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Thursday 7 Sep 
Talk: Butterflies of India – Inspiring Citizen 
Science
Armed with cameras, geo-tagged devices, great 
internet access and unparalleled enthusiasm, citizen 
scientists play an important role in the growth of 
biodiversity-related “big data” science. Can we 
harness this to advance India’s ambition of becoming 
a scientific powerhouse? Can we make people 
take ownership of biodiversity-related scientific 
growth and conservation? Dr Krushnamegh Kunte 
from the National Centre for Biological Sciences 
in Bangalore will discuss these issues. He will share 
his experience as editor of the Butterflies of India 
website (http://ifoundbutterflies.org/) and the citizen 
science growth it fueled. Time: 7.30 pm to 8.30 pm. 
Venue: NSS office. Open to the public.

Saturday 9 Sep
International Coastal Clean-up Singapore 
Join us to clean up Mandai Mudflats to benefit 
the wildlife that thrives there. Designated as 
an Important Bird and Biodiversity Area, this 
coastline is a key habitat for horseshoe crabs and 
an important feeding site for wading birds. Please 
register at http://tinyurl.com/iccsnss by 4 September. 
Details will be emailed upon successful registration. 
For enquiries, contact Bryan at nssccu@gmail.com. 
Time: 4.30 pm to 7 pm. Open to the public. 

Sunday 10 Sep
Horseshoe Crab Rescue & Research 
Programme
Horseshoe crabs (HSC) are in decline globally due 
to habitat loss, poaching and overfishing. They get 
trapped in abandoned nets and need our help to 
free them. NSS monitors our HSC population to 
ensure that they stay around for generations to 
come. Join us in this mission to rescue and study 
the HSC at Mandai Mudflats. Please register at 
http://tinyurl.com/nsshscreg which opens on 14 
August. For enquiries, contact Lester at hscrr.
nss@gmail.com. Bring along cap, shoes/booties, 
sunblock, repellent, cutter for HSC rescue and 
camera. Washing facilities are available. Details will 
be emailed upon registration. Time: 8 am to 10.30 
am. Open to the public.

Saturday 16 Sep 
Watching Ants, Beetles & Bees at Windsor 
Nature Park
Join insect experts from the Entomological 
Network of Singapore (ENSING) for a walk at 
Windsor Nature Park. Entomologists Mark Wong, 
Sean Yap and Chui Shao Xiong will share the 
biology and ecological importance of ants, beetles 
and bees, corresponding to their respective fields 
of study. Meet at 10 am at Venus Drive carpark, 
the starting point of the trail. Bring along water, 
hat and wear good walking shoes. Max: 30 pax. To 
register, please email the names of all participants 

to Amy Tsang at amy.tsang3@gmail.com (HP: 9817-
5549) by 9 September. Open to the public.

Saturday 16 Sep
Nocturnal Wildlife Spotting at Bukit Batok 
Nature Park
Join Tony O'Dempsey of the Vertebrate Study 
Group to explore the well-established secondary 
forest of this 36-hectare park. We will walk pass a 
quarry pool and war memorial at the top of the 
hill. Possible sightings include bats, civets, colugos, 
snakes and frogs. Time: 6.30 pm to 8.30 pm. Bring 
torch, binoculars and wear comfortable sneakers. 
Children should be 6 years old and above. Max: 40 
pax. For drivers, the car park is along Bukit Batok 
East Ave 2. Please register at http://tinyurl.com/
y9ur6nvy. Members only.

Sunday 17 Sep
Butterfly Walk at Bukit Panjang Park  
Led by Simon Chan of the Butterfly and Insect 
Group, this will be our third outing to Bukit 
Panjang Park. It has been four years since 
condominiums were built alongside the park. 
The site is in the neighbourhood of the forests 
at Dairy Farm and Chestnut Nature Park. It will 
be interesting to assess if its butterfly life is still 
as vibrant as prior to condominium construction. 
Butterflies seen in the past include Horsfield’s 
Baron, Plain Nawab, Bigg’s Brownie, Autumn Leaf, 
Grey Pansy, Blue Pansy, Chestnut Bob and day-
flying moths. Meet at 9.30 am at Blk 201 Petir 
Road. From here, there is an uphill path leading to 
the park. Bring water, hat and wear comfortable 
shoes. For queries, contact Simon (HP: 9748-5465) 
or Amy (HP: 9817-5549). Open to the public.

Saturday 23 Sep
Birdwatching at Bukit Brown
Join us in exploring Bukit Brown Chinese Cemetery 
for its birds. Sections of this unique and historical 
corner of Singapore have been closed off for road 
construction, but there are still interesting and 
undisturbed areas for birding. Expect to see a mix 
of parkland, open country and forest birds such as 
babblers, bulbuls, doves, flowerpeckers, parakeets, 
sunbirds and woodpeckers. Meet Wing Chong (HP: 
9227-2020) at 7.30 am at the temporary cemetery 
access to Blocks 2 and 5 (look out for a yellow 
signboard). From Lornie Road, make a left turn at 
Sime Road and this is the first access point just after 
the private houses. Members only.

