
1

NATURE NEWS MAR-APR 2017
Mar-Apr 2017

                  MCI (P) 034/08/2016                                                                                                                                                  ISSN: 2010-4308

32nd Annual Bird Census Mar 5

Birdwatching at Lorong Halus Mar 11 

Pulau Ubin Ramble Mar 18 

BioBlitz at Kent Ridge Park Mar 25 

Ubin Mangroves cum Coastal Clean-up Mar 25 

Horseshoe Crab Rescue & Research Programme Mar 25  

Nature and Landscape Sketching at Tampines Eco-Green Mar 25 

Plant Walk at Venus Forest Trails Mar 26 

Butterfly Walk from Rifle Range to Jelutong Mar 26 

Earth Day: Ubin Mangroves cum Coastal Clean-up Apr 22   

Earth Day: Kayak Pulau Ubin's Two Rivers Apr 22 
Earth Day: Dusk Birdwatching at Sungei Buloh Wetland 
Reserve Apr 22 

NSS Kids' Fun with Birds at Kranji Marshes Apr 23 

Coastal Clean-up at Mandai Mudflats Apr 23 

Forest Clean-up at Pulau Ubin Apr 30 

Butterfly Walk at Khoo Teck Puat Hospital May 13

NSS 63rd Annual General Meeting May 27

Activities 2
63rd Annual General Meeting of 
NSS – First Notice 5

9th Singapore Raptor Watch 
Report 6

A P l e t hor a  o f  Ra re  B i rd 
Sightings in Singapore 8

Singapore’s Smooth-coated 
Otters Are Hybrids 9

Fun with Nature and Culture at 
Jalan Kubor 10

Announcements 11

NSS Directory 11

All Purpose Form 12

4D/3N Lombok & Bali Shark Conservation Trip Oct 1 to 4

Trips Led by Members

NEWSLETTER OF THE NATURE SOCIETY (SINGAPORE)

ACTIVITY CALENDAR                                        CONTENTS          Pg

63rd AGM 
of NSS – 

First Notice
Pg 5

Singapore’s 
Smooth-

coated 
Otters Are 

Hybrids
Pg 9



2

NATURE NEWS MAR-APR 2017

Sunday 5 Mar
32nd Annual Bird Census
At the first Annual Bird Census (ABC) in 1986, 
we recorded nearly 6,000 birds from 129 species. 
In 2016, we had 6,738 birds from 134 species at 
24 sites – lower than the 31-year mean of 8,570 
birds from 149 species. Trends for both abundance 
and diversity have shown declines. Such data have 
helped NSS in our conservation proposals, in 
assessing the state of our natural habitats and in 
mapping out general population trends. Building 
on this legacy, the 32nd ABC will take place at 
many important bird areas. We invite volunteers 
with some birdwatching experience to join us 
in locating and counting birds. Help a site leader 
near your home or anywhere else. Time: 7.30 am 
to 10.30 am. Please register with Lim Kim Seng 
ibisbill@yahoo.com or Lee Ee Ling ellee1584@
gmail.com before 25 February to secure your 
preferred site. Open to the public.

Saturday 11 Mar
Birdwatching at Lorong Halus
To celebrate Singapore World Water Day 2017, 
we will collaborate with PUB for birdwatching at 
Lorong Halus Wetland. PUB created this wetland 
in 2011 to purify the water flowing through the 
former rubbish dump. For years, the Little Grebe 
and grassland birds such as the Yellow-bellied 
Prinia, Baya Weaver, Long-tailed Shrike and various 
Munias have made their home here. Join us to 
enjoy the sights and sounds of nature. Time: 7.30 
am to 10.30 am. Please register at the NSS website 
or by emailing Lee Ee Ling at ellee1584@gmail.
com by 25 February, subject to confirmation. Max: 
30 pax. From Punggol MRT station, transfer to the 
LRT and alight at Riviera station. Meet Jimmy Lee 
jmlee7890@gmail.com beside Popeye Restaurant 
at Tebing Lane. Open to the public.

Saturday 18 Mar
Pulau Ubin Ramble 
Led by P Pandian and Sutari Supari, we will absorb 
the country air and immerse ourselves in the 
natural environment of Pulau Ubin. It will be like 
stepping back in time, 30 years ago when Singapore 
was unsullied and unaffected by commercialism and 
rampant development. We will ramble from Ubin 
jetty, via little known trails, to Tanjung Chek Jawa 
and return to the jetty by a different route. Meet 
at Changi Point Jetty at 1 pm. Boat fare is $3 each 
way (own expense). Bring along your water bottle, 
rainwear, insect repellent and tidbits. Members only.

