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Hornbills are part of the ecosystem and are greatly important. Hornbills
are “unsung heroes” as their behaviors of eating ripe fruits and drop-off seeds
scattering over areas their flying path, creating opportunities for those seeds
to germinate and grow into trees, forming a forest that is the source of foods
for various animals. This helps bring the balance of ecological system and
abundance of biodiversity. Hornbills are considered as an indicator of the
fertility of the forest.






However, it is not an easy task to maintain hornbill population
in Thailand’s forests because it requires cooperation, determination
and sacrifice of conservationists who constantly monitor the life cycle
of hornbills for continuous research and study. Thailand is a country with
high population of hornbills having a total of 13 species taking habitats
In forests across the country.

The Editorial Team of the Nature and
Environment Magazine got an opportunity to
interview the team of hornbill conservationists
of Khao Yai at Khao Yai National Park in Nakhon
Ratchasima province. The park is the origin of hornbill
research project in Thailand and being a model for
expansion of studying projects to Huai Kha Khaeng
Wildlife Sanctuary in Uthai Thani province and Budo
- Su-Ngai Padi National Park in Narathiwat province.
Members of the team of hornbill conservationists
of Khao Yai have one thing in common that is the
passion of living in the forest, being happy by working
in the forest and learning from the nature. There are
several risks associated in this career such as job
security, earning and income, the value of working in
unpredictable environment, danger from animals and
limited budget inferior to other government agencies
or private sector. Despite such unfavorable factors,

the team of hornbill conservationists of Khao Yai
still works with their hearts and determination to
follow the lives of hornbills in order to help conserve
hornbill flocks of Khao Yai and maintain the fertility
of the forests in Thailand.

Currently, the team of hornbill conservationists
of Khao Yai is led by Asst. Prof. Dr. Vijak Chimchome,
chief of Department of Forest Biology, Faculty of
Forestry, Kasetsart University. He is also the Secretary-
General of Hornbill Research Foundation who has
inherited the duty from Professor Emeritus Pilai
Poonswad, a Thai scientist and renowned hornbill
conservationist who has a significant role initiating
Thailand Hornbill Project in 1978. She is also known
as the “great mother of hornbills” and the founder
of the foundation, which receives its name from Her
Royal Highness Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn as
“Hornbill Research Foundation” on 5 July 1993.



Changes for sustainability

Development of the success of hornbill
research at Khao Yai National Park in Nakhon
Ratchasima province began with the research in
area around 200 kilometers. There are 4 hornbill
species in the park including Great Hornbill,
Oriental Pied Hornbill, Wreathed Hornbill and
Tickell’s Brown Hornbill. Later, the research has
expanded to Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife Sanctuary
where 6 species are found and Budo — Su-Ngai Padi
National Park in Narathiwat province where
10 species are found. From the 3 studying areas,
Thailand has a total of 13 hornbill species living
in forests in each area.

Dr. Vijak explains about work of hornbill
conservationists that data was intensively
collected in the past through observation of
hornbills before female birds enter the nest
cavities, eggs laying, eggs incubation, feeding
behavior of male birds and time when the birds
leave their nest cavity. Life cycle of hornbills
start from dating around the end of the year,
then female birds enter the nest cavities
between January and March and leave between
May and June. They later gather in flocks. When
the mating season arrive, the same couple of
parents come back at the same nest cavities to
reproduce. Hornbill chicks will take 4-5 years to
reach maturity. Hornbills are a type of large birds
with a large curved bill but they cannot build
nest cavities on their own so they have to find
natural nest cavities to build a family. Hornbills
in Khao Yai fight for nest cavities so a couple
that can’t not find a nest cavity can’t not build
afamily orreproduce. Therefore, itis necessary for
conservationists to install artificial nest cavities,
repair nest cavities by adding some soil to lift
up the nest floor, clean the nest cavities, widen
the cavity entrance to increase opportunities for
hornbills to enter the nest which will result in
higher overall population of hornbills.
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the Hornbill
Research Foundation encounters a financial obstacle

However, researches under
as it requires approximately 4-5 million baht of
operation cost a year. The amount has generally
been funded mainly by private sectors. Dr. Vijak
comments about the conservation and sustainable
management of hornbills that should uplift the
“... We
should act as an advisor to agencies. For example,
the National Park Department and Wildlife

