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he Black-headed Ibis (7hreskiornis melanocephalus) is a

resident breeder but also a local migrant in India (Ali
1941). This large wading communal species forages on shal-
low mudflats along a variety of wetlands. Although widely
distributed in southern and southeastern Asia (eBird 2018),
the population, which is estimated at 10,000 individuals, is
declining, and the species is listed as Near Threatened on the
IUCN Red List of Threatened Species (Birdlife International
2016). Despite the species’ extensive range, relatively little
information about its natural history is available.

On 30 December 2017, we visited Manglajodi on the
northern edge of Chilika Lake in Khurda District, Odisha,
India (19°53’44.94”N, 85°26’13.44”F) to evaluate the status
of winter migratory waterfowl (Changder et al. 2015). Chilika
Lagoon is situated on India’s eastern coast and connects to
the Bay of Bengal. It is the largest brackish water wetland in
India and was designated a Ramsar Site in 1981 (Tripathy
2012). At 0925 h, we observed a pair of Black-headed Ibis
(Threskiornis melanocephalus) foraging in a shallow wetland
with emergent vegetation and reed beds consisting mostly
of cattails (7ypha angustara) and grasses (Phragmites karka;
Pattanaik et al. 2008). While we were watching, one of birds
caught a snake (Fig. 1) and swallowed it headfirst. Unlike
most wading birds, 7. melanocephalus does not probe with its
bill while searching for food items but instead targets its prey
directly.

The snake was olive-brown above and ventrals were yel-
low with brown outer edges and a central row of brown spots,
matching the description of the Common Smooth-scaled
Watersnake, Enhydris enhydris (Schneider 1799) in Whitaker
and Captain (2004). This first record of a Black-headed Ibis,
previously known to feed on mollusks, crustaceans, insects, and
worms (e.g., Jerdon 1864; Mason 1911), eating a snake adds 7
melanocephalus to the list of natural predators of E. enhydris.
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Fig. 1. A Black-headed Ibis (7hreskiornis melanocephalus) preying
on a Common Smooth-scaled Watersnake (Enhydris enhydris) in the
Manglajodi Wetland, Odisha, India. Photograph by Aloke Patnaik.
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