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Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended) 
 

Licences to kill/take birds/mammals (non-piscivorous) 
 
 
Note: This report may be disclosed in response to Freedom of Information requests. 

 

Technical Assessment of Application 
 

 

Summary of Application and Decision 
 

 
Case reference 

 

 
WLM/2013/0569 - 
0581 

 
Purpose 

 
Preventing damage to livestock 

 

 
 
 

 
Species Common buzzard 
(Buteo buteo) and Sparrowhawk 
(Accipiter nisus) 
 

 
 

 

Brief Description of Application  
 
This report refers to an application for a licence to shoot, and/or cage trap and shoot common buzzard and 
sparrowhawk, plus destroy nests of common buzzard. 
 
The applicant is a game keeper covering the land belonging to  

 ).  
 

 
 

 
 

 
The pheasant shooting returns from all shoots have fallen significantly below expected rates over the past three 
years, and the applicant has attributed this fall as being due to constant and increasing predation of pheasant 
poults by common buzzard and sparrowhawk. The applicant also claims that spring pair counts for grey partridge 
numbers are also falling on the shoots and again the applicant attributes this fall to predation by common buzzard 
and sparrowhawk. He considers that all other methods of deterrents are having a very limited effect. 
 
This application relates to pheasant poult predation on the three shoots showing the lowest returns, i.e.  

 The application is for the following activities: 
 
Table 1: Activities applied for in 2013 

Shoot Species Activity Time of 
year 

WILD ref. 

Shooting Cage 
trapping 

Nest 
destruction 

 Common 
buzzard 

Y   May-Oct WLM/2013/0571 

Common 
buzzard 

 Y  May-Oct WLM/2013/0572 

Sparrowhawk Y   May-Oct WLM/2013/0569 

Sparrowhawk  Y  May-Oct WLM/2013/0570 

 Common 
buzzard 

Y   April-Oct WLM/2013/0575 

Common 
buzzard 

 Y  April-Oct WLM/2013/0576 
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Common 
buzzard 

  Y April-Oct WLM/2013/0577 

Sparrowhawk Y   April-Oct WLM/2013/0573 

Sparrowhawk  Y  April-Oct WLM/2013/0574 

 Common 
buzzard 

Y   May-Oct WLM/2013/0580 

Common 
buzzard 

 Y  May-Oct WLM/2013/0581 

Sparrowhawk Y   May-Oct WLM/2013/0578 

Sparrowhawk  Y  May-Oct WLM/2013/0579 

 
 

 
 

 
 
The recommendations following assessment of the  application is that licences be issued to permit the cage 
trapping and shooting of common buzzards on the  shoot, and destruction of nests of common buzzard 
on the  shoot (with further consideration of a licence to cage trap and shoot if nest destruction is 
impractical). It is recommended that licences are not issued for the other activities nor for the  shoot, due to 
a combination of alternative methods not having been tried, and insufficient evidence of serious damage being 
caused by the species in question.  
  

   
Recommendation 

 
Recommend Licences 

Refuse Licences 
(see above) 

 
 
 

 
Actions Permitted: To take birds 
                                   To destroy nests and eggs  

 
Reasons for refusal: Alternative methods not tried 
                                   Damage due to other factors 

 
Date for reconsideration: N/A 

 

 
 Adviser Name:   Date of Report: 18/04/2013 
 

    
Application Details 

 

1. Applicant 

  
2. Site Details   
Address 

 
1.    
 
Grid Reference  
 
2.  

 
 
Grid Reference  
 
3    
 
Grid Reference  

Describe precise location 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Title 
 

 
       

 

 
Forename/ 
Initials 

 
 

 

 
Surname 
 

 
 

 



 

WML-F05/08 (06/08) 

 

 
 
 
Ownership of Site 

  
 

 
 
Written permission from these landowners has  and remains 
valid.  

 

Technical Assessment 
 

3. Assessment Details 

 
Type of Assessment Site Visit Date of Assessment 07/03/2013 
Risk Level High Sensitivity Level 3 
 
Risk Assessment 

 
Due to the contentious nature of applications to kill raptors, a thorough assessment including site visit is required. 

 resulted in a site visit being undertaken by  (Senior Specialist) and  
 (Specialist) prior to the submission of the  application. 

 
A number of site visits have been carried out . All pheasant release 
sites have been now been visited at least once and some have been visited several times, which enables a much 
more expansive and detailed assessment to be undertaken. Visits have occurred at different times of the year. 
The most recent viewing of the pheasant release pens was in October 2012. 
 

 
Persons Interviewed (if other than applicant) 

Name 
 

Address  
(if not as 2 or on application) 

Role 
 

Telephone Number 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

  
 
 

Applicant 
 
 

 National 
Gamekeepers‟ 
Organisation (NGO) 
 

  
 

 
 

 

 
 

4. Background Information
 

 
 

 
 
Previous Convictions 
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These are the only offences which are known to Natural England.  
 
