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From left: An eastern barn owl, a yellow-rumped flycatcher and an emerald dove all died after flying 2
into buildings here. PHOTOS: LIM KIM CHUAH, DAVID TAN ]

Skyscrapers ‘pose
fatal risk’ to
migratory birds

QUICKSOLUTION

Thereis one thing thatcan
beimmediately doneand
at no cost - switching off
lightsin high office
buildingsinthecityinthe
night. Itwill contribute
positively to minimising
theincidents of birds

crashing into buildings.
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Between 1998 and 2016, 157 birds died after colliding with
buildings here, mostly in CBD and west of island: Study

MR ALFRED CHIA who is from the Nature
Society (Singapore) Bird Group

Audrey Tan

Skyscrapers have become part of
the skyline in land-scarce Singa-
pore, but they are posing a problem
for migratory birds. And buildings
in the central and western parts of
the island are the ones birds are
most likely to crash into, a new
study has found.

Put together by bird scientists
and researchers from institutions
such as Nature Society (Singapore)
and the National University of Sin-
gapore, the study found that, be-
tween1998 and last year, 237 migra-
tory birds collided with buildings,
and 157 of them died.

Of the 237 collisions, 115 took
place in the Central Business Dis-
trict and a few residential areas on
the fringes of the Central Catch-
ment Nature Reserve.

In the west of the island, there
were 57 collisions, largely in areas
with heavy industrial land use on

the edge of the Western Catchment
area. The two areas accounted for
73 per cent of all reported collisions
in Singapore.

This could be because the west-
ernand southern ends of Singapore
are geographically closest to Suma-
tra, Indonesia, where many migra-
tory birds spend the winter, said Mr
Yong Ding Li, one of the authors of
the paper.

Mr Yong, a member of Nature So-
ciety (Singapore) and a PhD candi-
date studying birds at the Aus-
tralian National University, added:
“Many migratory birds make use of
the narrowest sea crossings where
possible - because of the hazards of
sea crossings. Birds that lose flight
altitude and end up in the sea willal-
most certainly not make it.”

The study, the first to document
bird and building collisions in
South-east Asia, also found that cer-
tain species of birds are more likely
to collide into buildings than others.

In Singapore, four species - the

blue-winged pitta, yellow-rumped
flycatcher, western hooded pitta
and oriental dwarf kingfisher - ac-
counted for 53 per cent of all colli-
sions. Mr Yong said birds such as pit-
tas may fly at an altitude that ren-
ders them more vulnerable tobuild-
ing collisions.

“It may be that pittas, being
mostly ground-dwelling birds in
tropical forests, may not fly as high
as other migrants... thus becoming
more vulnerable to collisions with
man-made structures,” he added.

The hazard of bird-building colli-
sionsis not unique to Singapore.

It has been documented in other
places, such as Hongdo Island in
South Korea. Between October
2004 and November 2007, 89 birds
were found dead after colliding
with windows and other man-made
structures. And in North America,
estimates of bird deaths from colli-
sions range from 100 million to one
billionayear.

The study said: “The birds most
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vulnerable to collisions with
man-made structures are migra-
tory species whose routes pass
through major urban centres.

“The problem is exacerbated by
light pollution from urban build-
ings atnight, which attracts and dis-
orientates night-flying birds, lead-
ingtoincreased collision rates inur-
banareas.”

The study was done by Mr Low
Bing Wen, Mr Yong, Mr David Tan,
Mr Alan Owyong and Mr Alfred
Chia. It was published in the June is-
sue of Birding Asia, the bulletin of
the Oriental Bird Club - a
Britain-based society for ornitholo-
gists studying Asian birds.

Mr Chia, who is from the Nature
Society (Singapore) Bird Group,
said all it takes is for people to
switch off the lights in high-rise
buildings, instead of leaving them
on throughout the night.

He said: “It may not be practical
or feasible for the building authori-
ties to make it mandatory for build-

ing owners and developers to in-
stall bird-friendly glass in building
facades.”

Bird-friendly glass, whichisa spe-
cial kind of glass that has UV-reflec-
tive patches to make the glass more
visible to passing birds, is not used
in Singapore.

But Mr Chia said: “There is one
thing that can be immediately done
and at no cost - switching off lights
in high office buildings in the city in
the night. It will contribute posi-
tively to minimising the incidents
of birds crashing into buildings.”

In New York City, for example,
some building owners have, since
2005, been switching off non-es-
sential lights after learning of the fa-
tal attraction ofbirds to lights. Over
90 buildings, including the Rocke-
feller Centre, Chrysler Building and
Time Warner Centre, have joined
the Lights Out programme, encour-
aging buildings to keep birds safe.
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