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INTRODUCTION 

The Forest Owlet Athene blewitti (Hume 1873) is 

a small-sized, diurnal owl that is endemic to 

India. The Forest Owlet is protected under 

Schedule I of the Indian Wildlife Protection Act of 

1972 and is listed as άŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŜƴŘŀƴƎŜǊŜŘέ on 

the IUCN list. It has a discontinuous distribution 

in Central India. There are twelve confirmed 

locations of Forest Owlet in the country. Of these, 

three sites are in Madhya Pradesh, three are in 

Gujarat and the remaining six sites are in 

Maharashtra. 

 
Spotted Owlet (Athene brama) 

Melghat Forest is a stronghold of the Forest 

Owlet population from among the twelve 

confirmed locations. Previous surveys on the 

Forest Owlet in the Melghat region. A long-term 

study on the ecology of Forest Owlet in Khandwa 

district, Madhya Pradesh has been carried out by 

WRCS (Mehta et. al. 2017). WRCS has been 

working on Forest Owlet in Kalibhit Forest since 

2012. 

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

Phase 1: To study the ecological aspect of Forest 

Owlet. 

Phase 2: Ecology of Forest Owlet, Identification 

of suitable area for Forest Owlet Conservation 

Reserve and establish a protection model for 

the Forest Owlet population with the help of 

the Forest Department and local community. 

 

STUDY AREA 

 

Fig. 1. Location of Khandwa District in Madhya 
Pradesh 

Occupancy of Forest Owlet in the Study 
Area 

An occupancy survey was conducted in Kalibhit 

Range. Call Playback and visual scanning were 

used to locate Forest Owlet. Contact call was 

played for two minutes and three minutes of 

silence to listen for a response by the species. If 

we do not get any response, we repeat the 

procedure. 

Socio-Economic Survey 

We conducted a socio-economic survey in 

Awaliya village to assess the dependency of local 

people on forest products. 30% households of in 

the village were chosen for the survey. 33 

households have been surveyed between 

February to April. 

RESULTS 

¶ 23 Forest Owlets were found between the 
periods of February to April 

¶ Forest Owlets were detected in two new 
locations - Bagda Village I and Bagda Village 
II 
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The Forest Owlet conservation project in Madhya Pradesh is 

helping to conserve the habitat of the species while 

providing the local communities with an alternate source of 

energy and introducing wildlife friendly management 

practices 

Four pairs with five juveniles were also detected 

during the survey. One juvenile in Jhinjari, Bagda 

Balla, and Bagda Village II and two juveniles in 

Tecklesh Patti were found 

 
Fig.2.Forest Owlet locations in East Kalibhit Range 

 
Fig.3. Locations of other owl species in East Kalibhit 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consumption of fuelwood in Awaliya  

On average 352.61 kg of wood was used by one 

house in one month. 45% of houses own a valid 

gas connection but due to a lack of knowledge 

and lack of proper training they did not use 

the gas 

 
Fig.4. Surveyed households in Awaliya Village 

Table 1. Locations of Forest Owlet in East Kalibhit 

Location No Juveniles 

Bagda balla 3 1 

Jhinjari 3 1 

Khari 2  

Khari balla 2  

Chattu battu 1  

Tecklech patti 4 2 

Mahlu 2  

Bagda Village II 3 1 

Bagda Village I 2  

Giridi Khandi 1  
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Owlet (Athene blewitti) and 
Co-existing  
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INTRODUCTION 

Owls belong to the order Strigiformes and are 

classified under two families Tytonidae and 

Strigidae, there are 245 species of owls in the 

world (Gill and Donsker 2019). Of these, 34 

species of owls are found in India (Ali and Ripley 

1987, Grimmett et al. 2011). Of the 34 species, 

four species belong to the Tytonidae family and 

the remaining species are from the Strigidae 

family. Owls provide a great service to us by 

feeding on rodents and insects, thereby acting as 

a natural pest controller. 

