IDENTIFICATION AND DEVELOPMENT OF TRAITS FOR SUCCESSFUL RE-INTRODUCTION OF CAPTIVE BRED

CHEER PHEASANT

Abstract
In an ecosystem each species plays its specific role in the formation of the food chain. The extinction of the species from its natural habitat (due to natural or anthropogenic reasons) causes the ecosystem to re-adjust itself to a new state, with no room for the extinct species.

 The Re-introduction of the species to its former habitat requires certain changes in the ecosystem or the species must develop certain traits to adjust itself in the environments it was not designed for. This makes the overall process of Reintroduction very intricate and complicated.

Introduction: -


 The Cheer pheasant is one of the most endangered birds on the planet. It is restricted to small pockets in Northern India and Pakistan, with a population estimated between 2500--10,000 by IUCN (Ref). But the number could be far less as the bird has not been surveyed properly. In the late 70’s when the bird was thought to be extinct from the wild. The WPA (World Pheasant Association) and Govt of Pakistan jointly launched a massive Cheer Reintroduction Project (which is still lingering on). The project-failed drastically in terms of its out put i.e number of released birds in the wild and their rate of survival thereafter. One of the many factors responsible for its failure was that the bird’s behaviour was never studied in captivity. Aim: -The aim of this paper is to pinpoint certain peculiar (physical and behavioural) features of the bird, which can be further conditioned to provide the bird better chances of survival. The paper also establishes grounds for further or similar studies in the field. Ironically the species has never been studied in captivity and this is the very first written account on the subject.

Physiological Study of the Cheer Pheasant to Determine its Probable Behaviour in the Wild

All species in their present form have undergone millions of years of the evolutionary process to fit in the existing eco systems. By studying/observing the physical features of any species we can gain insights about its habitat and behaviour in the wild. 

In case of the Cheer pheasant I have concluded the following: -

(a)
Wings
The Cheer has a total wing span of approximately 2 feet which is used to support approximately 2Kg of weight. By applying simple rules of aerodynamics, it can be easily established that the bird has to exert tremendous amount of energy to fly. Such species of birds only use their wings under extreme conditions and usually and prefer to fly down hills. They also conserve their body energy by taking short breaks between the rapid flapping of wings.

(b)
Legs: -
The Cheer has extra strong legs in comparison with other species of pheasants having the same body weight. This attribute contributes to the dexterity of its footwork. It is a good runner preferring to run up hill rather than to fly.

(c)
Plumage
The plumage of the Cheer pheasant suggests that the bird does not belong to high altitude areas or thick forests like the other species of pheasant. It belongs to a habitat where it can easily camouflage itself from predators. Partially vegetated foothills between the height of 3000 – 5500 ft is considered an ideal habitat for the species.

Study of Selective Traits

The Cheer pheasant has some very peculiar traits. Only those considered essential for development for subsequent re-introduction/introduction are discussed below: -

(a)
Reactional Behaviour towards Predators
The Cheer pheasant displays very strange reactional behaviour. My observations revealed that amongst a number of pheasant species the Cheer is the first one to observe and identify a predator. On observing a kite or a stray dog/cat etc, the Cheer quickly adopts an alert posture. But subsequently it allows the predator to come within close proximity without any sign of protective measures. However on further reduction of distance, the Cheer exhibits very swift and vigorous movements to escape the predator. 

Some conservationists regard this as an element tameness in the bird . but to my mind it is otherwise. This peculiar behaviour is exhibited by a number of species of birds having a similar plumage like partridge and see see etc They rely on their camouflage until they are sure that the approaching predator has positively identified them;then they fly off very swiftly 

(b) Reluctance to fly


(c) 
The Cheer pheasant has been observed to be very reluctant to fly. This particular behaviour is because of three reasons 

Firstly it’s a result of the physical limitations of the bird as discussed earlier. Secondly, because of the fact that most of the Cheer chicks are broody reared, they are not encouraged to fly. The third reason is because of inherit behaviour. The first and third reasoning are interrelated. This behaviour can be justified to a great degree to the wild element in the bird.

(c)
Perching
Throughout my three years of experience of closely monitoring the Cheer pheasant in captivity. I have never seen the bird perching on the branches provided for the purpose. This particular behaviour is probably because of the fact that over the evolutionary process the Cheer has adapted to a habitat without roosting facilities 

(d)
Hyper activity in low lit conditions:-  
In low lit conditions specially at dawn, dusk or cloudy weather the Cheer becomes extraordinarily active and noisy. This could be one of the causes of its low survival rate in the wild. as by doing this it gains the attention of predators 

(e)
Low resistance against common ailments: -

 Drawn from personal experience I can  state that in captivity  the Cheer pheasant is the most disease prone in comparison to other pheasant species. This fact is also evident at Dhodial pheasantry which contains the world largest concentration of Cheer pheasants in captivity. Similarly a large number of re-introduced Cheer pheasants die of diseases in the wild ( Ref.. WPA Newsletters 1980-1985). Most of the diseases are bacteria borne and can be cured by administering the right antibiotics.

In my opinion the bird’s low resistance is due to stress which is induced in captive environments .The presence of humans in close proximity is a constant source of stress for the birds. In my aviaries,  hand reared two year old Cheers, exhibit panicky behaviour when the aviary doors are opened for  change of food etc. Likewise the captive birds once released in the wild undergo stress resulting from the change in the environment. The most common disease suffered by the Cheer in captivity is CRD (Chronic Respiratory Disease).

e) Age and IQ 


As with all fauna species the level of intelligence of the Cheer (the ability to find food and evade predators) is directly proportional to age. Cheer poults, which are released in the wild (a practice for almost 25 years now), have low survival rates. Although the poults have better adaptability to new environments they lack the ability to escape predators.

Note: -


On the recommendations of the author in the years 2001, adult Cheers were released from Dhodial Pheasantry it is expected that a better survival results would be achieved.

Development of traits

In an experiments Cheer pheasants were shifted into a large aviary with minimum human interference. The birds were then exposed to external threats (human and domesticated dog/cats etc) to simulate their reflexes against the predators. With in days a significant improvement in the bird’s response to approaching predator was achieved. In addition the reluctance of the bird to fly was also overcome to some degree.

Note: -


Due to limited area for experiment and other such limitations, the data could not be collected on scientific basis.

Recommendations: -


The present stock of Cheer pheasant in captivity possesses a fair degree of wildness or instinctive behaviour. The Zoology Departments of Pakistan’s Universities and Wildlife conservation agencies should thoroughly investigate and implement new strategies to make the Re-introduction programme a success.
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