
Kukila 21, 2018 Short Communication  17 

First Record of Bare-headed Laughingthrush Garrulax calvus in 
Kalimantan, Indonesian Borneo 

RYAN C. BURNER1,2, ANDREW SIANI3 AND CHANDRADEWANA BOER4 
 

1Museum of Natural Science and Department of Biological Sciences, Louisiana State University, Baton 
Rouge, LA 70803, USA; 2Corresponding author email: ryan.c.burner@gmail.com; 3Kepayan Ridge, 88300 

Kota Kinabalu, Sabah, Malaysia; 4Wildlife Ecology and Biodiversity Laboratory, Forestry Faculty, 
Mulawarman University, East Kalimantan, Indonesia 

Ringkasan. Poksai Kepala-botak Garrulax calvus sering ditemui di Sarawak dan 
Sabah, tapi belum ada pengamatan di Kalimantan. Saya mendengar jenis burung 
tersebut di Kalimantan Timur pada ketinggian 1200 m di hutan utama dekat Kampung 
Long Apari, Sungai Mahakam hulu. Burung tersebut tidak terlihat, tapi saya merekam 
suaranya untuk identifikasinya dan saya bisa memastikan bahwa burung endemik 
Borneo ini terdapat pada pegunungan Kalimantan, Indonesia. Kalimantan mencakup 
sebagian besar hutan pegunungan di Borneo dan kemungkinan merupakan habitat 
penting untuk jenis burung tersebut. Kelangsungan hidup burung-burung poksai di 
Indonesia terancam oleh perdagangan burung sangkar.  

On 07 October 2012 at 07:50 hrs, RCB conducted an avian point count 12 km east of Long Apari 
village in the headwaters of the Mahakam River, East Kalimantan (0°56’10”N, 114°11’23”E), at 
1,200 m above sea level (asl), near a peak at 1,448 m asl, identified on some local maps as Gunung 
Topap Oso (Fig. 1). Here I heard the song of a Bare-headed Laughingthrush Garrulax calvus. The 
bird was distant and never seen, but I obtained an audio recording (eBird checklist S40965489) to 
confirm identification (Fig. 2). 

Until now the Bare-headed Laughingthrush (Plate 1) was one of only three Bornean montane 
endemics, along with Friendly Bush Warbler Locustella accentor and Black Oriole Oriolus hosii 
that were not recorded in Kalimantan (van Balen 1999; Irham et al. 2012). Most of Kalimantan’s 
mountains are difficult to access (Potter 2009) and probably for this reason are much less visited 
by scientists and birdwatchers than are the better known sites of Malaysian Borneo. 

The Bare-headed Laughingthrush was previously considered conspecific with the Black 
Laughingthrush G. lugubris of the Malay Peninsula and Sumatra (Smythies 1999; Mann 2008) but 
is now considered a distinct species (Thompson 2007; Clements et al. 2017). It is known from 
primary montane forest in Sarawak including that on Mount Dulit (Hose 1893), the Kelabit 
highlands (Smythies 1999), and Mount Mulu (Burner et al. 2016), as well as from many sites in 
Sabah above 800 m asl (Sheldon et al. 2001). Borneo’s highest peaks (Kinabalu, Trus Madi, 
Tambuyukon, Murud and Mulu) are all located on the Malaysian side, but 75% of Borneo’s forests 
above 1,000 m occur on the Indonesian side of Borneo’s main mountain chain (Gaveau et al. 
2014). This suggests that Kalimantan potentially provides important habitat for the Bare-headed 
Laughingthrush, which may be more widespread in Borneo than we currently realize. 

I recorded the bird in primary forest, far from the disturbance of shifting cultivation along 
the Mahakam River (which typically occurs from 200 to 500 m asl) while conducting point counts 
to compare patterns of species richness on elevational gradients (Burner et al. 2018). Canopy 
height at this elevation averaged 33 m and the largest trees at each point were on average 60 to 90 
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cm in diameter. This was the only time the Bare-headed Laughingthrush was encountered in three 
months of fieldwork in Kalimantan conducted between June and November 2012, although only 
half of this time was spent above 1,000 m asl. Several other sub-montane and montane species 
were also present at the same point, including Ochraceous Bulbul Alophoixus ochraceus, Mountain 
Barbet Megalaima monticola, and Crimson-headed Partridge Haematortyx sanguiniceps.  

 
Figure 1. Location of Bare-headed Laughingthrush (Garrulax calvus) record east of the upper Mahakam 
River, Mt. Topap Oso, East Kalimantan, Indonesia. 

All publically available recordings of this species (macaulaylibrary.org and xeno-canto.org) 
are from the Mount Kinabalu area in Sabah, but the song of the birds I recorded seems to fit within 
the variation that occurs in Sabah. It makes a grating, low (~1.6 kHz), hollow ‘queer-queer’ 
vocalization, repeated every 1.5 to 2 seconds that is often preceded by an even lower, hollow 
‘hoop’ (1.1 kHz) as described by Smythies (1999). At several points in the recording it appears 
that there may in fact be two individuals calling simultaneously.  

