


The authors are commendably concerned about conservation and en-
vironmental relations and have taken every opportunity to comment on various
problems. Well and good; but their approach is to uncritically blame human ac-
tivities for every problem real or imagined. Some claims of society’s guilt are
exaggerated and some incorrect. For example, we are told that the Wood Duck
has extended its range westward in search of suitable nesting sites as eastern
forests have been destroyed, and also that the recent appearances of the Great
Crested Flycatcher in Alberta are probably the result of destruction of habitat far-
ther east, and again, that the Ringnecked Duck is extending its range into more
southerly parts of the mountains and foothills of Alberta because of destruction of
many ponds and small lakes in the muskeg regions it usually inhabits.

The ability to disperse is a fundamental characteristic of all plants and animals
and dispersing individuals are repeatedly found outside the normal range of most
species. When conditions are suitable range changes can be rapid and spectacular.
Many northward range extensions in Scandinavia have been documented and the
cause attributed to slight amelioration of the climate of that region. The range ex-
tensions mentioned above could equally be related to climatic factors, or the result
of genetic factors if the population has by natural selection broadened its habitat
tolerances or enhanced its competitive abilities. To suggest that a species extends
its range ‘‘in search of suitable nesting sites elsewhere’’ ascribes a purposiveness
to animal range changes that is simply not supportable. Furthermore, to claim as
endangered the Sprague’s Pipit, whose aerial song floats down over many
thousands of square miles of prairie habitat each spring, strains credulity.

Ecologists and conservationists should above all try to be effective in their
public statements, scrupulously factual in discussing problems, and both
judicious and restrained in their claims, predictions and in assigning guilt.
Nagging won’t do. Conservation is only hurt by accusations that are seen by the
public to be exaggerated or wrong.

There are other attitudes displayed in the book which I thought curious. For
feminist bird watchers there is even sexism. Mating pursuit flights of ducks
(salaciously called “‘rape flights’’ by waterfow! biologists) are not mentioned at
all, whereas in the species account of Wilson’s Phalarope, a member of a family in
which the usual sex roles are reversed, we read of females competing for males
and indulging in ‘ ‘unladylike brawls’’ and of the males succumbing to the ‘‘wiles
of the winner’’ and becoming the ‘‘most henpecked husband of the bird world.”’
Fie on you chauvinist authors!

The authors understand and indeed they continually justify the predatory role
of the raptorial birds, but nest parasitism, certainly a rarer and more fascinating
adaptation, is just too much. Thus we read that from the cowbird egg ‘‘a monster
is hatched’” and the young cowbird gets the ‘‘lion’s share’’ of the food, and that
it can ‘‘soon push the other young out of the nest.”’ All of which makes the
authors wonder if cowbirds are on balance really ‘‘beneficial’” species. This sort of
moral outrage was unexpected. I had hoped that in our slow striving for a con-
servation ethic we were past making this kind of moral judgment. It is curious that
the authors, both of them professional biologists, adopt these attitudes; I hope
they have misjudged their audience.
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On the whole this book is well written, up to date and informative. Despite my
comments | think it is a very big improvement over the previous edition and I
recommend it unreservedly to anyone interested in the bird life on the Canadian
prairies.
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