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Moringa oleifera: A Source of Preferred Food for Purple Sunbird
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Introduction

The purple sunbird Cinnyris asiaticus (Passeriformes: Nectariniidae), is a small bird of the sunbird family found mainly in South and

Southeast Asia, including India. Like other sunbirds they feed mainly on nectar, although they will also take insects, especially when feed-

ing young. They have a fast and direct flight and can take nectar by hovering like a hummingbird but often perch at the base of flowers.
The males can appear all black in harsh sunlight but the purple iridescence is visible on closer observation or under good light conditions.
Females are olive above and yellowish below. These are generally seen in pairs. They are found in thin forest and garden land, including

those in dense urban areas [1], usually perch to forage for nectar. They are important pollinators of some plant species such as Butea
monosperma [2], Acacia [3], Woodfordia [4] and Dendrophthoe [5].

Moringa oleifera is a fast-growing, drought-resistant tree of the family Moringaceae, native to tropical and subtropical regions of South

Asia. The flowers are fragrant and hermaphroditic, surrounded by five unequal, thinly veined, yellowish-white petals [6]. Almost all parts

of Moringa are edible, with regional uses varying widely. The bark, sap, roots, leaves, seeds and flowers are used in traditional medicine

[7]. It has an impressive range of medicinal uses with high nutritional value. Different parts of this plant contain a profile of important

minerals, and are a good source of protein, vitamins, beta-carotene, amino acids and various phenolics. The Moringa plant provides a rich

and rare combination of zeatin, quercetin, beta-sitosterol, caffeoylquinic acid and kaempferol. In addition to its compelling water purify-

ing powers and high nutritional value, M. oleifera is very important for its medicinal value. Various parts of this plant such as the leaves,
roots, seed, bark, fruit, flowers and immature pods act as cardiac and circulatory stimulants, possess antitumor, antipyretic, antiepileptic,
anti-inflammatory, antiulcer, antispasmodic, diuretic, antihypertensive, cholesterol lowering, antioxidant, antidiabetic, hepatoprotective,

antibacterial and antifungal activities and are being employed for the treatment of different ailments in the indigenous system of medicine, particularly in South Asia [8,9].

The observation area

The present observations were taken in my house garden located in the city of Bikaner, Rajasthan, India (28°N latitude and 73°18’E

longitudes) in the month of March 2020. The garden comprises of Moringa tree besides others like black plum (Syzygium cumini), curry
leaf tree (Murraya koenigii), sweet lime (Citrus limetta), Rohida (Tecomella undulata) and species of ornamental and vegetable plants and
creepers.

Observations and Discussion
The male as well as the female sunbirds were seen visiting the Moringa oleifera tree (Figure 1 and 2). Sometimes even the pair was

documented together (Figure 3). Both the sexes were noted to visit the flowers of M. oleifera at very short intervals throughout the day
from morning 7 am up to evening 6 pm feeding on nectar (Figure 4-7). No earlier report of sunbirds feeding on flower nectar of Moringa
is available so far, although its visits to the tree have been documented by Srivastava [10]. Further, Ghadirian., et al. [11] reported the

purple sunbird to feed on flowers’ nectar and fruits’ juices of 16 species of plants in Bandar Abbas which included Hibiscus rosachinensis,

Acacia nilotica, A. salicina, Prosopis cineraria, Cordia myxa, Albizzia lebbeck, Convolvulus sp., Aloe vera, Bougainvillea glabra, Citrus limon, C.

aurantium, C. sinensis, Tecoma stans, Calotropis procera, Eucalyptus camaldulensis, Melia indica, Phoenix dactylifera, Among them, flowers

of Chinese hibiscus were visited frequently (56%), followed by gum arabic tree Acacia nilotica, cashew Prosopis cineraria, sebesten Cordia
myxa and lebbek tree Albizzia lebbeck. In autumn, winter and early spring, when flowers are abundant, sunbirds were seen to feed mainly

on nectar. In late spring and summer, flowers of Acacia nilotica and Prosopis cineraria were frequently used, while in late summer fruits of

Cordia myxa and Phoenix dactylifera were the best sources of food based on their observations.

Figure 1: Male sunbird on M. oliefera tree.
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Figure 2: Female sunbird on M. oliefera tree.

Figure 3: Both sexes ready to feed on nectar of M. oliefera flowers.

Figure 4 and 5: Male sunbird feeding on nectar of M.oliefera flowers.

Figure 6 and 7: Female sunbird feeding on nectar of M.oliefera flowers.

Flowers produce nectar to attract pollinators. The purple sunbird is attracted to red flowers which may have no smell [12], but during

the present study, the sunbird was found to visit the creamish coloured flowers of Moringa. Klasing [12] has suggested that no sunbird is
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entirely nectivorous, and nectar alone cannot supplement amino-acids requirements, it may also feed on fruits’ juice and insects. In Indian
subcontinent they have been reported to feed on insects and spiders, but very largely on flower nectar [13].

Phytochemical analysis of extract has shown the presence of major classes of phytochemicals such as tannins, alkaloids, flavonoids,

cardiac glycosides etc. M. oleifera flowers were found to contain 19.31 mg/g of gallic acid equivalent of total phenolics in dry extract but

exhibited moderate antioxidant activity. The anti-inflammatory activity of plant extract was significant and comparable with the standard
drug diclofenac sodium [14].

This could therefore be suggestive that as flowers of M. oleifera possess potent anti-inflammatory activity and are also a good source of

natural antioxidants, and there is possibility of some natural mechanism in this bird which identifies this property and thus exploits the
flower nectar and feeds on it as also suggested earlier by Srivastava [15] for parakeet. Long term studies are further needed for confirma-

tion.
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