
Reviews 
Important Bird Areas in Europe. By R. F. A. Grimmett and T. A. 
Jones. Illustrated by N. Arlott. ICBP Technical Publication No. 9. ICBP 
& IWRB, Cambridge, 1989. 888 pages; 36 line-drawings; 39 maps. 
Paperback £19.50. 
The word 'Important' certainly applies to this 900-page book, no less than to the 2,444 sites 
in just over 40 European territories which it summarily describes. By an immense editorial 
effort, it frames and consistently applies significant criteria as to the Important Bird concept 
in terms of species conservation; as to the definition and description of sites; and as to the 
relation of all these to leading international agreements, such as the Ramsar Convention on 
Wetlands of International Importance especially as Waterfowl Habitat, the Bonn Conven
tion on Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals, the World Heritage Convention, 
the Bern Convention on the Conservation of Wildlife and Natural Habitats, and the 
European Community's Directive and Resolution on the Conservation of Wild Birds, not 
forgetting the Barcelona Convention's List of Mediterranean Specially Protected Areas, the 
90 Biosphere Reserves within 22 European countries of UNESCO's Man and the Biosphere 
Programme, and the 140 sites proposed for the European Network of Biogenetic Reserves. A 
mere ornithologist may wonder whether this great array of categories reflects true 
conservation needs rather than the rivalry of competing bureaucracies to mount the 
conservation bandwagon. Perhaps the best that can be said is that apart from bird aspects 
there are many others to be focused and reconciled for most of the sites, and that such lively 
competition is preferable to reliance on a sleepy or moribund monopoly of official 
recognition. 

Most ornithologists will doubtless turn with relief from these monumental analyses to the 
country-by-country summaries which are so rich in up-to-date and accurate factual 
information, about each selected site, especially its bird population at various seasons, and 
the threats currently affecting it. The task of compression has been formidable—for example 
the French Camargue with its 76,000 ha, two dozen itemised breeding species (including its 
6,000-13,000 pairs of Greater Flamingoes) and its equal number of major migrants has to be 
squeezed into little more than half a page. 

Room is found, however, for a comprehensive series of maps of the sites in each country 
and for an admirably refreshing series of text illustrations by Norman Arlott. The excellent 
presentation and arrangement fully compensate for the absence of an index. 

E. M. N I C H O L S O N 

Best Days with British Birds. Compiled and edited by Malcolm 
Ogilvie and Stuart Winter. British Birds, Blunham, 1989. 192 pages; 
many line-drawings. £14.95. 
Thirty-four mostly well-known figures from the bird world (though three are sadly no longer 
with us) have each written short accounts of a memorable day's birding, all in Britain and 
Ireland, save one in Central Park, New York. The offerings are arranged in calendar order, 
starting appropriately on 1st January, and ending on 31st December, with only February 
unrepresented. Attractive drawings enliven the layout. 

The genre is not completely new. As a child, I would raid my father's bookshelves, and 
read and reread the writings of Kenneth Richmond, Ralph Chislett, E. A. Armstrong and 
others about exciting days in the field. And, more recently, Birdwatchers' Yearhy Leo Batten et 
al (1973) provided good bedside reading of the birding year of six birdwatchers, each on 
their own local patch. 

Given a modicum of writing skills from the contributors, the format cannot really fail to 
entice anyone keen on birds. The fact that there are 34 different styles in this compilation is 
both a strength and a weakness, for I must admit I did find one or two accounts plainly 
written and rather tedious. But then there was always the anticipation of the next chapter. 
While not discovering another W. K. Richmond, I enjoyed some contributions enormously. 
John Busby shows that his facility with the pen is not just in drawing; and we all know that 
Bill Oddie writes fluently and easily with natural humour. Less well known names which 
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stand out are Peter J. Hopkin, with his account of an amazing skua passage past Balranald; 
and Stuart Winter, recounting his first-ever trip to Minsmere with all the wide-eyed teenage 
enthusiasm and over-eagerness of the beginning birder. 

To quote from Paul Dukes, 'the enthusiasm of youth is a quality that rarely endures'. The 
chapters that for me work best at recapturing the excitement which the writer felt are those 
which describe a day of discovery and new experience in the now-distant world of the 
youthful birdwatcher. 

We can all find days with which to identify, for the themes to each account vary widely 
from detailed behavioural study, through nest-finding and ringing, to photography, painting, 
seawatching, rarity-finding, twitching, goose-counting, migration, a 'big day', and excite
ment on the local patch. Rarities, perhaps surprisingly, do not figure prominently. Reading 
the book inevitably set me, as it will you, to thinking of my most memorable day. That too 
featured no rarities, but was one of those once-only days when, to pinch another quote (this 
from John Phillips' account, attributed to 'BK'): 'It gives you almost a . . . what I call almost a 
religious feeling.' The same sadly-missed BK has the last word in the book, telling a lovely 
story at his own expense. 

Two disappointments: it would have been interesting to have had a few words about each 
contributor; and where is Ian Wallace's audacious contribution? Something of a curate's egg, 
but, if you enjoy birds (as you must if you're reading this), you will find it impossible to put 
down, once picked up. IAN DAWSON 
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