
SHORT COMMUNICATION 

 85  TAPROBANICA VOL. 14: NO. 01 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Escaping the cage: Range expansion of the 

grosbeak starling in Borneo 

 
The grosbeak starling (Scissirostrum dubium), 

also known as the finch-billed Myna, is an 

endemic bird species of Sulawesi and several 

surrounding satellite islands (Coates & Bishop 

1997, BLI 2021, Eaton et al. 2021). It is 

distinctive among starlings in having a thick 

yellow bill and stiff, waxy red feathers on the 

rump. According to the IUCN Red List, this 

species is currently classified as Least Concern 

(LC), but its global population is declining due to 

habitat destruction, fragmentation, and illegal 

hunting (BLI 2021). One of the major threats is 

the loss of suitable nesting sites, as trees are 

essential for providing shelter and breeding 

grounds. A study conducted in Central Sulawesi 

even found a population collapse, with 92% of 

nests disappearing due to the loss of remnant 

trees (Maas et al. 2015). 

The grosbeak starling naturally inhabits 

lowlands up to 1,300 m asl, adapting well to 

forest edges and secondary forests that still have 

large dead trees for nesting (Maas et al. 2015, 

Eaton et al. 2021). Uniquely, they excavate nest 

holes in large dead trees, where they breed in 

colonies of 20–150 individuals, though they 

often disperse into smaller groups while foraging 

(Coates & Bishop 1997). It can also form super 

colonies, with estimates of more than 1,000 

individuals occupying several adjacent trees 

(Maas et al. 2015). These sizable gatherings 

could boost foraging effectiveness and offer 

protection from predators. 

In 2012, grosbeak starlings were reported 

from the city of Balikpapan, East Kalimantan, 

with a total of six individuals (Wihardandi 2012). 

The observer suggested that this population 

resulted from natural dispersal from Sulawesi to 

Borneo. The shortest straight-line distance 

between Balikpapan and Sulawesi is estimated to 

be 250–300 km, with several small intervening 

islands (Google Earth 2024). Subsequently, 

Prawira et al. (2018) reported ten records in 

2016-2017 from Balikpapan, with the largest 

colony estimated at 40 individuals, found in a 

botanical garden area on the edge of the city. The 

report suggests that the population increase over 

the years is due to high fecundity and 

adaptability. 

On 26 July 2024, during a bird survey in a 

post-coal mining reclamation area in Kutai 

Kartanegera (1°00′34″S, 116°55′38″E) District, 

East Kalimantan, we recorded four grosbeak 

starlings perched on an Acacia mangium tree 

(Fabaceae). Furthermore, on 27 July 2024, we 

again found four individuals perched on a 

Parasarienthes falcataria tree at a location not 

far from the previous point, approximately 200 m 

away (Fig. 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. A grosbeak starling in Kutai Kartanegera, 

East Kalimantan 

 

These sightings were outside Balikpapan, 

approximately 18 km north of the closest 

previously reported location in 2016-2017 (Fig. 

2), indicating that the species has expanded its 

range northward from Balikpapan. The 
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observation area consists of secondary forest 

undergoing recovery, dominated by Fabaceae 

species such as Acacia mangium, Paraserianthes 

falcataria, and Enterolobium cyclocarpum. Their 

presence in the reclamation area may be linked to 

an abundant food supply, as the species mainly 

feeds on fruit and seeds, particularly from 

revegetation plants dominated by species of the 

Fabaceae family, as well as insects that inhabit 

the area. Additionally, many reclamation plants 

are fast-growing and begin to die at around five 

years of age (Mulyadi et al. 2022), creating ideal 

conditions for grosbeak starling colonies to 

excavate nest holes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Map of range expansion of the grosbeak 

starling 
 

On 23 October 2024, we discovered three 

grosbeak starlings being sold at a pet shop in 

Balikpapan (Fig. 3). This constitutes the first 

documented record of trade in grosbeak starlings 

in Borneo and suggests that the presence of the 

species on Borneo since 2012 is most likely a 

result of inter-island wildlife trade rather than 

natural dispersal. Over time, some individuals 

that escaped or were intentionally released 

appear to have successfully established breeding 

populations in the wild. Based on distribution 

records from 2012 to 2024, it is suspected that 

Balikpapan was the initial release point, and the 

population has since expanded northward. 

