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Rehabilitation of Oiled Seabirds. A Report to the Advisory 
Committee on Oil Pollution of the Sea. By R. B. Clark and R. J. 
Kennedy. Department of Zoology, University of Newcastle upon 
Tyne, 1968. ii + 57 pages, including bibliography of 12 pages. 
10s, post free. 

The writing of this document and its production were partly financed 
by the World Wildlife Fund, the Royal Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals, and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. 
It is a most valuable review of the literature on the subject and the 
extensive bibliography (some 350 references) will prove of considerable 
use. The scope is perhaps best given by listing the seven main headings: 
(1) Incidence and distribution of oil pollution and its long-term effects 
on bird populations, (2) Effects of oil and other contaminants on birds, 
(3) Rehabilitation, (4) Renewal of water-repellancy of the plumage, 
{5) Metabolism and nutrition, (6) Diseases of captivity, and (7) Be
havioural aspects of rehabilitation. 

The report emphasises the chronic, long-term aspect and the serious 
pollutions in other parts of the world, particularly in the Baltic and 
Newfoundland. Some three million tons of oil may be spilled into the 
sea annually; the biggest disasters have included losses of perhaps 
350,000 Eiders off Massachusetts in 1952 and of some 450 Briinnich's 
Guillemots per lineal mile of a large area of the coastline of New
foundland in 1959/60. The species most liable to become oiled are those 
that spend much of their time swimming, such as the auks and some of 
the sea-ducks. In Newfoundland all auks have been badly affected and 
the Razorbill has been practically exterminated in the last 20 years. 
In Finland the Long-tailed Duck (a species that apparently chooses to 
land on oil slicks) was reduced by 90% between 1937-40 and 1958-60. 

The authors discuss the effects of oil (and of the emulsifiers used to 
clear it) in detail. Small patches of oil may kill a bird either by 
breaking down the feather arrangement and allowing water to reach 
and chill the body or by causing internal damage when oil is swallowed 
during preening. 

Death by water-logging or 'exposure' has been observed among 
ducks polluted by less than one gram of oil. To maintain body tem
perature, up to twice the normal food may be required by an oiled bird, 
thus increasing the likelihood of death by starvation. The emulsifiers— 
normally used only in cases of serious, localised oilings—appear to be 
equally harmful in that they may cause severe dermatitis, inhibit 
enzyme action or affect the waterproofing of the feathers. 

One of the most important aspects of rehabilitation is that of 
restoring the waterproofing. The authors discuss this, together with 
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the possibility of artificially inducing moult, and the role of the preen 
gland. The nutritional requirements of seabirds are large, up to 30% 
of their weight in fish each day. The need for salt in the diet may be 
partly to reduce the dangers of infections which are a common cause of 
mortality in birds undergoing rehabilitation. The authors stress how 
little is known of the pros and cons of different methods of treatment. 
Careful recording of the results of the many different methods cur
rently advocated by different exponents of the 'art' of bird cleaning— 
it is certainly not yet a science—could rapidly increase the effectiveness 
of the process. Even the knowledge that certain conditions were in
curable and that birds showing these should be destroyed at once would 
be an improvement from the humanitarian angle. 

The cynic may well ask whether it is all worth it. The cost of the care 
of birds injured in the Torrej Canyon episode has been put as high as over 
£100 per individual released and, since in one ringed sample 44 out of 
the 58 released were subsequently found dead, one must wonder 
whether any of them are still alive. I have little doubt that the treatment 
of oiled birds could be dramatically improved, but, as most are picked 
up by unskilled members of the public, the methods must be very 
simple for there to be much chance of success. Since probably the vast 
majority of oiled birds die or disappear at sea, the numbers saved will 
never be more than a very small percentage of those affected. In many 
species of seabirds, however, mature individuals may have an average 
life expectancy of a further 20, perhaps even 30, years. Hence, if they 
could be saved, they might be important members of the breeding 
population for many years to come. 

The review is weak on the population dynamics. It is a characteristic 
of natural populations that losses due to a disaster are made good in a 
comparatively short time. (The authors quote the Guillemot as laying 
only one egg and needing 5 3 years to double its numbers, but this is 
based on far too gloomy an estimate of survival rates, especially at 
low densities.) What birds cannot do is to survive the continual, annual 
battering given by the present chronic pollution of the seas. In other 
words, a Torrej Canyon every once in a while is less serious than smaller, 
persistent annual spillages. The latter could be stopped. As usual, pre
vention is far better than cure, but let us try to do the cure properly 
and humanely. C H R I S T O P H E R P E R R I N S 

The Kingfisher. By Rosemary Eastman. Collins, London, 1969. 
159 pages; 7 colour and 7 black-and-white plates. 30s. 
This book is a first-class condensation of most of the published work 
on Kingfishers and, especially, of Mr and Mrs Ronald Eastman's own 
studies. It is also a fascinating description of the techniques and in
genuity required of a brilliant natural history film maker, and an ex
ceptionally well written book which will surely hold the enthusiasm 
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of naturalists throughout its pages. The chapters on the natural history 
of Kingfishers are interspersed with descriptions of how the award-
winning film 'The Private Life of the Kingfisher' was made. It is in the 
telling of this story that the book holds much of its appeal: how the 
birds were attracted to display, to fish and to nest in the right places and 
at the right times; how on several occasions, through their vigilance, 
the Eastmans were able to save the lives of the adults and their young 
when weather and human interference threatened disaster; and how, 
despite apparently impossible obstacles, Kingfishers were filmed with
out disturbance, in the wild, under water and with ultra high speed 
camera equipment. A truly astonishing achievement. 

Two small points of criticism, I did find the index rather scanty, and 
I felt like quibbling with one or two almost trite remarks, such as 'this 
is the rule of nature: eat and be eaten. Nature may be compellingly 
beautiful but it is also incomparably cruel.' The illustrations, both 
colour and black-and-white, are superb. Perhaps they are rather few, 
but at the price I suppose it is unreasonable to expect more. I parti
cularly liked the Kingfisher cover of royal blue and russet red. In all, 
an award-deserving book about an award-winning film. 

A N T H O N Y C L A Y 
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