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Observing across scales:  

Broome Bird Observatory as a site of multiple exchanges 

 

Perdita Phillips 

Abstract: Roebuck Bay’s waters and shoreline fringes in the Kimberley of Western Australia 

are host to nonhuman worlds of waders and bowerbirds. The Broome Bird Observatory (BBO) 

is the site of scientific investigations by professional ornithologists and amateur birdwatchers. 

Focussing on bird banding and the bowers of the Great Bowerbird, the author undertook 

fieldwork to investigate the nature of these points of exchange between nonhumans, scientists 

and artists. The imagery presented contrasts the dramatic colour and compositional elements 

of the environment with the more awkward and intimate details of human-animal encounters. 

Waders have worlds that span the globe, whereas male bowerbirds focus considerable attention 

on their bowers and the objects that they collect for them. Both bird banding and working 

with bowerbirds created sites of dialogue that mingled objective (scientific) and emotionally 

motivated processes in what Whitney calls ‘emotional ecologies’. For both waders and 

bowerbirds the surrounding environment was a significant ecological participant that fleshed 

out and enriched the field of investigation. In the art and science project Green, Grey or Dull 

Silver small green objects were offered as part of a ‘conversation’ at bowers. With bowerbirds, 

the individuality of birds played an important role in creating more reciprocal and dynamic 

engagements. A mixture of interaction and inter-patience (Candea) was required to both 

‘speak’ and listen to the conversation of others. This image essay, therefore, endeavours to 

convey the richness of the affective landscape of emotional and material exchange at BBO.   

Keywords: image essay, Kimberley, Broome Bird Observatory, place, emotion, waders, Great 

Bowerbird, contemporary animal art, STS. 
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This image essay was written in response to the idea of exploring how animals and places interact. A visual 

intervention within the pages of this special themed issue, it is meant to convey the senses of space and scale 

at a particular location, the Broome Bird Observatory (BBO), in relation to nonhuman worlds. The 

observatory was founded in 1988 and has the twin aims of research and education. It is recorded as having 

the greatest diversity of shorebird species anywhere on earth (Broome Bird Observatory ‘Australian Shorebirds 

Tours Research Broome Bird Observatory’). People can stay at the observatory in bush camp-style 

accommodation and take courses in wader identification. BBO is run by Birdlife Australia, a membership 

based organisation, which describes itself as a ‘voice for Australia’s birds’ (Birdlife Australia). As an artist I 

visited BBO to interact with bowerbirds as part of the Green, Grey or Dull Silver project. I also took part 

in bird banding. I became interested in the ways birds shaped the day to day functioning of the bird 

observatory at the level of species and landscapes, in what kinds of relationships between animals and 

humans were engendered by the focus on scientific conservation, and to what extent the stability of 

relationships was unsettled by other (nonhuman) lives. Following the image essay, I outline some ideas and 

issues that run in parallel to the visual investigations. 

 

  





















OBSERVING ACROSS SCALES 

76 

Commentary on the image essay 

 

The shallow waters and savannah scrub of the BBO form differing but parallel spatial 

environments. Waders have worlds that span the globe, crossing borders, imbricating the 

localness of mudflat habitat loss along their flight route with the wider geopolitics of climate 

change. Focussing in on bird banding as a point of contact highlights the intertwining of humans 

and nonhumans, bringing encounters down to the scale of a human hand. The intimate and 

awkward images here could be interpreted as reinforcing a form of exploitation or ‘power-over’ 

by humans. Those who undertake bird banding justify it primarily on scientific terms because of 

the information that it provides about the distribution and habits of the waders over their entire 

range, as well as how populations are changing over time. Information collected at BBO has 

been used in conservation biology and environmental advocacy along the East Asian-Australasian 

Flyway. However as STS researcher Kristoffer Whitney has pointed out, there is more at stake 

in wader research than scientific facts. In his analysis of research at Delaware Bay on the east 

coast of the United States, Whitney unpacks the motivations of researchers and bird banders. He 

describes the field sites as social spaces of co-created ‘ecologies of emotion’. Here Whitney is 

broadening the term ‘ecology’ in a posthuman interpretation to indicate a more co-constitutive 

network of relationships between humans and nonhumans. In the case of bird banding, the act of 

handling birds (and the apparent calmness with which birds react) can be a powerfully affective 

experience, destabilising human objectivity and eliciting humility, wonder, empathy and 

protective emotions in those that undertake the banding: despite the inequalities of power in 

bird banding, other lives affect humans (Whitney). The scientific process is not impervious to the 

effects of nonhumans and these effects have ongoing consequences. Similar activities of 

birdwatching and bird banding take place at Roebuck Bay leading me to contend that similar 

emotional territories exist.  

As a conservation facility the BBO both ‘collects’ birds (in photographs and by counting 

and banding) and discourages exploitation through its conservation ethic. By means of its 

education campaigns, visitors are encouraged to feel the wonder of birds (Broome Bird 

Observatory, ‘Australian Shorebirds | Supporting the BBO’) but also to take practical action 

such as refraining from walking or driving on roosting beaches at high tide. Thus there are 

conflicts between the handling of birds and an ethic of non-interference. There is also a shift in 
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scale between banding as individualising birds and the tallying of mass flocks. More widely, the 

region is marketed as a wilderness destination, yet increased development affects the viability of 

wader populations. As the ‘voice’ for the birds, BBO is caught between allowing human access 

to see birds, but not disturbing them too much.   

