemiptera: Cicadellidae).
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or so moth voucher specimens held in
various institutions from around the
world. This tool is augmented by additional observational data that is maintained online at the Hong Kong Moth
Recording Project I founded, hosted by
iNaturalist (inaturalist.org), where over
19,000 observations have been submitted mostly by dedicated volunteers in
the six years this project has been run.
Singapore has an equivalent project, founded in 2014, with some 2,940
observations of 429 species by 184

people (at time of print). Both these
iNaturalist projects aim to provide baseline information on the moth faunas of
Hong Kong and Singapore, for use in
assessing the conservation needs of the
moths and their associated habitats.
Is enough being done?

No, not even close to enough. Both
Hong Kong and Singapore lack a reasonably accurate published guide to
moth species, either in book format, or
online. I am in the process of writing

Changing Distribution

A

n increase in moth
recording throughout
East and South-east Asia
has led to better understanding
of species distributions in the
continent, and changes in
distributions, due to human
activity.
For example, Acidon
paradoxa (Hampson, 1896) was
described in 1896 from a single
male specimen found in the
Himalayas, Bhutan. It was not
recorded again until the 1990s.
It has since been regularly seen
in small numbers in the central
New Territories of Hong Kong.
(It is also known as Hampson’s
Paradoxical Moth because Sir
George Hampson was not sure
in which family the species
should be placed). The female of
paradoxa has not been formally
described, but matches the
description of Acidon rectilineata
(Hampson, 1896), known only
from a single female from Sikkim.
A further example: species
are changing their global
distribution, probably in response
to climate changes. Hong Kong
is seeing a number of tropical
species arriving, and most
becoming established, in the
last 15 years. Tropical species
that were not seen during the
1990s are now difficult to miss.
They include Vitessa suradeva,
seen in Hong Kong for the first
time in 2017; Loxotephria sp.
that resembles L. elaiodes, first
seen in Hong Kong in 2016; and
Rhimphaliodes macrostigma, first
seen in Hong Kong in 2014 and
now well established.
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Acidon paradoxa (male left, female right).

Loxotephria sp.

Vitessa suradeva.

an illustrated guide to the Hong Kong
moths, that will encompass pretty much
all that is known on the Hong Kong
moth fauna, but this book is still years
away from completion.
Nobody is working on a
publication of all the Singapore moth
fauna. However, I am collaborating
with Nature Society (Singapore) (NSS)
to provide workshops on moths to
encourage more interest. Training covers
practical moth recording (including
curation skills, focusing on the field
recording methods), identification skills,
main families encountered, and collation
and use of data. I also provide technical
support to participants via inaturalist.org
(ID-ing), and through email and social
media, on particular topics as needed.
I am also supporting the completion of the pocket Field Guide to Moths
by NSS’s Butterfly and Insect Group
(BIG) introducing the more common
species. Working with BIG to bring
moths onto the radar of Singapore’s naturalists will hopefully bring moths into
the mainstream by way of Singapore’s
National Biodiversity Strategy & Action
Plan (NBSAP) process, as is being done
in Hong Kong, where key species of
moth were assessed for Hong Kong’s
first BSAP published in 2016.
Realistically, neither Hong
Kong nor Singapore have anywhere
near enough data to comprehensively
understand any local trends in their
moth diversity: which species are doing
well (if any), which are at risk of local
extinction (and why). Then the thorny
issue of habitat conservation must be
addressed, with action taken to conserve
not just the jewel in the crown sites,
but the interconnectivity of sites at the
landscape level that allow for moth
populations to maintain genetic viability.
We know in Hong Kong that
there are moth species arriving with
human help, albeit inadvertently. The
horticulture trade is likely responsible
for the arrival in the last decade of at
least three species (Noctua pronuba,
Milionia zonea, and Copamyntis leptocosma). Of these three, only the
Milionia zonea (a looper moth; family
Geometridae, particularly the subfamily Ennominae) may have occurred in

What can we do?

Moths are still something of an enigma,
so diverse in their appearance (I could
spend another few pages talking about
mimicry and crypsis), so rich in species
and in their adaptations to survival, so
important in terms of their ecological
functions. Yet we appreciate so little
of their habits, their habitats and their
intrinsic beauty. Here are a few ways to
support their study and survival.
Larva of Milionia zonea
feeding on Podocarpus.
This recent arrival to Hong
Kong has been devastating
and threatening the
already at risk population
of native Podocarpus
plants in Hong Kong.

