Status and distribution of the invasive
Common Myna Acridotheres tristis in the
West Bank, Palestine
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Summary: The invasive Common Myna Acridotheres tristis was first reported as an escape and
breeding in one locality in the eastern Mediterranean region in 1997. In the 23 years since it has
quickly spread to other regions. Here we report on localities it reached in the West Bank. From the
spread of records and from earlier observations we conclude that this invasive species has spread
along human communities from the West Coast to the Jerusalem area and then north, south and
east, reaching the Jordan valley and then on into Jordan. Its distribution remains almost entirely
restricted to areas of human habitation.

INTRODUCTION

A total of 551 bird have been recorded in the region of Palestine (Meiri et al. 2019) of
which 373 in the West Bank and Gaza Strip (Awad et al 2015). Nine of those are invasive
bird species with four occurring in the West Bank: Indian Silverbill Lonchura malabarica,
Common Myna Acridotheres tristis, Monk Parakeet Myiopsitta monachus and Rose-ringed
Parakeet Pisttacula krameri (Shirihai et al 1996, Roll et al 2008, Awad et al 2015, Meiri
et al 2019).

Common Myna Acridotheres tristis is one of the most invasive species in the world
(Birdlife international 2000, Lowe et al 2000). It has invaded many areas in world including
South Africa, Australia, the Middle East, Madagascar, New Zealand, and many islands in
the Pacific and Atlantic oceans (Cohen et al 2019). Here we report the spread of this species
in the West Bank and reflect on conservation issues for indigenous animals raised by the
rapid spread of this species from its first human introduction in 1997 in the area of Tel Aviv
(Holzapfel et al 2006).

METHODS

A study was undertaken on the distribution of the Common Myna (Plate 1) in the West
Bank. All observation data were collected by the Palestine Museum of Natural History
team using direct observations during our field trips to different areas in the West Bank.
All location data were collected using GPS.

RESULTS

We recorded Common Myna in a total of 71 locations from 2015 to 2019 in the West Bank
(Figure 1). Six years ago, several localities were visited and recorded no presence of the
species. These were localities around the edges of the distribution shown in Figure 1 and
included Tubas, Wadi Qalt, Jericho, Yatta, Wadi Quff, and Beit Sahour.

From the map and the history of observations we have made in the past six years, we
suggest that the spread of this bird has occurred slowly in the West Bank, starting from
Jerusalem then spreading north and south. Figure 1 shows that the species is restricted
almost entirely to areas of human habitation, mirroring that distribution of House
Sparrow Passer domesticus.

We documented the presence of Common Myna in 71 localities, usually in groups of
three to 15 individuals. We recorded them eating both plants and even animal material;
in one instance we observed them feeding on eggs of other bird species and in another
attacking the green lizard Phoenicolacerta laevis. We also observed them successfully
competing with Jackdaws Corvus monedula for road-kills and food from trash dumps.
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Plate I. Common Myna Acridotheres tristis. © Elias N Handal

DISCUSSION

The Common Myna was first recorded breeding in the wild in our region in 1997 after a
group of birds escaped from the Park Hayarkon area in Tel Aviv (Holzapfel et al 2006). In
the 23 years since then the species has spread significantly, first in coastal regions and then
up the hills and finally reaching areas of the Jordan valley. We recorded it in 71 localities
all over the Palestinian territories and its distribution is continuing to expand but seems to
be restricted to human habitation. Similar observations were made inside the Green Line
(1948 areas of Palestine, currently the state of Israel) (Cohen & Dor 2019). This species was
first recorded in Jordan in 2003 and 2004 (Khoury et al 2006) and by 2016 had become a
widespread colonizer (Khoury & Alshamlih 2016). While our data and those of others show
it mostly associating with human habitations, its impact on the environment cannot be
underestimated. Such invasive birds can act as reservoirs for human and wildlife diseases
(Jalas & Tavalla 2018, Mori et al 2018). Another issue to consider is how much climate change
and other human induced environmental damage helps in the spread of these invasive
species (Bellard et al 2013, Mainka & Howard 2010, Saeed & Qumsiyeh 2020).
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Figure |. Distribution of Common Myna in the West Bank, Palestine.

