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BOOK REVIEWS

SHO~EBIR~S IN AUSTRALIA. Text by Brett
Lane, illustrations by Jeff Davies. Published by
Nelson, Melbourne, 1987. Maps colour
illustrations, photographs. $49.95. '

In few areas of Australian ornithology has
knowledge increased so dramatically as in the
distribution of waders. Remote indeed seem the
days in the 1960s when beginners like myself were
excited to read that the species they saw without
difficulty were officially listed as rare. Then, any
serious wader-watcher needed a set of northern
hemisphere field guides. Experts disputed fiercely
records of species that are now seen regularly.

This transformation in knowledge has been
produced by various works in recent years,
including this one. Like the Atlas ofAustralian
Birds, this is a fine example of what can be
achieved by volunteer amateurs, especially when
they are organized by professionally trained, and
partly paid, people. Brett Lane was chiefly
responsible for organizing a series of nationwide
wader counts in 1981-85. Those who participated
in them will testify to his energy and powers of
gentle persuasion. This book has laid to rest one
of my worries during the counts, namely that the
mountain of data being accumulated was so huge
that it would deter anyone from analysing it. The
author has done this very well, and presented the
conclusions in readable form. The resulting
accounts of status, distribution and movements
within Australia are the outstanding features of
the book. They include, for many species,
information that was largely unsuspected before
the systematic counts started, such as the status
of the Great Knot, or the full significance of
north-western Australia for Palaearctic migrants.
I was fascinated to see answered some of the
puzzles revealedby the counts organized by Niven
McCrie and myself in Gulf St Vincent (Emu 86:
145-154) e.g. why coastal species like the Grey
Plover increase in the Gulf as late as December,
or why Sharp-tailed Sandpipers tend to leave
earlier in autumn, and in larger numbers relative
to their population, than other species.

The author is alert to the significance of the
results of the counts, e.g. the fact that many

species (including Palaearctic migrants as wellas
Australian breeding species) respond to different
climatic cycles, that is, the irregular alteration of
wet and dry in the interior of Australia, as well
as the regular seasons of southern Australia and
of north-east Asia.

This tries however to be a handbook rather
than a mere description of status. It includes
colour illustrations of the more common species
(including nuptial and immature plumages) and
plumage descriptions, as well as chapters on
conservation, feeding, habitat and study
techniques. The resulting strength of the book is
its grasp of ecological and geographical context.
The author tries throughout to account for
distribution, not merely describe it. For the
northern hemisphere species, there is a valuable
summary of known information about status and
movements in eastern Asia. For this purpose,
some Russian literature has been.consulted but
much ignored (inevitably, given the neglect of the
Russian language in our education system). There
is an informative introduction to the subject of.
feeding behaviour and ecology by Peter Dann,
based on his own and others' recent research.
There is also important information about
human impact on wader populations, including
data on the effect of four wheel drive vehicles
along beaches, of salinization of inland swamps,
and of sewage effluent on sea shores.

My one reservation about the book is that it
seems an unsatisfactory hybrid of the popular
and the scientific. The scientific sections, such as
the chapters on feeding and migration
respectively, are not as comprehensive or
systematic in their coverage as Onewould expect
from, say, the Collins New Naturalist series.
Perhaps this was due to constraints of space. On
the other hand, the illustrations, although
generally good, cannot compare with those of
Peter Hayman in Shorebirds (Croom Helm, 1986)
or even with those of Nicolas Day in The Birds
of Australia (Lloyd O'Neil, 1984).

Further competition for the coffee-table
market can be expected from the now available
Shorebirds volume from the National
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Photographic Index of Australian Wildlife.These
works are likely to appeal better not only to the
layman, but also to the ''tick-hunters'' who are
interested in rarities (to which this work gives
relativelylittle attention). It seems a pity that this
book should try to compete with these others. It
would have been better to aim for a scholarly

monograph, or something like the Collins New
Naturalist series. But the intention of the book
is fine: to make waders seem less dull or
intimidating, and to interest the amateur in
scientific study of them. In this it deserves to
succeed, because it is clearly written and
attractively presented.
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