Hong Kong in prehistorical times, its
larvae using Podocarpus (Buddhist Pine)
as a host. This local native Podocarpus is
just hanging on in Hong Kong, and the
Milionia zonea moth could be the death
knell for the tree in Hong Kong.
Of the other two moths, Noctua
pronuba (Large Yellow Underwing;
native to temperate regions of Europe
and Asia) is a species known to travel
with horticultural produce – having
arrived in North America in the last
few decades.
The Copamyntis leptocosma (a
knot-horn moth, applied to the subfamily Phycitinae) is an Australian species that uses many horticultural plants,
including Hibiscus, as a larval host.
What effects they could each have in
Hong Kong has not been investigated.
Roger C. Kendrick is an independent
wildlife consultant based in Hong Kong,
running C & R Wildlife. He specialises
in moths and wildlife conservation issues.
His PhD, from The University of Hong
Kong, investigated the moth fauna in the
former Crown Colony. Whilst working
for Kadoorie Farm & Botanic Garden
(an environmental NGO in Hong
Kong), he founded the Asian Lepidoptera
Conservation Symposium series that has
held spin-off workshops in Singapore,
Malaysia, India and China.

There are many other factors
that affect each moth species’ survival.
Humans cause quite a few such effects:
habitat loss and fragmentation are,
perhaps, the most significant – without
suitable habitat most moth species will
not survive. Less obvious, but equally
insidious, are the many forms of pollution, particularly chemical, noise and
light pollution.
In Singapore and Hong Kong,
light pollution is so severe that many
nocturnally active species, not just most
moths, have a really hard time trying to
follow the lunar cycle, because it is too
bright to see what phase the moon is
in. This affects reproduction cycles for
many species. Recent work shows light
pollution reduces crop pollination by
nocturnal pollinators, too.

• Include moths in your environmental
awareness and education.
• Look out for moths and their larvae, be
they in your garden, the local park, or
any of the remaining native habitats –
forest, mangrove, river and stream areas.
• Document what you observe. Please
post it to iNaturalist, where there
are volunteers who will assist with
the identification. (inaturalist.org –
see respective sections on the Hong
Kong and Singapore Moth Recording
Programmes.)
• Organise a moth recording event.
NSS’s Butterfly and Insect Group
could help you with this.
• Get involved with National
Moth Week, which is normally in
the later part of July each year
(nationalmothweek.org.)
• Help NSS BIG with data management and assessment.
Participants
and the author
(front row,
third from
right) at the
2nd Practical
Moth Recording
Workshop
held by NSS
in November
2017. It was
hosted by
National Parks
Board (NParks)
at Singapore
Botanic
Gardens.
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C o n f l i c t

Proper disposal of waste is a major factor in reducing macaque intrusion.
Inset: Monkey guards are taught to identify the macaques' entry and exit
points and the regular times of their daily movements.

Monkey Guards – A Pilot Project
In place of trapping
and culling Longtailed Macaques that
enter human homes in
search of food, the use
of Monkey Guards is
a recent, more humane
and effective initiative to
reduce negative humanmacaque interaction.
Sabrina Jabbar, who
was instrumental in its
introduction to Singapore,
shares with us the details.
Photos by Sabrina Jabbar
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T

he Long-tailed Macaque
(Macaca fascicularis) is a
species of cercopithecine
primate native to
Southeast Asia, including
Singapore. Often inhabiting mangrove
forests, it has also been commonly called
the Crab-eating Macaque. Macaques
play an important role in ecology and
forest regeneration as seed dispersers.
Highly adaptable and curious,
these primates can be seen not just in
our nature reserves and parks but also,
due to urbanisation and consequent
forest fragmentation, in adjacent urban
areas. The appearance of macaques in
such areas does not, as some people
think, arise from lack of food in the
forests – there are natural food supplies in the forests adequate to sustain
the macaque population. But over the
years, particularly as many people have
misguidedly fed them, some individuals and troops have learnt to associate
humans with food.