Much of the conservation rhetoric at BBO is undoubtedly preservationist in nature. Are 

there ways that we can re-imagine more posthuman relationships between animals and places? 

Certainly, in light of acute effects such as habitat destruction and long-term effects such as 

climate change and sea level rises, the uncertain future of waders demands that we take their 

needs seriously. Humans are put in a difficult position with regards to any darker ecology, as 

outlined by Timothy Morton (Morton).  

Specifically, does the reconsideration of nonhuman lives mean that we can re-imagine 

the aesthetics of our encounters with places? For example, mudflats are considered by many in 

Australian society as being undesirable places but are vitally important to the waders. They can 

be re-imagined as part of a flattened space: all species and spaces existing within a mesh of 

Morton’s ‘thinking of interconnectedness’ (Morton 7). But does it necessarily follow that 

pollution itself should be detoxified (i.e. loved: see Garrard) or that habitat destruction can be 

elided as part of a flattened world of differences between human and nonhumans? This is a 

problem of relativism discussed succinctly by geographer Steve Hinchliffe where ‘there is a fear 

of flattening everything out, producing a world where everything is related to everything else, 

with no tools available for differentiating matters of importance, political or otherwise 

(Geographies of Nature 55).’ If we ‘love’ the ugliness of mud might that possibly lead into 

problems of ‘loving’ examples of actual pollution as well – which might just look and smell like 

mudflats? By flattening down the aesthetic ‘terrain’ might we learn to ‘love’ habitat destruction 

too, to the detriment of nonhumans such as the waders?  

On the other hand, when scientific arguments are taken to the spheres of environmental 

governance, ‘the bureaucratic ecology of emotion … favours the “invasive” virtues of economic 

rationality at the expense of all others’ (Whitney 7; emphasis added). A ‘flat’ ethical terrain does 

not appear to exist and, despite the fragmentation, forward movement or change to create 

better outcomes for human and nonhumans is still required. Elsewhere I have advocated a style 
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of action that is ‘unassuming but critical, accommodating of incompleteness and vitally attentive 

to place’ (Phillips 103).  

In contrast to the more specialised and relatively flighty and vulnerable waders, Great 

Bowerbirds are common and unthreatened. A sedentary, social species, they are more readily 

habituated to human interactions. The Great Bowerbird is adaptable and has fared well even in 

built-up areas. Bowerbirds are excellent vocal mimics of elements of both ‘natural’ and human 

soundscapes. The male birds freely avail themselves of human-made objects as long as they fit 

certain criteria of colour, size and roundness. For example, I recorded a light bulb, plastic toys, 

marbles, a teaspoon, golf balls, aluminium foil and the asthma puffer pack pictured in the image 

essay.  

Whilst utilising scientific methods and materials, Green, Grey or Dull Silver allowed more 

room to investigate the limits of art and science. An important objective of this work was to ask 

myself how I might change in response to the world of another. Hinchliffe notes that ‘any form 

of bird watching is about more or less subtle movements and making oneself available ... in 

order to find appropriate responses to the world of the bird’ (‘Where Species Meet’ 34). Matei 

Candea contrasts interaction with inter-patience, or waiting for others (nonhumans) to act. In the 

case of Green, Grey or Dull Silver, the emphasis was on attentive listening by the artist and less 

direction and control of the exchange between humans and nonhumans. I have taken from Ric 

Spencer’s conversational aesthetics the idea that art is an informal co-constitutive conversation 

between the artist and their surroundings. By offering my green objects as material 

intermediaries, they acted as ‘conversations’ with the male bowerbirds. I aimed to challenge 

representational strategies and to take as my subject matter the way nonhumans actively inscribe 

themselves upon our world. The image essay attempts to give a sense of the nature of these 

performative acts of interaction with the male bowerbirds. 

Whether my ‘conversations’ were going to have long-term effects on bowerbird 

behaviour was raised as part of a university ethics procedure. This led to the situation where I 

restricted my visits to the bowers to the minimum period of time and only recorded the after-

effects of the performative interactions. Fortunately males returned to their original behaviour 

within minutes of my departure from their bowers. As discrete organisms they carry around an 

individual perceptual world (Umwelt) within which things ‘fit’. Their behaviour in taking and 
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discarding human objects on their own terms indicates that they do not think of us as unique or 

special entities: there was both push and pull in our exchange. 

In comparing the two situations, the relationship between humans and bowerbirds was 

therefore qualitatively different to the way waders were engaged with – the former exchange 

had less intimate contact between the bowerbirds and the artist, but was more relational and 

more energetic – with more pulling to and fro between the different worlds of the participants. 

It was more emplaced in the sense that all of the activity took place at the scale of metres, but also 

more dynamic. The bowers themselves are long lasting and the collected objects (including 

many accumulated from the human world) represent a library, a measure of the surrounding 

environment and of individual discernment that are catalogued, coveted, loaned (stolen) and 

discarded. They are repositories of places and exchanges: human and nonhumans are ‘already 

enacted within and through many ‘knots’ of becoming, and place is enacted as part of this 

process’ (Hinchliffe, ‘Where Species Meet’ 34). Like a bower, places are assembled and subject 

to interaction, variation and change.  
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