
209© British Birds 96 • April 2003 • 209-211

Well, here it is, the much trailed
and trumpeted Migration Atlas!
And weighing in at a little over 4
kg, it is heavier than the average
new-born infant, or (if you prefer a
more ornithological comparison,
this one conceived by Chris du
Feu) about the same weight as all
the Eurasian Treecreepers Certhia
familiaris ever ringed at Treswell
Wood, Nottinghamshire.

The book is divided into two
broad sections. The first describes
the background to the ringing
scheme, the methods of data col-
lection, computerisation, analysis,
etc. There are also chapters on
migration and an attempt at syn-
thesis (more about this later). The
main part of the book comprises
the species accounts, written by
experts on the individual bird
species, interpreting the results in
the light of current knowledge of
each. You certainly get a lot for
your money.

I sat down to read the introduc-
tory chapters, and a day later was
still there. There are 105 pages and
with the relatively small font size
this translates into a lot more
information than it looks. To some
extent, I was aware of the informa-
tion in the chapters on methods of
study and history of bird ringing,
but it is interesting to see it all
drawn together. Most BB readers
are likely to be in the same posi-
tion. There is an excellent chapter
on the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of bird
migration, although again this is a
summary, and readers of Bird
Study and BB are likely to have
absorbed quite a lot of this along
the way. Included here is a table of
recoveries of rarer species, some of
which confirm their transatlantic
vagrancy. Of these, five ringed

that each individual difference
(between age, sex, region, etc.)
could occur by chance, and those
with a probability of 5% or less are
deemed to be unlikely and so are
flagged as ‘significant’. The logic of
statistics, however, is that an
observed result is compared with
an expectation based upon a ‘null
hypothesis’ (which essentially
means ‘no difference’). For
example, do males of species X
migrate farther than females? The
null hypothesis says ‘no, they do
not’. Thus, we expect the mean dis-
tance of recovery to be the same in
males and females. A statistical test
estimates the probability of
obtaining the observed data if the
null hypothesis is true. A proba-
bility of 5% means that if males
and females really do migrate
similar distances, then we would
get an erroneous result five times
in every hundred. So, in a hundred
tests where the null hypothesis is
true, you will get five ‘significant’
results just by chance. If (as here)
you do hundreds of tests, many
‘significant’ results will be thrown
up by statistical chance. Thus, in
among the array of ‘significant’
results listed by the editors will be
some that are artefactual – but
which ones are they? Is there a way
of resolving this? Well, sort of. If
you are doing (say) one hundred
tests, then you modify the signifi-
cance level using a standard correc-
tion factor, and discard those
results where the probability is
above this modified value. Since
the editors do not give the indi-
vidual probabilities, it is not pos-
sible for a reader to do this. I doubt
that this is a serious problem (most
of the ‘significant’ results are likely
to be biologically real anyway), but
I am still left with the nagging
doubt over which of the arguments
raised in the species accounts are,
in fact, hand-waving attempts to
dig the authors out of a hole not of
their making. And giving us the
individual probabilities would not
have been too difficult.

There is also an excellent chapter

American Wigeons Anas americana
have been shot in Britain &
Ireland, as have two Blue-winged
Teals A. discors and a Ring-necked
Duck Aythya collaris. Remarkably, a
Ring-necked Duck that was ringed
at Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, was
subsequently shot in Greenland.
While unlikely to have been
returning to its natal area, it does

show that the potential for com-
pleting the journey across the
Atlantic both ways does exist.

There are also attempts to syn-
thesise the overall findings from
ringing results. For those species
with sufficient records, the editors
have tried to determine whether
there are differences in patterns of
recovery between males and
females, adults and juveniles, birds
ringed in different parts of Britain
& Ireland, or even those recovered
at different seasons. This is a
valiant effort, and resulted in a
mass of tabulated results which
were passed to the species authors,
who have incorporated them into
their accounts. I have to confess
that this process worries me. The
analyses determine the probability
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looking to the future. In such
overviews, there is always a tempta-
tion to say ‘more data!’ And,
indeed, the authors do say this, but
temper their enthusiasm with rec-
ommendations for a targeted
approach. They advise that it is
essential for the general pro-
gramme of ringing to continue, to
maintain baseline data against
future circumstances, but there are
also areas of especially pressing
need. Species for which we have a
European or global responsibility
should be targeted, with the aim of
generating data of quality, as much
as quantity. The changes in climate
which are taxing us at present are
already known to be influencing
avian populations – indeed, the
ringing data at the heart of this
book have played an integral part
in quantifying changes in distribu-
tion, abundance and survival. But
this book is about migration, and
there are likely to be changes in
migration routes consequent upon
changes in habitat on both
breeding and wintering grounds, as
well as en route. Ringing has an
essential part to play in this. To
take a simple example: when I was
at school, we did not see Blackcaps
Sylvia atricapilla in winter. Now
they are a familiar sight – there was
one in my garden yesterday (23rd
February). Despite a concerted
effort, there are still lamentably few
recoveries of wintering Blackcaps
on their breeding grounds – where