Much like humans, the macaques
are attracted to refined foods high
in energy, sugar and fat as well as to
human-planted fruit trees. For these
forest edge-dwellers, the proximity of
human settlements and visitors to forests are an appealing as well as a plentiful and easy food source. Recreational
areas within nature reserves and parks
with high human traffic often overlap with the home range of resident
macaque troops, creating potential zones
of interaction. Tension results when
macaques approach humans or their
dwellings for fast food, and humans do
not know how to avoid conflict.
The problem with culling

Since the 1970s, trapping and culling have been used to handle humanmacaque tension by relevant government
departments. The practice was first used
at Singapore Botanic Gardens and subsequently in many other areas. Although it
may have been successful at the Gardens,

due to relative isolation from forests,
it has otherwise not been ineffective
in eliminating the issue as it does not
address the roots of the problem.
Exterminating the entire population of around 2,000* Long-tailed
Macaques in Singapore is not desirable. Culling of problem individuals
or groups is at best ineffective and, at
worst, exacerbates the situation. Culling
is disruptive to highly social animals
such as macaques.
Removing individuals destabilises the social structure of the troop
when individuals compete to fill the
power vacuum. When smaller bands of
macaques disperse or are driven out of
their territory, they may wander beyond
forest boundaries and into surrounding
residential areas.
Culling merely addresses the
symptoms and provides short term solutions to a long term problem. As long
as food supply remains constant, new
macaques will replace the culled individuals via migration.
A more humane solution

In lieu of needless killing of macaques,
a long term, humane solution to resolve
human-macaque tension is to utilise
monkey guards (see box below on
Monkey Guarding).

Monkey guards or similar
monkey herders have proven to be
effective in locations like Gibraltar, for
instance. Some years ago, the Barbary
Macaques (Macaca sylvanus) who
are based on the Rock of Gibraltar
ventured into the town area. They
were subsequently discouraged through
monkey guarding and herding, as well
as by the daily provision of extra food
on the Rock.
Singapore’s first guarding
project

In 2015, Animal Concerns Research
and Education Society (ACRES) set
up a one-year monkey guarding pilot
project among six condominiums
that border the Bukit Timah Nature
Reserve. The project was subsequently
handed over to Jane Goodall Institute
Singapore (JGIS) by January 2016.
Whether under ACRES or JGIS, all
the monkey guarding was initially
done by myself until, having trained
the security guards of the respective
condominiums, I eventually handed
over the roles of monkey guards to
them in January 2017.
Residents’ support needed

In order to execute monkey guarding
at the condominiums, the level of

High availability of food encourages the
macaques to range beyond their natural
home.

residents’ tolerance towards macaques
was first measured. Management
gathered feedback from residents and
defined areas for intrusion which were
unacceptable. The level of tolerance
and intrusion definition varied from
condominium to condominium,
making each monkey guarding process
unique to each.

What is Monkey Guarding?
Monkey guarding has to be
based on accurate information
– recognising the alpha males
and bolder individuals in a troop,
and the troop’s regular foraging
routes. The guards then meet each
approach of the alpha males or
leading monkeys with a confident,
assertive but non-aggressive
blocking of the route into or
towards human habitations. The
troop then has no choice but to
move on elsewhere. Over time,
blocking as negative reinforcement
will modify the routine behaviour
of the macaques who will cease to
even make an approach.
Left: ACRES staff being taught
monkey guarding at Laos
Wildlife Sanctuary in 2013. They
are controlling the troop, while
newcomers are introduced.
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Residents of condominiums and
nearby houses were also taught how to
behave in the presence of macaques.
For example:
• Avoid carrying plastic bags which
macaques associate with food;
instead consider putting groceries in
tote bags
• Keep doors and windows closed
when not at home
• Avoid growing fruiting plants
• Do not taunt macaques.
• Interpret accurately macaques’ various facial expressions. For instance,
an open mouth showing teeth is a
sign of fear, not of aggression.
Residents who encountered the
macaques were given immediate assistance and assurance.
By the end of 2015, the six
condominiums had been turned into
macaque-friendly zones, in the sense
that condominium management
would not engage the Agri-Veterinary
Authority (AVA) for trapping should a
problem arise, although some residents
might themselves contact AVA.

Alpha male Erik of the Hindhede troop, with GPS collar.