Saturday 25 Mar
BioBlitz at Kent Ridge Park
The Bird Group will conduct bird surveys at 

BioBlitz in Kent Ridge Park. Organised by NParks, 
BioBlitz is a collaborative race against the clock, 
with multiple research teams documenting as many 
species as possible in three-hour surveys within 
the event duration. It involves the community 
in documenting wildlife diversity in a particular 
area, thereby establishing baseline data for habitat 
enhancement works. Registration information can 
be found on the NSS website and Facebook pages 
of NSS and the Bird Group. Open to the public.

Saturday 25 Mar
Ubin Mangroves cum Coastal Clean-up 
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. Volunteers 
to make their own way to Pulau Ubin. Time: 1.30 
pm to 5 pm. Please register at http://tinyurl.com/
ubinrum25mar2017. Details will be emailed upon 
successful registration. For enquiries, contact Lisa 
at nssmcg@gmail.com. Open to the public.

Saturday 25 Mar 
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 aims to continually monitor our 
local HSC population to ensure that they stay 
around for generations to come. If you want to 
be part of this mission to rescue and study the 
HSC at Mandai Mudflats, please register at http://
tinyurl.com/nsshscreg. Time: 3.30 pm to 6.30 pm. 
Bring along cap, shoes/booties, sunblock, repellent, 
cutters for HSC rescue and camera. Washing 
facilities are available. Details will be emailed upon 
registration. For enquiries, contact Vanitha at 
thanetha@hotmail.com. Open to the public.

Saturday 25 Mar
Nature and Landscape Sketching at 
Tampines Eco-Green
Join artist Alpana Ahuja for a fun and casual site 
drawing session at Tampines Eco-Green. Meet 
fellow nature art lovers to observe and sketch 
this park's rustic landscape and biodiversity. No 
drawing experience is necessary. Time: 8 am to 
10.30 am. Please register at http://tinyurl.com/
tampinesecogreen. Max: 30 pax. Details will be 
emailed to participants one week before the 
activity. For enquiries, contact Kerry at kerry@nss.

Activities                                                       March
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Saturday 22 Apr  
Earth Day: Ubin Mangroves cum Coastal 
Clean-up 
Pulau Ubin is designated as an Important 
Bird and Biodiversity Area. In line with Earth 
Day and 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. Volunteers to make their own 
way to Pulau Ubin. Time: 12.30 pm to 4 
pm. Please register at http://tinyurl.com/
ubinrum22apr2017earthday. Details will be 
emailed upon successful registration. For 
enquiries, please contact Lisa at nssmcg@
gmail.com. Open to the public.

Saturday 22 Apr
Earth Day: Kayak Pulau Ubin's Two 
Rivers
Pulau Ubin is an island of two halves. Two 
rivers separate the east and west – Sungei 
Jelutong flows in from the south, meeting its 
northern counterpart Sungei Besar at a drinks 
stall. Healthy mangroves of various species 
thrive here. At some sections, the river 
narrows and trees close in, creating a canopy 
of arching branches. Birds such as kingfishers, 
hornbills and eagles can be spotted at this 
mazy waterway, together with reptiles like 
monitor lizards and the occasional snake. 

Time: 7.30 am to 12.30 pm. Members: $105. 
Non-members: $130. Children (8 to 12 years 
old only) are entitled to a 50% discount, and 
must be accompanied by one parent in the 
same kayak (no guardians allowed). Payment 
can be via cash, bank transfer or cheque made 
out to ‘Nature Society (Singapore)’. Please 
register at http://tinyurl.com/nsskayakubin 
by 8 April. Min/Max: 18/28 pax. Members will 
be given priority. For enquiries, contact Say 
Chong at nsskayaking@gmail.com. Details will 
be emailed upon successful registration and 
payment. No refunds will be given for no shows 
or dropouts. Trip is subject to cancellation in 
the event of adverse weather and/or insufficient 
participants. A replacement trip will be offered if 
cancellation is due to poor weather. Open to the 
public.

Saturday 22 Apr
Earth Day: Dusk Birdwatching at Sungei 
Buloh Wetland Reserve
Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve is the best place 
to watch visiting waders during the migratory 
season, and a good site to observe a wide range 
of resident bird species. Time: 4 pm to 7 pm. 
Meet Bird Group guides at the visitor counter 
of Sungei Buloh Wetland Centre in Neo Tiew 
Crescent. Members only.

Sunday 23 Apr
NSS Kids' Fun with Birds at Kranji 
Marshes
Kranji Marshes is the largest freshwater marsh 
in Singapore, attracting good numbers of water 

org.sg. Open to the public.