The Bare-headed Laughingthrush is an IUCN ‘species of least concern’ (IUCN 2017), and 
is afforded some habitat protection by the high elevations it inhabits, but even montane forest 
habitat is declining across Borneo (Gaveau et al. 2014).  In addition to habitat loss, many species 
of laughingthrushes are sold in the cage bird trade in Indonesia, including the formerly conspecific 
G. lugubris (Shepherd 2007, 2011; Eaton et al. 2015; Shepherd et al. 2016), although I am not 
aware of any records of G. calvus being found in a market.    

https://www.macaulaylibrary.org/
http://www.xeno-canto.org/
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Figure 2. Sonogram of recording of Bare-headed Laughingthrush Garrulax calvus east of the upper 
Mahakam River, Mt. Topap Oso, East Kalimantan, Indonesia. Song is mixed with that of a louder repeating 
Red-throated Barbet Megalaima mystacophanos. Red boxes mark the first three-note phrase of the 
laughingthrush, while black arrows indicate the first two repeated notes of the barbet. Image created in 
Raven Lite 2.0.0 (Charif et al. 2006). 

 

Plate 1. Bare-headed Laughingthrush Garrulax calvus from Mt. Kinabalu National Park, Sabah. © James 
Eaton / Birdtour Asia. 



20 Short Communication  Kukila 21, 2018 

Acknowledgements 
The U.S. State Department Student Fulbright Grant program and the American Indonesian Exchange 
Foundation (AMINEF) provided funding for the fieldwork in 2012, and the Indonesian Kementerian Riset 
dan Teknologi (RISTEK) granted a research permit (SIP No. 89/EXT/SIP/FRP/SM/X/2012). Sound 
recording equipment was provided by the Macaulay Library at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Ithaca, New 
York. Thanks to Marco Rego for creating the map, James Eaton for verifying the identification of the 
vocalization and providing a photograph and Fred Sheldon and several anonymous reviewers for helpful 
comments on the manuscript. 

References 
Burner, R.C., V.L. Chua V. L., M.L. Brady, P. Van Els, P.O. Steinhoff, M.A. Rahman & F.H. Sheldon. 

2016. An ornithological survey of Gunung Mulu National Park, Sarawak, Malaysian Borneo. Wilson 
Journal of Ornithology 128: 242-54. 

Burner, R.C., A.R. Styring, C. Boer & F.H. Sheldon. 2018. Overlap in avian communities produces 
unimodal richness peaks on Bornean mountains. Journal of Tropical Ecology 34 (in press). 

Charif, R.A., D.W. Ponirakis & T.P. Krein. 2006. Raven Lite 1.0 User’s Guide. Cornell Laboratory of 
Ornithology, Ithaca, New York. 

Clements, J.F., T.S. Schulenberg, M.J. Iliff, D. Roberson, T.A. Fredericks, B.L. Sullivan & C.L. Wood. 
2017. The eBird/Clements checklist of birds of the world: v2017. Downloaded from: 
http://www.birds.cornell.edu/clementschecklist/download. 

Eaton, J.A., C.R. Shepherd, F.E. Rheindt, J.B.C. Harris, S. van Balen, D.S. Wilcove & N.J. Collar. 2015. 
Trade-driven extinctions and near-extinctions of avian taxa in Sundaic Indonesia. Forktail: 1-12. 

Gaveau, D.L., S. Sloan, E. Molidena, H. Yaen, D. Sheil, N.K. Abram, M. Ancrenaz, R. Nasi, M. 
Quinones & N. Wielaard. 2014. Four decades of forest persistence, clearance and logging on Borneo. 
PLoS One 9: e101654. 

Hose, C. 1893. On the avifauna of Mount Dulit and the Baram District in the Territory of Sarawak. Ibis 
35: 381-424. 

Irham, M., E. Meijaard & S. van Balen. 2012. New information on the distribution of White-fronted 
Microhierax latifrons and Black-thighed Falconets M. fringillarius in Kalimantan, Indonesia. Forktail 
28: 162-163. 

IUCN 2017. The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. Version 2017-3. Downloaded from: 
http://www.iucnredlist.org.  

Mann, C.F. 2008. The Birds of Borneo. An Annotated Checklist. British Ornithologists’ Union/British 
Ornithologists’ Club, Peterborough, United Kingdom. (BOU Checklist No. 23). 

Potter, L. 2009. Resource periphery, corridor, heartland: Contesting land use in the Kalimantan/Malaysia 
borderlands. Asia Pacific Viewpoint 50: 88-106. 

Sheldon, F.H., R.G. Moyle & J. Kennard. 2001. Ornithology of Sabah: history, gazetteer, annotated 
checklist, and bibliography. Ornithological Monographs 52: 1-285. 

Shepherd, C.R. 2007. Trade in the Black-and-white Laughingthrush Garrulax bicolor and White-crested 
Laughingthrush G. leucolophus in Indonesia. Birding Asia, 8: 49-52. 

Shepherd, C.R. 2011. Observations on trade in laughingthrushes (Garrulax spp.) in North Sumatra, 
Indonesia. Bird Conservation International 21: 86-91. 

Shepherd, C.R., J.A. Eaton & S.C. Chng. 2016. Nothing to laugh about–the ongoing illegal trade in 
laughingthrushes (Garrulax species) in the bird markets of Java, Indonesia. Bird Conservation 
International 26: 524-530. 

Smythies, B.E. 1999. The Birds of Borneo (4th ed.). Natural History Publications (Borneo), Kota 
Kinabalu. 

http://www.birds.cornell.edu/clementschecklist/download
http://www.iucnredlist.org/


Kukila 21, 2018 Short Communication  21 

Thompson, H.S.S. 2007. Family Picathartes (Picathartidae). Pp. 60-9 in J. del Hoyo, A. Elliot & D.A. 
Christie (eds.) Handbook of the Birds of the World. Vol 12: Picathartes to Tits and Chicadees. Lynx 
Edicions, Barcelona. 

van Balen, S. 1999. Note on the distribution of the Kinabalu Serpent-Eagle with a first record for 
Kalimantan. Kukila 10: 154-156. 

 


