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Endangered
Milky Storks
(right), wading
birds native to
South-east Asia,
are further
threatened
due to
cross-breeding
with their
more common
cousin, the
Painted Stork.
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Cross-breeding threatens at-risk stork species: NUS

The conservation of the Milky
Stork (Mycteria cinerea), an endan-
gered wading bird native to South-
east Asia, is threatened due to cross-
breeding with its more common
cousin, the Painted Stork (Mycteria
leucocephala), researchers from
the National University of Singa-
pore (NUS) have discovered.

“Apart from habitat loss and frag-
mentation, extinction through hy-
bridisation is one of the major
threats to endangered species,” said
the research lead, Assistant Profes-

sor Frank Rheindt from the Depart-
ment of Biological Sciences at the
NUS Faculty of Science.

The research, which was con-
ducted with Wildlife Reserves Sin-
gapore, was published in the jour-
nal Biological Conservation.

The scientists analysed tissue
samples of 46 captive and wild
storks, and their results showed sig-
nificant genomic “contamination”:
More than half of the sampled
storks were affected by “genetic in-
filtration” from the Painted Stork.

Although originating from a lim-
ited number of introduced Painted
Storks, these hybrids were now anin-
tegral part of both the wild and cap-
tive Singapore and southern Penin-
sular Malaysia stork population,
NUS said in the same statement.

The study was the first to provide
an estimate on the population ge-
nomic status of the endangered
Milky Stork in Singapore, and the
findings could contribute to the de-
sign of effective solutions for conser-
vation management of the globally

at-risk species, said Prof Rheindt.

The team recommended identify-
ing and isolating hybrid storks in
bird parks, zoos and the wild locally
from pure Milky Storks to prevent
cross-breeding, and conducting
thorough genetic analysis to ensure
the purity of an individual stork in
any planned breeding programme
orrelease.

Other recommendations in-
cluded removing hybrids from the
wild and releasing genetically pure
Milky Storks.
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