Sunday 26 Mar
Plant Walk at Venus Forest Trails
Led by Angie Ng, Jenny Lim and Andrew Tay, we 
will visit parts of the loop trail and newly-opened 
boardwalk at Venus Drive that wind through the 
forest and a former kampong (village). Expect 
to encounter useful plants typical of kampong 
kitchen gardens such as the Fragrant Pandan and 
Curry Leaf tree. Ornamental greens that have run 
wild here include the Dumbcane and Kwan Im 
Bamboo. Natives such as the Tree Fern, Sendudok 
and Simpoh Air thrive on the banks of the lovely 
fish-filled forest stream. We will look for the 
exotic bat-leafed Air Potato vine and discuss the 
enigmatic tree pandans growing here. Are they 
our garden pandan all grown up? Bring along your 
binoculars to observe the wild critters that live 
here. Time: 9.15 am to 11.30 am. Please register by 
sending your name(s) and HP number to Jenny at 
HP: 9838-5044. Max: 25 pax. Meet inside the Venus 
Drive car park off Upper Thomson Road. Please 

wear full-length pants, long-sleeved shirt, socks and 
fully-covered shoes. Bring with you rain gear, water, 
hat and herbal mosquito repellent. Members only.

Sunday 26 Mar
Butterfly Walk from Rifle Range to 
Jelutong 
With good weather, the secondary forest from 
Rifle Range to Jelutong Tower promises a number 
of tantalising forest butterflies. Past outings have 
yielded less common butterflies such as the 
Black Tipped Archduke, Lesser Harlequin, Dark 
Posy, Chocolate Royal, Banded Yeoman, Five Bar 
Swordtail, Plain Banded Awl and Ultra Snow Flat. 
Other engaging encounters include the Common 
Bluebottle, Tailed Jay, Elbowed Pierrot, Tree Yellow, 
Fluffy Tit, Rustic, Purple Duke and Yellow Veined 
Lancer. Meet at 9.30 am in the carpark at the end 
of Rifle Range Road. Members should arrange for 
their own transport or car pool. Bring along hat, 
water and wear good walking shoes. For queries, 
please contact Amy Tsang (HP: 9817-5549). 
Members only. 

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

Join Kathy Xu on a marine conservat ion 
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 the 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.

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

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

and open country birds. This is your chance to 
experience the core area of Kranji Marshes, 
accessible only with permission from NParks. 
Lee Ee Ling from the Bird Group and Gloria 
Seow from the Education Committee will point 
out beauties such as the Red-wattled Lapwing, 
Purple Swamphen and Grey-headed Fish Eagle. 
Time: 8 am to 11 am. To cover the cost of the 
Sungei Buloh-Kranji Marshes chartered bus, a 
fee of $10 per person will be collected on the 
spot, applicable to both adults and children (7 
to 12 years old) alike. Max: 25 pax. Priority will 
be given to families – each child can only be 
accompanied by a maximum of two caregivers. 
Please register at http://tinyurl.com/nsskidsevent 
by 8 April, subject to confirmation. Details will be 
emailed to successful registrants by 15 April. For 
enquiries, contact Gloria at gloria_seow@yahoo.
com. Open to the public.

Sunday 23 Apr
Coastal Clean-up at Mandai Mudflats
Join us in cleaning up the Mandai Mudflats to 

benefit the wildlife that thrives here. Designated 
an Important Bird and Biodiversity Area, this 
stretch of coastline is a key habitat for horseshoe 
crabs and an important feeding site for wading 
birds. Time: 2 pm to 5 pm. Please register at 
http://tinyurl.com/nssccreg. For enquiries, contact 
Bryan at nssccu@gmail.com. Details will be 
emailed to those who sign up. Open to the public.

Sunday 30 Apr
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. Learn about the negative effects 
of litter 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 closer to the activity date. For 
enquiries, contact Kerry at kerry@nss.org.sg. 
Open to the public.

Saturday 13 May
Butterfly Walk at KTPH
Attracting up to 80 butterfly species, Khoo Teck 
Puat Hospital (KTPH) in Yishun has one of the 
best landscaped gardens in Singapore. Visitors 
have likened it to a hotel, given its open layout and 
greenery. Some of the rarest butterfly gems can 
be found here. They include the Influent Royal, 
Brown Awl, Green Baron and Great Mormon. 
Endangered species such as the Common Birdwing 
and Common Rose have been bred and spotted 

here. Meet Simon Chan HP: 9748-5465 at 9 am 
at KTPH’s main lobby for a unique walk through 
KTPH's grounds and nearby Yishun pond. Open to 
the public. 