Saturday 23 Sep
Mangroves cum Coastal Clean-up at Ubin
Pulau Ubin is designated as an Important Bird 
and Biodiversity Area. In line with the Restore 
Ubin Mangroves (RUM) initiative, join us as we 
remove abandoned drift nets and marine debris 
that choke up Ubin’s coastline. This also prepares 
the selected sites for scientific surveys and RUM 

 Activities                                                 September
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 Activities                                                     October

works; and ensures that our wildlife have the 
proper environment to thrive. Max: 24 pax. Time: 
4 pm to 7 pm. Please register at http://tinyurl.com/
ubinrum23sep2017. Details will be emailed upon 
successful registration. For enquiries, contact Lisa 
at nssmcg@gmail.com. Open to the public.

Sunday 24 Sep 
Fun with Otters at Marina Bay-Kallang River
Eager to meet Singapore’s celebrity otters? The 
Bishan family of Smooth-coated Otters was 
voted a SG51 icon. Join otter enthusiast and 
wildlife photographer Bernard Seah to suss out 
our charismatic friends in the Marina Bay-Kallang 
River area. To optimise our chances of seeing 
them, we will form a WhatsApp group and advise 
on the meeting point on the morning of the event 
itself. All participants have to bring along personal 
mobility devices like bicycles or e-scooters to 
keep up with the otters. Bike rentals from oBike, 
Mobike and Ofo are subject to availability. Max: 20 

pax. Time: 7.30 am to 10 am. Registration is open 
to all, but members and those with kids (7 to 
12 years old) have priority. A fee of $2 per child 
(member) or $10 per child (non-member) will 
be collected on the spot. No charge for adults. 
Please register at http://tinyurl.com/nsskidsevent 
by 17 September. Details will be emailed by 19 
September. For enquiries, contact Gloria Seow at 
gloria_seow@ yahoo.com. Open to the public.

Saturday 30 Sep
Forest Clean-Up at Pulau Ubin
Pulau Ubin is an Important Bird and Biodiversity 
Area with various healthy habitats rich in animals 
and plants. Make a difference by helping to clean up 
its forest while learning about conservation issues 
and how you can become a better steward of 
nature. Time: 9 am to 12.30 pm. Max: 25 pax. Please 
register at http://tinyurl.com/forestcleanupubin. 
Details will be emailed one week before the 
activity. For enquiries, contact Kerry at kerry@nss.
org.sg. Open to the public.

Saturday 7 Oct
Horseshoe Crab Rescue & Research 
Programme
Horseshoe crabs (HSC) are in decline globally due 
to habitat loss, poaching and overfishing. They get 
trapped in abandoned nets and need our help to 
free them. NSS monitors our HSC population to 
ensure that they stay around for generations to 
come. Join us in this mission to rescue and study 
the HSC at Mandai Mudflats. Please register at 
http://tinyurl.com/nsshscreg which opens on 11 
September. For enquiries, contact Lester at hscrr.
nss@gmail.com. Bring along cap, shoes/booties, 
sunblock, repellent, cutter for HSC rescue and 
camera. Washing facilities are available. Details will 
be emailed upon registration. Time: 4 pm to 7 pm. 
Open to the public.

Weekend 7 & 8 Oct
33rd Singapore Bird Race
Registration is open for this year’s Singapore Bird 
Race with three race categories: Marathon (20-
hour race), Sprint (5-hour race), and Photography 
(4-hour race for bird photographers who can 
only count photographed birds). The Marathon 
race will start on Saturday afternoon (7 October) 
while the Sprint and Photography races will 
start on 8 October at 7.30 am. All three races 
will end on Sunday (8 October) at Sungei Buloh 
Visitor Centre in Kranji Way with a buffet lunch. 
Participants need to form a team of 2 to 4 pax 
depending on the categories. Look out for details 
on the NSS website or on the Facebook pages of 
NSS, Singapore Bird Group or Singapore Birders. 
Registration fee: $20 per pax. Open to the public.

Sunday 15 Oct
Mangroves cum Coastal Clean-up at Ubin
Pulau Ubin is designated as an Important Bird and 
Biodiversity Area. In line with the Restore Ubin 

Mangroves (RUM) initiative, join us as we remove 
abandoned drift nets and marine debris that choke 
up Ubin’s coastline. This also prepares the selected 
sites for scientific surveys and RUM works; 
and ensures that our wildlife have the proper 
environment to thrive. Max: 24 pax. Time: 12.30 
pm to 3.30 pm. Please register at http://tinyurl.
com/ubinrum15oct2017. Details will be emailed 
upon successful registration. For enquiries, contact 
Lisa at nssmcg@gmail.com. Open to the public.

Friday 20 Oct
Talk: Marine Invaders – Hitch-hiking Across 
the World’s Oceans
Invasive species have transformed marine habitats 
around the world. They have displaced native 
species, changed the community structure and 
food webs, and affected maritime economy and 
human health. While the impacts may seem 
local, the drivers of biological invasion are 
increasingly global. Once an alien species becomes 
established in an area, it is impossible to eliminate 
it. Prevention remains the best solution. With 
the high marine biodiversity in Southeast Asia, 
we have observed few invasions. However, the 
risks are rapidly increasing with the urbanisation 
and pollution of the coastal zone. As a global 
transhipment hub, Singapore faces a high risk of 
bio-invasions. Join Dr Serena Teo as she discusses 
these issues. Time: 7.30 pm to 8.30 pm. Venue: NSS 
Office. Open to the public.

