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Altitudinal range extension of Indian 
Peafowl:  reviewing its causes and effects
The Indian Peafowl Pavo cristatus under 
order Galliformes was declared as the 
national bird of India in 1963 (Ramesh & 
Mcgowan 2009) and given protection as 
a Scheduled I species under the Wildlife 
(Protection) Act, 1972 of India (Anon 1972). 
They are the largest and the most charismatic 
birds in the family and hold a significant 
value in Indian mythology and culture (Baral 
& Inskipp 2013). The species is a generalist 
in diet and feeds mainly on seeds, shoots of 
crops, fruits, insects, and worms (Mcgowan 
et al. 2020). Indian Peafowl also feeds on 
small reptiles & small mammals and they 
form a major prey base for several predatory 
birds and mammals; therefore, they hold the 
prime position in the food web (Kushwaha & 
Kumar 2016). 

Scrub jungles at the forest edges of 
subtropical and semiarid regions comprise 
the natural habitat of this species (Ali & 
Ripley 1987). They also occur abundantly 
in agricultural fields, near streams and 
water bodies, and in human habitation 
(McGowan et al. 2020). Due to their ability 
to adapt and thrive in non-forested areas 
and agricultural lands, they are increasingly 
becoming abundant in urban and outskirt 
areas. Therefore, this bird species is now 
considered an agricultural pest in many parts 
of the country (Senaratna et al. 2019). 

The Indian Peafowl has a wide distribution 
range in India (Ali & Ripley 1987). It occurs 
naturally in the wild on the mainland of India 

(McGowan et al. 2020), but they were also 
introduced in the Andaman Islands (Ali & 
Ripley 1987), U.S.A., Europe, Hawaii Islands, 
West Indies, South Africa, New Zealand, 
and Australia (McGowan et al. 2020). They 
mostly reside in low lands with an elevation 
of around 500 m (Baker 1930) but can be 
frequently recorded up to 1,200 m in Nepal 
(Baral & Inskipp 2013). The highest known 
elevation for the occurrence with confirmed 
evidence is 1,844 m (Dodsworth 1912) near 
the Tara Devi Railway station in Shimla. It is 
known to occur up to 2,000 m (Dodsworth 
1912; Ramesh & Mcgowan 2009), however, 
there was no confirmed evidence to support 
this report so far. As per the Handbook of the 
Birds of the World (McGowan et al. 2020), 
this bird is known to move up to 2,000 m but 
no literature is available to confirm the upper 
limit of the species.

Recently, the Indian Peafowl was reported 
through a camera trap image captured at 
2,622 m in Darjeeling, West Bengal (Thapa 
et al. 2020).  Later, Pradhan & Tamang (2020) 
also highlighted the presence of the species 
at around 2,200 m in Darjeeling and provided 
supporting shreds of evidence that due to 
habitat loss the species is moving up in the 
mountains.  Whereas, another study by Jose 
& Nameer (2020), revealed that changes in 
the temperature and precipitation due to 
climate change resulted in the expansion of 
the distribution range of the species in Kerala 
that is comprising a part of the Western 
Ghats. Habitat modelling from the known 
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locations of this species predicted that the 
distribution range of the Indian Peafowl 
would expand by up to 55.33% by 2050. 
Other than that, it is also possible that the 
local extinction of small predators like jackals 
may also be contributing to these extensions.
 
Due to the repercussion of changing 
environmental conditions, many birds 
have evolved to adapt in response to the 
consequences of climatic changes (Gregory 
et al. 2009), and often these adaptations 
are in the form of geographical range shifts 
like these. According to a study by Reino 
et al. (2009), every 1°C rise in temperature 
will increase the risk of a new invasion by 
47%. However, these adaptive invasive 
species often benefit from climate change by 
affecting the native and specialized species 
(Şekercioğlu 2011) by invading their niche in 
temperate regions (Reino et al. 2009). These 
invasive species contribute significantly 
to the detrimental extinction of specialist 
species of the landscape (Bellard et al. 2016). 
For example, the high population of Indian 
Peafowl in some small Japanese islets leads 
to the decline in the population of endemic 
skink Eumeces kishinouyei and its sympatric 
bird species, Japanese white-eye Zosterops 
japonicas (Eguchi & Amano 2004). A careful 
investigation of species whose ranges 
are shifting upwards or invading the other 
habitats will help us understand the pressure 
of competition on the native population. Also, 
predictive modelling can help us understand 
their pattern of invasion and the effect on 
threatened/endemic species of the region. 
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