Illegal bird trade threatens Nepal’s owls!!
A pair of resident Eurasian Eagle Owl Bubo bubo that lived at least for more than two decades in the forests of Lumbini Development Trust has finally fallen prey to illegal bird traders. Last time the pair was seen on 3 March 2009. Soon after this the bird must have been caught by the traders. It is not known however if the owls were caught alive or dead by illegal bird traders.
Within the Trust area, where the birds were known to roost feather remains were found. These were collected on 11 April 2009 from Lumbini and sent to Kathmandu for identification. Feathers were identified by Dr Hem Sagar Baral, Senior Ornithologist of the country as of Bubo bubo bengalensis based on literature consultation and comparison with other species’ feather markings. Eurasian Eagle Owl is world’s largest owl species, the subspecies found in Lumbini is a smaller variety. This particular bird is found in south Asia only except Sri Lanka and Maldives.
According to Dinesh Giri, ornithologist working in Lumbini, these owls had been main attraction to tourists visiting Lumbini. With the loss of owls, Lumbini now has less to offer to visiting tourists.

Dr Hem Sagar Baral, Chief Technical Adviser to Himalayan Nature, has been monitoring bird populations in the country for more than two decades. He shares that the birth place of Lumbini should be strictly protected against hunting and killing wildlife. He further suggests that slaughtering of animals should not be allowed within a designated periphery of the Lumbini Development Trust; the Trust area should be developed as a sanctuary for birds and lesser wildlife which in turn can be enjoyed by visiting public.

Owls are among the longest living terrestrial birds with record age of nearly 70 years in captivity. There are 20 species of owls in Nepal and most large owls are already threatened because of habitat loss and shortage of food. In recent times, many of them are put on the verge of extinction by the use of agrochemicals, illegal bird trade and also perhaps by climate change.
Nepal’s traditional bird pets include different species of parakeets and mynas. Owls are rarely kept as pet and no institutions are doing laboratory studies on owls in this country. The medicinal value of owl body parts does not have any scientific basis and this seems to have been founded on superstitions. Nepal’s domestic consumption of owls alone can not put the owl trade in this massive scale. Nepal’s owls are being smuggled to other countries through a network of dealers connected to powerful people in this country.
It remains unclear what is really driving the owl trade in this scale. There are indications of bird demand in the Middle East as pet and for some research laboratories carrying research on the night vision capabilities of the owls. All these warrant further study so that a link on trade routes can be traced. Humankind has benefited learning from birds especially on how to fly in the sky but often times we have shown human unkindness to wildlife.

Nepal’s law prohibits trade on wildlife and its products. Indian scientists are blaming Nepal and Bangladesh as the main port of illegal wildlife trade from where owls are flown to other countries. The reason cited is weak enforcement of wildlife regulations in our countries.

Owl trade is now the fastest growing illegal trade on wild birds in the Indian subcontinent. Although said to fetch large amount of sums by selling the bird, the figure cited seem to be exaggeration or the final price that the buyer pays the last trader of the chain. Owl trade reminds the massive wildlife poaching cases on Rhino and Tiger that prevails in the country for many years. As owl numbers diminish in the country, these birds may be the first one to vanish from the country from illegal bird trade.

As the owls are easily identifiable and are relatively large birds, measures to curb the trade can be taken by the relevant government agencies. An increased vigilance in the field and in the major trade centre combined with coordinated actions between government’s line agencies including customs and police department is needed urgently.
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