Saturday 21 Oct
Kayaking Sungei Simpang
Enjoy a leisurely paddle at one of the last riverine 
mangroves in Singapore. If you have never kayaked 
before, this is a good introduction. Participants 
will learn about giant figs, snails, Rubik cubes, 
lobsters, and why are there plenty of babies 
in mangroves. Cost for member/non-member: 
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$90/$115. Children (8 to 12 years old) enjoy a 
50% discount and must be accompanied by one 
parent (no guardians) in the same kayak. Min/Max: 
18/28 pax. Please register at http://tinyurl.com/
kayaksimpang. Members have priority. Closing date: 
8 October. Cheques should be made out to ‘Nature 
Society (Singapore)’. For enquiries, contact Kerry 
at kerry@nss.org.sg. Details will be emailed upon 
successful registration and payment. Time: 7.45 am 
to 11.15 am. Open to the public. 

Sunday 22 Oct
14th Fall Migration Bird Census
Since 2001, we have been conducting this census 
covering the autumn migration period. Our first 
count chalked up 8,035 birds from 135 species at 
25 sites. What will the 2017 census reveal? If you 
have some birdwatching experience, join us to 
help determine the trends affecting our wild birds. 
Time: 7.30 am to 10.30 am. To register, please email 
Lee Ee Ling at ellee1584@gmail.com for available 
sites and site leaders. Closing date: 8 October. Site 
assignments will be confirmed by the respective 
leaders. Open to the public.

Saturday 28 Oct
Art in the Park at Fort Canning 
Join artist Alpana Ahuja for a fun and casual site 
drawing session at Fort Canning Park. Meet fellow 
nature art lovers to sketch its landscape, flora and 
fauna. No drawing experience is necessary. Please 
register at http://tinyurl.com/artatfortcanning. 
Details will be emailed one week before the 
activity. For enquiries, please contact Kerry at 
kerry@nss.org.sg. Max: 30 pax. Time: 8.30 am to 
10.30 am. Open to the public.

Sunday 29 Oct
Birdwatching at Kranji Marshes
This walk is offered in col laboration with 
NParks. Join Dr Ho Hua Chew in exploring 
Kr an j i  Ma r she s ’  boa rdwa l k s , p a t h s  a nd 
hides. Birding highl ights include the Red-
wattled Lapwing, Purple Swamphen, Common 
Moorhen, Yellow Bittern, White-browed Crake, 
Changeable Hawk Eagle and Grey-headed 
Fish Eagle. Time:  7.30 am to 10.30 am. Please 
register with Lee Ee Ling at ellee1584@gmail.
com (HP: 96935870) by 15 October. Max: 20 
pax. Registrations are subject to confirmation. 
The walk is free but participants need to cover 
transport cost at $10 per person. A bus will 
ferry us from the meeting point at Sungei Buloh 
Visitor Centre (Kranji Way) to the starting 
point at Turut Track. Please make out a cheque 
to ‘Nature Society (Singapore)’ or fund transfer 
to DBS a/c no: 0339023574. Payment should 
be made only after confirmation. Open to the 
public.

Sunday 29 Oct
Raptor ID Workshop
Raptors present identification challenges with 
their similar adaptations for life as birds of 
prey – strong hooked beaks, powerful talons, 
and a tendency to soar high in the skies. This 
workshop is for anyone with an interest in 
raptors. No prior experience is needed. Notes 
will be provided. Venue: NSS Office. Time: 3 
pm to 5.30 pm. Please register with Tan Gim 
Cheong at gimcheong345@gmail.com or Lee 
Ee Ling at ellee1584@gmail.com before 21 
October. Open to the public.

Weekend 4 & 5 Nov
Moth Workshop by Dr Roger Kendrick
The Butterfly and Insect Group’s Moth Workshop 
conducted by Dr Roger Kendrick is designed to 
give you an in-depth knowledge on moths. As an 
expert in the ecology and conservation of moths, 
Dr Kendrik has over 30 years of experience in 
the UK and Hong Kong. Venue to be confirmed. 
Watch out for updates posted on the NSS 
website. Limited places available. Members only. 

Sunday 5 Nov
10th Raptor Watch
In the last nine years, we have recorded migrating 
raptors such as the Greater Spotted Eagle, Eastern 
Marsh Harrier, Grey-faced Buzzard, Common 
Buzzard, Jerdon's Baza, Booted Eagle and flocks of 
Oriental Honey Buzzards. What will turn up this 
year? Join us in documenting the peak migration 
of Asian raptors in Singapore. Time: 9 am to 4 pm. 
Please contact the respective site leaders below 
for meeting instructions or coordinator Tan Gim 
Cheong at gimcheong345@gmail.com. Watch sites: 
1. Japanese Gardens – John Spencer (johnlsp@
yahoo.co.uk), 2. Lorong Halus Wetlands – Tan Kok 
Hui (kokhuitan@yahoo.co.uk), 3. Puaka Hill, Pulau 

Ubin – Jacky Soh (jacky_soh@nparks.gov.sg), 4. 
Tuas South – Low Choon How (lowchoonhow@
gmail.com), 5. Telok Blangah Hill Park – Alan 
Owyong (alan.owyong@gmail.com), 6. Kent Ridge 
Park – Lee Ee Ling (ellee1584@gmail.com). For 
Pulau Ubin, registration with site leader Jacky Soh 
is required due to space constraints. More watch 
sites may be added later with updates posted on 
the NSS website. Open to the public.