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

Objective 1: To identify the habitat parameters 

associated with the successful breeding of forest 

owlets and other owls in the study area 

Objective 2: To identify the ecological 

parameters associated with nest site selection by 

the forest owlet and other owls in the study area 

Objective 3: To suggest guidelines for the 

management of forest owlet populations in 

central India 

Owls of Melghat Tiger Reserve 

  
Brown Hawk Owl 

  
Oriental Scops Owl 

 

 

 

 
Indian Scops Owl 

 

 
Jungle Owlet 

 
Indian Eagle Owl 

 

 
Forest Owlet 

 
Mottled Wood Owl 

 

 
Barn Owl 

 
Brown Fish Owl 

 
Spotted Owlet 



6 | 4 2  
 

Project activities 

Monitoring the breeding success of owls 
in Melghat Tiger Reserve 

Monitoring the presence of a species requires a 

systematic survey and a compact study site. We 

selected Chourakund Range for monitoring the 

presence of Forest owlets and other large and 

small owls. 

 
Fig.1. Grids having Presence of Forest Owlet in the 

Study Area (2017-2021) 

Breeding Success of the Forest Owlet 
and Co-existing Owls 

The survival of a species is linked to its breeding 

success, therefore, selecting a safe and suitable 

nest is vital for its continued existence. Nest and 

nest-site selection is a crucial factor for the 

breeding survival of birds. 

Methodology 

i. Survey for the Pairs 
ii. Establishing the Status  of the Breeding 

Pair 
iii. Search for the Cavity 
iv. Monitor the Nest 

 

Nest Site Assessment 

A 20m x 20m square plot was marked with the 

nest tree at the center. In addition to that four 

20m x 20m plots were laid in four different 

directions at an average distance of 150m from 

the nest tree 

Inside 20 x 20 m plot, we counted the 

following: 

i. Number of trees logged 

ii. Nest Cavity Assessment 
 

 
Habitat assessment by the Research team 

Description of Forest Owlet Nest Sites 

The Forest Owlet nests were from various 

locations in the study area. We located a total of 

17 nest trees. 

The majority of the nests (88%) were on the 

main trunk while a few (12%) nests were on the 

branch of the tree 

Vegetation Parameters at the Forest 
Owlet Nest Sites 

Table 1. Tree species selected for nesting by the 
Forest Owlet 

Tree species Percentage 

Tectona grandis (n=14) 76.47 

Bridelia retusa (n=2) 11.76 

Boswellia serrata (n=1) 5.88 

Lagerstroemia parviflora (n=1) 5.88 
 

Assessment of Nest Sites of Large Owls  

We located 4 nests of Indian Eagle Owl, 3 nests 

of the Barn Owl, and one nest each of the Brown 

Fish Owl and Mottled Wood Owl. 
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Diet of the Forest Owlet and Other Owls: 
Introduction 

Dietary studies of predators have immense 
ecological importance, as they help to 

understand the relationship between predators 

and their prey. Information on the diet of a 

species is useful in learning what the predator is 

eating, how and where it is hunting its prey, and 

also about prey vulnerability and prey 

energetics. 

 
Forest Owlet regurgitating a Pellet 

Methodology 

i. We collected the regurgitated pellets 

of the Forest Owlet from below its 

roost sites. 

ii. Pellets were sundrised. The weight, 

length, and width of the pellet were 

measured. 

iii. Pellets were dissected to study the 

prey remains 

 

 
Pellet Analysis 

Mark and Re-sighting of the Forest 
Owlet in the Study Area 

Introduction 
Color-banding of individual birds is a widely used 

method in avian ecology. Color-banded birds are 

useful for monitoring the movement, behavior, 

and ecology of the individual birds seen. Also, 

using color bands one can identify individual 

birds in the field. 

