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Pallikaranai marshland (PML) falls between 
12.93770N & 80.20222E and is situated at the 
Southeastern sub-urban areas of Chennai, Tamil Nadu.  
The unique ecological set up of the Pallikaranai marsh 
makes it an ideal site for many resident and migratory 
birds in Tamil Nadu.  This marsh acts as a home to nearly 
101 bird species and around 35,000 birds were counted 
during the peak migratory seasons of birds (December–
February 2007).  The Pallikaranai marshlands also 
include seven threatened bird species such as the Spot-
billed Pelican Pelecanus philippensis, Woolly-necked 
Stork Ciconia episcopus, Black-headed Ibis Threskiornis 
melanocephalus, Pallid Harrier Circus macrourus, Great 
Thick-knee Esacus recurvirostris, Black-tailed Godwit 
Limosa limosa and River Tern Sterna aurantia (Raj et al. 

2010). 
As a part of long-term water 

bird survey in the marshland, on 11 
December 2014, at 16:50hr, while 
watching a flock of Spot-billed 
Pelicans Pelecanus philippensis 
roosting on Prosopis juliflora, we 
came across a pelican that had 
features that distinguished it from 
the rest of the flock.  Its bright 
yellow pouch caught our attention, as against the 
pinkish pouch of the Spot-billed Pelican, as reported 
by Ali & Ripley (1978).  To our surprise, we identified 
it as the Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus.  
Before the bird flew away from the roost tree, the 
first author managed to get pictures using his camera 
(NIKON D50 with 500 mm NIKOR Tele lens) (Images 
1–12).  Subsequently, the White Pelican was sighted 
and photographed many times while foraging, resting 
and roosting along with other swimming wetland birds.  
The date and location of the sightings along with GPS 
coordinates are given in Table 1.  Available records of 
the Great White Pelican’s occurrence in Tamil Nadu 
show that this sighting of Pelican has been the first in 
Pallikaranai Marshland.

The Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus 
is a winter visitor to Africa and Asia with two distinct 
populations, one in eastern Europe and Asia, and the 
other in Africa (Crivelli 1984; Crivelli et al. 1991).  It 
occurs in scattered colonies or as a migrant in many 
African countries (Kenya, Sudan and Morocco), Greece, 
Turkey, Iran; Black, Caspian and Aral Seas; Kazakhstan, 
Kuwait, India, and Vietnam (Crivelli et al. 1991; Jiguet 
et al. 2008).  In India it occurs from Punjab to Assam 
(Ali & Ripley 1978), with an exception of a single record 
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from southern India (Grimmett et al. 1999).  Ali (1960) 
recorded the nesting of the Great White Pelican in the 
Rann of Kutch in 1960; however, Tiwari et al. (2003) 
reported the presence of first year juveniles along with 
adult Great White Pelican in the Kutch region, but could 
not prove its breeding.  Very few wintering records of 
this species are available from southern India.  Eight 
individuals were recorded at Vellimukkuchali swamp in 
Kerala (Jacob et al. 1995), an isolated record from Udupi 
District, Karnataka (Gopalakrishnan & Pushpalatha 
2003), a pair observed at Kolleru Lake, Andhra Pradesh 
(Taher & Mani 2008) and a single pelican observed at 
Uppalapadu, Andhra Pradesh (Sheeba & Vijayan 2008).  
A consolidated checklist of birds in the Pallikaranai 
wetlands was made by Raj et al. (2010), however, 
they did not sight the White Pelican during their study 
period (February–August 2010).  The Vedanthangal Bird 
Sanctuary situated near the Pallikaranai marsh, Tamil 
Nadu is yet another important breeding ground for 
several species of wetland birds.  Nevertheless, during 
an intensive study in this area between 2007 and 2010, 
the Great White Pelican was never sighted (Jayakumar 
2013).  In the recent past (since 2011), the Great White 
Pelican started visiting the wetlands found in and 
around Chennai and Chengalpattu areas.  Therefore, 
the available literature on this species indicates that this 
sighting could be considered as a new winter distribution 
range for this species in India. 

The Great White Pelican is associated with relatively 
large, warm, shallow fresh, brackish, alkaline or saline 
lakes, lagoons, marshes broad rivers, deltas (Ali 1960; 
Ali & Ripley 1987; del Hoyo et al. 1992; Johnsgard 1993; 
Vijayan et al. 2004), estuaries and coasts of landlocked 

seas (Snow & Perrins, 1998).  Earlier sightings of this 
species in India also indicate that they are habitat 
specialists and largely depend on open water areas.  
The Pallikaranai marshland has vast open water area 
with limited floating vegetation and therefore serves 
as a suitable foraging ground for many swimming birds 
including the Spot-billed Pelican (1400 individuals).  As its 
occurrence was documented through a single individual 
sighting, further monitoring and surveillance in and 
around the marsh during winter is very much needed 
to establish whether its occurrence at Pallikaranai was 
accidental or regular.  Further, protection of this urban 
wetland would not only help in sustaining regular 
migratory birds but also irregular birds like the White 
Pelican.

The Chennai City waste dump yard occupies a part of 
these wetlands, and it has effectively polluted the prime 
marshlands.  Realizing the environmental and ecological 
significance of the area in an expanding metropolis, the 
government of Tamil Nadu (Gazette notification GO. 
Ms. No. 52, dated 09 April 2007), declared a part of the 
Pallikaranai Marsh (317.00ha) as a reserve forest (under 
section 4 of the Tamil Nadu Forest Act, 1882) in order to 
stall further conversion and protect the urban wetland 
(Azeez et al. 2007).  Therefore, systematic research and 
monitoring, and serious action plans are very much 
essential to conserve this wetland in a sustained manner. 
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