August 14, 2014
Response to Countryside Alliance and National Gamekeeper Association attacks on
those who care about bird of prey conservation

Recent attacks by shooting interests on the RSPB and others concerned about the near extinction of
Hen Harriers in England illustrate how threatened the industry feels by the wave of conservationists
now speaking out against their relentless persecution of wildlife. We, like most of the British public,
welcome the RSPB’s proactive and protectionist view of wildlife, and we stand with them against a
minority of bullies who seek to exploit wildlife for sport and profit.
The pro-shooting lobby has deliberately misrepresented the facts on bird of prey numbers to obscure
the continued threat its industry poses to the survival of certain birds of prey in Britain such as Hen
Harriersi. The CA’s own report confirms that two-thirds of Britain’s bird of prey species are still of
conservation concern, meaning their numbers remain so low that survival of UK populations could be
threatened if efforts to protect them were to ceaseii. Although population declines have also been seen
in a similar proportion of non-raptor species, bird of prey conservation is of particular concern because it
is impeded mainly by illegal persecution rather than habitat loss and climate changeiii. And of the
defendants convicted of offences relating to the persecution of birds of prey since 1996, around 75 per
cent were gamekeepersiv. In other words, the actions of vested shooting interests are the predominant
factor preventing the non-shooting majority from enjoying the reestablishment of these spectacular birds
throughout the UK.
British populations of most bird of prey species have increased since 1970; however, their numbers had
become so perilously small through persecution and pesticide use that they could only increase or
become extinct. Despite these increases, the number of breeding pairs in the UK still remains at fewer
than 500 for half of our birds of prey, and it is unlikely that any species has returned to early 19th century
levels. It is widely recognised that most birds of prey in Britain, along with ravens, magpies and other
crows, were numerous and widespread in the early 1800s, but suffered catastrophic declines in the
latter half of the century when game shooting became widespreadv,vi,vii,viii,ix,x. Hen Harriers, White-tailed
Eagles, Ospreys, Goshawks and Marsh Harriers had all been persecuted to extinction on mainland
Britain by the early 1900sxi. It is only due to the tireless efforts of the RSPB and other conservationists
that we once again have breeding populations of these species in Britain. Sadly, lessons from the past
have not been heeded and gamekeepers continue to persecute Hen Harriers, Goshawks and Marsh
Harriersxii,xiii.
The shooting industry’s claim to be protecting threatened species such as curlew and lapwing are
disingenuous. These pseudo-conservationists are only interested in championing the small number of
species that can survive in their intensively managed grouse factories. True conservationists recognise
that healthy predator populations are an essential part of a functioning ecosystem and that it is
gamekeepers’ war on wildlife and destructive land management practices that lead to species
imbalances.
Hen Harriers are not the only raptor species that suffers on grouse moors. Research on Peregrine
Falcon pairs nesting on grouse moors in the north of England found that they fledge only half the
number of chicks of those which nest away from this kind of habitat and suggested that persecution was
widespread on grouse moors in almost all areas of England, countering claims that raptor persecution
only occurs on few ‘rogue’ estatesxiv. Other research has highlighted similar problems for Golden
Eagles on the grouse moors of Scotlandxv.
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Britain’s uplands need not be reliant on grouse shooting for income and to prevent the encroachment of
wind farms and sheep grazing. Protecting these areas as nature reserves where birds of prey are free
to make a comeback would bring economic benefits to upland areas through tourism. This is already
happening in other parts of Britain where shooting interests do not exert such undue influence on local
communities, including:
- The Isle of Mull receives £5 million a year from tourists coming to see white-tailed sea eaglesxvi
- An estimated 290,000 people visit osprey-watching sites in the UK each year and bring an estimated
£3.5 million per year to the areas around these sitesxvii
- The peregrine watchpoint at Symond’s Yat, where the RSPB protects a regularly occupied nest, is
estimated to attract over £500,000 in visitor spending to the Forest of Deanxviii
It is time for the shooting industry to acknowledge the role it has played, and continues to play, in the
decline of the Hen Harrier and in restricting the recovery of other birds of prey. Only when they take
responsibility for their relentless persecution of wildlife, and end it, can we feel secure about the future
of birds of prey in Britain.
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