Saturday 27 May
NSS 63rd Annual General Meeting
NSS warmly welcomes all members to the 63rd 
Annual General Meeting. Time: 10 am. See page 5 
for details. Members only.

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. 

Activities                                                       May
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Nature Society (Singapore) warmly invites all 
members to the 63rd Annual General Meeting 
(AGM) on Saturday, 27 May 2017 at 10 am. 
The venue, agenda and post-AGM programme will 
be announced in the May/June issue of Nature 
News. As in recent years, we are hoping for a 
relatively short meeting – all reports will be 
prepared and available to members in advance on 
the NSS website.
Nominations for Office Bearers to stand for 
election at the AGM should be sent to the NSS 
Office using the form below. Written notice of any 
proposed matters for discussion, any resolutions 
or any proposed changes to the NSS Constitution 
should be sent to the NSS Office addressed to the 
Honorary Secretary. Resolutions need a proposer 
and seconder, both of whom have to be members 
eligible to vote at the AGM. There is a specific 
format for proposing a resolution, obtainable 
from the NSS Office (please contact Joe Lim). 
Proposed amendments to the Constitution need 

the signatures of not less than 30 members eligible 
to vote at the AGM. All nominations, matters for 
discussion, proposed resolutions or proposed 
amendments to the Constitution should reach the 
NSS Office by post [510 Geylang Road, #02-05 
The Sunflower, Singapore 389466] or fax [6741-
0871] by 5pm on Tuesday, 4 April 2017. If faxed, the 
originals must reach the NSS Office by 5pm on 
Friday, 7 April 2017. 
Nominations for members of the NSS Executive 
Committee 2017/18:
1. The form below can be used to nominate one 

or more members of the Executive Committee.
2. Completed nominations must reach the NSS 

Office by post or fax by 5pm on Tuesday, 4 
April 2017.

3. If faxed, the original form should reach the NSS 
Office by hand or post no later than 5pm on 
Friday, 7 April 2017.

POSITION Name of Nominee Signature of Nominee*
President

Vice President

Honorary Secretary

Honorary Treasurer

Asst Honorary Secretary

Asst Honorary Treasurer

Member

Member

Member

* To signify nominee’s consent for nomination. Nominee’s NSS membership number must be provided.

Proposed by: __________________  Signature: _______________  Membership No: _______

Seconded by: __________________  Signature: _______________  Membership No: _______

By Peter Connell, Honorary Secretary
63rd Annual General Meeting of NSS – First Notice
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The 9th Singapore Raptor Watch on 6 
November 2016 involved 72 participants, 

the largest number of surveyors thus far. It 
had been raining continuously for several days 
prior, and we were lucky that the autumn 
migration count had dry albeit overcast 
conditions for almost the whole day. We 
recorded 435 raptors in total, represented 
by seven migrant and six resident species. A 

further 41 raptors could not be identified to 
species level. There were eight survey sites 
with counts varying between a low of four 
raptors to a high of 164 birds. Apart from the 
addition of Hindhede Quarry, the other seven 
watch sites were the same as in previous 
years.
Most migrant raptors were seen between 
9 am to 1 pm, with numbers trailing off in 
the afternoon. The Oriental Honey Buzzard 

(OHB) was the most numerous 
and widespread migrant with 289 
birds recorded across all eight 
sites. Highest OHB numbers were 
found at Tuas South Avenue 16 
(139 birds), Japanese Garden (43 
birds) and Kent Ridge Park (39 
birds). OHBs migrating across 
Tuas South between 10 am to 11 
am and 12 pm to 1 pm accounted 
for the two mini-peaks in Figure 2.

Usually, the Black Baza would 
constitute the second highest 
raptor count but it was not to be 

Figure 1: Total Count by Sites

F i g u r e  3 : 
A u t u m n 
M i g r a t i o n 
R a p t o r 
Watch Sites 
(map source: 
m a p s .
google.com.
sg)

Figure 2: Oriental Honey Buzzards migrating across Tuas South contributed to the 
two mini-peaks between 10 am to 11 am and 12 pm to 1 pm.