Sunday 5 Nov
Art in the Park at Sungei Buloh Wetland 
Reserve
Join artist Van Wangye for a casual site drawing 
session at Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve. We will 
visit at low tide to spot the Saltwater Crocodile 
and Malayan Water Monitor, to serve as our 
models. As it is also bird migratory season, we 
will celebrate their arrival. This is a fun gathering 
of nature art lovers to appreciate Singapore’s 
diverse flora and fauna. No drawing experience 
is necessary. Please register at http://tinyurl.com/
artatsbwr. Details will be emailed one week before 
the activity. Time: 4.30 pm to 6.30 pm. Max: 25 pax. 
For enquiries, contact Kerry at kerry@nss.org.sg. 
Open to the public.

 Activities                                                 November
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4D/3N Lombok & Bali Shark Conservation Trip

Join Kathy Xu on a marine conservation responsible 
holiday. Activities include snorkelling in pristine 

waters, beach hopping, mini cliff trekking, as well as 
nature trail and waterfall trekking. You will visit a 
shark sanctuary for an educational tour and have 
a chance to snorkel with sharks. Your participation 
will aid in shark conservation by providing an 
alternative income to shark fishermen. Cost includes 
accommodation with WiFi and breakfast, land 

transfers, full-day beach hopping and snorkelling 
boat trip with a visit to Pink Beach's pink sand and 
dramatic cliffs, full-day waterfall trek, snacks, drinks, 
packed lunch and snorkelling gear. Cost excludes 
flights, insurance and dinners. For registration or 
enquiries, email Kathy at kathyxtt@gmail.com. Read 
Kathy's article 'Reality Bites – A View to Lessen 
the Kill' in Nature Watch Jan-Mar 2014 for more 
information. Open to the public. 

Blue Jay Imbibes Minerals from Sneakers 

The Butterfly and Insect Group held a walk along 
the Rifle Range forest trail on 26 March 2017. 
We found one Blue Jay (Graphium evemon eventus) 
puddling on the ground but it flew off when 
approached. A few minutes later, it returned and 
settled next to a member’s sneakers and resumed 
drawing mineral nutrients from the ground. 
We were intrigued at this persistent puddling 
behaviour as the Blue Jay seemed attracted to the 
blue trimmings of the shoe. Studies have shown 
that butterflies are drawn to bright colours. 
Another possibility was that the spot this member 
stood on could have contained animal urine. 

Then, the butterfly circled around these sneakers, 
landing several times, and eventually sticking 
its proboscis into the shoe’s fabric for another 
salty drink – this time from human sweat. This 
experience was repeated later in the trip, when 
another member photographed a Blue Jay landing 
on her sneakers for a salt infusion.

Spread of the Colonel Butterfly 
Early records of the Colonel (Pandita sinope sinope) 
butterfly in Singapore showed that it occurred 
chiefly in the Central Catchment Nature Reserve, 
albeit in low numbers. In recent years, we found 
Kranji’s Turut Track to have the highest density of 
this butterfly. The many sightings here could be 
attributed to the Colonel’s host plant (Uncaria spp) 
being fairly common in the vicinity. Over the past 
two years, it appears that the Colonel has become 
even more widespread, with sporadic sightings 
reported in various parts of the island including 
Dairy Farm Nature Park, Jurong Eco Gardens, 
Upper Pierce Reservoir and Rifle Range forest. 

What could account for the increased sightings? 
Could it be the greater occurrence of the 
Colonel’s host plant in the Central Catchment 
area? Or are there simply more butterfly watchers 
and citizen scientists reporting their findings on 
the iNaturalist website (https://www.inaturalist.
org/projects/singapore-butterflies)? We think that 
it is likely a combination of these two factors. 

Dates:    1 to 4 October 2017
Closing Date: 17 September 2017                          

Cost :  $550/$650 per member/non-member
Min:    4 pax

Trips Led by Members
The private trips here are the initiative of members who wish to travel to nature locations with other 
members or like-minded people. Arrangements will be made through a travel agency. 

The smart-looking Colonel butterfly, Rifle Range 
forest.  

Butterfly Observations in Singapore
By Amy Tsang   Photos by Soh Kum-Yung & Suressh



6

NATURE NEWS SEP-OCT 2017

Pesta Ubin 2017: A 10-Week Festival 
Celebrating Rustic Pulau Ubin

The fourth edition of Pesta Ubin stretched from 
10 May to 16 July 2017. This annual festival on 

Pulau Ubin provides an opportunity for people 
who care to come together as a kampong (village) 
of stakeholders, express their passion and show 
others how to make a difference for Ubin issues. 
Over 900 volunteers from 45 Organising Groups 
put together 100 activities that attracted 8,500 
participants. While most activities were aimed at 
family fun (77 activities), many were specifically 
targeted at kids (61) and youths (43). Nature-
oriented (67) activities were the most common, 
complemented by those centered on heritage (30), 
kampong life (25), and art (16). Different walks 
(34) were available for adrenaline-seekers, on top 
of water activities (12) and sports (11). Unique 
activities included workshops (18) and those that 
took place at night (14). There were volunteering 
opportunities (16) such as clean-ups (3). The huge 
array of free activities (48) and those that did not 
require prior registration (36) were crucial in 
allowing walk-in visitors to join in the fun. 
Pesta Ubin has grown from a one-day event in 
2014 to a full-fledged 70-day festival in 2017 (see 
Table 1). The extended run has led to greater 
activity participation levels and better business 
for Ubin shopkeepers. However, some felt that 10 
weeks was too long to maintain a high. A shorter 
festival would have created more urgency. Taking 
into account such measured concerns, we as 
festival organisers are looking at five weeks instead 
for Pesta Ubin 2018.
Table 1: Pesta Ubin’s Growth Over the Years
Festival Metrics Pesta 

