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Several years ago, during a May bird count, my com-
panion and driver suddenly sped up and said “Let us
boot it through this desert.” We had just left a riparian
habitat where we had found several unusual species.
We were now in open farmland and the only species
we saw were House Sparrows. This coloured my view
point for many years. Indeed I have found little diver-
sity in Canada’s vast acres of uni-crops — wheat, canola,
flax, tobacco etc. Ranch land was always much better.

This new book brings a scientific, objective view-
point to the importance of farmlands to birds. Be pre-
pared to read a lot of statistical information, very im-
portant to a clear understanding. The authors include
ALL farmlands in their analysis. They consider any
type of farming from slash and burn to rice paddies,
open range and coffee plantations. They include vari-
ous methods of farming; conventional, crop rotation to
organic. The results are surprising.

It seems that many birds have become dependant on
farmland for at least part of their existence. Some birds
have evolved as agriculture evolved to co-exist with
humans. Indeed I find it odd to see some species like
swallows nesting in cliffs and other wild places. This
does not detract from the problem of lower species
diversity in farm lands. However this book shows that
some forms of farmland are far more bird-friendly than
Canadian wheatfields. I was impressed by the list of
species that use rice fields, for example.

This book identifies six basic types of farmland and
devotes a chapter to each. The reader can find the dis-
tribution of each type along with the principle crop.
The species that are affected are covered in a generic
fashion, while specific species that have suffered or
benefited are covered in vignette boxes. For example,
the issues with the expanding goose population in Can-
ada and elsewhere and the loss of Eurasian Skylarks

are treated this way. Within each type the authors eval-
uate the differing methods of cultivation. Data from
organic and conventional farms, for example, showed
that the density for about half the species studied was
higher on organic farms. As well the total abundance
of all species was higher too. Similarly the cultiva-
tion systems for coffee and cacao are compared and a
vignette box explains the role of the Black-throated
Blue Warbler.

This book extremely well laid out. Clearly a lot of
thought has gone into the design and this has made it
easy to use. It is very well illustrated too. Examples of
farmland and farming operations are depicted, allow-
ing the reader to get a better sense of the nature of the
farm type. There are many photos of the birds being
discussed; beautiful, frame-filling artistic photos of
fascinating birds. Where appropriate maps, charts and
drawings are included.

It has been estimated that the numbers of all common
birds has dropped by about 10% in the last 20 years,
whereas the common farmland birds have declined by
a whopping 50% in the same period. It is clear that for-
merly “common” farmland birds continue to decrease
because of the effects of changing agricultural prac-
tices. While we cannot ignore the need for expanding
and more efficient methods of providing food for the
growing population, this book will give a better, more
reasoned basis for the farming choices we will have
to make.

This is an excellent, book that was fun to read, while
raising some difficult and important issues. The global
perspective is enlightening. You can buy it for pictures,
but do not miss reading the text.

Roy Jonn
2193 Emard Crescent, Ottawa, Ontario K1J 6K5 Canada
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There are academic ornithologists who do research
and supervise graduate students, and there are avian
field biologists. Of them all, the raptor researchers
seem to be the most passionate, bold and fearless. Not
least of the proof must be the hazards of raptor research
such as gaining access to raptor nests and the young
in them. Invariably the nests are on cliffs, sometimes
with crumbling stone, or at the top of 30 metre high
trees. On arrival at the nest, it is usually so wide and
deep the climber needs to be an acrobat even to see
into it. Handling raptors safely requires skill, strength
and protection from beaks accustomed to tearing off

mammal heads, and from talons which rip open guts
with nonchalance. These hazards are obviously not
the primary reasons why the devotees are so attached
to their subjects. So it must be the graceful flying, the
majesty, and the assured behaviour exhibited by the
birds which are at the top of their food chain. It is that
position in the food chain which makes them so vul-
nerable to local extinction when their prey is contam-
inated, such as consuming drugged cattle in India.

In the preface the editors write that the book is an
“anthology of tales by people who study eagles in the
wild”. The first long chapter establishes eagle diversity,