Sanctury which have hornbills in their areas come

operation and create new perspectives

to learn with us and apply the knowledge to care
for the birds by themselves. This will be the best
and most sustainable practice because the area
owners will realize the significance of hornbills.
This will create a right conservation method

that will lead to develop an action plan in the
bureaucratic system. Currently, the conservation
efforts undertaken by area owners occur from
time to time depending on the management’s
policy... | would like to see hornbill is part of the
national wildlife management plan that currently
has 14-15 species that need urgent care such
as tigers and gaurs. This will create clear plans
which practitioners can refer to while the plans
will receive regular budget allocations. Proactive
working strategy including those in conservation
field should be part of the KPI (Key Performance
Indicator). For example, a target to increase
hornbill population in the nature, setting number
of nest cavities to be repaired each year like 10
cavities a year. This matter has been discussed for
over 5 years but there is still no success...”



Dr. Vijak notes that the announcement to declare
Dong Phayayen - Khao Yai Forest Complex as a world heritage site
will stimulate better wildlife conservation and management
and streamline data and management of forest complex to be
on the same standard, resulting in higher efficiency. However,
such announcement seems to bring greater benefits to the
management of large animals. Meanwhile, upgrading the area as
a world heritage site will bring more tourists to the site, that may
affect the life of wild animals. Therefore, clear zonings should be
identified by setting zones for services, conservation and waste
management. Nowadays, more resorts are developed in Khao
Yai areas. The development brings positive results as It’s not
necessary for tourists to stay only in the national park so it will
reduce the impacts to wild animals.
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Researcher ethics: Do not take advantage of
animals

Mr. Pittaya Chuaylua is a researcher working with
the Hornbill Research Foundation for more than 3 decades
and a survivor from a gaur attack. He has worked full time with
the foundation in 1992, following his passion to work in the nature
while taking care of the family. Pittaya has a significant role in
continuously collecting hornbill information, searching for nest
cavities to monitor the life cycle of hornbills in tough environment.
His contribution fulfils the information of life cycle of 4 hornbill
species in Khao Yai. Therefore, the data collection nowadays
is only the additional annual data by observing from nest cavities
discovered earlier.




Mr. Pittaya says about principle in collecting data about animals

in the nature for researching purpose that “.. The first important thing
when you walk into the natural area is that you should respect the
nature as our worldly friend...For researchers, | would like to emphasize
ethical practice with recognition of animal safety.. From our data
collection, if male hornbills do not come to feed female birds and
chicks, that nest cavities should be dismantled and find a new familiar
nest otherwise they will leave the cavities. In the study, male hornbills
will be captured to install a radio to study data inside the cavities.
If hornbills disappear from the nature, it is difficult to reintroduce them
to the nature again because conservationists have to care for them
from making nest cavities, mating, feeding and etc. Therefore, it is easier
to maintain the current environment... If hornbills disappear, it will
have chain impacts in attempts to increase trees in the forest
and reforestation. If bears, bees, stingless bees and woodpeckers
disappear, hornbills will also disappear. The absence of hornbills
will affect the ecosystem balance, which is very important. If it is
imbalance, it is also difficult to reduce the population and management.

The example is elephants leave the forest to enter villages...”

Mr. Pittaya views that the foundation’s work has almost reached
its peak as it Can’t not recruit new generations and it is difficult to get
financial support. Currently, owner of Shera Plc, Ltd. provides 5 million
baht each year so the team has to spend economically in honor to donors
who want to see conservationists seriously works in the nature and be
able to produce results that are good to the nature for Thai people and
the whole world. He notices changes in Khao Yai National Park over the
past 30 years. There are more tourists, better local economy but the
tourists’ ethic was in negative trend. For example, tourists are willing
to pay fines in exchange of getting close to wild animals, opportunities
to feed animals despite strict prohibition. It is a wrong attitude as such
actions will cause changes in animal behaviors. As the result, there are
more of begging monkeys trying to search tourists’ cars for foods. Some
YouTubers also closely follow life of animals but the animals do not like
such behavior that disturb their way of life.




Nest cavity building depends on amount of food

Another team member is Mr. Narong Suwanwrong,
a photographer who earlier won the first prize of Her Royal Highness
Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn’s Cup from the nature conservation
photography  contest  “Precious Animals, Valuable Forests”
of the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation.
He has worked with the Hornbill Research Foundation until beyond
the retirement age. He has accumulated experiences working with
animals since he graduated from Faculty of Forestry, Kasetsart University
and later works with the foundation in intervals. In the early stage,
he worked with Mr. Pittaya and was the main person researching to find
nest cavities and captured male hornbills to install radio to monitor
their life cycle. However, hornbills did not enter the nest cavities
so officials had to climb more than 20 meters of trees to examine
the causes. It was found that the floor of nest cavities was damaged or
full with water. They solved problems by adding soil into the cavities.
Hornbills live in nest cavities at the height that is not too high or too low
so female hornbills can turn their bottom out to excrete while sealing
themselves inside the holes during eggs incubation and raising chicks.

