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Editorial 
When the British Trust for Ornithology was founded 37 years ago, one 
of its main aims was the encouragement of co-operative research by 
amateur ornithologists. This far-sighted move was made at a time when 
amateurs were few (the Trust's initial membership was 165) and the 
professional contribution extremely small. Now the Trust has a 
membership of over 4,200 and a professional staff which includes 14 
ornithologists; there are probably more than a hundred other 
professionals ranging from university research workers to observatory 
wardens and many other amateurs take part in co-operative enquiries 
organised by such bodies as the Wildfowl Trust and the Seabird Group 
or contribute observations to county reports. The vision of the pioneers 
has been justified and the thousands who now watch birds in this 
country combine their enjoyment with an essential contribution to the 
growth of scientific knowledge. Yet there are two main weaknesses in 
the present position. 

First, the sheer volume of data aggravates the old problem of delays 
in analysing the results. Thanks to the admirable network of local 
societies with their annual reports, Britain probably has more informa
tion about its avifauna than any other country in the world. Yet 
almost a quarter of a century elapsed before the pioneer 19-page 
analysis of distributional changes made by W. B. Alexander and 
Dr David Lack in 1944(fir//. Birds, 38:42-45,62-69, 82-88) was brought 
up to date and greatly enlarged by the much more precise information 
available in the stimulating 181-page survey by J. L. F. Parslow 
completed in 1967 and 1968 (fir//. Birds, 60: 2-47, 97-123, 177-202, 
261-285, 396-404, 493-508; 61: 49-64, 241-255)—and then only thanks 
to the generous financial backing of the Nature Conservancy. The 
British Trust for Ornithology's Ringing Scheme has a record of growth 
and efficient administration second to none, but its overworked staff 
have been constantly frustrated in their efforts to provide full analyses 
of the results available. 
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Critics of the enjoyable sport of spotting rare birds have complained 
that it provides little of scientific value, not least because few at
tempts have been made to analyse the data so as to yield significant 
results. Since the Rarities Committee was set up in 1958, however, 
its annual 'Report on rare birds . . . ' has developed to the stage where 
interesting patterns are beginning to emerge and some of these have 
received preliminary discussion in the individual species comments. 
Now this analysis of the patterns of rare and scarce migrants is being 
taken a stage further by the recently announced work of Dr J. T. R. 
Sharrock {Brit. Birds, 61: 470-471) who, beginning in spring 1969, will 
be publishing in British Birds a series of short papers examining the 
occurrences, during the ten years 1958-67, of 15 species of scarce 
migrants as well as seven of the Palearctic species and all the Nearctic 
waders and passerines on the Rarities Committee's list. 

Secondly, although more and more observers are joining co
operative enquiries, the number of amateurs who write papers on their 
own studies is probably declining. This may be partly due to the fact 
that since the 1939-45 war an increasing number of amateurs have 
joined the professional ranks and partly because, with this growth in 
professionalism, standards have inevitably become much higher—so 
much so that in some fields, such as bird behaviour where amateurs of 
the calibre of Eliot Howard and J. P. Burkitt once made major 
contributions, it is almost impossible now for non-professionals to 
keep pace with the new developments and even the new vocabularies. 
Some editors of local reports do not do enough to encourage original 
papers, but others seek them in vain. British Birds has a long tradition of 
fostering the contributions of amateurs and we would welcome more 
from them than we now receive. Such contributions need not be long, 
ponderous or statistical to merit publication. 

Co-operative enquiries benefit from the enthusiasm and the geo
graphical spread of amateurs, and they provide information that 
cannot be obtained from professional sources. They not only make 
major contributions to scientific knowledge, but more and more are 
becoming powerful aids to conservation. This was shown most 
strikingly in the survey of Peregrines Fakoperegrinus carried out for the 
British Trust for Ornithology by Dr D. A. Ratcliffe in 1961-62 (Bird 
Study, 10: 56-90 with 1963-64 and 1965-66 additions in 12: 66-82 and 
14: 238-246); this demonstrated, for the first time anywhere, a startling 
decline in the population of one species linked with the increasing use 
of organochlorine pesticides, and was followed by major restrictions 
on these chemicals. The Common Birds Census of the Trust, launched 
soon afterwards, provides not only an index of fluctuations in farmland 
species which could alert attention to new environmental contamina
tions, but is increasingly being used as an aid to the scientific manage
ment of reserves. In this issue we are now publishing the results of the 
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enquiry organised by the Seabird Group into the status of the Little 
Tern Sterna albifroiis, a species which is menaced not by contamination 
but by an ever-growing and increasingly mobile human population, 
and one which is unlikely to survive except where direct protection is 
given; this report is now being studied urgently by the Royal Society 
for the Protection of Birds and the County Naturalists' Trusts to see 
how existing measures can be strengthened and extended. 

In 1969 the amateur ornithological scene in Britain will be dominated 
by the two largest and most ambitious co-operative enquiries so far 
launched. The B.T.O. Atlas project enters on its second year with a 
full-time organiser; and the Seabird Group, after preliminary surveys 
in 1967 and 1968, is attempting an assessment of all our seabirds with 
Operation Seafarer. Both projects will add greatly to our existing 
knowledge and also provide a base line for conservationists seeking to 
measure and combat the increasing threats to our bird-life. It is 
essential that bird-watchers give these projects the highest priority 
in the coming spring and summer, at home or on holiday, if they are to 
be fully successful. 

Changes in style 

This issue sees a number of changes in British Birds with the aim of 
modernising the style last altered in January i960 and we hope that 
these will be welcomed. One innovation is the adoption of the wide
spread practice of giving authors' addresses at the ends of main 
contributions. Several people have contributed ideas, but we wish 
particularly to acknowledge the hard work and expert advice of Frank 
Collieson and Robert Gillmor. The latter has also produced a simple 
flying outline of a Red Grouse to replace the cover emblem which has 
stood resolute in two versions for 61 years. The Red Grouse was 
originally chosen because it was the only British bird species not 
indigenous anywhere else, but nowadays it is regarded as conspecific 
with the northern Holarctic Willow Grouse and so the flying emblem 
may symbolise the less insular attitudes of ornithology today. 


