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Giant ibis census
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Abstract
The Critically Endangered giant ibis Thaumatibis gigantea is the largest of 36 species in the Threskiornithidae and the 
national bird of Cambodia. The species historically occurred throughout Southeast Asia, but is now almost entirely 
restricted to northern and eastern Cambodia. The global population is estimated at 194 mature individuals. This esti-
mate is based on incidental data and expert opinion, however, and a rigorous population census method has yet to be 
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Introduction
Southeast Asia is experiencing the fastest rate of habitat 
conversion in the world (Sodhi et al., 2010) and recent 
studies suggest that Cambodia is experiencing faster 
rates of tree loss than any other country in the region 
(Hansen et al., 2013; Peterson et al., 2015). Many animals 
in Cambodia consequently face a high risk of extinc-
tion (Keo et al., 2009). For instance, the giant ibis Thau-
matibis gigantea (Threskiornithidae; Fig. 1) was formerly 
widespread across mainland Southeast Asia, particu-
larly Thailand, Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia. However, 
its range has contracted dramatically and the largest 
remaining populations occur in Cambodia (Fig. 2), with 
a few individuals believed to persist in Vietnam and Laos 
(BirdLife International, 2015a). The species is now extir-
pated from Thailand.

 The giant ibis occurs in isolated populations across 
Cambodia but in relatively higher densities in northern 
and eastern areas of the country, including Chhep Wild-
life Sanctuary (formerly Preah Vihear Protected Forest) 
and Kulen Promtep Wildlife Sanctuary (where 24 pairs 
were monitored in 2014; Loveridge & Ty, 2015), and Prey 
Siem Pang Khang Lech Wildlife Sanctuary (with approxi-
mately 40 pairs; H. Wright, in litt ., 2012). Other areas with 
signifi cant populations include Srepok Wildife Sanctuary 
(formerly Mondulkiri Protected Forest) and Lomphat 
Wildlife Sanctuary. Sum et al. (2011, 2013) estimated at 
least 10–15 pairs of giant ibises inhabit Lomphat Wildlife 
Sanctuary, and incidental camera-trap data (Gray et al., 
2014) suggest a population of 50 birds in Srepok Wild-
life Sanctuary (T. Gray, pers. comm.). Other confi rmed, 
although older sightings suggest that approximately fi ve 
pairs may exist in Seima Wildlife Sanctuary (formerly 
Seima Protection Forest), Phnom Prich Wildlife Sanctu-
ary, Veun Sai–Siem Pang National Park (formerly Veun 
Sai–Siem Pang Conservation Area), Yok Don National 
Park in Vietnam and scatt ered across the extreme south 

of Laos (BirdLife International, 2015b). In addition, the 
species has also recently been confi rmed at fi ve other 
sites: a stretch of deciduous dipterocarp forest north of 
Sre Ambel in Koh Kong Province (Evans & Goes, 2011), 
Sang Sahakum Rukhavoan Community Forest in Oddar 
Meanchey Province, one site on the Sesan River near 
Stung Treng, a proposed bird nest protection area along 
the Mekong River in Kratie Province and Prey Lang 
Wildlife Sanctuary (Hayes et al., 2015). It is estimated that 
each of these sites contain at least one pair of giant ibis. 
However, further survey eff ort is required to improve 
understanding of these populations and their distribu-
tion ranges to prioritise conservation eff orts.

 The primary habitat of the giant ibis is deciduous dip-
terocarp forest, where it is generally widespread at very 
low densities. Within this forest, the species relies on a 
matrix of habitats including forest pools ‘trapeang’ (Fig. 
3), grasslands, and undisturbed roosting and nesting 
sites (Keo et al., 2009). It breeds during the wet season 
(June–September) (Keo, 2008a) and nests in trees, with 
a preference for large Dipterocarpus species, generally 
more than 4 km from human habitation (Keo, 2008b). The 
species generally calls twice a day, in the morning from 
04:30 to 07:00 hrs and in the evening from 18:00 to 18:30 
hrs, and calls more frequently during the mating season 
before eggs are laid in June and July (Ty, 2013). It gen-
erally occurs in singles, pairs or small parties (BirdLife 
International, 2015b) and feeds in open water and on soft 
and hard muddy substrates surrounding the edges of 
trapeang (Wright et al., 2012; J. Eames, pers. obs.). Its diet 
comprises a variety of invertebrates, crustaceans, eels, 
frogs and reptiles. The giant ibis is threatened by loss 
of suitable forest habitat throughout its range due to: 1) 
wholesale forest clearance by agricultural developments 
known as Economic Land Concessions (ELCs), 2) habitat 
conversion by small-scale agricultural encroachment by 
local communities, and 3) infrastructure and develop-
ment initiatives, such as road construction through key 

validated for this elusive species. We report the results of the fi rst systematic population assessment of giant ibis at a 
single site.  Our method combines visual and auditory detections at forest pools (trapeang) and provides a cost-eff ective 
survey approach based on species ecology. This was tested in Prey Siem Pang Khang Lech Wildlife Sanctuary in North-
east Cambodia, previously known as Western Siem Pang Important Bird Area, one of the last strongholds of the giant 
ibis. We estimate that 49.5 ±10 birds still occur in the site and critically review our method, suggesting refi nements. We 
conclude by recommending repeated surveys using a standard method at all priority protected sites for the species. 
This will enable the interpretation of population trends to determine the effi  cacy of conservation interventions and 
provide an early warning, should further declines occur in this Critically Endangered species.
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Fig. 1 (left) Giant ibis Thaumatibis gigantea (© Jonathan C. 
Eames).

Fig. 2 (below) Distribution of, and priority conservation 
zone for the giant ibis, including Yok Don National Park 
(Vietnam), Xe Pian National Biodiversity Conservation Area 
(Laos) and all priority protected areas for the species in 
Cambodia: A) Kulen Promtep Wildlife Sanctuary; B) Chhep 
Wildlife Sanctuary (formerly Preah Vihear Protected Forest); 
C) Siem Pang Wildlife Sanctuary and Prey Siem Pang Khang 
Lech Wildlife Sanctuary (formerly Siem Pang Protected 
Forest and Siem Pang Proposed Protected Forest II); D): 
Veun Sai–Siem Pang National Park (formerly Veun Sai–Siem 
Pang Conservation Area); E) Lomphat Wildlife Sanctuary; 
F) O’Yadao Protected Forest; G) Srepok Wildife Sanctuary 
(formerly Mondulkiri Protected Forest); H) Phnom Prich 
Wildlife Sanctuary.