Ubin 
2017

Pesta 
Ubin 
2016

Ubin 
Day 
2015

Ubin 
Day 
2014

No. of days 70 35 2 1

No. of volunteers 900 600 400 160
No. of participants 8,000 6,100 1,600 860
No. of activities 100 63 44 30
No. of Organising 
Groups 45 45 34 31

Pesta Ubin 2017 embodied The Ubin Way (see 
box) in the types of activities organised and 
conducted. One major breakthrough was that 
no bottled water was distributed throughout the 
festival. In the Pesta Ubin Run, participants brought 
their own containers with NParks providing water 

dispensers. The hundreds of volunteers on Ubin 
Day were kept hydrated the same way. 

The Ubin Way
•	Relive and experience the kampong lifestyle
•	Appreciate and conserve our cultural heritage
•	Discover and cherish the diversity of nature
•	Respect one another and bond with the 

community
•	Care for Ubin, and be considerate towards its 

environment
The bulk of participants came as families with youths 
as a key demographic. To strengthen our inclusivity 
ethos, newly-founded ‘Accessible Ubin’ rendered 
Ubin more accessible to people with mobility issues. 
Pesta Ubin 2017 was thus able to attract a significant 
number of new visitors. Many took the chance to try 
out activities for the first time. Notably, Pesta Ubin 
2017 charted these new directions:
a.	Youth Organisers: Interns from NParks and 

Youth Corps Singapore were engaged in festival 
organisation. Likewise, Republic Polytechnic and 
Outward Bound Singapore got young adults to 
plan and execute their activities. School children 
were involved in many exhibition booths. Exposure 
to community building will hopefully cultivate 
youth stewardship to eventually lead Pesta Ubin.

b.	Direct Involvement of Ubin Residents: Five 
Ubin residents became narrators for Singapore 
Heritage Society’s ‘Jalan jalan di Ubin’. At Uncle 
Ah Kok’s house, volunteers from Sea Angel 
and Artsolute created Living Fisher Village for 
experiencing authentic kampong life, filling it with 
activities like kayaking, art and nature happenings. 

c.	Inaugural Pesta Ubin Workshop: A fun 
workshop was held the month prior, attended 
by 70 individuals from 20 Organising Groups. 
They learnt what each other were planning for 
the festival and formed new friendships. 

d.	Mini-fair for Mass Events: To support the 
Pesta Ubin Run that brought 450 participants 
to the island, a mini-fair was held concurrently 
with kampong games by U Cares Volunteers, 
kampong photo booth by Living Fisher Village 
and mangrove booth by RUM (Restore Ubin 
Mangroves). This created a festive experience 
for runners to learn about Pulau Ubin.

On behalf of the Organising Groups, we are 
grateful for the support of Minister in the Prime 
Minister’s Office and Second Minister in the 
Ministry of Home Affairs and Ministry of National 
Development Desmond Lee in making Pesta Ubin 
a success. His presence and personal touch greatly 
encouraged the volunteers. 

By Ria Tan & Ng Jing Rou, 
Organisers                   
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Singapore 

h a r b o u r s 
a  r i c h 
terrestrial 
and aquatic 
biodiversity 
comprising 
over 2,000 
n a t i v e 

plant species, more than 300 birds, some 300 
butterfly species, over 250 hard coral species, and 
much more. The best part is that this incredible 
biodiversity is just minutes from anywhere in the 
country. However, the question to ask is, does 
nature and our rich biodiversity influence and 
guide the lifestyle of the average Singaporean? 
Having interacted with our family, friends and 
neighbours, we know that only a small proportion 
of people in Singapore make lifestyle choices 
around nature and nature conservation. How 
can we transform this paradigm such that nature 
becomes an integral part of the Singapore lifestyle? 
NSS President Dr Shawn Lum’s brainchild, the new 
‘Every Singaporean, A Naturalist’ (ESN) initiative, 
is part of the Society’s wider citizen science 
engagement strategy in Singapore. Centred around 
hands-on nature conservation activities, we hope 
to inspire and make Singaporeans knowledgeable 
about nature over time.   

