
The XIV International Ornithological 
Congress 

Special Review by Finn Salomonsen 

Proceedings of the XIV International Ornithological Congress, 
Oxford, 24-30 July 1966. Edited by D. W. Snow. Blackwell, Oxford 
and Edinburgh, 1967. xxiii + 405 pages; 11 black-and-white 
photos; many text-figures. 72s. 6d. 
The Proceedings of the International Ornithological Congress at 
Oxford in 1966 have now appeared as a handsome volume of practical 
size, with an excellent1 layout, clear and easily readable typography, 
neatly executed line-drawings and diagrams, and well-produced 
photographic plates. The book is nicely bound and of a high standard 
throughout. The editor, Dr. D. W. Snow, deserves the gratitude of 
all ornithologists. The same applies also to the President of the 
Congress, Dr. David Lack, and the Secretary-General, Professor N. 
Tinbergen, whose inspiration, ideas and high talent for organisation 
were the foundation of the Congress's great success and achievements. 

The scope and contents of these Proceedings differ in some respects 
from those of their predecessors and a new publication policy has 
been adopted. Only the main lectures of the plenary sessions, a total 
of 17 papers, are published here. These are all comprehensive contri
butions by prominent ornithologists who were specially invited by the 
British Executive Committee of the Congress to review their particular 
fields of research. The numerous lectures delivered at the sectional 
sessions are not even mentioned by name; the reason, as explained in 
the Secretary-General's report, was to avoid 'too heavy a burden on 
the finances of the Congress'. In any case, such lectures often contain 
'material that could justifiably be published in the normal ornithological 
journals'. This viewpoint is absolutely legitimate, of course, but it 
will continue to give rise to some argument. Personally, I find it 
sound and, against the background of the enormous scientific produc
tivity these days, quite logical and even necessary. I am sure that it 
anticipates the future attitude to be taken by all big scientific congresses. 

The decision not to publish the sectional papers makes the 'Abstracts' 
of them, which were printed and issued before the Congress, an in
dispensable companion volume to these Proceedings. Unfortunately, 
many Congress members did not keep the Abstracts, presumably 
because they expected the papers to be printed in full, as in the past. 
Many of these sectional papers dealt with traditional or conventional 
lines of study, but a considerable number were of primary interest 
in that they set out novel viewpoints, discussed provocative matters 
or threw new light on questions now in focus. They covered an 
overwhelming wealth of topics and it is not easy to make a selection, 
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but before reviewing the main Proceedings I should like to draw 
attention to some which I found particularly noteworthy. The subjects 
of these covered computer simulation of pigeon orientation (Dr. H. E. 
and B. P. Adler), convergence between swifts and hummingbirds 
(Mrs. J. W. Cohn), breeding biology of the Kittiwake (Dr. J. C. 
Coulson), orientation in the Indigo Bunting (Dr. S. T. Emlen), 
orientation in passerine night migrants (Dr. P. R. Evans), taxonomy 
of geographical variation (I. C. J. Galbraith), evolution on islands 
(Dr. P. R. Grant), circadian rhythmicity in migrants (E. Gwinner), 
pterylosis and taxonomy (Dr. Mary A. Heimerdinger), moulting 
adaptations in desert birds (Professor A. Keast), and magnetism and 
orientation in Robins (W. Wiltschko and Professor F . W. Merkel). 
This is just a personal selection, however, and many others could 
equally well be singled out. The editorial panel would have faced an 
impossible task if it had to choose some of these sectional papers for 
publication and the only reasonable solutions were to print all or 
none. I t would have been useful, however, to have printed the Ab
stracts in the Proceedings, as has sometimes been done with the reports 
on the annual conferences of the British Ornithologists' Union (e.g. 
Ibis, 107: 130-132). This would have given easy access to summaries 
of the great mass of information in the sectional papers. 

As it is, the present volume is the smallest in the series of Proceedings 
of the International Ornithological Congresses. Its 405 pages amount 
to exactly one-third of the size of the Proceedings of the Ithaca 
Congress in 1962, as well as 350 pages less than those of the Oxford 
Congress in 1934 and about 300 pages fewer even than those of the 
London Congress in 1905. I hasten to add that these comparisons do 
not imply that the size of a book is a measure of its usefulness. They 
do emphasize, however, that the decision not to print the great bulk 
of the lectures has resulted in a volume which is slimmer, handier and 
less expensive than any of its predecessors. 