Sandgrouse 43 (2021)

131



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Our research is partially funded by the Darwin Initiative, the European Union (ENI/2019/412-148: Unity and
Diversity in Nature and Society) and the Ministry of Education of Palestine (for the Medical Zoology unit).
Funders are not responsible for contents of this research which reflects the conclusions solely of the authors.
We are also grateful for Eva Amro for drawing the map and to PIBS team members for field support.

LITERATURE CITED

Awad, I, R Abu Saada, M Farhoud & M Khair. 2015. Checklist of the Birds of Palestine. Environmental
Education Center, Talita Qumi, Beit Jalla, Palestine.

Bellard, C, W Thuiller, B Leroy, P Genovesi, M Bakkenes & F Courchamp. 2013. Will climate change promote
future invasions? Global change biology 19: 3740-3748.

Birdlife International. 2000. Threatened Birds of the World. Lynx Edicions and BirdLife International, Barcelona
and Cambridge. UK

BirdLife International 2017. Acridotheres tristis (amended version of 2016 assessment). The IUCN Red List
of Threatened Species 2017: .T22710921A111063735. https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/[UCN.UK.2017-1.RLTS.
T22710921A111063735.en. [Downloaded on 12 March 2020]

Cohen, TM, M McKinney, S Kark & R Dor. 2019. Global invasion in progress: modeling the past, current and
potential global distribution of the common myna. Biological Invasions 21: 1295-1309.

Cohen, TM & R Dor. 2019. The effect of local species composition on the distribution of an avian
invader. Scientific Reports 9: 1-9.

Holzapfel, C, N Levin, O Hatzofe & S Kark. 2006. Colonisation of the Middle East by the invasive Common
Myna Acridotheres tristis L., with special reference to Israel. Sandgrouse 28: 44-51.

Jalas, M & M Tavalla. 2018. Molecular diagnosis and genetic diversity of Cryptosporidium spp. in exotic birds
of southwest of Iran. Tropical Biomedicine 35: 944-950.

Khoury, F, Z Amr, N Hamidan, I Al Hassani, S Mir, E Eid & N Bolad. 2012. Some introduced vertebrate
species to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. Vertebrate Zoology 62: 435-451.

Khoury, F & M Alshamlih. 2016. First evidence of colonization by Common Myna Acridotheres tristis in
Jordan, 2013-2014. Sandgrouse 37: 22-24.

Lowe S, M Browne, S Boudjelas, & M de Poorter. 2000. 100 of the World’s Worst Invasive Alien Species A
selection from the Global Invasive Species Database. The Invasive Species Specialist Group (ISSG) of the
Species Survival Commission (SSC) of the World Conservation Union (IUCN).

Mainka, SA & GW Howard. 2010. Climate change and invasive species: double jeopardy. Integrative
Zoology 5: 102-111.

Meiri, S, A Belmaker, D Berkowic, K Kazes, E Maza, G Bar-Oz & R Dor. 2019. A checklist of Israeli land
vertebrates. Israel Journal of Ecology and Evolution 65: 43-70.

Mori E, S Meini, D Strubbe, L Ancillotto, P Sposimo & M Menchetti. 2018. Do alien free-ranging birds
affect human health? A global. In: Mazza G, Tricarico E (eds) Invasive species and human health. CABI
International Edition, New York, 120-129.

Qumsiyeh, M, E Handal, ] Chang, K Abualia, M Najajreh & M Abusarhan. 2017. Role of museums and
botanical gardens in ecosystem services in developing countries: Case study and outlook. International
Journal of Environmental Studies 74: 340-350.

Roll, U, T Dayan & D Simberloff. 2008. Non-indigenous terrestrial vertebrates in Israel and adjacent
areas. Biological Invasions 10: 659-672.

Saeed, R & MB Qumsiyeh. 2020. Assessing long-term changes in the raptor fauna of the Fertile Crescent by
reference to the nineteenth century works of Canon HB Tristram. Sandgrouse 42: 69-77

Shirihai, H, E Dovrat, DA Christie & A Harris. 1996. The Birds of Israel. London, Academic Press.

Elias N Handal, Museum Zoologist, Palestine Institute for Biodiversity and Sustainability at Bethlehem University,
Bethlehem Palestine. eliashandal93@gmail.com

Mazin B Qumsiyeh, Director of the Palestine Institute for Biodiversity and Sustainability at Bethlehem University, Bethlehem
Palestine. mazin@qumsiyeh.org

132 Sandgrouse 43 (2021)



