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The second section is hands-on practical, describing how 
to keep hives of stingless bees, and comes complete with 
instructions on how to build and manage a backyard hive 
for sugarbag honey production, also including information 
on how to establish a colony, split a hive, and deter natural 
enemies. Indigenous harvesting and use of sugarbag 
is described too, along with explanations of cultural 
significance. 

In the final section, the role of native bees in providing 
vital ecosystem and agricultural services is explored. Bees 
are, of course, integral to pollination processes in many 
plants, and are of enormous economic and ecological 
value. Tim Heard provides advice on which crops are 
pollinated by which species, and where hives should be 
placed to facilitate successful pollination. 

Throughout this impressive book, there are plenty of 
high quality photographs and illustrations that provide a 
powerful visual accompaniment to the text. The sculptural 
honeycombs depicted in the photographs are particularly 
memorable. 

We are delighted to acknowledge this publication with 
a Whitley award. It is a unique book in a unique 
category, and will undoubtedly convert many enthusiasts 
into practising beekeepers. Congratulations to Tim and 
Sugarbag Bees. 

Adele Haythornthwaite (Left) and Tim Heard (Photo: 
Dan Lunney).

SPECIAL COMMENDATION
PETER HIGGINS
PRESENTED BY STEPHEN AMBROSE

Peter Higgins is this year’s recipient of the Special 
Commendation Award for his extensive contribution to 
significant publications that promote Australasian fauna.

Peter was an editor of all seven volumes of the Handbook 
of Australian, New Zealand and Antarctic Birds (or 
HANZAB as it is affectionately known), published in 
Melbourne by Oxford University Press. He was the 
assistant editor for the first two volumes, from 1987 to 
1993 (when Stephen Marchant was the senior editor), and 
he became the senior editor of the next five volumes (from 
1994 to 2006) after Stephen’s retirement from the project. 
Therefore, Peter devoted 20 years of his working life to the 
compilation and publication of the HANZAB volumes.

Since the completion of HANZAB, Peter has co-authored 
species accounts of Australian honeyeaters and New 
Zealand stitchbirds for Volumes 13 and 14 of the 
Handbook of Birds of the World, published by Lynx 
Edicions in Barcelona, Spain.

HANZAB was a project of the Royal Australasian 
Ornithologists Union or RAOU (now BirdLife Australia 
after its amalgamation with Bird Observation and 
Conservation Australia or BOCA). The total body of 
work comprises 9,138 pages of scientifically-referenced, 
as well as previously unpublished, information about 
all the bird families and species that had been recorded 
in the Australian, New Zealand and Antarctic regions 
at the times of publication (956 species, in total). The 

Peter Higgins (photo: Dan Lunney)
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text is supplemented with colour plates of each species, 
species distribution maps, sonograms, and black and 
white drawings that illustrate behavioural displays and 
postures of the birds. 

Peter’s specific roles as editor of the HANZAB Project 
included managing a team of researchers, writers, bird 
artists and illustrators; editing and proof-reading all the 
texts; ensuring that all species texts were appropriately 
and externally refereed; reporting to and acting on the 
recommendations of the HANZAB Project Steering 
Committee; and liaising with the publishers in relation 
to deadlines and publication layout. Peter also wrote the 
section of each species account that dealt with the origins 
and meanings of the scientific and common names and 
their synonyms. He was awarded the Whitley Medal in 
1996, when Volume 3 (Snipe to Pigeons) was recognised 
as that year’s most outstanding natural history publication 
on Australian fauna. The other published volumes were all 
given the Whitley Award for Best Zoological Handbook 
in their respective years of publication.

It is 10 years since the publication of the final volume of 
HANZAB and so it is a good time to reflect on the project’s 
and Peter’s long-term contribution to ornithology. There 
is no doubt that HANZAB has influenced Australian 
ornithology as much as, if not more than, the monumental 
works of John Gould’s The Birds of Australia (these were 
seven volumes published between 1840 and 1848) and 
Gregory Mathews’ The Birds of Australia (which were 12 
volumes published between 1910 and 1927). 

The HANZAB volumes summarised all that was 
known about each bird species at their times of 
publication and, perhaps more importantly, identified 
what was NOT known. 

It was also the first time that detailed information had 
been presented about the variation in plumages of 
each species according to geographical distribution, age 
and sexual maturity, gender, and stages of the moult 
cycle. Therefore, HANZAB is not only an invaluable 
source of information about Australian, New Zealand 
and Antarctic birds, the gaps in knowledge that were 
identified by the project have significantly influenced 
subsequent directions in ornithological research, and is 
likely to continue to do so for decades to come.

The total financial cost of the RAOU completing the 
HANZAB Project was about $8 million, some of which 
came from government grants, but mostly from generous 
philanthropic donations and corporate sponsorship. 
There was a continual need to raise funds during the 
course of the project and there were always concerns 
that there would be insufficient funds to complete all 
seven volumes. This led to tensions within and outside 
the RAOU, particularly in the mid- to late-1990s, when 
others questioned the wisdom of raising money for the 
HANZAB Project when there was a need to fund other 
bird research and conservation projects. These concerns 
were SO significant that throughout 1997 and much 
of 1998 the RAOU Council (through its Research 
Subcommittee) seriously considered suspending the 
HANZAB Project indefinitely on the basis that it was too 
financially draining on the organisation, but after much 
debate, decided to continue with it. These were difficult 
times for the HANZAB Project team; morale was low and 
individual team members had difficulty concentrating on 
their work when the future of the project was in doubt. 
Peter played a crucial role in that period as managing 
editor; he talked up the morale of his staff, had them 
focus on completing their work, he largely disengaged 
from the politics surrounding the project, left project 
funding-raising to others, and led by example by focusing 
entirely on his editorial duties, while privately despairing 
over the uncertainty of the project’s future. In doing so, 
it led to the critical publication of Volume 4 (Parrots to 
Dollarbird) in 1999, acknowledged widely as the most 
impressive of all the HANZAB volumes to that date, and 
a turning point in the fortunes and support for the project.

The successful completion of HANZAB can be attributed 
to the contributions and support of large numbers of 
people and institutions. Peter Higgins pays homage to 
major contributors in an essay titled “Finishing HANZAB 
– a Reflection”, which was published in the final volume 
of HANZAB. However, Peter’s graciousness and humility 
prevented him from reflecting on the full extent of his own 
contributions to the project, preferring to praise others. 
Special commendation by the Royal Zoological Society 
through the Whitley Awards is one way of recognizing 
Peter’s significant scholarly contribution to zoological and, 
in particular, ornithological literature. 


