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Relevant and controversial books are written all the time. Some books are written just to be controversial but this book is not written just to be controversial although its pages are filled with statements, facts, data, and conclusions that may be controversial. 

Relevancy and controversy creates readers and this is a book everyone--birdwatchers especially and others--should read. Its relevancy is certainly beyond question and if this book creates controversy, it might be that birds will be better for it. 

Authors Daniel I. Lobbing, Michael I. Parr and George H.E. Fenwick have long and distinguished careers with the American Bird Conservancy as well as distinguished academic credentials, and their often sotto voce alarms are sounded through out the book's context: 

" ...we have driven hundreds of bird species ....to extinction through excessive hunting...exotic animals....non native pathogens....habitat destruction."

"....extinction is a natural process, humans over the centuries have caused a massive increase...of species loss."

"Of the 830 species found in the 50 US states, around 25% are considered to be of conservation concern due to their rarity, small ranges, high threats or declining populations. Of the 4,400 species found in the Americas, close to 800 are considered to be either near-threatened or in a high-threat category under ICON (World Conservation Union) criteria."

"People killed off vast herds of bison and colonies of prairie dogs both of which had created grassland habitats that defined western landscapes" supporting many grassland bird species

"House cats introduced from Europe centuries ago, kill millions of birds each year and especially threaten species that forage on or near the ground."

“Migrating birds must run a gauntlet of lighted buildings, window glass...and increasingly, wind turbines. Collisions with these structures kill upwards of a billion birds each year."

Are these statements controversial? Of course they are!

If not, let the controversy begin! 

Startling? The numbers say it: millions and billions of bird deaths yearly through all kinds of human interaction, activity and "the destruction, degradation, and fragmentation of habitats"!

How much, much, more plainly can it be said! 

Beginning on page 278, Chapter 3 defines and accounts for "Threats" general and specific to all birds. Of specific interest to Montanans, sections on Agriculture, Mining, and Development speak loud and clear: 

Agriculture---more than 100 million acres of North American Wetlands and 290 acres of grasslands have been converted to agriculture and some grassland birds remain(nest) in crops resembling native grass lands but faster growing varieties allow farmers to harvest while birds are still breeding and nesting." A result: "the Horned lark has declined 56 percent since 1966 partly due to early and repeated harvest that destroy nests."

Development---"The average human density in the US is 79.6 people per square mile. Human development replaces natural habitat...with hard surfaces, buildings(etc.). During the 1990's development claimed 11million acres of the "'Lower 48"' states, compared to logging, and farming, development occupies significantly less land but habitat change tends to be more complete and irrevocable. Some birds such as the American robin thrive in developed areas although most Watch List birds do not " Note: the Watch list was formed in 2007 through efforts of scientists from Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology, The American Birding Congress, The National Audubon Society and Rocky Mountain Bird Conservancy. (for the Watch list see 

www.abcbirds.org) 
Mining--"Mining can also directly cause bird mortality. Open pits, storing waste water at oil production sites attract and kill a million birds annually. The Lesser Prairie-Chicken, Peregrine Falcon, Short Eared Owl and Logger Head Shrike are among species found dead at oil pits. Noise from drilling can disturb Sage Grouse and other game birds causing them to abandon lek sites." (Note: the population of the Greater Sage Grouse familiar to all Montanans, is now estimated to be only 192,000 birds and in February 2010 the US Fish and Wildlife Service decided that listing the species under the ESA was warranted but not precluded by higher priorities.” )
The dark litany of what is happening to many bird species can lead one to believe that much is being lost which seems to be a conclusion this book almost requires the concerned reader--and not just bird watchers-- to accept. 

To illustrate, there are disturbingly low population numbers for the Piping Plover (only 8,000 remain) and the Mountain Plover (9,000) or the Clark's Grebe(11-12,000 found in the Upper Souris NWR in North Dakota). Yet, there is well, almost a bright side if and it’s a large if- if there is a collected will to pursue efforts such as increase habitat for breeding sites and come up with methods to reduce nest disturbance and predation, . 