Illegal bird trade is one of the major 

challenges in wildlife management in Indonesia, 

particularly of songbirds (Indraswari et al. 2020, 

Fink et al. 2021, Nijman et al. 2021). Cage bird 

enthusiasts prefer the grosbeak starling as a pet 

due to its loud and shrill calls, especially in 

colonies, its attractive appearance (MEF 2021), 

and its adaptability to various environmental 

conditions and habitats (Coates & Bishop 1997, 

Maas et al. 2015, BLI 2021, Eaton et al. 2021), 

making it easy to maintain. Currently, this bird is 

traded both online and offline across islands in 

Indonesia (Prawira et al. 2018, MEF 2021, pers. 

obs. 2025). Our brief observations of two online 

trading platforms in Indonesia identified 66 seller 

accounts, all based on the island of Java, offering 

this species at prices ranging from IDR 140,000 

to IDR 1,031,000, with an average price of IDR 

286,000 (pers. obs. 2025). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Three grosbeak starlings on sale in a pet 

shop in Balikpapan 

 

The expansion of the grosbeak starling 

population beyond its natural habitat has also 

been recorded at 27 locations on Java Island 

(Prawira et al. 2018). Additionally, this species 

has been documented in the bird trade on other 

islands, such as Sumatra and Lombok (Prawira et 

al. 2018; MEF 2021), although there have been 

no reports of established wild populations in 

these areas. As an endemic species of Sulawesi, 

the grosbeak starling has likely established itself 

as an exotic species in the wild on Borneo. This 

situation presents an unusual and concerning 

paradox: While its population in Sulawesi 

continues to decline due to habitat loss and 

illegal hunting (Maas et al. 2015, BLI 2021), its 

numbers and distribution beyond its natural 

range continue to grow. The grosbeak starling 

has now joined the list of introduced bird species 

that have successfully established on Borneo, 

including Sooty-headed Bulbul (Pycnonotus 

aurigaster) (MacKinnon et al. 2000), Javan 

Munia (Lonchura leucogastroides) (Prawira & 

Iqbal 2016), Streaked Weaver (Ploceus manyar) 

(Iqbal et al. 2016), and Javan Myna 

(Acridotheres javanicus) (Razak et al. 2019). 

Exotic species can have negative impacts on 

natural bird communities through competition 

with native bird species for food or nest trees. 

Finally, this finding underscores the importance 

of controlling exotic bird introductions to protect 

native ecosystems from potential unforeseen 

impacts. 



MUKHLISI ET AL. 2025 

 87  TAPROBANICA VOL. 14: NO. 01 

Acknowledgements: This study was funded by 

the LPDP Program - RIIM Ekspedisi under 

Contract Agreement Nos. B-1116/II.7.5/FR.06/3/ 

2024 and B 949/III.5/FR.06.00/3/2024 through 

Research Organization for Life Science and 

Environment; conducted with ethical approval 

from the Animal Care and Use Commission of 

the National Research and Innovation Agency 

(BRIN), No. 065/KE.02/SK/03/2024. We thank 

PT. Singlurus Pratama for granting the study 

permit; James Eaton (UK), Richard A. Noske 

(University of Queensland, Australia), M. Arief 

Soendjoto (Lambung Mangkurat University, 

Indonesia), and Wolfgang Fiedler (Max Planck 

Institute of Animal Behavior, Germany) for 

reviewing the manuscript. 

 

Literature Cited 
BLI (2021). BirdLife International. Scissirostrum 

dubium. The IUCN Red List of Threatened 

Species 2021: e.T22711001A183068856. 

Accessed on 14 February 2025. 

Coates, B.J. & K.D. Bishop. (1997). A Guide to the 

Birds of Wallacea: Sulawesi, the Moluccas, and 

Lesser Sunda Islands, Indonesia. Dove 

Publications, Alderley: 535pp. 