Monkeys culled
by AVA
Year

Number (approx)

2013

570

2014

440

2015

630

Data about the troop

Information on the Hindhede troop’s
daily movement through the area of
condominiums, was available from
research conducted in Singapore
by Amy Klegarth**. Klegarth, of
University of Notre Dame (Indiana,
USA), had previously researched the
monkeys in Gibraltar. The Singapore
research, done in conjunction with
National Parks Board (NParks),
involved utilising GPS collars to track
the daily routes of the alpha males in
six different troops.
Data gathered from the GPS
collar worn by alpha male Erik, of the
Hindhede troop, showed the troop’s
distribution range, highlighting the
area of high human-macaque interaction around the six condominiums and
the routes by which the troop reached
this area and also moved on from it.
Additionally I also followed the troop
for several months to confirm their daily
movements.
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Source: Lim Gim Siong. (2016, April 4).
One-third of monkeys being culled each
year ‘too much’: MP Louis Ng. Channel
News Asia. www.channelnewsasia.com/
news/singapore/one-third-of-monkeysbeing-culled-each-year-too-much-mplouis-ng-8078446

Monkey guarding techniques

The monkey guards are the primary line
of defence again the troop. The constant
presence of monkey guards is a negative
reinforcement that discourages macaques
from entering the premises.
The guards were first taught to
identify the macaques’ entry and exit
points into the surrounding area and
the premises of various condominiums,
along with their regular times. They
were also taught to identify Erik and the
bolder individuals that tended to be the
first to attempt to enter the premises.
Guards hold a walking stick or
umbrella to act as an extended arm
(these tools are strategically placed near

When the alpha male
and bolder individuals
were denied entry,
the rest of the troop
were naturally deterred
from entering. Entry
into guarded premises
decreased gradually, and
visits from macaques
were less frequent.
the macaques’ entry and/or exit points,
so that guards can respond more quickly
and effectively). Guards deter macaques
by tapping the tool on the ground, railings and/or gate. They also wave the
tools in the air and point them directly
at the macaques. These actions are
accompanied by the guards voicing an
assertive “Go!”.
Depending on the behaviours projected by the macaques, the guards either
herd them away should they attempt
to enter units and rummage in bins,
or hold their position if they are seated
along the perimeter of the condo.
When the alpha male and bolder
individuals were denied entry, the rest of

the troop were naturally deterred from
entering. Entry into guarded premises
decreased gradually, and visits from
macaques were less frequent.
On a provided record sheet, the
guards record each macaque intrusion, the number of macaques seen,
and action taken. This data is reviewed
by JGIS staff with individual condo
management at the end of each month.
The human-macaque situation in each
condo is unique in terms of layout and
construction, location of bin areas,
entrances and so on. Areas for improvement and identified loopholes are
discussed with the condo managers to
ensure that solutions remain relevant.
A collaborative effort

Meanwhile, in the wider geographical
area, systematic monitoring and charting
of changes within the relevant macaque
troops is ongoing, under the direction of
the Macaque Working Group.
The working group was formed
in September 2017, bringing together
the various stakeholders concerned with
macaque conservation in Singapore:
• National Parks Board (NParks)
• Agri-Veterinary Authority (AVA)
• Animal Concerns Research and
Education Society (ACRES)

• Jane Goodall Institute Singapore
(JGIS)
• Nature Society (Singapore) represented
by its Vertebrate Study Group
• Lee Kong Chian Museum of Natural
History
• National University of Singapore,
School of Biological Sciences
• Nanyang Technological University
• Wildlife Reserves Singapore,
amongst others.
Through the Macaque Working
Group, monkey guards have been
discussed as an alternative to deter
macaques from residential and recreational areas identified as humanmacaque hotspots.
Since November 2017, staff of
Wildlife Reserves Singapore (WRS)
have been attending monkey guard
training conducted by JGIS. They are
also trained on how to educate general
visitors on wild macaques that roam
within parks and nature reserves.
In January 2018, JGIS will train
staff of Dairy Farm Estate in monkey
guarding.
National Parks Board (NParks) is
currently exploring monkey guarding
with residents in the Thomson area,
adjacent to Lower Peirce Reservoir park
and forests.