The National Gamekeepers Organisation (NGO) is supporting the applicant throughout the process and he has 
their full support. 
 

 
 

5. Evaluation  
 
Raptor observations 
 
The applicant is primarily concerned about common buzzard. He reports that buzzard numbers have been 
increasing over the past 5 years, and over the past 3 years have reached a level where these birds are causing 
serious losses of poults. Numbers were noted to be lower at the start of 2011. The applicant has previously 
described there being at least one active buzzard nest site being located at each of his pens, with typical numbers 
of buzzards at each pen being between 2 and 5. More recently, five buzzard nests are reported across the  
shoots, including one at either end  Sparrowhawks are reported to be nesting at 3 
of the pens, and appear to be particular prevalent on the  shoot. 
 
During the visits made by Natural England, buzzards have been regularly seen throughout the area managed by 
the applicant. In particular a maximum of nine buzzards have been seen over  and nests seen in 

 shoots 
respectively. A sparrowhawk has regularly been seen flying in  shoot.  
 
Common buzzard nest in April and the young fledge when they are 7 to 8 weeks old, usually in June. The family 
of buzzards then remain in the nest site area and start to feed on the poults when they are released. The applicant 
states he has seen buzzard and sparrowhawk actually taking the pheasant poults both when they are in the pens 
and on the outside of the pens. He has collected some of the predated poult carcasses and  

. The photographs did not provide 
conclusive evidence of raptor predation, although did show a sparrowhawk feeding on a poult carcase. Given that 
sparrowhawks are unlikely to scavenge, and will only tend to feed on their own kills, this photographic evidence is 
highly suggestive of sparrowhawk predation. 
 
Information on populations of the two raptor species at county and national level are provided in the Conservation 
Considerations section below. 
 
Evidence of damage 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
. 
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The Pheasant Shoots 
 
The  application covers the following shoots: 

 – Applicant  
 – Single farmer – Applicant  

 – Single Farmer – Applicant  
 
 
Table 2: Stocking for 2012-13 season 

 No. poults 
stocked 

No. 
Pens/release 
sites used 

Date stocked Age of poults 
(weeks) 

Shoots 
covered by this 
application 

 400 2 15 Aug 2012 6.5 

 600 2 15 Aug 2012 6.5 

 450 3 03 Sep 2012 8 

Total 1450 5   

     

Other shoots 
 
 
 

1350 4 15 Aug 2012 6.5 (200 birds 
were ex-
layers) 

Total 2800 9   

 
Details of the stocking in the 2012-13 season are given in Table 2 above. This included 200 ex-layers bought at 
the applicants own expense. These were stocked on one of the applicant‟s own shoots  and the 
shoot which the applicant was most concerned about at the start of the season . The 
poults have previously been . The 
poults are stocked at between 6 and 9 weeks old. At 6 weeks old the poults weigh 500 to 600g, which is prey size 
for both common buzzard and female sparrowhawk who at the time of stocking will be feeding either fully or very 
nearly fledged broods. In 2011-12, and at  in 2013, poults were stocked at 8-9 weeks old, i.e. when they 
are larger than the typical prey size for the raptors present. Sparrowhawks in particular are likely to struggle to 
take older, larger poults. 
 
Not all pens are used each year, and in some years some pens are shared between shoots, with a number of 
birds released into the same pen on behalf of each shoot. Release pens average square ha in size. 
 
The pheasant poults are fed in the pens for  weeks after which they are allowed to leave the pens to wander 
around the outside of the pen during the day but encouraged to return to the pens at night. It is intended that 
poults stay within  of the pens when first released and return to the pen at night. When fully adult the birds 
are encouraged to spend the days within the suitably placed cover crops and return to the wood to roost at night. 
This is achieved by „dogging‟ the birds to the required locations at the appropriate time of day. After release the 
poults are still fed in the pens and at sites close to the outside of the pens and within the cover crops to encourage 
them to stay in the shoot area. The applicant feeds his pheasants all year round. He feels he loses very few birds 
to straying. 
 
The habitat around the shoots is very suitable for pheasant rearing, being a mixture of small woods, cover crops, 
wide field margins on arable land and hedgerows. This offers plenty of feeding and cover opportunities for reared 
birds. 
 
The pheasant shooting season starts on 1 October and finishes on 1 February. The applicant has described each 
shoot as having days of shooting per season each. He is expected to provide the shoot with a certain number of 
birds on each shoot day –  
 
National values for expected returns vary from 50% to 40%, with even the shooting press reporting in 2011 that 
few shoots manage to achieve the lower end of the expected returns. The latest advice from the GWCT suggests 
that returns around the 35% mark are reasonable and to be expected. However this is an average figure for a 
wide range of shoots across the country. The three shoots covered by this application are small, with the 
gamekeeper managing the area for hundreds rather than thousands of poults each year. The cost per bird shot 
(including purchase, rearing costs, etc) will be higher, and hence require a higher return to remain viable. For 
example, the applicant reports that in order to maintain a viable shoot the target cost per bird at shoot is aimed to 
be between  Costs up to  can be accepted but beyond this point shoots start to become 
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economically unviable. The three shoots have consistently produced returns of 40-50% or higher in the past (up to 
and including 2009-10). At these returns the cost per bird is currently around  (see Conclusion section 
below), and hence reduced returns will impact on the viability of the applicant‟s business. 
 