Eaton, J.A., B. van Balen, N.W. Brickle & F.E. 

Rheindt (2021). Birds of the Indonesian 
Archipelago: Greater Sundas and Wallacea 

(2nd ed.). Lynx Edicions, Barcelona: 536pp. 

Fink, C., T. Toivonen, R.A. Correia & E. Di Minin 

(2021). Mapping the online songbird trade in 

Indonesia. Applied Geography, 134(2021): 

102505. 

Google Earth. (2024). Google Earth Pro ver. 

7.3.6.9796. <www.google.com/earth/> 

Accessed on 11 February 2025. 

Indraswari, K., R. Friedman, R. Noske et al. 

(2020). It’s in the news: characterising 

Indonesia’s wild bird trade network from 

media-reported seizure incidents. Biological 
Conservation, 243: 108431. 

Iqbal, M., P. Irawan, A. Fauzi & I. Rahman (2016). 

Streaked Weaver Ploceus manyar, a new 

species for Kalimantan, Borneo. BirdingASIA, 

25: 71–72. 

Maas, B., T. Tscharntke & C.H. Schulze (2015). 

Loss of remnant trees causes local population 

collapse of endemic Grosbeak Starling 

Scissirostrum dubium in Central Sulawesi, 

Indonesia. Forktail, 31(2015): 64–69. 

MacKinnon, J., K. Phillipps & B. van Balen. 

(2000). Field guide of birds in Sumatra, 

Kalimantan, Java and Bali. Puslitbang Biologi-

LIPI, Bogor: 509pp. 

 

MEF (2021). Ministry of Environment & Forestry. 

Ministry of Environment and Forestry fails 

smuggling of 65 individual grosbeaks starling 

birds. Press Release No: 

SP.39/HUMAS/PP/HMS.3/02/2021. Accessed 

on 14 February 2025. 

Mulyadi, D., M.A. Ruhiyat, Aipassa & S. 

Hardwinanto (2022). The growth of 

Paraserianthes falcataria at three different 

plant ages and soil thickness classes on 

reclamation sites of post-coal mining areas in 

East Kalimantan, Indonesia. Biodiversitas, 

23(4): 1930–1937. 

Nijman, V., M. Campera, A. Ardiansyah et al. 

(2021). Large-Scale Trade in a Songbird That Is 

Extinct in the Wild. Diversity, 13(6), 238. 

Prawira, A. M. & M. Iqbal. (2016). First record of 

Javan Munia Lonchura leucogastroides for 

Borneo. BirdingASIA, 25: 75–76. 

Prawira, A.M., I. Taufiqurrahman, M. Iqbal & G. 

Wicaksono (2018). Records of Grosbeak 

Starling Scissirostrum dubium from 

Kalimantan, Borneo, and its widespread 

occurrence on Java. BirdingASIA, 29: 109–113. 

Razak, N.A.A., F.H.D. Sze, M.F.S. Ramji et al. 

(2019). Distribution and abundance of 

introduced Common and Javan Mynas in 

metropolitan and suburban areas of Kuching, 

Sarawak, Borneo. Kukila, 22: 1–10. 

Wihardandi, A. (2012). Jalak Tunggir Merah kini 

tidak lagi endemik Sulawesi. Mongabay. 

<https://www.mongabay.co.id/2012/05/05/foto-

jalak-tunggir-merah-kini-tidak-lagi-endemik-

sulawesi/> Accessed on 14 February 2025. 

 
Submitted: 15 Feb 2025, Accepted: 21 Apr 2025 

Section Editor: Richard A. Noske  

 

Mukhlisi1, D.A. Putra2, T. Atmoko1,  

R. Garsetiasih1 & S. Hadi3 

 

1 Research Center for Applied Zoology, 

Organization Research for Life Sciences & 

Environment, National Research and 

Innovation Agency (BRIN), Indonesia 
2 Social Forestry Agency of Kutai Kartanegara, 

Ministry of Forestry, Indonesia 
3 Faculty of Biology, Gadjah Mada University, 

Indonesia 

Email: mukhlisi.arkan@gmail.com 