Long term use

Based on scientific studies of macaque
behaviour, the use of monkey guards
is a potential long term, humane
solution that will be more effective
than the current trapping and killing
of macaques. It necessarily involves
manpower, funds and time, because
each troop studied has different levels
of habituation to human contact, so
solutions to human-macaque tension
are site specific. There is no single
management strategy that will suit all
sites of human-macaque interaction.
Once a monkey guarding
project has been initiated at a site,
monitoring has to be ongoing, because
macaques are highly intelligent and
resourceful. Likewise sensible human
behaviour in relation to macaques has
to be continually encouraged. But, as a
positive management strategy focused
on promoting considered human
response to macaques to reduce negative
interaction, it holds great promise to
ensure the peaceful co-existence of
humans and macaques in the long term.
Hopefully, the public will be
able to see our native macaques as part
of Singapore, to be understood and
conserved.
Sabrina Jabbar was a zookeeper at
Wildlife Reserves Singapore when she found
her passion for primates. Keen to help
Long-tailed Macaques, she joined Animal
Concerns Research and Education Society
where she attended to human-macaque
issues including the monkey guarding
project. Today, she is part of the Macaque
Working Group and the Jane Goodall
Institute Singapore. She is also a field
research assistant for the Raffles’ Banded
Langur Working Group.
*A 2011-2012 survey reported 1,810 – 2,166
macaques in 92 groups in Singapore. Source:
Riley, C.M., Srikantan L.J., & Gumert, M.D.
(2015), Results of the 2nd nationwide census
of long-tailed macaques (Macaca fascicularis)
in Singapore. Raffles Bulletin of Zoology, (63),
503-515.

It is important that monkey guards understand the distance that the macaque is
comfortable with, before proceeding with monkey guarding.

**A field interview in Singapore with Amy
Klegarth can be found at www.youtube.com/
watch?v=_7u8YJy0awQ
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Daring the Flare
Brahminy Kite Bravado
In 1974, wildcatting – exploratory drilling for oil and gas in areas not yet
known to be productive – was taking place in the Mahakam delta in the
Indonesian part of Borneo called East Kalimantan. The delta is located
less than one degree south of the equator. Oil was found. But so was some
remarkable bird activity, mainly by kites. This is Ulf Remahl’s translation
of an article he originally wrote for a Swedish ornithological magazine in
1986, with additional information collected since.
Photos by Lee Tiah Khee, Jeremy Hance, Con Foley, Parker Drilling & Chebyshev1983
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A Brahminy Kite
(this page), the main
character in this tale,
thermalling with
a White-bellied
Sea Eagle.
Photo: Lee Tiah Khee

I

have never actually checked the size of the Mahakam
delta. But on the numerous times I travelled in
helicopters to or across the area, I was able to estimate
it to be 90km long in the north-south direction, and
50km from east to west.
The first time I flew across this vast, interesting area in
1972, was on my way further north, but from mid-1977 until
the very first months of 1978, I was in the delta regularly, and
from time to time thereafter.
The common mode of transport was along the meandering
river courses by boat from a place called Handil. Even if the
flat bottom speedboat was moving fast, you could always spot
interesting creatures including birds, except when the heat at
noon seemed to make most creatures sleepy and lethargic.
Drilling for oil is performed on swamp barges with derrick and drilling equipment on them. From that, the trajectory of the drill is steered underneath the numerous islands

down to pay zones – formations containing oil and gas.
From the wells in the delta, crude oil is sent via pipelines to a buoy in the Makassar Strait to be loaded on tankers.
Before oil is pumped, it is separated into liquid and gas at a
pump station. As late as 2004, gas was still being flared in a
couple of towers erected near a pump station in the delta. I do
not know whether this was due to the lack of pipelines to a
local LNG (liquefied natural gas) plant or some other reason.
Of course this was a waste of energy on a huge scale, not
forgetting the enormous pollution it caused. Indonesia then
had no laws regulating the process as far as I knew. Neither
was there any local demand for that type of energy. Locals,
who could have used it, were too poor to be able to pay for it.
They continued using kerosene lamps. People slightly better
off used diesel generators. To attempt to send the gas somewhere else in thinly populated Borneo was not feasible either,
from an economical point of view.
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First observation
J u n e – J u ly
1986
Borneo

