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Painted Bunting, and Dickcissel showed significant de-
clines.

Reliable and timely information on bird population
trends can serve as an important early warning system
of environmental change. Knowing that a number of
species are declining in a particular region should lead
to follow-up studies to determine possible causes.
Knowing that a species is in trouble before it is ex-
tremely rare should lead to early, and perhaps less ex-
pensive, attempts to turn the tide. The Breeding Bird
Survey (BBS) should be extremely useful for these two
applied purposes; it monitors 175 to 233 relatively
common species well. Analysis of Christmas Bird
Counts (CBC) could add 80 to 100 relatively common
species to the list of species with good quantitative
data. With improved coverage, about 20 species of
colonial waterbirds could be monitored in some coastal
areas using the Colonial Bird Register (CBR). Com-
puterized data from both the CBC and the CBR are
available from the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology.
Good quantitative surveys need to be designed for those
species that are poorly covered by the BBS, CBC, and
CBR. Modifications of the BBS methodology seem
promising for nocturnal species (when routes are run
at night) and for rarer species (when the density of
routes is increased over the area of interest).

One of the reasons that the BBS covers so few species
well is that it is a roadside survey and misses species
that require undisturbed habitats (especially wetlands
and forest interior). In addition, BBS routes are few in
boreal and arctic regions of Canada and Alaska and
the inland, arid regions of the west. Efforts to increase
coverage in these areas, perhaps by paying travel ex-
penses of observers, would result in dramatically im-
proved coverage for a number of species.

Confidence in the reported results requires confi-
dence in the techniques used to calculate the trends
and the annual indices. These techniques are described
in the text, in an appendix, and in P. H. Geissler and
B. R. Noon, 1981, Estimates of avian population trends
from the North American Breeding Bird Survey, Stud.
Avian Biology 6:42-51. In the latter paper, the meth-
ods used were compared with other available methods.
Minor changes have been proposed to the trend pro-
gram to reduce bias, and major changes are being
planned to the program to calculate annual indices (P.
H. Geissler, pers. comm.). More avian population bi-
ologists should pay close attention to this vital tech-
nical area.

When deciding whether or not BBS results are ex-
pected to reflect population changes in nature, one must
decide about the reliability of the observers who collect
the data. A major effort has been made over the past
20 years to recruit the best field birders in North Amer-
ica for this project, and I have no general concern about
the quality of the data. However, concerns remain be-
cause of the BBS’s dependence on the ability of ob-
servers to hear birds (censuses in which a larger pro-
portion of birds are seen may have lower variance). A
number of variables are known to affect both birds and
humans in ways that dramatically change an observer’s
likelihood of hearing and identifying a nearby bird.
Many studies on this topic are cited in studies in Avian
Biology 6.

Although the BBS was designed to monitor bird pop-

ulations for applied reasons, there are a number of
theoretical questions in avian population biology that
can be addressed better with the BBS database than
with any other available data set. For example, Brian
Maurer and James Brown at the University of Arizona
are using BBS data in a large-scale study of the bio-
geography of North American birds. In a series of pa-
pers, Carl Bock demonstrated the usefulness of Christ-
mas Bird Count (CBC) data for biogeographical studies;
I'm sure that Brown and Maurer are finding the BBS
data equally valuable. One of the major advantages of
both BBS and CBC data for biogeographical studies is
that they provide information on relative abundance
within a species’s range, in addition to information on
range boundaries.

Less work has been done with either database to
explore major issues involving the population dynam-
ics of North American birds. One exception is the work
of Carl Bock, David Davis, and others using CBC data
to study winter irruptions of Fringillid finches, North-
ern Shrikes, Snowy Owls, and other species. A number
of breeding species also show highly variable popula-
tions in space and time; the BBS data provide a basis
for quantifying differences in the relative stability of
populations. Cedar Waxwing, Dickcissel, Evening
Grosbeak, and Pine Siskin stuck out as particularly
variable during a quick look through the 15-year sum-
mary. Do these and other species with variable breed-
ing populations share any ecological characteristics that
might explain their relative variability in numbers? Are
there ecological events that correlate with changes in
breeding numbers of these variable species?

Despite the cautions mentioned above, I remain con-
vinced that the 15-year summary of the BBS contains
the best information available to date on the long-term
population dynamics of most of the 230+ species in-
cluded in the volume. I urge ornithologists to take bet-
ter advantage of the database. In addition, I urge or-
nithologists to take a more active role in ensuring that
quality data continue to be collected. A number of
routes lack an assigned observer. Also, if more ob-
servers were available in the west and in the north,
more routes could be created. To volunteer, call your
state coordinator (listed in the book) or Sam Droege,
Patuxent Wildlife Research Center, Laurel, MD 20708.
Also, if you need a copy of the book, contact Sam
Droege.—GREGORY S. BUTCHER, Cornell Labo-
ratory of Ornithology, 159 Sapsucker Woods Road,
Ithaca, NY 14850.
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