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Temperate species of the family Paridae are some of the best 
studied wild birds in the world (Lambrechts et al. 2010), yet 
tropical species and sub-species of this family remain under-

studied (Gosler & Clement 2007). We report here the description 
of a nest of the Yellow-browed Tit Sylviparus modestus from the 
Kedarnath Wildlife Sanctuary in Uttarakhand, India. 

The Yellow-browed Tit is a basal species in the parid clade 
(Gill et al. 2005). Knowledge of its ecology is hence crucial 
in understanding the evolution of traits in this geographically 
widespread family. It is a fairly common bird of the oak (Quercus 
species) forests of the Himalayas. Here, it is known to occur 
between 1950 m and 3600 m ( Gosler & Clement 2007). In 
the Kedarnath region, it is most commonly seen between 2300 
m and 3300 m in the breeding season but winters down to 
1600 m (Sahas Barve, pers. obs.). It is easily overlooked as 
its coloration and size resemble the abundant and speciose 
Phylloscopus warblers and it is a difficult species to observe in 
the mixed-species flocks that it often participates in. Although 
described in 1836, the first two cavity nests of this species were 
not described until 1973 (Fleming Jr. 1974). In the 41 years since 

then, only one other nest has been described by Löhrl in 1981 
(Löhrl 1981, Martens & Eck 1995). All three nests were from 
central Nepal and from the Phulchowki region, with the highest 
nest at 2378 m (Fleming Jr. 1974). We describe here a nest of 
this species, the fourth published description till date, and the 
first from the Indian Himalayas, c. 1000 km north-west of the 
previous nest observations.

We found the nest at 3025 m in Quercus semicarpifolia–
Rhododendron arboreum dominated sub-alpine forests of the 
Kedarnath Wildlife Sanctuary (30.478886ºN, 79.215325ºE) on 
30 May 2013 at around 0730 hrs. It was located in a cavity, about 
6 m above the ground, in a R. arboreum tree. The cavity had a 
circular entrance, about 30 mm in diameter and appeared to 
be one made by another bird, probably a woodpecker. Since no 
woodpecker of that size is found in the area, it might have been 
a cavity that was abandoned by its excavator. 

We observed the adult(s) entering and leaving the nest. As 
observed by Löhrl (1981), the adult flew directly into the nest 
through the opening. Only a single prey item was brought to the 
nest on every visit. The prey items were difficult to identify but 

identify the bird in the photograph only after I read Deomurari’s 
(2012) note. Arpit Deomurari (pers. com.) again saw it at the 
same place on 03 January 2013. Three records from the same 
area during last four years indicate that it may be a regular winter 
visitor to the area.
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did include small hair-less caterpillars. The consistent small size 
of the prey suggested that the chicks were very small. We did 
not attempt to investigate the number of chicks or the size of the 
cavity, as the nest was inaccessible. 

This is, to the best of our knowledge, the western-most 
nesting record, and the highest elevational nest reported for 
this species. The nest we describe here, and those described by 
Fleming Jr., and Löhrl, suggest that this species is a secondary 
cavity nester, adopting either natural cavities, or those made by 
other birds; an ancestral trait in tits (Dhondt 2007). 

The species shows a large variation in the height at which 
the nest is placed (0.5–7 m) but is partial to small entrances to 
the nest, sometimes merely a split in the tree. However, other 
aspects of its breeding biology, like the number of eggs per 
clutch, colour and size of the eggs, incubation period, nestling 
period, and behaviour of adults during nesting remains poorly 
known. We had many observations of the Yellow-browed Tit 
joining mixed-species foraging flocks in May. Mixed-species 
foraging flocks often form in the non-breeding seasons, when 
birds are not territorial, and there is a shortage of food resources 
making each individual range over a large area (Graves & Gotelli 
1993). Presence of Yellow-browed Tits in mixed-species flocks in 
the breeding season was thus an interesting behavior.

Montane habitats in the Himalayas contain many species 
like the Yellow-browed Tit, the natural history of which is poorly 
understood. Knowledge of the ecology of these species is 
however essential for conservation of these threatened habitats. 
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