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Urban birds in the shadow of Taipei 101
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I have lived near Taipei 101 since late 2009 and have observed birds in this highly urbanized area
for the last eight years. I also have a funny obsession with what I call the ‘fall zone’ of Taipei 101
which is the area which could potentially be hit by this skyscraper if it actually fell over. In other
words, the entire area within the 509 meter radius around the center of Taipei 101 (Fig. 1).
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AFig. 1. The ‘fall zone’ of Taipei 101 which is a circle of about 500 meters radius around the skyscraper. The entire

area is a highly human-modified and urbanized habitat covered mostly by buildings, but also contains a few urban

parks (Fig. 2), several hundred street trees, and some grassy areas, such as gardens and sports grounds.

On 4 June 2017, | observed for the first time a singing white-rumped shama Copsychus
malabaricus within this zone (Fig. 2). Taking this observation as a cue, | want to report upon the
birds within this zone to describe the bird community in this highly human-modified urban habitat,
with an emphasis on exotic birds and recent arrivals. The main reason is that this bird community
serves as a typical example of a bird community in a northern Taiwan cityscape and the recent
changes which it has experienced.

This is the list of the resident species within this zone. ‘Resident” means that these species can be
observed (almost) every day (and most —if not all - of them also breed here). All names were taken
from Ding et al. (2014); “exotic species, “species new to the zone since 2009.
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. Malayan night-heron Gorsachius melanolophus®
. Rock pigeon Columba livia

. Oriental turtle-dove Streptopelia orientalis

. Red collared-dove Streptopelia tranquebarica

. Spotted dove Streptopelia chinensis

. Collared scops-owl Otus lettia

. Taiwan barbet Megalaima nuchalis

. Black drongo Dicrurus macrocercus

. Taiwan blue-magpie Urocissa caerulea”

. Gray treepie Dendrocitta formosae

. Eurasian magpie Pica pica

. Barn swallow Hirundo rustica

. Light-vented bulbul Pycnonotus sinensis

. Black bulbul Hypsipetes leucocephalus

. Japanese white-eye Zosterops japonicus

. Oriental magpie-robin Copsychus saularis”

. White-rumped shama Copsychus malabaricus
Taiwan whistling-thrush Myophonus insularis
Asian glossy starling Aplonis panayensis
Javan myna Acridotheres javanicus”

Common myna Acridotheres tristis”
Black-collared starling Gracupica nigricollis™
Eurasian tree sparrow Passer montanus
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This list excludes the following three categories. First, predatory (e.g., Accipiter species)
and migratory species (e.g., brown shrike Lanius cristatus, Manchurian bush-warbler
Horornis canturians, Daurian redstart Phoenicurus auroreus, gray-backed thrush Turdus
hortulorum, eyebrowed thrush Turdus obscurus) which only stay: briefly in this zone in order
to forage. For example, the thrushes are seen mostly eating figs in Ficus trees but then quickly
disappear again. Second, resident species which are regularly seen flying over but which are
not actually using this urban habitat (e.g., black-crowned night-heron Nycticorax nycticorax,
crested serpent-eagle Spilornis cheela, house swift Apus nipalensis). Third, escaped birds
(e.g., African grey parrot Psittacus erithacus) which have not become invasive species.
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- AFig. 2. Atypical urban park near Taipei 101 inwhich | obself'\ged the singing wh'ite,-wmped_ shama and mést of the's

other birds on the list. Such parks are vital for maintaining urban biodiversity; - ﬂ-'
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While the species in my list do not
contain any surprises, there are
nevertheless a few interesting facts to
note. First, the relatively high
percentage of invasive species (6 out of
a total of 23 species, or 26%) is
interesting because it emphasizes that
urban habitats are easily invaded by
exotic species because urban habitats
often favor exotic bird species \ S
(Blackburn et al. 2009). AFig. 3. Palm trees in front of Taipei Medical University whose

fruits are especially attractive to Asian glossy starlings.

While the Asian glossy starling has been present in southern Taiwan at least since 1990 (Shieh et
al. 2016) and in Taipei before 2000 (Lin 2001) and reportedly even as early as 1978 (Liao 2012), |
only observed it at a few locations in Taipei in 2009 and 2010, e.g., around the Chiang Kai-shek
Memorial Hall. It has since spread into many other parts of Taipei (Walther 2014) and arrived in the
area around Taipei 101 in approximately 2014 with numbers increasing since then. For example, on 6
March 2017, I counted 16 Asian glossy starlings eating fruits in palm trees whereas, in the years
before, only a few starlings visited these trees (Fig. 3).