ESN aims to equip young citizen scientists with 
skills to identify, monitor and hopefully appreciate 
the common species of birds, butterflies, plants 
and mammals in their schools. It is designed to 
engage them in a long-term study and appreciation 
of nature in Singapore with experts and volunteers 
of NSS. With funding support from HSBC for a 
period of three years, the programme currently 
targets primary and secondary schools. It will 
eventually be expanded to the wider public. 
The ESN team consists of representatives from 
the Special Interest Groups in NSS, coordinated 
by Anuj and Kerry. We are currently finalising 
the methodologies and developing the training 
materials needed to empower schools in such an 
initiative. The programme will be piloted at two 
primary and two secondary schools in the coming 
months. Briefings will be conducted and feedback 
solicited from young citizen scientists and their 
teachers on our methodologies and training 
materials. A full rollout is planned in mid-2018.  
We hope that as the programme expands across 
Singapore, young citizen scientists will come to 
know and love the common birds, butterflies, 
plants and mammals found in urban Singapore, and 
understand how they change across the months 
and years. If you are interested in finding out more 
or participating in the programme, please contact 
kerry@nss.org.sg. Stay tuned for details in the 
coming months. 

The Bird 
Group 

h a s 
comp l i ed 
s e v e r a l 
i n s t ances 

of very early bird migrant sightings in July 2017, 
breaking new records for early arrival dates. On 
the 16th, Goh Cheng Teng photographed Wood 
Sandpipers (Tringa glareola) flying over Jurong 
West, two days ahead of the old record and the 
first migrant shorebird to arrive for the season. 
On the 20th in the same place, Ben Choo found a 
White Wagtail (Motacilla alba leucopsis) in a canal. 
The jury is out if this wagtail was over summering 
or an early arrival, as the previous early date was 
9 September. 
The l ist of early arrivals kept growing as 

July progressed. A Brown-backed Needletail 
(Hirundapus giganteus) photographed on the 19th 
by Francis Yap at Jelutong Tower arrived two 
full weeks earlier than the previous early date. 
Likewise, an Asian Brown Flycatcher (Muscicapa 
latirostris) found by Thio Hui Bing at Kampong 
Java Park on the 20th beat the old early date of 
9 August. To top it off, Keita Sin came across a 
Pacific Swift (Apus pacificus) flying across Punggol 
Barat on the 22nd, over a month earlier than the 
last record of 3 September. Could these anomalies 
be due to global warming? Perhaps birds are more 
sensitive to climate change than humans.
On the 26th, Francis Yap’s trip to Seletar Dam 
notched up two first arrivals for this season – 
three Lesser Sand Plovers (Charadrius mongolus) 
and a Barn Swallow (Hirundo rustica), normally the 
harbinger of the start of the migratory season. 

By Alan OwYong,  Photo by Goh Cheng Teng

Migrant Birds Break New Records 
in Early Arrival Dates

By Anuj Jain & Kerry Pereira

Every Singaporean Can Be a 
Naturalist Soon 
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The Bird Group conducted the second 
Commonest Birds Quest (CBQ) on 11 June 

2017, in conjunction with Pesta Ubin, to find out 
which are the commonest bird species on Pulau 
Ubin. Ten teams comprising 10 leaders and 28 
participants took part in this year's survey of the 
western, central and eastern parts of the island. We 
attempted to cover as much ground as possible 
within the allocated time of 8 am to 10.30 am. As 
such, we included extra routes on top of those 
surveyed in 2016. All teams completed the task on 
time, helped by good weather.

Method
As with 2016, we used the MacKinnon bird listing 
method. It involved recording each new species 
seen or heard until we reached a pre-defined 
number (in our case, 10) of species. Once we hit 
10 species, a new list was started. Any one species 
was recorded once in the first list, but could be 
recorded again in subsequent lists. 

The relative abundance of each species was calculated 
by dividing the number of contacts obtained for a 
species by the total number of contact lists produced 
by all teams. Contacts refer to the number of seen/
heard encounters for each species while a contact list 
is defined as a list of 10 species of birds. For example, 
the number of contacts obtained for Common Iora 
was 31, while the total contact lists produced by all 
teams was 54.4. Hence, the relative abundance index 
of Common Iora was calculated by dividing 31 by 
54.4 (=0.57). A commoner bird would have a higher 
relative abundance index than a less common one.

Results & Discussion
The 10 teams produced a total of 54.4 contact 
lists and recorded 60 bird species. See Table 1 
for the top 20 commonest birds based on their 
relative abundance indices (which ranged from 
0.02 to 0.57). The top 3 most abundant species 
turned out to be the Common Iora, White-
rumped Shama and swiftlets (not identifiable to 
species level), recorded at 100%, 90% and 80% of 
the surveyed sites respectively. All top 3 species 
registered a relative abundance index of 0.57. Both 
iora and shama are very vocal at this time of the 
year and consequently easier to detect. This could 

be a contributing factor to their high scores. The 
swiftlets recorded are likely Germain's or Black-
nest Swiftlets, but could also be hybrid species 
from swiftlet farms in Johor. 
As noted in CBQ 2016, other censuses conducted 
by the Bird Group have consistently found the 
Yellow-vented Bulbul to be a very common bird 
in most parts of Singapore. The Yellow-vented and 
Straw-headed Bulbuls are in fourth and fifth place 
respectively. Last year's most common bird, the 
Olive-winged Bulbul, is in sixth position this year. 
Ubin’s habitat consists of a mosaic of orchards, old 
rubber plantations and secondary forests, good for 
omnivorous birds like bulbuls. 
Table 1: Top 20 Bird Species in Pesta Ubin 
2017 Commonest Bird Quest
Rank Common Name Total 