 9th Singapore 
Raptor Watch 

Report 
Text & Photo by Tan Gim Cheong

Site

Tuas 
South 
Ave 16

Japanese 
Garden

Kent 
Ridge 
Park

Ubin 
Puaka 
Hill

Halus 
Wetlands

Telok 
Blangah 
Hill Park

Changi 
Business 

Park
Hindhede 
Quarry

GRAND 
TOTAL

S i t e 
Totals 164 80 67 68 50 28 18 4 478
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SITE

Tuas 
South 
Ave 16

Japanese 
Garden

Kent 
Ridge 
Park

Ubin 
Puaka 
Hill

Halus 
Wetlands

Telok 
Blangah 
Hill Park

Changi 
Business 
Park

Hindhede 
Quarry

Grand 
Total

SITE TOTAL 164 80 67 65 50 28 18 4 476
Migrants = 343         Total
Black Baza    1 9    10
Oriental Honey Buzzard 139 43 39 19 13 21 14 1 289
Chinese Sparrowhawk     1    1
Japanese Sparrowhawk 3 16 8 6 3 2   38
Common Kestrel 1        1
Booted Eagle  1     1  2
Peregrine Falcon 2        2
Residents = 92         
Black-winged Kite 2   1     3
Brahminy Kite 6 12 5 10 4 2 1 3 43
White-bellied Sea Eagle 2 3 4 7 9 3 1  29
Grey-headed Fish Eagle  2   1  1  4
Crested Goshawk  1 1      2
Changeable Hawk Eagle  1 1 4 5    11
Un-identified = 41          
Un-identified Accipiter 6 1 6 9 2    24
Un-identified Raptor 3 3 8 3 17

Figure 4: Snapshot of the number and status of raptors recorded across eight survey sites.

Figure 5: Raptor Numbers by Species & Sites

in 2016. Instead, the second spot was claimed 
by 38 Japanese Sparrowhawks, recorded at six 
out of eight sites. There were 16 birds at the 
Japanese Garden alone. Only 10 Black Bazas 
were counted at just two sites – Lorong Halus 
Wetlands (nine birds) and Pulau Ubin (one bird).

One of the rarest raptors recorded was the 
Booted Eagle, a scarce passage migrant with 
two birds seen – one at Japanese Garden and 
another at Changi Business Park. Bringing up 
the migrant tally was one Common Kestrel 
(another rarity), two Peregrine Falcons, and 
one Chinese Sparrowhawk.

For the resident raptors, we had a total 
count of 92 birds hailing from six species. 

This compared well to just five resident 
species recorded the year before, with the 
Crested Goshawk as a new addition in 2016. 
Amongst the resident raptors, we had 43 
Brahminy Kites, 29 White-bellied Sea Eagles, 
11 Changeable Hawk Eagles, four Grey-headed 
Fish Eagles, three Black-winged Kites, and 
two Crested Goshawks. There was a notable 
reduction in the number of Black-winged Kites 
recorded.

We thank all 72 wonderful birders, both 
leaders and participants, for dedicating their 
Sunday to counting raptors. Amongst these 
surveyors were NParks staff and volunteers.  
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The three 
months 

o f 
November 
a n d 
December 
2016 as well 
as January 
2017 were 
exceptional 

for Singapore in terms of rare bird encounters. 
Organised by Francis Yap and friends, a pelagic trip 
to the Straits of Singapore on 12 November yielded 
a rare Red-footed Booby (Sula sula) resting on 
flotsam, being only the third record for Singapore.
Turning our attention landwards, Pulau Ubin 
attained the number one spot as a rarity magnet. 
An exciting series of sightings started on 2 
December when Gavan Leong stumbled upon a 
seldom seen Oriental Scops Owl (Otus sunia). This 
took place in broad daylight near Pekan Quarry, 
a first for the current migratory season. At the 
same quarry, Atish Banerjee and Francis Yap found 
the Oriental Darter (Anhinga melanogaster) on 5 
and 10 December respectively. On 20 December, 
Dawn Teo encountered a Lesser Adjutant 
(Leptoptilos javanicus) flying over Ketam Quarry, 
coming likely from Danga Bay west of Ubin. Ubin 
forms the most easterly record for this rare and 
threatened resident, another testament to the 
importance of preserving its wild habitats. 
In the final week of December, veteran bird guide 
Lim Kim Seng visited Ubin to look for the Black 
Hornbill (Anthracoceros malayanus). While there, he 
spotted the rare Mountain Imperial Pigeon (Ducula 
badia) feeding on figs next to the NParks office. 
This is only the third sighting in Singapore, and the 
second record for Ubin, with the last encounter in 
November 2012. Being long distance flyers, Ubin 
is just within range of the pigeon’s montane home 
in the Central Highlands of Malaysia. Kim Seng 
had earlier reported on 19 December of an Aquila 
eagle being mobbed by other birds at rocky Pulau 
Seduku located just off Ubin. It turned out to be 
a juvenile Asian Imperial Eagle (Aquila heliaca), last 
recorded 15 years ago at Tanah Merah. The rarity 
of both Imperial birds caused a stampede to Ubin. 
Most were successful in securing their year-end 
lifers. 
There was also a spate of rare bird sightings in 
other parts of Singapore for December. Sungei 
Buloh held a male non-breeding Ruff (Philomachus 
pugnax) , photographed by Robin Tan on 2 
December. This species was last seen in 2001 at 
Tanah Merah. Over at Sentosa, Tan Kok Yeang 
and his staff found a dead Slaty-legged Crake 
(Rallina eurizonoides) on 5 December, a rare winter 
visitor that had crashed into a fence. At Kranji 
Marshes, a Pheasant-tailed Jacana (Hydrophasianus 

