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O N COUNTING BIRDS 

Estimating Numbers of Terrestrial Birds. C. J ohn Ralph and]. Michael Scott, 
ed ito rs. 1981. Stu d ies in Avian Biology No .6. Coopet Ornithological Society. 
630 pages. $20 .00 (paper) . 

In 1944 . S, C. Kend eigh pu blished his monograp h summarizing methods 
of estimating bird pop ulations. The sta te of the an remained lit tle changed un­
til the early 1970's. Th e papers tha t proliferated since then have been difficult 
to follow as the y appeared in such varied publicati on s as Grnis Pennica , 
Biom etrics, American Birds , and others . Applicabl e techniqu es have been hid­
den in unexpected places such as G . H . Kelker's th esis on m easu ring de er popula­
tio ns. One of th e m ost valu able contribut ions of th e Proceedi ngs under review 
is to brin g togeth er in one book the p reviously scattered id eas, m ethod s, and 
references d eal ing with estima ting numbers of te rrestrial b irds. 

Th e problem that gene rat ed th is sym posiu m was exp ressed in the Introduc­
tion by the ed ito rs , C. ]. Ralph and]. M. SCOtt: "Increasingly, workers ate find ­
ing that th e sophi sticate d questions asked of the data and the precision required 
in th e data an alysis are at odd s with the method s of d at a collection and the 
behavior of the birds bei ng samp led ." We obviously cannot cha nge bird behavior 
to me et our research nee ds any more th an we can cha nge th e weat her. What 
we can do is to learn to understand how each affects ou r bird counts. We need 
to understand important sou rces of variability in ou r counts and lea rn to deal 
with th ese through improved statist ical meth ods. stand ard ization, p lanning , 
stu dy design , and observer tra ining . 

The goa l of thi s sym posium was to bring together experts in the fie ld of bird 
populatio n estima tion. inclu d ing both biologists and sta tisticians , to d iscover 
whe re we are today in our state of knowledge, and how that knowledge h as been 
applied in th e field . Th at th is goal was reached was expressed in th e Proceedings 
by R. Z. Callaham : "From th is confe rence emerged an ap preciation of th e status 
of knowledge and of pract ice , as well as suggestio ns for moving availab le 
technology into practi ce." 
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There are over 100 pap ers in these Proceedings th at atte mpt to help reade rs 
unde rsta nd rhe p roblems involved in bird populatio n estima tion and the possi­
ble solutions to those problems. The value of these papers is enhanced by the 
skillfu l way Ralph and Scott have compiled th em to aid the reade r in ma king 
easy, thorou gh use of the conte n ts. 

The nine sessions have unambigu ous ti tles leading the reade r immedi atel y 
to rhe papers of in terest : Estimating Relative Abundance, Estimat ing Birds Per 
Uni t Area, Comparison of Methods, Species Variab ility, Environme nta l In­
flu ences, Observer Variabi lity, Sampling Design , Data Analysis. and Overvi ew. 
Each session is preceded by introductory rema rks and ends with two summaries. 
one by a statist ician and the oth er by a biologist. These summaries often serve 
in poi nt ing out the strengths and weaknesses of the pa pers and sometimes offer 
alternative solut ions or interpretations. 

A welcome feature in these Proceedi ngs is the Reader's G uide. which is a 
valuable repla ceme nt for an index, something often lacking in Proceed ings. The 
major headi ngs are: D ata Anal ysis; Count Period ; Environmental Variables; 
Hab irar Correlates; Observers and Their Variabiliry; Plannin g and Choosing 
Methods: Sampling Design ; Merhods, Compa rison ; Met hods, Review; and 
Variab ility Between and \X7i thin Specie s. 

Th e "Methods , Comparison " and "Methods. Review" entri es in the Reader 's 
G uide arc useful to researche rs att empting to choose an appropriate method 
for the ir stu d ies. The "Methods, Comparison" is a chart design ed for q uick 
d iscovery of which comparisons can be fou nd in the Proceed ings. For exam ple. 
on th is chart the reade r can find page numbers for six pape rs that compare th e 
te rrito ry mapping method with the fixed -width line tra nsect. Th e "Methods, 
Review" cha n gives page nu mbers where th e reader can find de scriptions and 
appraisals of the particu lar methods of int erest, and how to pe rform the da ta 
anal ysis. 

Anot he r usefu l feature in the se Proceedi ngs is a glossary, wh ich covers the 
commo n terms used in estimat ing nu mbers of birds. It should aid reader s who 
are unfam iliar with coun ting techniq ues and standardize me an ings for te rms 
that arc oft en used interchangeably in the literatu re . 

All references are comp iled at the end of the Proceedings and cover 40 pages. 
This puts them in one easily reached location. However, comp ilation in this man­
ner makes it mort d ifficu lt to look for literatu re citations related to a specific 
meth od or bird category. For example , if the reade r is int erested in raptor coun ts, 
he would have to turn to Fuller and Mosher's paper on tha t subject and skim 
thro ugh the text for citations (there an: 58 in just the first three page s), and 
look up the ti tles in the back of th e book , rather than look for th em conven­
ientl y at th e end of the paper. 

Any person pla nn ing a stu dy requ iring estimating num bers of terrestrial bi rds 
should ob tain a copy of th ese Proceed ings and keep it as a handy reference. It 
is up to the field biologists to close th e gap between th e State: of the art and 
the practice of the art . 

Shawn A. Mikol 
Wyom ing G am e and Fish Departm ent 
Lander, Wyoming 
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