
This leaflet is supported by 18
voluntary bodies and provides a summary of the

Report of the UK Raptor Working Group, which
was set up by the Department of the Environment in 1995

and which reported to the Government in 2000. It considered
the impact of birds of prey (raptors) on game management,

racing pigeons and the populations of songbirds. It rejected the
legalised killing of birds of prey, but made a series of

recommendations to help reduce potential conflict 
between birds of prey and other interests.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Background
The UK Raptor Working Group was set up to consider
issues arising from perceived conflicts between the
recovery of some bird of prey populations and their
impact on game birds and moorland management and
on racing pigeons. The Chairs and Secretariat were
provided by the then Department of the Environment,
Transport and the Regions (now Defra) and the Joint
Nature Conservation Committee. Its membership was
a cross-section of all interests:

● Department of the Environment, Transport and
the Regions (now Defra) 

● Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC)
● Scottish Executive Rural Affairs Department 

(now Scottish Government Rural Payments 
and Inspections Directorate) 

● British Association for Shooting and 
Conservation (BASC)

● Confederation of Long Distance
Racing Pigeon Unions of Great
Britain & Northern Ireland

● Game Conservancy Trust (now Game
and Wildlife Conservation Trust)

● Institute of Terrestrial Ecology (now
Centre for Ecology and Hydrology)

● The RSPB
● Scottish Landowners Federation (now

Scottish Rural Property and Business
Association)

● Scottish Raptor Study Groups

The group produced the Report of the UK
Raptor Working Group in February 2000, a
consensus view from the Group.1 The
report did not recommend any actions
which require changes in the law or
derogations from the European Union
Birds Directive. It rejected lethal control
of raptors, but made 25 recommendations
for action on a range of issues.

Monitoring birds of prey
The Report reviewed the status of birds of prey in
Britain and recommended:

� ongoing support for bird of prey monitoring
programmes

� five-yearly hen harrier surveys until the
population is no longer threatened by 
illegal killing

� national sample surveys of the sparrowhawk,
buzzard, goshawk and hobby

� investigation of declines in peregrine populations
in parts of the Scottish Highlands.
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● The report of the Raptor Working
Group was built on consensus,
agreed by representatives of
landowning, game management,
pigeon-racing and conservation
groups.

● Killing birds of prey would place
many species in permanent
conservation jeopardy. Even in those
instances where raptors may cause
serious damage, there are very
effective non-lethal solutions to
reduce the conflict.

Red kite



Criminal activity against birds 
of prey 
The Report considered that illegal killing continues to
restrict the population and distribution of several
raptor species in the UK, notably the hen harrier,
golden eagle, peregrine and red kite.2,3 It recommended:

� more Government action against illegal killing of
birds of prey

� a broadening of the Government anti-poisoning
campaign to encompass all illegal killing

� statutory licences for the possession of 
agricultural pesticides

� enhanced enforcement of existing legislation
� a review of crow trap provisions, since many

appear to be used illegally
� a review of the legal status of raptor nests outside

the breeding season to determine whether the
Birds Directive is properly transposed by the
Wildlife and Countryside Act.

Birds of prey and red grouse
The Report recognised the conflicts between raptor
conservation and grouse-shooting and made a series of
recommendations designed to reduce the conflict and
to benefit moorland conservation. It recommended:

� more support for good moorland management
� diversionary feeding of hen harriers to reduce

their predation on grouse chicks in the short term4

� trialling methods to provide peregrines with
alternative food

� the preparation of a European Union LIFE-
Nature-funded project for birds of prey and
moorland management

� setting up demonstration, training and awareness
projects on moorland management

� research to understand declines in moorland soil
fertility and possible declines in nutrient values 
of food plants associated with burning and
grazing regimes.

Birds of prey and racing pigeons
The working group commissioned research which,
for the first time, provided evidence of the causes of
losses of racing pigeons.5 It found that over 50% of
racing pigeons fail to return to their lofts each year.
Only 7.5% of racing pigeons are lost to raptors;
straying and collisions account for substantially more
losses each year. The working group affirmed that
there is no provision under existing law for birds of
prey to be killed to protect racing pigeons, and it
proposed that:

� research should be undertaken into the
effectiveness of deterrents, both on the pigeons
and around lofts

� the causes of pigeon-straying should be
investigated in greater detail

� changes to the pigeon racing season and routes
should be considered to reduce the risk of
predation during the peak of the peregrine 
nesting season.
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Birds of prey and 
pheasants in release pens
The group commissioned research which showed
that, overall, losses of pheasants in pens to raptors
are small.6 It also recommended that the results of
ongoing research, which is developing best practices
to reduce predation, should be well disseminated to
gamekeepers. This process is now well advanced7

and has led to greatly reduced levels of persecution
in many lowland areas.

Birds of prey and songbirds
The group considered a range of evidence and
concluded that ‘there is no scientific evidence that
birds of prey have affected population levels of
British songbirds’. It acknowledged that the effect of
modern agriculture is more likely to have been the
major cause of songbird declines and recommended
continued monitoring.8

The way forward
Conservation groups have welcomed the UK Raptor
Working Group report and the consensual approach
adopted in reaching its conclusions and
recommendations. We continue to offer our 
co-operation to the Government with measures to
implement the working group’s recommendations
and to other stakeholders in developing mutually
acceptable solutions to conflicts, which otherwise can
distract attention from the real problems affecting
our countryside.
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British Trust for Ornithology 
Humphrey Crick, The Nunnery, Thetford
Norfolk IP24 2PU

The BTO, as an impartial scientific research trust,
has provided critical review of the scientific
evidence-base underpinning this document.

Birdlife
Boris Barov, European Conservation
Manager, BirdLife International, European
Division, Avenue de la Toison d'Or 67, 
B-1060 Brussels

Hawk and Owl Trust
Linda Bennett, PO Box 100, Taunton 
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National Trust
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National Trust for Scotland
Richard Luxmoore, Wemyss House, 
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Scottish Ornothologists Club
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Northern England Raptor Forum
Ian Court, contact@raptorforum.org
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Welsh Kite Trust 
Tony Cross, Samaria, Nantmel,
Llandrindod Wells, Powys LD1 6EN

Manx BirdLife
Chris Sharpe, Greenbank, 33 Mines Road,
Laxey, Isle of Man IM4 7NH

The Wildlife Trusts
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Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust
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Countryside Council for Wales
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BTCV
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Hope Valley, Derbyshire S33 8XZ

Fell Runners Association
Chris Knox,
www.fellrunner.org.uk/committee.htm

RSPCA
Colin Booty, Wilberforce Way, Southwater
Horsham, West Sussex RH13 9RS

The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds
Jeff Knott, The RSPB, UK Headquarters 
The Lodge, Sandy, Bedfordshire SG19 2DL