BOrneo
Mahakam
D e lta

I

n 1986, a few days before the summer solstice, I was sitting at the
back of a drilling barge at 5.30pm,
listening to BBC World Service on short
wave while looking at a tree on the other
side of the river, where the omnipresent
Proboscis Monkeys (Nasalis larvatus)
carefully scrutinised and picked out the
tastiest leaves. I was also trying to catch
sight of Bearded Pigs (Sus barbatus); the
previous day, one individual had investigated some vegetable scraps discarded
from the rig.
The spot from where I was watching all the above was roughly 300m from
towers erected for burning gas. It was
dead calm, as it normally is in this part
of the world from May to August. Even
at other times of the year, there is very
little wind. At best you will get a bit of
breeze. Typhoons are only encountered
further north or south from the equator.
A fairly large Monitor Lizard
(Varanus salvator) close to being a
6-footer swam across the river creating
a perfect V-shape in the tranquil water.
Small flocks of Green Imperial Pigeons
(Ducula aenea) and Long-tailed Parakeets
(Psittacula longicauda) passed by in
their typical swift flight. A Common
Sandpiper (Actitis hypoleucos) on the
opposite riverbank was scared away by
the approaching Monitor Lizard. She
flew towards me in her characteristic
fluttering flight interspersed with stiffwinged glides calling out a high-pitched
rapid “swee-swee-swee...”.
The tide was going out.
Everywhere along the muddy banks,
and even up above the high tide line
mudskippers crept and crawled. The
humidity was high; it felt close to
100%. The intense heat of the day
had changed into a pleasantly cool late
20 Nature Watch Jan – Mar 2018

The Brahminy Kite is characterised by its beautiful chestnut coloured plumage,
white head and breast, complete with black wingtips. Photo: Lee Tiah Khee

afternoon temperature.
A raptor approached my viewing
spot along the river. It was flying close –
just above the omnipresent Nipa Palms,
one of more dominant plants in the
Mahakam delta besides mangroves. The
bird turned out to be an adult Brahminy
Kite (Haliastur indus), characterised by
its beautiful chestnut coloured plumage,
white head and breast, complete with
black wingtips.
The kite wasn’t moving forward
in the elegant way it always does when
there is the slightest hint of breeze.
Instead, its flight seemed quite arduous. I soon started to wonder: when is
it going to change course? It was headed
straight for the core of a flare. It must be
starting to feel hot.
The flames on those burners reach,
most of the time, a height of 2 to 3m.
Infrequently, and without prior warning,
the flare could suddenly, with a mighty
roar, shoot up to as high as 10m. And
as quickly as it grows, it could suddenly
collapse and return to its previous size.
I was now tracking the kite’s flight path
through my binoculars. Was it going to
commit suicide? Something I thought
only humans are known to practice. If

This image, taken in the Niger Delta,
reflects the same tranquillity
the author encountered in Mahakam
Delta. You can tell how calm it is
by the shape of the flames.
Photo: Chebyshev1983

it did, that would not only be amazing,
but also downright shocking.
Just when I thought it was too
late, the kite slightly changed its course,
initiating a successive number of tight
circles around one flame. With no flapping of wings but skillful manoeuvres
with its tail, it elegantly gained elevation.
Air was being sucked upwards by what
essentially was a giant proverbial Bunsen
burner. Pretty soon it was above the top
of the flame. It continued to circle in
the same tight pattern until reaching

With no flapping of wings but skillful
manoeuvres with its tail, it elegantly gained
elevation. Air was being sucked upwards by what
essentially was a giant proverbial Bunsen burner.
Pretty soon it was above the top of the flame.
a height of 25 to 30m above the top
of the flame. Then suddenly it steered
straight into what must have been a very
hot column of air.
I could, in my binoculars, see
how its wings suddenly jerked violently
before, with a totally unbelievable speed
it disappeared straight up. In my original
article written for a Swedish ornithological magazine, I compared the kite’s
appearance to a withered autumn leaf
hastily going in the wrong direction.
Even today, I have not been able
to figure out a better expression in
English to describe what I saw. When it
occurred, I was totally flabbergasted and
convinced that the kite had, by mistake,
entered the area above the flame. Then
somehow it miraculously survived.
The bird followed this lift or super
thermal to such a height that I barely
could see it with my naked eyes, but in
my Zeiss 10x40B, I had no such problem. Then at a height where it started to
look small, even in the binoculars, it left

This flame at Yasuni National
Park, Ecuador reminds the author
of how even the most conspicuous
flare could be concealed by the tall
mangrove forest of the Mahakam Delta.
Photo: Jeremy Hance

the artificial thermal on a course heading
straight west.
As far and as long as I could follow, it was gliding on stiff wings in that
direction without even one wing beat.