do they come from?
This leads me to the species

accounts: these are legion, and
impossible to summarise in 1,000
words – or 10,000 for that matter!
There are lots of maps showing
patterns of recovery at different
ages, seasons, etc. Some of these
are, by now, very familiar: British-
breeding Barn Swallows Hirundo
rustica migrate through southwest
Europe and across West Africa to
winter at the southern tip of the
continent; most wintering Snow
Buntings Plectrophenax nivalis
seem to come from Iceland; Red-
wings Turdus iliacus come from
both Iceland and Scandinavia.
There are some surprises though.
Seemingly, Common Ravens
Corvus corax hardly ever move
between their upland massifs. Nor
do Red-billed Choughs Pyrrho-
corax pyrrhocorax move much
between their breeding areas in
Ireland, Wales, the Isle of Man and
the Hebrides: the bird ringed on
Islay and found dead in Bucking-
hamshire may perhaps have been a
victim of bird theft rather than
having dispersed naturally. The
House Sparrow Passer domesticus
(‘one of the most sedentary
species’) has been recovered over-
seas only three times: two instances
involving short-distance cross-
Channel movements which may
relate more to the availability of
ferries than innate migratory drive!

My background is in population

genetics, and a key factor in this
subject is the extent of gene flow
between populations. The maps
give a fascinating insight into this.
Fulmars Fulmarus glacialis are
believed to have colonised Britain
from Iceland, perhaps via St Kilda.
Naïvely, one might expect a ‘step-
ping stone’ pattern of colonisation,
with birds moving from one colony
to the next, and then the next, and
so on. But the Fulmar map shows
that birds between fledging and
breeding age move more or less
randomly among colonies, sug-
gesting that colonisation may not
have been the linear ‘island-
hopping’ process depicted in older
maps. Terns Sterna too seem to
move freely between colonies, as do
Grey Herons Ardea cinerea. Little
wonder that some of these species
show so little differentiation when
gene flow is potentially so exten-
sive.

But I am in danger here of ram-
bling on from one map to the next.
This book presents a mine of infor-
mation which kept me entertained
for hours, just looking, thinking
and wondering – not just at the
fascinating patterns of movement
and dispersal, but at the millions of
hours of fieldwork upon which it is
based! This is a super book which
is a fine testament to both birds
and ringers alike.

David T. Parkin

In 1819, two Bavarian naturalists,
Dr Johan Baptist Ritter von Spix
and his companion, Dr Carl Frei-
drich Philip von Martius, were
travelling in northeast Brazil. They
collected a macaw (Psittacidae)
which, at the time, von Spix
assumed was just another ‘blue’

macaw, probably a Hyacinth
Macaw Anodorhynchus
hyacinthinus. Many years later, it
was realised that this bird was an
undescribed species, and it was
subsequently named Spix’s Macaw
Cyanopsitta spixii. Consequently,
Spix’s Macaw became highly prized
and much sought-after, increas-
ingly so over the years when it was
realised just how few existed.
Extremely high prices were paid for
specimens as the supply of new
birds from Brazil dwindled.

As real concern for the survival
of Spix’s Macaw grew, Tony
Juniper, together with four
Brazilian naturalists, spent many

months in 1990 travelling through
the arid wastelands of northeastern
Brazil. Their extensive search to
determine whether any Spix’s
Macaws still remained in the wild
eventually paid off and the party
was finally rewarded with the
sighting of a solitary bird. Sadly,
this turned out to be the last
remaining wild Spix’s Macaw. This
individual had spent the last 13
years of its life alone after its mate
had been taken by trappers. Today,
there are but a handful of these
most beautiful of birds in exis-
tence, all of which are in private
collections, and most are now too
old to breed, or are sterile.

SPIX’S MACAW:
THE RACE TO SAVE THE
WORLD’S RAREST BIRD

By Tony Juniper. Fourth
Estate, London, 2002. 296

pages. ISBN 1-84115-650-7.
Hardback, £16.99.