Two other exotic bird species which were present in Taipei in 2009 but had not yet spread to the
zone around Taipei 101 are the white-rumped shama and the black-collared starling (Walther 2014).
While these additions are due to the process of exotic birds establishing themselves in Taiwan (Fan et
al. 2009, Kastner 2011, Walther 2011, 2014, Liang et al. 2017), another process which adds birds to
the urban cityscape is called urbanization whereby birds which used to live in natural habitats find
ways to survive in the city, e.g., the Taiwan whistling-thrush (Walther 2015).

Two further examples of this urbanization process are the Malayan night-heron and the Taiwan
blue-magpie. The Malayan night-heron used to live exclusively in low-altitude forests in Taiwan,
with suitable open places for feeding on the ground (Chang 2000), but it has rapidly urbanized
during the last few decades, feeding on the many open grounds in parks, gardens, other grassy areas,
and even traffic islands within the city (Chang 2000, Lin et al. 2009, Walther et al. 2011, Walther
2015). Interestingly, a similar species, the grey heron Ardea cinerea, has recently made a similar
switch into Dutch cities (Hrudova 2017).
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The Taiwan blue-magpie also appears to become more comfortable to forage within the city.
When | first arrived, the Taiwan blue-magpie was almost exclusively a bird of the city-forest ecotone,
e.g., where the city edge touches Yangmingshan National Park or Taipei Zoo. Another ecotone
locality where I saw the Taiwan blue-magpie with increasing frequency during the last eight years
was Zhonggiang Park which lies just between the Taipei 101 zone and the forests of Elephant
Mountain. However, in the last few years, | repeatedly observed the Taiwan blue-magpie making
forays into the cityscape around Taipei 101 and Taipei Medical University, often to forage in fruiting
trees, but also on building rooftops in a manner reminiscent of the ubiquitous Eurasian magpie.
Sometimes, flocks of Taiwan blue-magpie, Eurasian magpie, and gray treepie even forage together in
the cityscape, which then may attract other bird species to these flocks.

Through these two processes, the overall number of species in the Taipei 101 zone increased
from 18 to 23 species since 2009, which is a considerable increase of 28% in species richness. These
increases have surely been happening in most if not all cities of Taiwan. Of course, the best way to
document such long-term changes of bird communities are through regular, systematic censuses,
such as Taiwan’s Breeding Bird Survey (Ko et al. 2015). However, any birdwatcher who has some
interesting observations, especially those which document long-term changes in bird communities,
should be encouraged to publish them.

Despite the documented increases in urban species richness, urban development is unfortunately
a major cause of native species extinction at the same time (Lee et al. 2004, Zhou et al. 2012).
Furthermore, the process of urbanization also causes the biotic homogenization of bird communities
because the same urban-adaptable generalist species that can utilize gardens, forest fragments, and
many other habitats available in cities become increasingly widespread and locally abundant in cities,
usually to the detriment of other local indigenous or specialist species (McKinney 2006, Kastner
2011). Some indigenous species may benefit from expanding urban habitats, e.g., the endemic
Taiwan barbet, Taiwan blue-magpie, and
Taiwan whistling-thrush, but these are the
exceptions to the rule. Usually, the
construction of cities, suburbs, industrial
plants and roads is overall detrimental to
biodiversity (Lee et al. 2004, Gebhardt
2013). The bird species listed above are
thus the so-called winners of urbanization,
while many other bird species are the AW D
losers (McKinney and Lockwood 1999). VHEE Y
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Nevertheless, a lot more could be done to make urban habitats more amenable to sustain
indigenous flora and fauna, e.g., through the expansion of green spaces and vegetation (parks, green
roofs and walls, street trees, re-naturalization of ponds, streams, and rivers, etc.), the planting of
indigenous instead of exotic species, the installation of nest boxes and platforms and feeding stations,
the implementation of measures to decrease bird strikes against windows and other man-made
structures (including vehicles), the reduction of pollution (especially pesticide use) and predation by
feral cats, the support of environmental NGOs, and, of course, the education of other people,
especially children, through bird-watching and other nature-related activities (Chamberlain et al.
2007, Lin et al. 2008, Anonymous 2012, Tweit 2013, Quartly 2015).

Thus, much more can be done to help Taiwan’s wonderful birds to thrive in Taiwan’s expanding

urban and semi-urban areas. To quote from Quartly (2015): “Turn gray into green.”

| thank Yu-Wen Emily Dai for translating Chinese texts and David “Dave” Irving for helpful
comments.
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A bird's eye view of Lake Natron © NASA Johnson
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