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Executive Summary 
1. The Wildlife Institute of India conducted a status survey of the Nicobar 

megapode along with other coastal endangered species in the Nicobar group of 
islands in an effort to document the adverse impacts on their populations due to 
tsunami that occurred on 26 th  December 2004. The endemic Nicobar megapode 
population showed a dramatic decline (nearly 70%) in the number when 
compared to previous survey carried out in 1993-94. In 2006, there are 
approximately 800 breeding pairs in the coastal zones of these island group. 

2. There was no evidence of Nicobar megapode in Megapode Island WLS and Trax 
Island during this survey where megapodes was reported earlier. 

3. Crucial megapode habitats such as littoral forests of the island group were 
adversely affected. The populations of indicator species of the littoral forests 
Barringtonia asiatica and Terminalia bialata were severely impacted. However, 
regeneration of these species was found on the coastal region. 

4. The island ecosystem are known for their resilience due to their ability for re-
populating habitats and promoting regeneration. However, the restoration of the 
original biodiversity is possible only if the natural process such as recolonization 
is facilitated. The aftermath of the tsunami has left the trail of homeless families 
who need rehabilitation. Finding proper homes and alternate livelihood for them 
should not undermine ecosystem resilience. Raising plantation crops to generate 
revenue in the littoral forests should take into account the long term effects of 
habitat alteration. 

5. Significant levels of wildlife habitats have been occupied by the tribals under the 
leadership of the tribal chiefs (known as Village Captain). Any conservation 
awareness programme with the help of these Village Captains would be useful for 
implementing recovery plans of declining species. 

6. The Nicobar Division of the State Forest Department needs to be strengthened to 
facilitate wildlife protection and to take up appropriate wildlife management 
actions. 

7. A total of 37 permanent monitoring plots have been identified and marked (Table 
2) for long term monitoring of megapodes and its habitat. With some basic 
training, forest staff can collect data from these plots and within a weeks time all 
islands can be surveyed and collected data analyzed for developing appropriate 
conservation and management measures. 
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Chapter 1 
The Nicobar megapode 

1.1. Introduction 

The megapodes are a unique group of birds as they utilise external sources of heat to 
incubate their eggs (Jones et. al. 1995). The Megapodiidae, literally meaning big feet after 
the disproportionately large feet of the birds, were first described to science during 
Magellan's 1519-1522 expedition to the Far East (Frith 1956 & 1959). The family 
Megapodiidae consists of 22 species in seven genera, most of which are island forms 
occurring in Australia, New Guinea and surrounding islands, eastern Indonesia, the 
Philippines, Nivafo'ou Island, the Palau and Mariana Islands and the Nicobar Islands 
(Dekker 1989, 1990 & 1992). Thirteen of these 22 species are currently threatened by 
habitat destruction, introduction of predators and over-exploitation of eggs (Jones et al. 
1995). 

Megapodes are heavy-bodied birds of the forest floor and resemble Galliformes in body 
shape and plumage. Most megapodes are brown, blackish, or grey in colour. Many have 
virtually bare areas on their face or neck and this exposed skin may be coloured yellow, 
blue, or dull red. Megapodes are opportunistic ground foragers, eating a wide variety of food 
such as insects, seeds, and fallen fruits. Although all are able to fly, and some make 
considerable flights on a daily basis, most species move primarily by walking (Jones et al. 
1995). 

The taxonomic position of the family Megapodidae is still subject to debate (Jones et al. 
1995). In the past, megapodes were believed to have more affinities with Charadriiformes, 
Columbiformes, Passeriformes and even Falconiformes. Later megapodes were included in 
the order Galliformes along with Guans and Curassows which are sometimes classified 
under a separate order Craciformes (e.g. Sibley and Monroe, 1990). In 1899, Sharpe divided 
the Galliformes into several suborders, the "megapodii" was first among them. After 
studying the osteological, karyological and biochemical properties of egg white proteins of 
megapodes and other galliformes, Megapodiidae was considered as the sister group of all 
remaining Galliformes (Jones et al. 1995). 

The family Megapodiidae contains seven genera : Megapodius, Macrocephalon, Talegalla, 
Aepypodius, Alectura, Leipoa and Eulipoa. The genera Megapodius and Eulipoa have the 
smallest megapodes and their geographical variation is considerable but most are domestic-
chicken-sized birds with short tails and a short pointed nuchal crest (Beehler et al. 1986). 
The monotypic genus Macrocephalon is closely related to the genus Megapodius. The 
Talegalla species do not have wattles and are large sized black coloured megapodes. 
Alectura is considered to be closely related to Talegalla and Aepypodius, a group known as 
the Brush-turkeys, each having a bare neck and face that may be brightly coloured (Jones et 
al. 1995). Alectura and the two Aepypodius species also possess inflatable necksacs or 
wattles and combs, and have brilliantly coloured heads and necks (Jones et al. 1995). The 
Brush-turkeys are the only group in which sexual dimorphism is evident, with the males 
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