With these reasons, officials have to always repair nest cavities.




78 J1sassssusanazdvinadau

...Nest cavities of hornbills will be in a tree
with natural large hole. If measure the height
atchest level, the diameteris approximately
1 meter. The cavity entrance should not
be too big or too small or about 20 X 12
cm. while the ceiling is more than 1 meters
and the floor is appropriately deeper than
the door’s bottom edge. The width inside
the hole should be around 50 X 40 cm ...

Hornbill Research Foundation — nest cavity
building http://hombill.or.th/th/

Mr. Narong says phenology research of hornbills

over 16 years, particularly Wreathed Hornbills, shows that
they have certain roosting locations. It also finds that nest
cavity building of hornbills has irregular patterns in each
year but clearly has relationship with the amount of food.
If there are abundant fruits in any year, more hornbills
enter the nest in that particular year. It is noted that despite
having provided nest cavities, numbers of hornbills enter
the nest and joining the flock will be low if there is no
food. A flock of hornbill can be as large as 500-700. They
will form the flock during rainy season and leave for mating
in winter. Young hornbills that still do not know how to
build a nest cavity will form foraging flock. Hornbills have
helped growing trees in Khao Yai over the 30-year period
because fruit seeds that hornbills split out or defecate can
easily germinate. This is unlike large herbivores that chew
whole seeds. When excreted, the destroyed seeds cannot
grow into trees.

Mr.Narong believes that people who are able to work
in conservational field for animals like hornbills have to
be an extreme person in way of life as they have to love
the forest and being introvert because this job does not
offer high salary. However, the team still look for a new
generation to join the team. “... Because of my passion,
| have worked here for a long time. In term of work,
it is like an exercise. Though there is a freedom at
work but the job may not be secure. There may be
problems with daily spending so they have to spend
economically, know how to save money and like being
secluded. You can work in this field if you have the
passion and do not have financial problem...”



Everyone can be a conserva-
tionist in own way

Mr. Arkaradej Peeraphan is-a-new
generation official who has started working
with the Hornbill Research Foundation
about 3 years. He has experiences in the
woods under a plant research project
at Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife Sanctuary.
Currently, his primary duty is to repair
nest cavities that require several days to
finish a cavity. Hornbills can use those
restored cavities for about 3-5 years then
a new round of repairing the same cavities
will begin. This will depend on nature of
the trees whether they are softwood or
hardwood. Some trees will need the repair
every 2 years, especially the widening of
cavity entrance to allow female hornbills

to enter and build their nests.

Although Mr. Arkaradej has worked at Khao Yai National Park for a certain period, he still attaches
himself very much to Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife Sanctuary which is the area with great abundance of forest
fertility that does not open for tourism. He is interested in forest conservation and happy with experiences
gain from the forest. Mr. Arkaradej envisions his future over the next 10 years that he will continue to work
in this field as his seniors foster the idea that officials have to love and maintain the nature whether he will
work with the foundation or not. He views about the nature loving concept that “... When someone wants
to learn about the forest, we tell them how to enter the woods then they will adjust on their own style.
Everyone can be a conservationist but one has to learn to love the nature in a right way because
intervention will impact humans. For example, when elephants are familiar with humans, they will
not go to find food themselves... For the conservation, everyone can help by just not leaving garbage
in the woods or intervene the way of animal life. If we find a bird hit a glass window, we shall provide
first aid. When that bird can fly, we should let it go. If we raise that bird which is a male hornbill, the
female bird and chicks waiting for feeding will die. Therefore, please do not raise any wild animal...”

The team of conservationists of Khao Yai has dedicated themselves to work in things that majority
of people do not have an opportunity to experience, learning from the nature while risking themselves at
work. This is to ensure the ecological balance of Thai forests for the sustainability in the future. Though
one cannot go into the woods to become a conservationist, one can adopt hornbills under the “Hornbill
Family Adoption Project” to provide annual financial support to villagers who help collecting research data
in their areas. The fund will strengthen their capacity to carry on work that will benefit the forests and next
generations.



