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ANTING BEHAVIOUR IN BALI STARLINGS
by
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The Bali Starling Leucopsar rothschildi (or Rothschild's Mynah; Sturnidae, Aves) is a critically
endangered bird endemic to the island of Bali (Indonesia), with just 35-40 birds surviving in the
wild, all in Bali Barat National Park (Collar e/ ar 1994) Very little has been published about the
behaviour and ecology of wild birds, but some data are available about its behaviour in captivity
(e.g. Sieber 1983). The Bali Starling conservation programme (Indonesian Forestry Ministry,
BirdLife International -Indonesia Programme, American Zoo and Aquarium Association) in
which the author was involved during 1989-1994, provided opportunities to study the species
further.

The Bali Starlings under observation comprised 15-25 wild birds, and a group of 13 (12 of which
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had been captive-bred) released into the Bali Barat National Park in phases between 15 and 21
April 1990 (van Balen & Gepak 1994). The observations were made during the first weeks of an
exceptionally harsh dry season, immediately following the starling's breeding season
(November-April). All standing water had already dried-up and the birds were dependent on
drinking water provided by the Project officers.

At 17.10hrs, 22 April 1990, three wild Bali Starlings (one adult and two young) and four of the
recently released captive-bred adults were perched in a Pilang tree Acacia leucophloea at a height
of'about 5-6m above ground. For several minutes these birds were engaged in what appeared to be
active anting. They were quickly picking up small ants from the bark with their bills, and these
were rubbed with fast, almost rythmic preening movements under the wings, tail and on the breast
Anting has not previously been reported for Bali Starlings, either captive or wild. However, Bali
starlings eating ants has been anecdotally reported by forest wardens and bird keepers, and may
actually refer to anting behaviour. The active use of ants by birds as described above is known for
only 200-250 bird species, mostly passerine, of which the main purpose is maintenance of the
feathers. In the Northern Hemisphere most anting observations have been made during post-
breeding periods and juvenile moult, and may be correlated with weather and seasonal factors
producing maximum activity of ants (K.E.L. Simmons in Campbell & Lack 1985). Indeed, in
western Indonesia, a peak abundance in insects occurs at the end of or immediately following the
rainy season (Koningsberger 1915; Voous 1950; Fogden 1972); the posi-rainy season in Bali is
April-May (Sandy 1987). Swarming of ants is most likely to take place then. Moreover, as
standing water is not available in the dry season, the starlings resort to dusting (pers. obs.) and
apparently anting as described above.
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