
Review 
Population Ecology of Raptors. By Ian Newton. T. & A, D. Poyser, 
Berkhamsted, 1979. 399 pages; 71 black-and-white plates; a few line-
drawings. £10.80. 
Readers of Finches (Newton 1972) will pick up this book confident that it will be both readable 
and informative; nor will they be disappointed. It covers raptor studies on a world-wide basis 
and is an excellent synthesis of the massive literature on this group of birds. Certainly no-one 
else has brought together their biology in such a valuable and comprehensible manner. 

First, the author takes the reader through, in a series of about 12 chapters, what is known 
about the biology of the diurnal birds of prey (basically, owls are not included in this book, 
though some use is made of the literature on them). These chapters cover relationship between 
the sexes (dealing especially with the problems of sexual dimorphism in size and in prey, which 
is a major feature of many birds of prey), dispersion, breeding and winter densities, nest sites 
(in some species particular sites are strongly traditional and may have been used year after 
year by many generations of birds over several centuries), breeding seasons, breeding 
strategies and breeding rates, behaviour, fidelity to nest site, movement, and mortality. 
Through all this, Ian Newton makes comparisons between the different species in dhTerent 
parts of the world. Many of the aspects of raptor biology discussed can be related to type of 
prey or prey abundance. For example, sexual dimorphism in size is small in birds that feed 
primarily on insects, larger in those that take mammals and largest of all in those that feed 
mainly on birds; clutch size tends to be larger in species that take mammals than in those that 
take birds. As the author explains, both these correlations are widespread in different groups of 
raptors, but the reasons for them are not fully understood. The author's general conclusion, 
however, is that 'in the absence of human intervention, almost every aspect of the natural 
population ecology of a given raptor species can be explained in terms of food*. 

Following the sections on biology, some 75 pages are concerned with the effects of man on 
raptor populations. The five chapters range from persecution to conservation management 
and captive breeding, but also contain two major chapters on DDT and other pesticides and 
pollutants. If this should seem excessive, the reader will soon discover why. Birds of prey are 
often highly susceptible to diese substances because, being high in the food chain, they tend to 
concentrate them. (Again, differences in diet are apparent: bird-eaters tend to carry higher 
levels of certain pesticides than do mammal-eaters, the reason no doubt that the British 
Sparrowhawk populations collapsed in the 1960s while those of the Kestrel did not.) As a 
result, not only do many raptors die from these substances, but they are relatively easily seen 
and studied. It is largely due to the work done on this group of birds that public awareness of 
pesticide dangers has arisen. Without raptors, almost no bans on the use of these chemicals 
would have been implemented. These two chapters provide one of the clearest general 
descriptions of the problems and incidence of the use of pesticides that I have seen. They 
should be compulsory reading for our legislators and are certainly recommended reading, 
whether one has an interest in raptors or not. 

The basic text runs to almost 300 pages. This is supported with close on 50 text figures and 
70 tables (slightly irritatingly, the latter are all at the end of the book, and so have to be 
searched for each time), and a massive bibliography of close on 800 references. There are a 
large number of attractive line-drawings by Jim Gammie, and 32 pages of monochrome 
photographs. The whole work is well produced, with pleasingly few errors. I recommend it 
highly. CHRISTOPHER PERRINS 
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