Inland or swamp drilling barge in the Gulf of Mexico. The surrounds remind the
author of the Mahakam delta in Borneo. Photo: Parker Drilling

Wow, I said to myself. You just experienced something very unique.
A little bit later, as the setting
sun got close to the horizon, an additional three Brahminy Kites flew by.
To my utter astonishment, these three
individuals repeated this unbelievable
performance to the letter. In total, 11
kites went through the same ritual that
evening. They all headed due west when
leaving the artificial super thermal. I
could only presume that in the far distance, their goal must have been a communal roost.
When this spectacular performance
ended, I decided it was something that
must be checked out. Luckily, as I was in
charge of the drilling operation, nothing
could stop me from organising my work
in such a manner that I would be able
to spend most evenings studying what I
had just observed. Between 18 June to
2 July 1986, I succeeded in arranging
12 daily observations beginning at
5pm and ending at 6.15pm, when
additional kites ceased turning up in
the deepening twilight.
The extraordinary spectacle was on
display daily during 10 of those 12 days.
Inclement weather, à la Sumatras, killed
off the thermal on two days during the
crucial sunset period. For the record, the
least number of kites using the artificial
evening express lift during this surveillance period was 3 and the highest 16.
A few weeks later, I spent 10 days
on another swamp barge situated further away from the flares. The inflight
path the kites followed along the river
at the previous site was totally concealed by tall trees.
In the good weather of four out of
the seven days I had time to make observations, I could in my binoculars see
pinprick-sized birds utilising the flare.
Without prior knowledge, it would have
been impossible to interpret what that
meant or even figure out what species
they were.
Here I must backtrack to 1981,
when I paid a couple of visits (lasting
7 to 10 days) to the delta area near the
flares. At that time there was not even
the slightest hint of the kite behaviour
using the gas flares.
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second observation
October 1986
Borneo

I

returned to the delta in October
1986, to a drilling site nearly as
close to the flares as during my
premier show in June. By now, a
seasonal steady wind was present. It
was only on a dead calm day at 1pm
that I spotted two White-bellied SeaEagles (Haliaeetus leucogaster) utilise
the artificial lift for lazy birds. After the
Brahminy Kites – present continuously
as long as there was daylight – these
eagles are the most abundant raptors in
the area; I would normally record them
a few times every day during their
regular fishing patrols along the river.
Every time any White-bellied Sea
Eagle used the artificial thermal except
for the 1pm incident, they always, from
what I observed, did so directly after a
Brahminy Kite had demonstrated how
it was done. When kites approached
the flare, it was always in a purposeful manner, while any utilisation by
White-bellied Sea Eagles seemed purely
coincidental. There were never more
than two eagles per day, and on most
days, there was not even one that utilised the thermal.

Lesser Adjutant. Photo: Con Foley

Besides the kites and eagles, the
only other species I ever saw using the
thermal (and then only once), was a
Lesser Adjutant (Leptoptilos javanicus).
The stork was flying at an estimated altitude of somewhere between
100 to 150m. Then seemingly by
coincidence, her flight path intersected
with the thermal produced by the flare.
As expected, the bird of course took
advantage of this lift.
In 1986, I had few observations
of this stork, compared to 1977 to

White-Bellied Sea Eagle. Photo: Lee Tiah Khee
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1978, when I recorded one at least
once every week. Perhaps the human
activity in the Handil area by 1986
created too much disturbance?

Third observation
2004
Borneo

F

ast forward to May to July 2004.
After a long absence, I returned
to the delta on several occasions.
Luckily, one drilling site was reasonably
close to those towers. Not only that, gas
was still being flared.
At the very first available possible
opportunity, I picked a spot from where
I could keep an eye on the flares towards
sunset. Would the strange artificial
thermal express lift still be operational?
I waited and waited. Nothing seemed
to happen. Perhaps I was just too eager?
Had I taken up my position too early
that afternoon? Hopefully the kites were
just a little bit delayed? Could it be that
the kites had abandoned the practice?
Suddenly one kite turned up. It
was like seeing a ghost from the past –
18 years earlier. It went straight for the
core of the flame as if on autopilot. The
kites I saw executing those exercises in
2004 were equal in number to 1986,

and they kept doing it day after day.
From this learning experience in
Indonesia, I from then onwards kept
looking for something similar anywhere
around the globe. Of course I saw birds
using updrafts caused by ridges, sea
cliffs, tall buildings, forest edges and so
on. But that didn’t count or was not
what I was in search of.