Methodology 
For capturing the Forest Owlet, we used the 

bamboo trap. On capturing the bird, we weigh 

the bird and take biometry measurements, fix 

the color bands and release the bird 

        
Colour banded forest Owlets 

Awareness and capacity building in Owl 
Conservation 

Introduction 
Conservation awareness programs are essential 

in ensuring the protection and survival of wildlife 

and their habitats. To build positive attitudes, it is 

important to engage with local people in a 

suitable manner in which they start to identify 

the species and habitats which need protection. 
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Workshop on Owls of Melghat Tiger reserve  

(28 Oct 2022) 

 
Know your Owl Workshop 

 
Nest boxes 

 
Nest box monitoring 

 
Installation of Owl perch in a crop field 

 
Bird watching training for the field staff 

Training in Owl-themed handicraft 

 
Bamboo craft training imparted to the local people 

Ecological Co-variates of the Forest 
Owlet and Other Owls 

Monitoring the Territories of Color- banded 

Forest Owlets and other Owls. 
We color-banded 18 individuals of the Forest 

Owlet. We have color-banded six Spotted Owlet, 

4 Jungle Owlets and 2 Indian Scops Owl. 
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WRCS Handicraft products 

Ecological factors impacting survival 

i. Large cavity opening 

ii. Small cavity opening 

iii. Unsuitable nest tree 

iv. Predation of Parent 

v. Decline in prey abundance 

vi. Damage to the nest trees 

vii. Disturbance during nesting season 

 

Resource Partitioning among the 
Forest Owlet and Other Co-existing owls 

 
Handicraft products by the locals 

 
Fig.2. Detection of eight species of owl in the study 

area 

Habitat Factors in the Grids occupied by 
the Owls 

 
Fig.3. Habitat occupied by large and small owls 

 

 
Landscape of Melghat tiger reserve 
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Management of the Forest Owlet and 
Other Owls in the Study Area 

Introduction 

We studied the distribution, site occupancy, diet, 

demography, nest-site selection, and breeding 

success of the Forest Owlet and other co-existing 

small and large owl species in the study area. 

We have mentioned management actions that 

need to be implemented for the conservation of 

the Forest Owlet and other owls in the study 

area 

Population monitoring of Forest Owlet 

i. Continuous Monitoring of Forest Owlet 

ii. Protection of nesting trees. 

iii. Break the cement housing scheme as an 

alternative to teak. 

iv. Reducing the dependency on firewood. 

Proving more efficient cooking stoves. 

v. Regular patrolling and monitoring of the 

area by the field staff will help in reducing 

the intensity of tree cutting 

vi. Involving local farmers to protect nests 

 

Prevention of forest fire 

i. Distribution of Mahua net to reduce 

the incidences of fire. 

ii. Distribution of Mahua saplings to 

farmers in order to reduce the 

dependency on the forest. 

iii. Controlling the number of livestock 

 

 
Stream through the Melghat Tiger Reserve 

 
Teak tree damaged due to forest fire 

 
Barn Owl visiting the owl perch 

 
Mottled Wood Owl 
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Media coverage of work done by WRCS, 
Owl-project 

 
Dr. Prachi Mehta got the award from the Owl 

International Centre 

 
Dr. Prachi Mehta at the special achievement award 

ceremony 

 
Lokmat newspaper-Pune 

 
Dr. Prachi Mehta with award by International Owl 

Center 

 
The Times of India-Nagpur 
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Story on Dr. Prachi Mehta in the media 

 
Article in Sakal, Pune 

 

 
Award to Dr. Prachi Mehta by Westend Rotary Club  

 
Interview of Dr. Prachi Mehta by Dr. Kaberi Kar 

Gupta  



13 | 4 2  
 

 
Dr. Prachi Mehta delivered a talk on Akashwani 

Radio, Pune 

  

The Owl ecology project in Melghat Tiger Reserve is helping 

develop our understanding of the distribution pattern of 

different owl species, their ecological requirements and their 

interactions with on another. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The North Kanara District (15.957N,74.706E) is 

located in the Karnataka State of India. There are 

about 70 to 100 wild elephants in this landscape. 