A prominent warning forbidding
the use of these recordings for
playback accompanies this three-
CD set, which covers 265 species
occurring in The Gambia and
Senegal. The collection is designed
to be used in conjunction with A
Field Guide to Birds of The Gambia
and Senegal (Barlow, Wacher &
Disley, 1997, Pica Press). The
species included are predominantly
landbirds and a further CD is
promised covering waterbirds and
raptors. The recordings vary in
quality but are generally of a good
standard, and the length of each
cut lasts between a meagre 12

seconds for Sudan Golden-
Sparrow Passer luteus and over
seven minutes for several varia-
tions devoted to of Cameroon
Indigobird Vidua camerunensis
(ironically a species not known to
occur in these countries for
certain!). For the listener, these
recordings will undoubtedly clarify
the corresponding ‘voice’ section of
the field guide, although it is a
shame that there are not more
extensive sleeve notes giving details
of what we are actually hearing – is
it a call, song, duet, adult, juvenile,
a single bird or a flock, etc.? It
would also have been useful to
know which race was recorded. In
the case of Hoopoe Upupa epops,
Rufous-tailed Scrub-robin Cer-
cotrichas galactotes and Olivaceous
Warbler Hippolais pallida, all of
which have been subject to taxo-
nomic splits, we have no informa-
tion as to whether these are the
African or visiting Palearctic forms.

I noticed a few errors. I believe
that the second cut of Yellowbill

Ceuthmochares aereus is a Tam-
bourine Dove Turtur tympanistria,
the second cut of Fire-crested
Alethe [White-tailed Alethe] Alethe
diademata is Brown Illadopsis
Illadopsis fulvescens and the first
cut of Spotted Honeyguide Indi-
cator maculatus is an oriole. I 
do not recognise the call attributed
to Lead-coloured Flycatcher 
[Grey Tit-Flycatcher] Myioparus
plumbeus, neither does it match the
description in the book. If correct,
it could conceivably be an unde-
scribed alternative song.

On the whole, we have here a
collection of recordings that the
prospective visitor to the region
would find invaluable. Particular
praise must be given to the com-
prehensive coverage of Estrilda and
Vidua vocalisations, while the
songs of Palearctic migrants
recorded on their wintering
grounds are also of great interest.

Nik Borrow
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BIRD SONG OF THE
GAMBIA & SENEGAL: AN
AID TO IDENTIFICATION

By Clive Barlow, John
Hammick and Pat Sellar.
Mandarin Productions,

Wimborne, 2002. 3 CDs;
265 species covered. £24.99.

Personally, I did not much like
this book. Not because it is badly
written or uninteresting: on the
contrary, it is an exciting read, full
of drama and tension, which I
found unputdownable. It contains
a great deal of information about
the ‘blue’ macaws, their history,

habitat, food and breeding pecu-
liarities. It also uncomfortably
exposes much of what is worst in
the nature of man: greed, obses-
sion, jealousy, envy, venality and
ignorance. This is also the story of
how a few conservationists hoped
to try and save Spix’s Macaw from

extinction. It is a tale of good
intentions, and of hope leading to
betrayal. One could almost say the
book is a parable on the future of
the planet. Read it and be ashamed
of your fellow man.

James Wilde

This is the fourth edition, by the
original authors, of the very
popular guide first published in
1989. Those familiar with the series
will find few surprises, with the
layout and design remaining
unchanged, and the site descrip-
tions being punctuated by line-

drawings of birds and site maps. In
this edition, Scotland is divided
into ten regions, compared with
twelve in the first edition, and the
sites are laid out regionally. These
include some of the most famous
sites in British birdwatching, for
example Fair Isle and Aberlady Bay,
but also some particularly obscure
locations, even by Scottish stan-
dards, including Knockshinnoch
Lagoons and Alemoor Loch.

The Highland section contains
the most sites for any region and is,
of course, where most of the Scot-
tish specialities are to be found.
Each speciality is mentioned in at
least one site description, so
keeping any prospective visitor sat-
isfied. One slight gripe is that now,

in this fourth edition, the status of
some of the birds listed is outdated,
with certain accounts apparently
still referring to the late 1980s and
early 1990s. For example, European
Nuthatch Sitta europaea is men-
tioned as having bred in 1989 at
The Hirsel (Borders and Lothian,
site 8). This species is now very
common there, as it is in most of
Borders, and is spreading rapidly
throughout Scotland. Despite these
shortcomings, anyone with an
interest in birdwatching in Scot-
land should add this to their book-
shelves (assuming it isn’t already
there).

Angus Murray

WHERE TO WATCH 
BIRDS IN SCOTLAND

By Mike Madders and Julia
Welstead. 4th edition.

Christopher Helm, A&C
Black, London, 2002.

297 pages; line-drawings and
maps. ISBN 0-7136-5693-X.

Paperback, £14.99.


	Reviews
	The Migration Atlas: Movements of the Birds of Britain and Ireland. Edited by Chris Wernham, Mike Toms, John Marchant, Jacquie Clark, Gavin Siriwardena and Stephen Baillie
	Spix's Macaw: The Race to Save the World's Rarest Bird. By Tony Juniper
	Bird Song of the Gambia & Senegal: An Aid to Identification. By Clive Barlow
	Where to Watch Birds in Scotland. By Mike Madders and Julia Welstead




