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(where the eponymous, endangered 

Woodhen, Phoenix Petrel and a number of 
other bird species breed) will be the first to 
tackle rodents on an inhabited island. The re­
generation of island life once these pests are 
removed is quite something to behold. Closer 
to home but in the less recent past, the elimi­
nation of cats from South Africa’s Marion 
Island (290 square kilometres) remains the 
largest island from which these extraordinar­
ily efficient bird predators have been removed.

While the seabirds may be punching 
above their weight in this book, there are 
some surprises that the new edition re­
veals. First World, highly developed nations 
are faring as abysmally in protecting their 
landbirds as small island developing states 
are. Extinction­risk hotspots include Aus­
tralia, the USA (Hawaii) and the UK (all 
its overseas territories). Clearly these coun­
tries have more money than sense (and/or 
a serious lack of appreciation for stunningly 
beautiful birds), for if Australia’s Orange­
bellied Parrots (fewer than 40 birds) or Ha­
waii’s Maui Island Akohekohe (2 500 birds)  
continue to disappear, what hope is there?  
 

    
 The answer, 

fortunately, is that with resources,  
nothing need be lost. Heroic efforts by the 
likes of Nature Seychelles and the Mauri­
tius Wildlife Foundation, both tiny organi­
sations in tiny Third World islands, have 
brought species such as Mauritius Kestrel, 
Pink Pigeon and Seychelles Warbler back 
from the very edge of extinction, testament 
to the fact that with a bit of money and a lot 
of will, extinction is not inevitable.

There’s little that can inspire people 
more than stunning images of threat­
ened places or endangered species. 
The natural affinity that humans have 
for animals, and especially for birds, 
makes this book more inspiring than 
depressing, even though it’s a sober­
ing read. The natural appeal of the 
subject is borne out by the acknow­
ledgements, where there is an ex­
tensive list of photographers who 
have given their images at no cost 
for this project (for it is a project, 
rather than a conventional book). 

By shining the spotlight on 
the sharp end of bird conserva­
tion the book raises awareness 
and, hopefully, additional re­

sources to protect the birds portrayed. The 
icing on the cake? Proceeds from sales of this 
book go to BirdLife International’s Preventing 
Extinctions Programme, so, while comfort­
ably ensconced in your gown and slippers and 
marvelling at the birds, or planning your next 
birding mission, you can feel even better about 
the purchase, knowing you’re assisting some of 
the world’s most desperately in need birds.
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‘The world’s rarest birds’. What a 
title for a book! Any birder or, 
for that matter, anyone passion­

ate about biodiversity and its conservation, 
would probably consider buying a copy 
simply from the title. Add to that the stun­
ning imagery it contains and you’ve got a 
real winner. The book covers exactly what 
it says in the title, but achieving a balance 
between being informative and turgid, con­
cise and superficial, beautiful and expensive 
is very tricky. This book pitches it perfectly 
in all respects. It’s evolved from being a soft­
cover, published­from­home work that Erik 
Hirschfeld produced in 2008 while on pater­
nity leave in his native Sweden to its current, 
impressively professional format.

But without doubt it’s a bitter­sweet publi­
cation. For no matter how stunning it is, the 
book is redolent of the catastrophic nature of 
man’s impacts on the birds of this world. Some 
of the images are so imperfect they immedi­
ately emphasise the fact that some species are 
now too rare to get reasonable photographs of 

them, even in this age of digital photography 
and booming global birding tourism.

Paging through the book I was constantly 
attracted to species that I know. There are so 
many of them, it’s staggering. Although I’m 
acutely aware of the dire conservation status 
of seabirds because it’s my job to know this, it’s 
nonetheless pulse­quickening to see all 17 of 
the Threatened, Endangered and Critically En­
dangered albatrosses in a colour­coded table,  
with the green Near Threatened species con­
spicuously few in number (five) rounding out 
the group, and no Least Concern albatrosses 
on the planet. 

The albatrosses are among the lucky ones. 
There’s an entire international treaty – the 
Agreement on the Conservation of Albatross­
es and Petrels – set up specifically to deal with 
their conservation problems. And because of 
albatrosses’ charismatic, semi­mystical appeal 
to many people, there’s plenty of effort and 
money going into their conservation. BirdLife 
South Africa’s award­winning Albatross Task 
Force is a good example of why we should be 
less worried about albatrosses than their status 
suggests. This and other teams have shown it’s 
possible to reduce seabird bycatch in fisheries 
to negligible levels. There is hope, and indeed 
the text dealing with the albatrosses chimes in 
some notes of hope amid the generally quite 
gloomy reading.

As a researcher, my two obsessions are 
seabirds and islands (which are not mutually 
exclusive topics, of course). So again, it’s no 
surprise to me that, in addition to all the sea­
birds, a great many of the birds in this book 
are islanders. These two themes link my re­
search and professional interests: protecting 

seabirds at sea and eradicating from islands 
the invasive mammals that are responsible for 
so much of the woe contained in this beauti­
ful book. This too gives reason for optimism, 
albeit in relatively small doses in this publica­
tion. There are several sections which high­
light ‘threatened bird hotspots’ (which are 
depressingly abundant, speaking to the wide­
spread nature of the destruction humanity has 
wrought), and many make reference to the 
huge gains that eradications have delivered 
(or may yet deliver). 

Some projects in the past decade have  
really pushed the envelope. Isabella Island 
in the Galápagos Archipelago (more than 
4 600 square kilometres; cleared of goats), 
and Macquarie Island south­west of Tasma­
nia (128 square kilometres; cats eradicated, 
rabbits, rats and mice probably eradicated 
but requiring final verification) are just two  
examples of what’s possible. The plans to ex­
terminate rodents from Lord Howe Island  
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