Contacts
Relative 
Abundance 
Index

1 Common Iora 31 0.57

2
White-rumped 
Shama 31 0.57

3 Swiftlets 31 0.57

4
Yellow-vented 
Bulbul 28 0.51

5 Straw-headed Bulbul 28 0.51

6
Olive-winged 
Bulbul 27 0.50

7 Collared Kingfisher 18 0.33

8 Javan Myna 18 0.33

9 Olive-backed Sunbird 18 0.33

10
Pink-necked Green 
Pigeon 17 0.31

11
Brown-throated 
Sunbird 16 0.29

12 Asian Glossy Starling 16 0.29

13
Dark-necked 
Tailorbird 16 0.29

14 Crimson Sunbird 15 0.28

15
Oriental Magpie 
Robin 15 0.28

16 Common Tailorbird 15 0.28

By Lim Kim Keang

Commonest Birds Quest 2017: 
Citizen Science Project at Pesta Ubin
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Rank Common Name Total 
Contacts

Relative 
Abundance 
Index

17 Red Jungle Fowl 14 0.26

18
Van Hasselt's  
Sunbird 12 0.22

19
Oriental Pied 
Hornbill 11 0.20

20 House Crow 10 0.18

21
Common Emerald 
Dove 10 0.18

A significant observation in last and this years’ 
surveys is the relative abundance of both the 
Straw-headed Bulbul and White-rumped Shama. 
Both birds continue to do very well on Pulau 
Ubin. But it is critical that the authorities and 
the public remain vigilant against potential 
poaching here and in other parts of Singapore.

As noted in 2016, it is inevitable that biases 
exist for all rapid censuses. The most obvious 
is that this was a rapid one-day count lasting 
just 2.5 hours. More experienced participants 
tended to record more birds heard or seen. 
This survey was conducted at a time of the 
year when certain species might be more vocal 
than others, and most if not all migrants were 
absent. Another detection bias was towards 
species that were more vocal or active at the 
edges of habitats, due to survey routes being 
along existing roads, trails or boardwalks. But 
in general, this survey has provided a fairly 
good picture of the type of common resident 

birds that one can expect to see at Ubin in the 
middle of the year
Comments
We a re  g l a d  fo r  a  s i x - fo l d  i n c re a s e  i n 
participation over CBQ 2016. This census 
continues to provide an opportunity for the 
public to participate in a citizen science project 
during Pesta Ubin. The data collected over an 
extended duration could be used to monitor 
changes to the avifauna of Pulau Ubin and its 
state of the environment. A common bird today 
may become rare or even extinct tomorrow if 
its habitat is altered irreversibly or destroyed. 
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Table 2:  Summary of Contacts (heard/sighted) & Bird Species Surveyed in CBQ 2017

Route 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total
Total in
Top 20 List 19 20 14 21* 11 17 10 18 15 17 21*
Total Contacts
(heard/sighted) 99 60 36 90 26 72 15 55 30 61 544
Total Species
(heard/sighted) 34 34 22 38 16 29 13 31 20 29 60
No. of Contact 
Lists 9.9 6.0 3.6 9.0 2.6 7.2 1.5 5.5 3.0 6.1 54.4

Zone   W W C C C E E E E E -
* House Crow and Common Emerald Dove tied at the 20th position, making it 21 birds in the Top 20 list. 

Legend
Route 1:  Ketam Mountain Bike Trail to Pekan Quarry Route 6: Murai Hut to Mamam Campsite Loop
Route 2: Bubut Hut to Pipit Hut Route 7: Pekaka Hut via Jalan Durian to Murai Hut
Route 3: Noordin Campsite to Jalan Batu Ubin Route 8: Chek Jawa to Kelichap Hut
Route 4: Pekan Quary Loop Route 9: Punai Hut to Beberek Hut
Route 5: Sensory Trail to Jalan Ubin Loop Route 10: Beberek Hut to Belatok Hut
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A l i g h t 
r a i n 

d rummed 
s t e a d i l y 
a s  w e 
g a t h e r e d 

on 18 June 2017. Still, we were hopeful of seeing 
some of Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve’s herptiles, 
given the sharp eyes of our guides the Law brothers 
Ing Sind and Ingg Thong. They are passionate about 
herptiles (reptiles and amphibians), and belong to the 
Herpetological Society of Singapore. 
But first, Auntie Gloria presented a crowd pleaser – 
a colony of Lesser Dog-faced Fruit Bats (Cynopterus 
brachyotis) roosting under the roof of the Visitor 
Centre. For many, it was their first encounter with 
an upside down wild bat trying to catch some sleep. 
This bat shows sexual dimorphism – males have a 
rufous collar while females lack this. It can be readily 
seen flying around housing estates to feed on fruiting 
trees in the late evenings.
At the main bridge, we spotted our first herptile – 
a young 2-m long Saltwater Crocodile (Crocodylus 
porosus) spread out in full glory on the river bank. 
This raised the excitement level by several notches 
as we took turns peering through the scope. Ingg 
Thong remarked that young crocs are pale yellow in 
colour with black stripes and spots, while adults are 
uniformly brown or grey. Little Emmanuel then found 

us a White-
b r e a s t e d 
W a t e r h e n 
(Amaurorn i s 
phoenicurus) 
forag ing  by 
t h e  m u d 
banks.
N e x t ,  w e 
s t o p p e d  a t 
the Main Hide 
to gaze out at 
the wetlands. 
F e w  b i r d s 
were around 

