
CHRISTMAS COUNTS IN THE COUETS 

by Ph il Martin, Olympla, Washington

Just in  time fo r  the 7?th ajinual Christraas Bird Count, the U.S. Supreme 
Court has made a decisión which has e ffe c t iv e ly  ended a fiv e -yea r le g a l 
ba ttle  stemmlng from a controversy over the in terpretation  o f Count data. 
The high court l e t  stand the judgment o f a lower court that National 
Audubon Society vice-president Holand Clement and the New York Times 
were not l ia b le  fo r  damages because the Times had printed an a r t ic le  
quoting Clement’ s accusation o f three men o f d is to rtin g  Christmas Count 
data,

The controversy aróse primarily from a strongly worded statement by 
ed itor Robert S. Arbib, J r ., in  the A p ril, 1972, issue o f American Birds 
which c r it ic iz e d  the pesticide industry and various un-named s c ie n t if ic  
spokesmen fo r  using the ever-increasing to ta ls  o f birds recorded on 
Christmas Counts as "proof" that the use o f DDT and other chlorinated 
hydrocarbon pestioides was not having a deleterious e ffe c t  on North 
American bird populations.

Arbib contended that there was o lear evidence o f DDT reducing some bird 
species populations and wrote furtheri

The apparent increases in  numbers o f species and individuáis 
on the Christmas Bird Counts have, in  most cases, nothing to 
do with rea l population dynamics. They are a resu lt o f ever- 
increasing numbers o f birders in  the f ie ld ,  better access to 
Count areas, better knowledge o f where to find birds within 
each area, and increasing sophistlcation in  Id en tifica tion ,

With increased lo ca l coverage by the press o f Christmas Bird 
Count a c t iv it ie s  i t  is  Important that Count spokesmen r e it é r 
ate the simple and truthfu l faot that what we are seeing is  
resultant o f not more b irds. but more b irders, Any time you 
hear a "so ien tls t"  say the opposite, you are in  the presence 
o f someone who is  being paid to l i e ,  or i s  parroting something 
he knows l l t t l e  about.

Contacted la te r  by the New York Times, Audubon’ s Holand Clement was w il l-  
ing to  ñame Dr. J. Gordon Edwards o f San José State University in  C a li
forn ia , Dr, Thomas Jukes o f the University o f C a lifo rn ia  at Berkeley, and 
Dr, Robert H. White-Stevens o f Rutgers University as people who had 
regu larly misused Count data. A fte r  the New York Times published an 
a r t ic le  on the controversy, the three sued both Mr. Clement and the Times 
fo r  l ib e l ,  A Federal D is tr ic t  Court ruled against the defendants and 
awarded the professors damages to ta llin g  $61,000. However, the U.S. Court 
o f Appeals reversed the decisión, n ilin g  that the Audubon Society le t t e r  
which named the three men was not llbelous and that the Times was en titled  
to print impartial and accurate accounts o f such an accusation from a "re- 
sponslble, prominent organization lik e  the National Audubon Socie ty ."

With the Supreme Court's decisión not to review the case, the case is  ev l- 
dently closed. Burled in  th ls  le g a l entanglement over who has the r igh t to 
say what about whom are the more important underlying questions over the 
use o f pestic ides, s c ie n t if ic  eth lcs, population trends o f North American
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birds, and about the use and usefulness o f the masses o f data we a l l  
cheerfu lly  c o lle c t  each year on Christmas Blrd Counts.

A SUPERE 1977-78 INVASION OF EED-BREASTED NUTHATCH 

by L e i f  J. Robinson, W ellesley

I t  Is  w ell known that southwajrd autumn migrations o f the Red-breasted 
Nuthatch are quite unpredictable, though they are probably Induced by 
fa llu res  o f the northem cone crop (C. E. Bock and L. W. Lepthlen, 
American B irds. 26, 3> 558).

As observed in  Weston, the 1977-78 autumn invasión and subsequent 
wintering was unprecedented and may r e f le c t  the greatest in flu x  o f th is  
species ever recorded in  Massachusetts. For example, B a iley 's  Birds in 
Massachusetts (1955) gives th is  charaoterization: "Durlng years when
d e fin ite  f a l l  f l ig h ts  have materiailized, 6 to  20 birds have been report
ad per day." Yet, during about four hours on December 26th, I  and three 
companlons saw approximately 200 Red-breasted NuthatohesJ

The acoompanying graph shows my birds-per-hour counts at Weston Reser- 
v o lr , an area especia lly  favored by th is  species. Open c irc le s  represen! 
data from June, 197^i through June, 1977— an in te rva l without pronounced 
autumn migration—dots from July, 1977. through March, 1978. From these 
observations, I  conclude that the 1977-78 invasión probably began in  la te  
August (the June dot peidains to  fledging success o f lo ca l breeding 
b ird s ). Though th is  tlming is  in  substeintial agreement with Bailey, the 
1977-78 f l ig h t  continuad u n tll December, in  marked disagreement with his 
statement that autumn migration ceases by mid October. A fte r  reaching a 
peak, the numbers declined about as rap id ly as they b u llt  up. I  a t t r i-  
bute th is  f a l l - o f f  to  the exhaustion o f food suppliesi during February, 
when the decline was most rapid, my back yard population increased sub- 
s ta n tia lly .

In  another paper (American B irds, 25, 6, 9^5), Bock and R. Smith found 
that Invaslons o f Red-breasted Nuthatch were cojrrelated with those o f 
Red C rossb lll. Observations in  Weston during the winter o f 1977-78 
support that conclusionj I t  was an excellen t year fo r  a l l  "w inter finches.

In  summary, the birds-per-hour data revealed that the autumn migration o f 
Red-breasted Nuthatch (a t  least during th is  f l ig h t  year) persisted l-l 
months or so longer than the lim it  c ited  by Bailey. I t  seems impossible 
to  determine whether th is  extensión was due to  the magnitude o f the in 
vasión, an anomalous lo ca l concentratlon o f birds, or defic ien c les  in  
the data Bailey assessed. Banding records might substantially illum lnate 
the in terpretation  o f the remarkable 1977-78 f l ig h t  o f th is  topsy-turvy 
bird.

FOR SALEi The Land-Blrds and Game-Birds o f New England, 1895, 8y H.D, 
Mlnot. For Information contact Mrs. Lyman S. Rayes, 19 Gypsy T ra ll,  
Weston, MA 02193. Telephone 894-1470.
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