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International’s Goose and Swan Specialist Groups has had 
mixed fortunes.  Activities in 2010–2011 included mostly 
collation and web-publication of data for breeding seasons 
2009 and 2010. As of August 2011 the online survey data-
base contained 1,354 breeding conditions reports spanning 
1989–2010 and a wealth of information on status and abun-
dance of birds and mammals in the Arctic and human im-
pacts. However, the survey development and its functioning 
has been grossly impaired by discontinued funding since 
2008 turning what was a steady increase in coverage to a 
decline and causing delays in data collection, publication 
and translation from Russian to English, and a cessation of 
all survey development and analysis. Restoration of funding 
of the ABBCS is essential to prevent the degradation of this 
survey network which provides a synchronized circumpolar 
information resource on Arctic terrestrial ecosystems. 
w Finally, the most recent addition to the IWSG Projects, the 

Sanderling Project, has been doing very well in 2010. 
Through the IWSG network 2,693 sightings of 1,002 
colour-ringed Sanderlings were reported by 239 people (22 
nationalities). The information on the IWSG web pages of 
the Sanderling project, and the several requests on e-mail 

groups, other popular websites and bird journals have aided 
this success. Additionally, of the 569 Sanderlings that were 
colour-ringed in 2010, 191 individuals were ringed by 
volunteers involved in the Sanderling project in Portugal, 
Ireland and Poland and these have already resulted in many 
valuable resightings.

Since late 2010 the IWSG Website has been maintained by 
Richard du Feu (www.waderstudygroup.org). He  facilitates 
membership, conference registration and general communica-
tion. We encourage all members to send Richard notes and 
news to be posted on the IWSG website. 

In 2011 we hope to further stabilize the financial situation, 
partly through recruiting new members and partly through 
 obtaining external funding sources. Again I encourage every-
one to publish in the Bulletin and to keep citing articles 
published in the Bulletin as you have been doing. Looking 
forward to meet you all in Strathpeffer in the Scottish High-
lands in September 2011!

Yvonne Verkuil
Chair IWSG 

BOOK REVIEW

The Flexible Phenotype, a Body-Centered Integration of Ecology, Physiology, and Behaviour by Theunis Piersma and 
Jan A. van Gils. 2010. Oxford University Press, 248 pages, Pbk: ISBN 978-0-19-959724, $52.95 USD (OUP.com).  

Hbk: ISBN 978-0-19-923372-4, $117.00 USD (OUP.com).

Theunis Piersma and Jan A. van Gils utilize examples from a 
broad range of taxa and levels of organization to illustrate that 
understanding phenotypic flexibility is vital to the fields of 
ecology, physiology and behaviour. The Flexible  Phenotype 
conveys, very convincingly, the importance of truly inte-
grative thinking as a means to fully understand and study 
biological phenomena.

Defined as the reversible and seasonally cyclic changes 
of phenotype within an individual, phenotypic flexibility has 
been well documented in many organisms, but some of the 
most extreme examples come to us from the study of shore-
birds. As such, it is only fitting that The Flexible Phenotype 
is written through the unifying narrative of these birds, yet 
each section of the book is teeming with astonishing examples 
from many other taxa. 

The book is divided into four parts, each laying the founda-
tion for the next. Part one, the Basics of Organismal  Design, 
introduces the reader to the importance of maintaining home-
o stasis through the balance of heat, water, nutrients, and 
energy. Symmorphosis, that the capacity of one part of a 
system is usually closely matched by the rest of the system 
within an organism, becomes an important theme throughout 
the rest of the book.

Part two, Adding Environment, expands on the concepts 
introduced in part one, and explains through a number of 
amazing examples, again punctuated by examples from 
shorebirds, how organisms are well matched to their envi-
ronment. Here metabolic ceilings are introduced as a segue 

to physiological constraints as a whole. Through a 
number of stunning examples, from the metabolic 
constraints of  human Antarctic exploration and 
the amazing migration of the Bar-tailed Godwit, 
to the gut dynamics of feeding Burmese py-
thons, in this section of the book the authors 
go to great lengths to illustrate phenotypic 
plasticity as a means for  organisms to cope 

with physiological constraints and environmental demands.
Part three begins to integrate behavioural flexibility as 

the most rapid way for an organism to respond to a changing 
environment. Again, a number of examples from many taxa 
 illustrate various behavioural adaptations that allow organ-
isms to survive a quickly changing environment. Optimal 
foraging strategy is presented in this section of the book and, 
in line with the theme of the previous sections, particular 
emphasis is placed not only on the behaviour associated with 
diet choice and patch selection, but also on the physiological 
constraints and energetic demands of food processing.

Part four of this book brings together all the themes of 
the book into a “fully integrated view”. The flexibility of the 
immune system is presented as of the utmost importance, as 
is the maintenance of pectoral muscle size and optimizing 
behaviour in order to avoid predation. It is this section of the 
book where the authors elegantly apply the concepts laid out 
previously to the fields of conservation and management, 
making the case that phenotypic flexibility allows organisms 
to cope with a changing climate, for example, but at a cost. 
Therefore, understanding the limits to phenotypic change, 
“when organisms can cope no more” and the associated fit-
ness costs, could allow a better understanding of population 
dynamics. The final chapter offers a unique perspective on 
how to integrate phenotypic flexibility with evolution, and 
finishes by emphasizing the view that organisms and their 
environments are inseparable; each should be considered 
when studying the other. 

The Flexible Phenotype is a truly integrative book and has 
something for all scientists interested in how animals live in 
their environments. The unique perspective gained by reading 
this book is one that will serve biologists of all disciplines.

Alexander R. Gerson
Department of Biology, University of Western Ontario, 

Canada