The 17 main papers delivered at the plenary sessions, which thus 
form all but a few pages of these Proceedings, are all outstanding 
contributions. They cover research on 'Systematics and Taxonomy', 
'Aspects of Physiology', 'Population Ecology', 'Vocal Communica
tion' and 'Orientation and Navigation'. These well-chosen topics 
cover some of the most important fields of current and future research. 
Dr. Lack's Presidential Address on 'Interrelationships in breeding 
adaptations as shown by marine birds' and the paper which followed 
it by Professor Tinbergen on 'Adaptive features of the Black-headed 
GulP are thought-provoking and wide-ranging in .their conclusions. 
Both deal with seabird adaptations, but from factual and experimental 
angles respectively; they not only summarise present knowledge, 
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but open up fascinating new lines of research. Dr. Lack demonstrates 
that many features of breeding biology are closely linked with each 
other, all being subject to natural selection, and that many adaptations 
are compromises between conflicting advantages. He points out a 
number of important differences in breeding adaptations between 
offshore (including pelagic) and inshore feeders, all ultimately due to 
the much greater distances the former have to travel to obtain food 
for their young. This evidently has a close bearing on a problem which 
has often puzzled me. During the pre-nuptial period all arctic and 
boreal offshore feeders alternate between lengthy sojourns out at 
sea and short visits to their breeding places, an adaptive development 
which must be due to convergent evolution in the different groups of 
seabirds. In view of Dr. Lack's findings, this behaviour can be ex
plained as a compromise between normal activities at the nest site and 
feeding excursions necessary to build up sufficient energy for egg-
laying and brooding.1 Such interruptions in the pre-nuptial display 
period are not found among inshore feeders. 

In his paper on the Black-headed Gull, among many other interesting 
behavioural aspects, Professor Tinbergen draws attention to the so-
called 'aggressive camouflage' produced by the white on the heads 
and undersides of gulls and other seabirds. This colour enables 
birds which are plunge-diving for fish to approach their prey from 
the air more closely than if they were dark. Professor Tinbergen 
gives good reasons for his conviction that the adaptive value of the 
white coloration in seabirds is attributable to this, but he adds cautious
ly that the evidence is not yet complete. Nevertheless, the theory 
may explain why the young Kittiwake, unlike all other immature 
marine gulls, quickly adopts a white head and under-parts similar 
to those of the adult: just after fledging, it leaves the inshore zone, 
again unlike other immature gulls, and starts fishing in the pelagic 
zone. The theory may. also explain why the Black Guillemot is the 
only auk which can afford a black breeding plumage: it feeds on slow-
moving or almost stationary benthonic organisms, while the other 
auks (with white under-parts) feed to a great extent on fast-moving 
nekton in the offshore zone. 

The section on systematics and taxonomy comprises two papers. 
The first is a theoretical discussion by Dr . Walter J. Bock of "The use 
of adaptive characters in avian classification'. Its importance lies in its 
distinction between different types or degrees of adaptation and in its 
conclusion that adaptive characters, contrary to current belief, are 
suitable for use in the classification of higher taxonomic categories. 
The second paper in this section is a short account by Professor Dr. 
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Erwin Stresemann of his comprehensive studies of moult, which have 
recently been published in a special volume of Journal fur Ornithologie 
(reviewed in Brit. Birds, 60: 407-411). Professor Stresemann, the 
Nestor of present-day ornithology, has revived research into moult 
after it had been neglected for a very long time. In this short paper 
he mentions a number of extremely interesting adaptations to environ
mental and biological factors, and emphasises the importance of the 
physiological process of moult in its relation to growth, migration, 
reproductive cycles and other phenomena. It is noteworthy and quite 
unexpected, however, to find that certain moult patterns appear to 
lack any functional advantage. Such cases may express the pleiotropic 
effects of genes which otherwise influence characters favoured by 
selection. 