 
North Kanara landscape 

From February to July, the elephants reside inside 

the forests of Kali Tiger Reserve. From August 

onwards, the elephants visit the crop fields in 

Yellapur and Haliyal divisions. The farmers in the 

region cultivate paddy, sugarcane, corn, millet, 

banana, areca nut, and other vegetables. 

Damage to crops by elephants causes serious 

economic loss to the farmers.  

Since 2010, WRCS is working with the local 

farmers to implement the Community-based 

Crop Protection Model (CBCM) with the help of 

the Asian Elephant Conservation Fund (AECF), 

USFWS. The overall project goal is to 

institutionalize the model of participatory 

management of human-elephant conflict in the 

North Kanara Landscape and strengthen it 

through technological innovations and livelihood 

interventions. 

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

Objective 1: Institutionalization of community-

level implementation of HEC mitigation 

measures 

 

Objective 2: Developing Innovative Technology 

based solutions for HEC mitigation 

Objective 3: Scientific assessment, 

effectiveness of CBCM techniques 

Objective 4:  Incentivize the Conservation of 

elephants in the project area by providing 

alternative livelihoods to the community 

STUDY AREA 

 
Fig.1. Map of project area 

The North Kanara District an important 

biodiversity hotspot, which covers an area of 

10,200 km2, has various types of forest including 

evergreen, semi-evergreen and dry deciduous 

forest. The population is rural and mostly follows 

agricultural practices. It is home to tigers, 

leopards, elephants, and 416 bird species. 

Activity 1.1: Implementation of HEC 
mitigation measures in collaboration 
with Village Forest Committees (VFCs) 

Intensive implementation of the project being 

done in 17 villages with Village Forest 

Committees (VFCs), 7 villages were from Kali 

Tiger Reserve Division and 5 villages each from 

Haliyal and Yellapur divisions. 

PRA exercise: ƛƴ мт ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊΩǎ 

consent and identify elephant entry points 
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PRA Meeting 

 
Trip alarm installation 

 
Fig.2. Map showing the installation of Trip Alarms 

in 3 Divisions 

 
Torch distribution 

Distribution of Torches: Torches were 

distributed to the farmers of 17 VFC and 5 non-

VFC villages. 

Distribution of Flicker Lights: A Total of 166 

lights were distributed to deter elephants 

 
Flicker Light Distribution in Jogikoppa 

Construction of Watch Towers for Night 

Guarding: A total of 158 watch towers in VFC and 

138 in non-VFC villages were built. 

 
Construction of watch towers 
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Dog chains: 208 chains were distributed  

 
Dog chain distribution 

Bee Fencing: As elephants are scared of bees and 

this is also an alternate income source, the 

fencing was carried out in 3 VFC villages and 2 

non-VFC villages. All villages were not done as 

there was no natural colonization of bees in 

those areas. 

 
Bee Fencing in Hulimundage 

Chilly-based Deterrents: Chilly chudis, chilly 

bricks, and chilly dung cakes are prepared and 

used during the summer and winter seasons 

ǿƘŜƴ ǊŀƛƴŦŀƭƭ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƻŎŎǳǊΦ Lƴ Ǌŀƛƴȅ ǎŜŀǎƻƴǎΣ 

Chilly tin smoke is used. 

 
Chilly tin smoke 

Night Guarding/Patrolling: Night guarding is a 

very important aspect of protecting crops from 

elephants. The WRCS team members also go on 

night patrols and night guarding done by 

villagers and forest staff. 

 
Night Patrolling in Jogikoppa 

Activity 2.1: Android app for monitoring 
elephant location and movement 

Developing App-based tracking system: WRCS 

used the Epicollect5 application which is free 

to gather information. A questionnaire was 

created to gather info on location, landscape 

details, and elephant sign information. 

Training the Forest Department to use the app: 5 

Forest subdivisions were trained with on-field 

training.  

