
 
Shrinking forests impacting seed dispersal by birds, reveals study 
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GUWAHATI: A recent study by researchers has highlighted the importance of the last fragments 

of tropical lowland forests in Assam because of the interaction between fruit-eating birds and the 

plants. 

Published on June 26 in Biotropica journal, this is among the first studies from the Asian tropics 

on the impact of forest fragmentation on plants and frugivorous birds. This study was conducted 

between January and April 2019 by a team of scientists from the Wildlife Institute of India (WII, 

Dehradun) and the Nature Conservation Foundation (NCF, Bangalore). 

“At the scale forests are shrinking, it is crucial to find out how ecological interactions like the 

ones between plants and seed-dispersing birds are altered because of fragmentation,” said Abir 

Jain, the lead author of the study. “The study looked at the differences in the plant and 

frugivorous bird communities in forest fragments and contiguous forests. We found that 

fragments harbour diverse sets of interactions,” he added. They found that small fruit eaters like 

bulbuls and barbets ‘fed upon the highest number of fruits’ in both fragmented and contiguous 

forests. They were crucial in dispersing seeds in both these types of forests. 



They also found that the remaining patches of forests were very important for birds like the 

white-throated Brown Hornbill, which dispersed more seeds than other birds. The researchers 

cited these examples to show that such forest segments help to connect with bigger areas of 

forests and thus help in the flow of biodiversity in them. They called for legal protection of such 

forest patches. 

The authors collected data by observing the feeding activity of frugivorous birds in the forests 

and documented the diversity of fruit species they fed upon. Sampling was conducted in two 

forest fragments experiencing degradation pressure---- Doom Dooma Reserve Forest, Kakojan 

Reserve Forest and a less disturbed, better protected contiguous forest patch, the Dehing Patkai 

National Park. All three are in Upper Assam. The authors documented 238 interactions between 

63 fruiting plants and 44 frugivorous bird species across all sites. Forest fragments had a higher 

prevalence of species associated with open habitats and fewer large-seeded plant species 

dependent on large birds for seed dispersal. Habitat degradation and associated gaps in the tree 

canopy in forest fragments could promote the fast growth of shrubs and climbers. Interestingly, 

fruits of certain climber species and fig trees were found to be important resources for 

frugivores, particularly in the fragments. 

“Different species and individuals of fig fruit at different times of the year serve as a vital source 

of food all year round, including the lean season. This underscores the importance of figs and the 

need to conserve them,” explained co-author Dr Navendu Page, a plant ecologist from WII. 

The findings from this study highlight the conservation value of northeast India’s last remaining 

lowland rainforest fragments and the diverse sets of plant–seed disperser interactions they 

harbour. “Remnant fragments can act as ‘stepping stones’ for preserving regional biodiversity 

and facilitate connectivity between fragments and contiguous forests for wide-ranging species to 

move across the fragmented landscape,” it said. 
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