chirurgus) was identified from a 10 December 
photo by Veronica Foo. The Jacana is the type of 
water bird that NParks hopes to attract to these 
marshes, and this sighting is proof that its strategy 
is bearing fruit. Pasir Ris Park threw up the rare 
resident Green Imperial Pigeon (Ducula aenea), 
photographed on 11 December by Alfred Chia. 
Rounding up the rarity records for December was 
an Amur Falcon (Falco amurensis) seen by Yip Peng 
Sun on 16 December at Seletar, notably just the 
second record for Singapore. 
January was brilliant in continuing the rarity trend. 
We kick-started the new year with a very rare 
vagrant, a Grey Streaked Flycatcher (Muscicapa 
griseisticta) photographed by Aldwin Recinto at 
Pasir Ris Park on 13 January. Once verified by the 
Records Committee, it will become Singapore’s 
second record of this flycatcher, with the first 
occurrence some 25 years ago at Poyan. This 
flycatcher winters in Borneo and the Philippines. 
Unfortunately, it only stayed a day. Notably, two 
Jerdon’s Bazas (Aviceda jerdoni) were photographed 
by Khaleb Yordan with Lim Kim Chuah on 14 
January in Ubin. On the auspicious first day of 
the Rooster Year (28 January), Low Choon How 
caught a Black-headed Gull (Chroicocephalus 
ridibundus) flying over the Straits of Johor. Over 
at Ubin, Loke Peng Fai had a Cinnamon-headed 
Green Pigeon (Treron fulvicollis) near Ketam 
Quarry. The next day (29 January), both Con Foley 
and See Toh Yew Wai counted no less than 12 of 
these rare pigeons in Ubin, making it the largest 
flock ever recorded in Singapore and most likely 
in Johor as well. 
In terms of nesting records, Daniel Ong located 
a pair of Great-billed Herons (Ardea sumatrana) 
sitting at their nest in the mangroves near Chek 
Jawa (Ubin) on 3 January. If confirmed, it will be 
our first nesting record of this bird since 2005, 
when a nest was found at Pulau Bukom Kechil. 
With more birders and bird photographers in 
recent years, the Bird Group has been getting 
reports of arriving migrants and rare residents 
from all corners of Singapore. This has in turn 
given us an accurate picture of bird movement 
data crucial for their 
c o n s e r v a t i o n . We 
thank all observers for 
posting or sending in 
your reports, and urge 
you to continue to do 
so.

By Alan OwYong, 
Photos by Francis Yap & Loke Peng Fai

A Plethora of Rare Bird 
Sightings in Singapore

A remarkable flock of 12 
Cinnamon-headed Green 
Pigeons was observed 
in Ubin, making it the 
largest flock of these rare 
pigeons ever recorded 
in Singapore and most 
likely in Johor as well.
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An  e x c i t i n g  p a p e r * 
published on 27 January 

2017  i n  the  ‘ S c i en t i f i c 
Reports’  journal (www.
nature.com/srep) has shown 
that the apparent Smooth-
coated Otters in Singapore 
are hybrids of two local 
species – the Smooth-coated 
Otter (Lutrogale perspicillata) 
and the Asian Small-clawed 
Otter (Aonyx cinereus). This 
is the first worldwide record of hybridization in a 
wild otter population. Hybrids of these two species 
have been recorded in captivity before (between a L 
perspicillata male with an A cinereus female).

In the wild, 10% of animal species are involved in 
hybridization. Amongst the 13 otter species in the 
world today, the Asian Small-clawed Otter is the 
smallest, weighing just 5 kg. In contrast, the Smooth-
coated Otter is much heavier at 11 kg. The study 
analysed the mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA which 
indicates maternal ancestry) from the tissue and scat 
of 18 wild phenotypic (ie. observable characteristics) 
L perspicillata individuals in Sungei Buloh, Marina Bay, 
Punggol Reservoir, West Coast Park and Serangoon 
Reservoir. Using clustering analysis methods, one 
individual was assigned to L perspicillata, two to A 
cinereus, with the remaining 15 otters showing a 
varying degree of admixed genotypes (ie. hybridization) 
between both parental species (see Figure 1). 