The physiological section, comprising three papers, concentrates 
on periodical rhythms and their control. Professor Dr. Jiirgen Aschoff, 
one of the founders of this field of study, writes on 'Orcadian rhythms 
in birds' and gives an excellent, lucid and exhaustive treatment of the 
whole complex of endogenous rhythms and their correlations with 
various 'Zeitgebers', of which the intensity of illumination appears to 
be the most important controlling factor. Professor Aschoff bases 
this paper on birds alone, but it is well-known that such self-sustained 
oscillations in activity are found in most animals and are also of vital 
importance in man. Professor AschofPs distinction between 'early 
risers' and 'late risers' among Chaffinches is, I am sure, paralleled in 
human behaviour. Dr. Donald S. Farner's contribution on 'The 
control of avian reproductive cycles' is a thorough and very clear 
description of an extremely complicated subject. The basic proximate 
factors in the control of reproductive cycles are a variety of external 
information and hormonal influences emanating from the hypothala
mus, the anterior pituitary gland and the gonads. Highly interesting 
is the discussion of the significance of endogenous circennial periodi
cities in the control of the gonadal cycle (and, I could add, of migratory 
behaviour). Dr. Farner is somewhat reluctant to admit the existence 
of such inherent rhythms and I agree that the subject is controversial. 
There are, however, some recent experiments with captive birds which 
can hardly be explained without assuming that endogenous circennial 
rhythms are involved. In the third and last physiological paper 
Professor R. A. Hinde discusses 'Aspects of the control of avian re
productive development within the breeding season', based particu
larly on experiments with Canaries. He analyses nest-building activities, 
brood-patch development and other phenomena, and concludes that 
they are controlled by a complex interaction between external stimuli, 
behaviour and endocrine state. 
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Each of the three papers on population ecology concerns a single 
species: the Pied Flycatcher (Dr. Lars von Haartman), the Short-
tailed Shearwater (Dr. D. L. Serventy) and the White Stork (Dr. 
Gerhardt Zink). They are followed by four papers on vocal communi
cation in individual species or groups: the Robin (J.-C. Bremond), 
various American sparrows (Dr. P. Marler), species which imitate or 
sing in duet (Professor W. H. Thorpe) and the Chaffinch (Fernando 
Nottebohm). All these papers contain a wealth of information, and 
numerous new and stimulating ideas, based on many years of obser
vation and experiment. 

In the final section on orientation and migration Frank Belkose 
reports on 'Radar in orientation research', summarising comprehensive 
radar-based studies in America; Professor Charles Walcott and Martin 
Michener describe the 'Analysis of tracks of single homing pigeons'; 
and Dr. Hans G. Wallraff assesses 'The present status of our knowledge 
about pigeon homing'. In all three papers the existence in birds of a 
capacity for navigation (i.e. a true map-sense) is confirmed, but its 
physiological basis appears to remain as big a riddle as ever. Professor 
Walcott and Mr. Michener used a still novel and very promising 
technique in their experiments, working with pigeons which they 
fitted with radio transmitters and then tracked by aeroplane. They 
concluded that their pigeons used three forms of orientation in homing: 
first a compass orientation, then a true navigatory sense, and finally 
visual recognition of landmarks. 

It must be clear from this survey of the contents of the Proceedings 
that, in spite of their high quality, the contributions do not cover all 
major topics of ornithological research. This would have been im
possible, of course, but it would be appropriate if future Congresses 
could turn some attention towards different fields of ornithology. I 
have evolution and zoogeography especially in mind, but other 
suitable subjects would be various aspects of ecology, the physiology 
of metabolism in correlation with the ecoclimatical rules, the new 
subspecies concepts, and numerical taxonomy. 

Finally, a few words on the President's preface to the Proceedings. 
Dr. Lack is much concerned at the steady growth in the size of the 
Congress, being afraid that it may finally destroy itself or at least lose 
its scientific integrity. In spite of a considerable rise in the membership-
fee and a restriction on excursions, the Congress at Oxford in 1966 
became almost as large as the preceding one at Ithaca in 1962. I 
believe that this expansion is unavoidable. Mankind's present popula
tion explosion inevitably means a growing number of universities 
and other scientific institutions, as well as an increase in the number of 
ornithologists. The only way of limiting the size of the Congress 
would be to make it a closed conference, to which a number of 
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distinguished scientists were invited or to which the leading institu
tions were asked to send representatives. This would safeguard the 
scientific standard, but would prevent the participation of young and 
promising ornithologists for whom the contact with prominent 
personalities is very important. Such a solution would therefore 
be highly unsatisfactory. It is possible, however, that in the 21st 
century the International Ornithological Congresses will have to be 
arranged in enormous halls in the larger cities, with accommodation on 
a commercial basis. This situation already faces other groups, such as 
architects and physicians. We would lose the atmosphere and the charm 
of the small university communities, but not necessarily the intellectual 
standard and the spiritual essence. I am quite sure that, in spite of the 
huge crowd, the right people would soon get together in fruitful 
discussion. I agree with Dr. Lack that we might lose more specialist 
groups, as we have already lost almost all the ethologists, but this is 
the fault of the self-sufficient specialists, not of the Congress. Bearing 
in mind that even international zoological congresses still flourish, I 
am not so pessimistic about the future as Dr. Lack is. 

The photographs in the Proceedings match the text in quality. They 
portray some of the bigwigs of the Congress and it will be good to 
know in years to come how they looked in 1966. 
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