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Peregrine Falcon Populations: Their Biology and Decline. Pro
ceedings of an International Conference sponsored by the Uni
versity of Wisconsin in 1965. Edited by Joseph J. Hickey. Uni
versity of Wisconsin Press, Madison, Milwaukee and London, 
1969. 596 pages; 61 black-and-white plates. 95s. 
It was by a curious chance that the Peregrine became the main focus 
of the pesticide-wildlife debate. In i960, when the pigeon-fanciers 
complained that an increase in Peregrine numbers was causing heavy 
losses among their racing birds, the Nature Conservancy asked the 
British Trust for Ornithology to carry out a national census to see if 
the facts justified control measures. The results, published in 1963 by 
the organiser, D . A. Ratcliffe, revealed that, far from increasing, Pere
grines had declined to about half the pre-war total and that only a 
quarter of the survivors were breeding successfully. He argued that 
strong circumstantial evidence implicated the persistent organo-
chlorine pesticides in the decline. This conclusion played an important 
part in further restrictions on the uses of aldrin and dieldrin, which 
operated from 1965. Not everyone, however, was convinced. The 
leading manufacturers maintained (and have continued to do so) that 
the case was not proven, and some biologists, especially in the United 
States, considered it desirable to establish a more direct link between 
increased pesticide use and the widespread declines of the Peregrine 
and some other raptors. 

This was the genesis of the conference of international experts 
sponsored by the University of Wisconsin in the autumn of 1965 and 
organised by Professor Hickey. Its purpose was to review the evidence 
and assess the various explanations of what he describes as 'one of the 
most remarkable recent events in environmental biology'. The Pro
ceedings run to almost 600 pages, a record for a volume devoted 
largely to a single avian species. They open with a fascinating account 
of the history and habits of the Peregrine and then there follow the 
experts' contributions and discussion summaries arranged under a 
number of main headings: Peregrine populations, giving detailed 
accounts of the declines in many areas (in the eastern United States 
the 1964 enquiry failed to locate any active eyries); population trends 
in other raptorial birds, including the Osprey, Sparrowhawk, Golden 
Eagle, Bald Eagle and White-tailed Eagle; behaviour and general 
ecology; and population factors, from predation, pathogens, shooting 
and egg-collecting to sonic booms. The final section covers population 
dynamics and the significance of the trends established, and here the 
discussion is of absorbing interest. The case for linking pesticides with 
the widespread declines in various raptors was put by Dr Ratcliffe and 
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Ian Prestt of the Nature Conservancy, whose detailed researches pro
vided some of the most convincing evidence. They, and others, 
stressed the close correlations, geographically and in time, between the 
increasing use of the persistent organochlorines and the population 
declines. They pointed to the novel and sinister sequence so often 
revealed, of egg-breakage, hatching failure, death of young and failure 
of adults to lay, all suggestive of the sub-lethal effects of pesticides. 
They established that throughout its history, before the advent of 
synthetic agricultural chemicals, the Peregrine had a remarkable re
silience to other possible mortality factors, such as persecution and 
disease. 

Many, but not all, of those present at the conference in 1965 seem 
to have been convinced by this weight of evidence. Some remained 
unhappy that it was then not possible to determine the precise mech
anism by which the persistent chemicals acted to produce such wide
spread effects. The long delay in publishing the Proceedings has had 
the fortunate effect of enabling Professor Hickey and James E. Roelle 
to add an account of the results of later research and so, as in the 
classic detective novel, to reveal the exact details of the crime in their 
three final pages. 

Appropriately, it was D r Ratcliffe who took the first decisive step, 
when he showed that egg-shells of Peregrines, Golden Eagles and 
Sparrowhawks (all species where the phenomenon of egg-breaking 
and eating had been observed) had declined markedly and abruptly in 
thickness after 1946, coinciding with the general introduction of the 
first major organochlorine, D D T . Similar changes were then found in 
North American raptors, including Peregrines, Bald Eagles and 
Ospreys. The second discovery was made by D. B. Peakall, a British 
scientist working in the United States, who demonstrated that organo
chlorine compounds can affect the hormones which regulate the mobili
sation of calcium in the reproductive cycle of birds. Professor Hickey 
and Dr Roelle conclude, therefore, that 'the ecological case against the 
chlorinated hydrocarbon insecticides as the pervasive factor in these 
phenomena is essentially complete'. 

I t has taken almost a decade of intensive international research in 
the field and laboratory to obtain this certainty. The pollutants involved 
are varied: dieldrin, D D E (a metabolite of D D T which has taken on an 
increasing significance), possibly the polychlorobiphenyls (widely used 
in industry) and, in Sweden at least, mercury. It is surely time that we 
in Britain joined other countries in controlling the use of D D T ; 
indeed, one may hope that steps will now be taken throughout the 
world, not only to save the remnants of a superb group of birds, but 
to guard against other ecological effects, equally difficult to foresee 
and unravel, of widespread pollution on the living cargo of this planet. 
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Avifaune de Belgique. By La Commission pour PAvifaune Beige. 
Institut Royale des Sciences Naturelles de Belgique, Brussels, 
1967. 108 pages; 2 maps. Belgian francs 100. (Also published 
simultaneously in Le Gerfaut, 57: 365-465.) 
Clearly much care and effort have been devoted to the production of 
this check-list of the birds of Belgium, which is the work of a dis
tinguished committee of 18 members under R. F. Verheyen. More
over, it is proposed that it shall be kept up to date by the publication 
of annual supplements. 

The systematic list contains 337 species, with their scientific, French 
and Dutch names. Families are arranged in the sequence recommended 
by the Xlth International Ornithological Congress at Basel in 1954, 
which for the non-passerines follows J. L. Peters's Check-List of Birds 
of the World(1931-48) and A. Wetmore's 'A revised classification for the 
birds of the world' (1951, Smithsonian Misc. Coll., 117(4): 1-22), and for 
the passerines follows the list published by Ernst Mayr and J. C. 
Greenway Jr (1956, Breviora, 58: 1-11); this sequence, with a few very 
minor variations, will be familiar to all users of the revised edition of 
A Field Guide to the Birds of Britain and Europe (1966). Each species is 
dealt with concisely, but in some detail, with notes on status, distribu
tion and migration, and for many of the larger birds an attempt has 
been made to estimate populations; individual records of casual visitors 
recorded less than 13 times since 1900 are also given. Two appendices 
respectively list seven species which have been introduced to Belgium 
or adjacent regions and ten species which, as apparent accidentals, 
could have originated in escapes from captivity. 

A 15-page introduction describes in a concise and very readable 
manner the country's geography, topography, climate and vegetation. 
These are further summarised for each of twelve main geographical 
regions, with the help of tables and two very clear maps. The British 
reader should not be deterred by the fact that the main text is in French, 
since the introduction is translated very fully into good English and 
the terms used in the systematic list are again defined in a glossary whose 
presentation can only be described as exemplary. E. D. H . J O H N S O N 
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