 

What this all showed was that the wild phenotypic 
Smooth-coated Otters sampled from Singapore 
turned out to be L perspicillata x A cinereus hybrids 
with A cinereus maternal ancestry (ie. L perspicillata 
males crossed with A cinereus females – similar to the 
captive otter hybridization case). The paper suggested 
that integration of genetic material from one 
species (A cinereus) into another (L perspicillata), and 
physical resemblance to one parental species only 
(L perspicillata), is a result of repeated backcrossing 
to L perspicillata. Even then, Singapore’s hybrid otters 
contained the mtDNA of only A cinereus.
The paper then discussed Singapore’s historical and 
current distribution of both L perspicillata and A 
cinereus, to postulate how this hybridization came to 
be. Since the 1960s, A cinereus has become gradually 
rarer than L perspicillata in Singapore, appearing 
to be more of a visitor than a resident species. At 
present, A cinereus has only been recorded in the 
offshore islands of Pulau Ubin and Pulau Tekong. In 

contrast, L perspicillata has 
become more widespread 
and common s ince i t s 
reappearance in the late 
1990s, found in places such 
as Sungei Buloh, Pasir Ris, 
Pulau Ubin, Bishan-AMK 
Park, Gardens by the Bay, 
Changi and the Western 
Catchment Area. Moreover, 
the local population of L 
perspici l lata may not be 

strictly resident as they can move easily between 
Singapore and Johor. The paper suggested that the 
occurrence of unidirectional hybridization between A 
cinereus females and L perspicillata males, with either 
pre-fertilization or post-fertilization mechanisms 
being potentially responsible for the lack of L 
perspicillata maternal line.
B a s e d  o n  t h e 
f i n d i n g  o f  A 
cinereus maternal 
ancestry amongst 
Singapore’s wild 
p h e n o t y p i c  L 
perspicillata, the 
paper postulated 
t h a t  i t  i s  i n 
accordance with 
the more likely 
scenario where 
the female of the smaller species (ie. A cinereus) 
accepts the male of the larger species. According to 
the sexual selection hypothesis, A cinereus females 
might have initially rejected L perspicillata males, but 
the longer they failed in finding males of their own 
species, the less discriminating they likely became, 
eventually mating with males of the more common 
L perspicillata. Alternatively, L perspicillata (female) x 
A cinereus (male) crossings could have been unviable 
or had lower fitness. The paper suggested that 
more likely, even though both parental mtDNAs 
might have been initially present, one lineage (ie. 
L perspicillata) could have gone extinct. A cinereus 
mtDNA capture could have been due to selective 
pressure (ie. adaptation) and/or chance (ie. drift), an 
event that can occur quickly in small and fragmented 
populations such as that in Singapore.
This hybridization finding provides further evidence 
supporting the inclusion of L perspicillata and A 
cinereus in the same genus Amblonyx, as they are 
genetically more similar than once thought. The 
paper concluded that further research on sympatric 
Smooth-coated and Asian Small-clawed Otter 
populations is needed to establish if hybridization is 
more widespread than what we know today. 
* Moretti, B. et al. Phylogeography of the Smooth-coated Otter (Lutrogale 
perspicillata): distinct evolutionary lineages and hybridization with the Asian Small-
clawed Otter (Aonyx cinereus). Sci. Rep. 7, 41611; doi: 10.1038/srep41611 (2017).
^ This study was performed by the University of Pisa in collaboration with biologists 
from Asia including Meryl Theng, and granted by the National Geographic Society 
Conservation Trust.

By Gloria Seow & Meryl Theng^ Photos by Shirley Ng

Singapore’s Smooth-coated Otters Are Hybrids

Figure 1. Bayesian analysis of STR multilocus genotypes 
as computed with Structure – 18 individuals of Singapore 
Smooth-coated Otters compared to either L perspicillata 
or A cinereus parental controls from the wild or museums/
zoos. **Dead otter found near Kranji Dam.
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Is there wildlife in the city centre? The answer 
is a resounding yes, even if this green oasis is 

surrounded on four sides by busy roads. We 
confirmed this happy fact in our morning walk at 
Jalan Kubor Cemetery on 3 December 2016. As the 
oldest Muslim cemetery in Singapore, Jalan Kubor 
(‘cemetery road’ in Malay) is located off Victoria 
Street. The graves of many prominent Malays and 
Muslims who lived in the 19th and 20th centuries can 
be found here, nestled amidst stately trees. 
Led by Uncle Timothy, our nature and culture walk 
started at the elevated platform where Malay royalty 
laid buried. We learnt that royal tombs have rich 
yellow cloth wrapping the head and foot gravestones, 
while those of commoners are covered in white 
fabric or simply left bare. We did not come across 
any tomb with green cloth, which is reserved for 
religious leaders. Uncle Tim revealed that Muslims 
have to be buried (not cremated) within 24 hours 
of death. The body is swathed in fabric and placed in 
direct contact with the earth (no coffin). The body 
rests sideways with the face towards Mecca. Hence, 
all graves are oriented in the same direction. 
Stepping down from the royal burial platform, Auntie 