as it was not yet the migratory season. Nevertheless, 
we heard the raucous cry of the Collared Kingfisher 
(Todiramphus chloris) as it flew by, and had fleeting 
glimpses of the Black-naped Oriole (Oriolus chinensis) 
up in a tree. 
Despite the steady drizzle, we pressed on. While 
Ing Sind went ahead as spotter, Ingg Thong engaged 
the children with his wealth of knowledge. Pointing 
at a Macaranga sapling, Ingg Thong remarked that 
it has a symbiotic relationship with biting Kerengga 
ants (Oecophyl la smaragdina) . The ants make 
themselves at home in the hollow of the stem and 

will attack any intruders, hence protecting their host 
from herbivores. They are in turn rewarded with 
secretions of nectar. Kids were fascinated to see live 
examples of this ant-plant symbiosis. 
Ingg Thong introduced the Sea Holly (Acanthus 
ebracteatus), a mangrove shrub with leaves that 
resemble the festive Christmas Holly. Mangrove 
plants are adapted to the changing salinity of tidal 
brackish waters, by extruding salt crystals in their 
leaves. He drew attention to a Fishtail Palm (Caryota 
mitis) with a prominent cluster of drooping fruits. 
When touched, the fruits can cause a terrible itch 
due to oxalic acid – a prank that children used to 
play on their teachers by coating surfaces with them. 

He commented that 
the plant’s jagged 
leaves  look ha l f -
e a t en , de te rr i n g 
animals from making 
a meal of them.
At the freshwater 
p o n d , we  f o u n d 
a lone Red-eared 
Sl ider (Trachemys 
s c r i p t a  e l e g a n s ) 
swimming forlornly. 
This invasive herptile 

(in this case a turtle) originates from the US. As a 
popular pet, the slider is sometimes abandoned by 
owners when it grows big and is no longer cute, and 
is hence common in waterbodies around Singapore. 
The pond also held several Malayan Water Monitors 
(Varanus salvator), another herptile. We observed 
them swimming languidly around and clambering 
onto shore. The monitor is the second largest lizard 
in the world after the Komodo Dragon. Sometimes, 
it exceeds the dragon in length but is not as heavy. 
It is often mistaken for a crocodile when half 
submerged.
We completed the loop around Buloh to end at 
the main bridge. Here, we were elated to pick out 
three submerged crocodiles with only their snouts 
and eyes visible. A contact told us that he had seen 
six crocodiles the day before. A recently-discovered 
crocodile at Pasir Ris beach is likely from Malaysia 
as the Causeway forms a physical barrier between 

Sungei Buloh and 
P a s i r  R i s . T h e 
growing number of 
crocodiles indicate 
that S ingapore’s 
watery habitats are 
in good health. 

Text & Photos by Gloria Seow,                     
Education Committee Vice Chairperson

NSS Kids’ Fun with Herps at 
Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve

We spotted a total 
of four Saltwater 
Crocodiles in one 
morning.
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 Announcements
NSS Welcomes Donations 
I f  you believe in the importance of nature 
appreciation and conservation in Singapore, help 
us keep our work going with a donation to NSS. 
As we are a registered Charity and an Institution 
of Public Character, your donation will qualify for 
tax deduction, which will be automatically reflected 
in your income tax assessment. Please make your 
cheques payable to ‘Nature Society (Singapore)’. 
For tax exemption purpose, please write your full 
name, contact number and NRIC/FIN number at 
the back of your cheque. We look forward to your 
financial support.
Wanted: Used Stamps for the NSS Stamp 
Fund
The Stamp Fund is boosted by members and 
friends who collect and send us used postage 
stamps. These are then sold to an overseas dealer 
once or twice a year. Simply cut out the stamps 
from the envelope without cutting into their edges. 
No need to soak the stamps off the envelope 
paper. Keep sending your stamps to the NSS office 
in an envelope marked "Stamp Fund"! Our grateful 
thanks to all contributors. The NSS Stamp Fund 
now stands at $21,649.01.
NSS Nature Forum
The NSS Nature Forum, found at http://www.
nss.org.sg/forum/, is a virtual gathering place that 
serves to facilitate discussions on a whole range 
of nature-related topics. You can share photos and 
ideas, ask questions and forge friendships with 
fellow nature lovers. The forum is open to both 
members and non-members. Register now for a 
free account! 
New Members: Join us in our Special 
Interest Group & Other Activities 
All members are welcome to participate in any of 
our listed activities. Most events do not require 
prior registration. Simply turn up at the appointed 
time and place, and you will be off to discover and 
learn about Singapore’s natural offerings. Do not be 
nervous about your lack of nature knowledge. Just 
let your trip leader(s) know that you are new and 
he/she/they will gladly guide you. 
NSS Membership Benefits 
Show your NSS membership card to enjoy 
discounts! Please contact us if your business is 
interested in offering NSS Membership Benefits. 
1)  Pharmaplus
Tel: 6887-3456. www.pharmaplus.com.sg
* Up to 10% discount for online purchases. 
Contributions for Nature News
Please send in your contributions for the Nov/Dec 
2017 issue by 5 Oct 2017. Email them to gloria_
seow@yahoo.com. All original photos should be 
in JPEG format with a minimum size of 1 MB. The 
Editorial Committee reserves the right to select 
and edit appropriate contributions for use. 
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