 
Training conducted in Dandeli sub-division 

Analysis and mapping of the data obtained 

from Epicollect5: 39 observations from 23 forest 

staff and 16 from the WRCS team. Based on 

secondary data, 48 observations were added 

manually, and mapping of elephant distribution 

was done.  
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Fig.3. Mapping elephant movement routes 

Activity 2.2: Camera trap exercise for 
monitoring elephant movement 

Kali Tiger Reserve provided the camera traps for  

 
Camera trap on a tree trunk 

Activity 2.3: Implementation of a real-
time alert system based on a mobile 
network to warn people about the 
presence of elephants in their vicinity 

SMS-based alert system: with Airtel telecoms 
and Gupshup business, WRCS created an alert 
system. Phone numbers from 32 villages were 
collected to get real-time data from frontline 
personnel. 

 
Gupshup interface 

Activity 2.4: Installation of Solar Blinking 
Lights as a deterrent measure 

Two solar-powered blinking lights were installed 

on trial basis. These lights were provided by 

Green Energy Pyramid. The farmers where the 

blinking lights were installed reported that the 

lights were effective.  

 
Installation of solar blinking lights 

Activity 2.5: Installation of Sensor-based 
Alarm System 

        
Infrared sensor                        Laser-based sensor 

Elephant alert system using Laser technology: 

Deployed at Bhagavathi village. 

Activity 2.5: Designing Trip Alarms 

   
Trip alarm 

Impact trip alarms were developed that are 

compact, sturdy, and long-lasting. Magnetic 

switches were developed for improving the 
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functionality. The trip alarms (525 nos) were 

distributed in three divisions, with funding from 

Kali Tiger Reserve Foundation. 

Activity 2.6: Individual identification of 
elephants by photo capture for 
estimating their population size 

 
Fig.4. M2 Elephant ID 

WRCS was able to identify 41 individuals (26 

females and 15 males). 

         
Male elephant M2 seen in 2010 and 2020 

Activity 3.1: Scientific assessment of the 
effectiveness of various CBCM 
techniques in preventing crop damage 

 
Survey in Jogikoppa 

Surveys were carried out in the project villages 

to estimate the decrease in crop damage due to 

the project interventions. Focus group 

discussions were conducted in each and the data 

on quantum of crop damage was recorded based 

on feedback of the participants. 

Activity 4.1: Providing work to the 
Women SHGs in preparation of 
handicrafts on the theme of elephants 

Women SHG members in village Gadgera are 

being trained to make handicrafts on the theme 

in order to provide them with sustainable 

income to them and to develop affinity with 

elephants. 

              
Products by SHG 

Activity 4.2: Outreach program 

Several visitors came to the project site to 

observe the project interventions and the 

benefits to the farmers. 

Meeting with Agriculture University 

Professors 
Prof. Mallapur and Prof. Chavan met the team to 

discuss evolving better design to reduce conflict 

in the coming years 

Main issues discussed: 

i. Alternative crops 
ii. Bio-fencing 
iii. Use of different types of chilly Seeds for 

making smoke 

 

Engagement with local school children 

 
WRCS team with school children 
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Poster competition organised by WRCS team 

MEDIA COVERAGE 

 

        
      Udayayaani paper       Prajayani paper 

 

 
Goan connection 

 
Expert talk on ά[ƛǾƛƴƎ with the 9ƭŜǇƘŀƴǘǎέ 

 
Expert talk on άIǳƳŀƴ-Elephant Co-ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜέ 

 
World Elephant Day poster 

 
Elephant and a calf 
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Article ά.ŜƛƴƎ humane to the 9ƭŜǇƘŀƴǘǎέ 

 

 

 

 

 

Featured film in National Geography 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qBJX1EVHrl  

  

The project helped to create safer shared spaces between 

the mega-herbivore and the local farming communities 

through co-existence practices. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qBJX1EVHrl