L e n a  n o t i c e d 
some red ‘berries’ 
growing as ground 
cover. This plant 
wa s  i d en t i f i e d 
post-trip as the 
Snake Pennywort 
(Geophila repens), 
o n e  o f  j u s t 
s even  ex i s t i n g 
p o p u l a t i o n s 
i n  S i n g a p o r e , 
a c c o r d i n g  t o 
a  2 0 1 0  p a p e r 
p u b l i s h e d  i n 
‘ N a t u r e  i n 
Singapore’ journal. 
Co inc identa l l y, 
A u n t i e  G l o r i a 
has subsequently 
found three new 

patches of Geophila repens in the Toa Payoh area, and 
suspects that this plant is probably more widespread 
but under observed. We then turned our attention 
to the strangling fig trees (Ficus spp) common in 
the area. Auntie Gloria highlighted the symbiotic 
relationship between figs and their species-specific 
wasps that are key to the figs’ propagation.
We came across food plants like Noni (Morinda 
citrifolia) and Fragrant Pandan (Pandanus amaryllifolius), 
likely cultivated by caretakers who used to live onsite 
in a building that has since been demolished. Next, 
Auntie Gloria pointed out the distinctive call of the 
Koel (Eudynamys scolopaceus), a black cuckoo named 
after its incessant ‘koel koel’ vocalisations. This bird is 
Singapore’s unofficial ‘alarm clock’ with calls starting 
as early as 4.30 am. The Koel is the brood parasite of 
the House Crow. Uncle Tim explained that Koels are 
known to work in pairs. The male tricks the House 
Crow to leave its nest, whereupon its mate sneaks 
in to replace the crow’s eggs with her own. Hence, 
House Crows unwittingly raise baby Koels. Auntie 
Lena then found a Collared Kingfisher (Todiramphus 
chloris) perched high, which we took turns admiring 
through the scope.
A 2014 documentation project by the National 
Heritage Board (NHB) uncovered gravestones 
inscribed in scripts such as Arabic, Malay, Javanese, 
Bugis, Gujarati, English and Chinese, an indication of 
the cultural diversity in the Kampong Glam area. We 
strolled into another section of the cemetery that 
used to come under the care of the Aljunied family. 
Here, Auntie Lena spotted a tiny froglet that was 
identified by Auntie Gloria as the Banded Bullfrog 
(Kaloula pulchra) as it had a golden stripe across 
its crown. Soon after, we were delighted to realise 
that there were many baby frogs around. We had 
fun delicately picking up the froglets and observing 
their tiny forms. This frog bounty was likely due to 
monsoonal rain puddles conducive to amphibian 
reproduction.
We visited the enclosed burial area of the Aljunied 
family that once held about 70 remains. In 2002, 
these were exhumed. The verdant Aljunied section 
also produced a variety of reptile, bird, butterfly and 
plant encounters. Highlights include a Changeable 
Lizard (Calotes versicolor) basking just metres from 
us; a friendly Asian Brown Flycatcher (Muscicapa 
dauurica); Chocolate Pansy (Junonia hedonia ida) 
and its caterpillar host plant Hemigraphis reptans; 
as well as the Saga (Adenanthera pavonina) and 
Breadfruit (Artocarpus altil is) trees. Kids were 

particularly thrilled with 
the red Saga seeds that 
some people are known 
to collect compulsively. 
Even as guides, we were 
surprised and thankful for 
the diversity of wildlife 
sightings that morning. 
This Banded Bullfrog baby 
was just one of many we 
found hopping around.

By Gloria Seow, Education Committee Vice Chairperson
Photos by Gloria Seow & Timothy Pwee

NSS Kids’ Fun with Nature and Culture at Jalan Kubor Cemetery
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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.
Paperless Nature News 
If you wish to opt-out from receiving hard copies 
of Nature News to save trees, please inform Joe at 
joe@nss.org.sg. Please state if you prefer: a) Get 
your copy of Nature News via an emailed PDF file 
(less than 5MB), or b) Download the same PDF file 
from the NSS website.
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 May/Jun 
2017 issue by 5 April 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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