For example, conservation action has some a few notable successes including the slow but steady recovery of species such as the Bald Eagle, Brown Pelican, Peregrine Falcon and Whooping Crane! The Crane’s relative success came through a captive breeding program begun in 1967 when there were only 16 birds remaining to the now current number of 535. The Whooping Crane’s successful return from near extinction soberly illustrates what this book wants us to remember: the problems facing birds and their habitat are never ending and if we are to prevent species extinctions, protecting and preserving both marine and terrestrial habitats for birds by restricting human activities within protected areas, is critical for preserving bio-diversity to prevent future extinctions. 

The book stuns you!. 

It could be a bird identification guide---bird photos provide extraordinary plumage detail equivalent or better than the Sibley. (Sibley Guide to Birds, National Audubon Society, Knopf 2000). 

Habitat description maps and beautifully detailed artwork showing what birds to expect in them for all sections of the US broken into segments as Important Bird Areas (IBAs) tell you what birds you will see and generally, how to get to see them. Even if you are only a little interested in birds, this book has visuals and an intellectual bent that will keep you reading--without fail!

Interestingly, the Section titled as "Grasslands and Prairies" covering 18 states including of course Montana, comprises nearly a million-one hundred thousand acres and notes that grasslands support many species on the Watch List including the Mountain Plover, Baird's, Henslow's and LeComte's Sparrows and then adds, not surprisingly, that" habitat loss and the disruption of natural disturbance regimes are the greatest threat to prairie birds. Less than 4% of the original 148 million tall grass prairie acres and only 25% of the 400-million acre short and mixed grass prairie remain!

Grasslands of South America (including Mexico) as a kind of counterpart to those in North America are analyzed too. They cover an area of of almost 2 million sq. mi.(1.8); include 24 threatened species, three of which are familiar to Montanans--Bobolink, Upland Sandpiper and the Swainson's Hawk. This area too, "suffers a lack of conservation attention and much of it has been cleared for agricultural or grazing i.e. 68% of the Argentinean pampas has been cleared for human use." 

The authors note, fairly, that "solar and wind energy provide cleaner sustainable alternatives to fossil fuel energy but their infrastructure can also affect habitat and pose collision risks for birds." Just as fairly, the authors also suggest "reforming mining regulations including the General Mining Act of 1872(!) could improve environmental safeguards i.e. operations should be sited away from grouse leks and drilling operations should also cover oil and water pits to prevent bird kills." 

In the back of the book in a section called "Bird Conservation--State by State," Montana's Red Watch List Species (note website above) includes the Yellow Rail, Piping and Mountain Plovers, Lewis's Woodpecker and Baird's Sparrow. We have--that is, human activity--has endangered habitat such as sagebrush, pine forests, rivers and prairie; therefore to protect those birds (and others)we need to protect and restore areas of sage brush and enhance ponderosa pine forests for cavity nesters like the Flammulated Owl--only 37,000 remain!. Each state has a Red Watch list and Key Action suggestions are made in order to protect or enhance those state's Watch List species.

Finally and without mincing words, the authors understand what may be the biggest problem facing birds: It's us! Us birdwatchers! 

In the preface the authors are rather critical of all birdwatchers. 
The authors after explaining why the book was needed, include a long list of acknowledgements of writers and photographers, and an introduction that says birds are "more than just objects of fascination...but also an integral part of the ecosystem upon which ultimately the life of the planet depend." Then there is this warning: "Despite the value and popularity of birds our actions are now causing many populations to decline. It is our responsibility to reverse these declines, preserve habitat and prevent future species extinctions." 

Perhaps scathingly, Mr. Fenwick, takes birdwatchers to task with "birders taken as a group may be less willing to fight for their interests" adding, "we are people who prefer a walk in the woods and want our hobby to be just that--a relaxing pastime and not a cause for which to fight or pay."

Perhaps that is true-- readers alone will have to answer that one .

Borrow or buy this book-- it should be in every birder's library if only to help understand, as Mr. Fenwick says, there is a need, to "connect birds to the human condition, spirituality and ethical values." Again, how clearly can this be said.

As an afterthought, this year’s annual migration is now underway. We should ask what will annual migrations five and ten years in the future be like ? 

The book is available at the Parmly Library. 

Better get in line!