Fourth observation
2005
Ivory coast
Abid j a n

L

uck (or perhaps bad luck) had
me heading one day in 2005 for
Abidjan, the commercial capital
of Cote d’Ivoire (Ivory Coast) in West
Africa for a project. I say bad luck
because the country was in the grip of
a civil war. There was no possibility to
check out the very interesting biodiversity in that part of the world. I have visited
or worked in the country on many occasions, but have never been there when
there was not some civil strife going on.
In spite of the unrest, I was not
completely stuck in one place, unlike
what I experienced in many other
regions in upheaval. One day, I happened to be riding past a small refinery
in the company car. That was totally
unremarkable, until I spotted some
Pied Crows (Corvus albus) doing something akin to what the amazing kites in
Borneo had been doing. This morning
was without the slightest breeze, and
they appeared to be using the artificial
thermal lift above a flare in the refinery.
I told the driver to drive slower. Asking
him to bring the car to a dead stop
would have been foolish considering the
turmoil in country. He probably would
not have obeyed anyhow.
Not sure if I had interpreted what
I saw correctly, I was resigned to the
fact that I would not have the chance to
check it out again. In my experience, it is

nearly impossible to plan anything with
certainty when there are riots or a war.
Then one morning I got lucky.
The weather was dead calm. The driver
was taking the road past the refinery,
and again I asked him to slow down
when approaching the plant. The second visit, although brief, lasted long
enough for me to confirm what I had
spotted earlier. Bingo!
Shortly afterwards the political
situation in Cote d’Ivoire deteriorated
to a point where I had to leave, together
with many other foreigners.

either side of the equator, will you find
any place fulfilling all requirements.
Every now and then, my story,
first published in a Swedish ornithological magazine is brought up by those
who read it 30 years ago. Among the
readers are individuals, who today,
belong in the top echelon in ornithology
in Sweden. But none have come forward
and explained anything.
I do not expect to get any
answers in my lifetime to queries I have
concerning this saga. But here are some
questions:

More questions than answers

• When was the moment one individual Brahminy Kite had its “eureka
moment”? All that can be established is that it took place sometime
between 1981 and June 1986.

That I have never come across the same
behaviour utilising the artificial lift of
a flare anywhere else does not mean
it does not exist. On and off, I have
pondered the subject. I have by now
concluded that it must be very rare, as a
certain number of set conditions must
be fulfilled. The supreme one would
be extended periods of dead calm to
very weak winds. Weather conditions
in ITCZ (Intertropical Convergence
Zone) fulfil that criterion. Sailors have
for a long time called this occurrence
the doldrums. Equally important would
be the presence of a sufficiently large
permanent flare. Today I am convinced
that only along quite a narrow zone on

Juvenile Brahminy Kite. Photo: Con Foley

• Equally mysterious and unresolved
is the process of how this knowledge
was passed on to other kites?
• Why is it that so few species of soaring birds have adopted or figured out
this practice?
• Why was the practice wholeheartedly
adopted by Brahminy Kites but not
by White-bellied Sea Eagles?
Like any other discovery, the fact
that another species of bird in Africa
(so far away from Southeast Asia) had
figured out the same thing, makes the
concept even more intriguing. Nature is
and remains truly fascinating!
Ulf Remahl grew up in Sweden in a
bucolic setting surrounded by fields, forests,
lakes and rivers. This combined with
reading King Solomon’s Ring by Konrad
Lorenz – the 1973 Nobel Prize winner –
at a tender age, was the start to his lifelong
love for animal behaviour. He moved to
Singapore in 1972, and from there, his
career in Oil and Gas took him from South
America to Siberia, giving rise to a number
of fascinating adventures. Ulf still resides in
Singapore but his itchy feet lead him now
and then to odd corners of the globe
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