The table below shows a breakdown of costs for each of the three shoots for 2012-13.  
 
Table 3: Costings for the three shoots covered by the 2013 application 

Item  Cost (£) 
2012-13 

 Cost (£) 
2012-13 

 Cost (£) 2013-
13 

Labour (  
 

 

   

Feed pellets  (1 ton)  (2 ton)  (1 ton) 

Beaters  (6 for 4 days)  (10 for 3 days)  (8 for 2 days) 

Poults   (400 poults)  (600 poults)  (450 poults) 

Diesel    

Wheat  (3 ton)  (9 ton)  (5 ton) 

Gamestrips    

TOTAL    

Cost per bird put down    

Cost per bird shot @ 50% 
return 

   

Cost per bird shot @ 40% 
return 

   

Cost per bird shot @ 35% 
return 

   

  
The latest Smiths Gore Shoot Benchmarking survey (2011-12 – available at 
http://www.smithsgore.co.uk/assets/x/5080136 ) reports an average cost of £12.42 per bird put down, with 75% of 
shoots achieving a cost of £13.71 or less. Loss-making shoots spent an average of £13.89 per bird put down. The 
survey also calculates the average cost per bird shot as £30.29 (at the average return rate of 41%). However the 
average number of birds put down by private shoots in the survey was 4002, rather than an average of 483 for 
these three shoots. Comparing the average costs reported by the survey to the actual costs of the shoots covered 
by this application demonstrates the high costs of these small shoots, and the need for a high return rate in order 
for the shoots to remain viable. 
 
The applicant has provided the following combined figures for all the shoots  
 
Table 4: Annual returns for all  shoots 2007-08 to 2012-13 (   

Year Poults Out Actual return Return rate % Return rate % 
Excluding  

 returns * 

2007-08    49.7 

2008-09    48.3 

2009-10    50.8 

2010-11    33.9 

2011-12    34.5 

2012-13    37.3 

 
However it is not representative to analyse the returns using the overall figures for all  shoots, as all are in 
different ownership, , and  

. As such each individual shoot has a vested interest in their own returns, and should not be affected by 
returns from another shoot.  
 
* For example  shoot is known to pick up a large number of birds straying from those released in the 

 commercial shoots outside the applicant‟s management. Including this known variable 
significantly distorts the overall picture. In 2010-11 the return for  was 118% which held up the overall 
average, whereas in 2011-12 it reduced to 63% which brings the overall return down. This decrease significantly 
offsets the increases shown in some individual shoot returns in 2011-12. In 2012-13 the  return was 
more comparable with the other shoots. This may be explained by the poor weather resulting in poults remaining 
close to feeders and thus being less likely to stray from the neighbouring shoot. The NGO report that other shoots 

http://www.smithsgore.co.uk/assets/x/5080136
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around the country have experienced decreased straying this season, apparently due to the weather. 
 
It is therefore more representative to analysis each of the shoots independently. Table 5 and Figure 1 show the 
returns for each shoot, and in particular the reduced returns at the shoots applied for (   
and  since 2010-11. Tables 6-8 show more detailed figures for the particular shoots covered by this 
application.  
 
Table 5: Annual returns per shoot 1999-00 to 2012-13 

Shoot 
name 

1999
-00 

2001
-02 

2002
-03 

2003
-04 

2004
-05 

2005
-06 

2006
-07 

2007
-08 

2008
-09 

2009
-10 

2010
-11 

2011
-12 

201
2-
13 

x = no data available 
*  = Due to way returns recorded it is possible to extract  figures from 2010-11 data. 
 
It should also be noted that in previous years the  shoot has not always been stocked and shot, which 
affects consistency of data. 
 
Figure 1: Individual shoot returns 1999-00 to 2012-13 

 
 
The overall returns collectively show a decline over a protracted period of time, with  

. These declines in returns do correspond to the changes in buzzard numbers reported by the 
applicant. It is therefore possible that the decline in returns is a result of increased predation. 
 
Breakdown figures per pen and shoot since 2010-11 have been provided. The figures for the three shoots 
covered by this application are as follows: 
 
Table 6: Individual shoot returns 2010-11 

Shoot Name Pheasants in Birds per Birds shot % 
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Pen shoot shot(return) 

        

      

        

         

         

      

     
 
 
Table 7: Individual shoot returns 2011-12 

Shoot Name 
Pheasants in 

Pen 
Birds per 

shoot Birds shot 
% 

shot(return) 

 300*  200 74   37% 

  

*100 birds to 
 

 
    300 600  230  38.3%  

  300       

 450 450 122 27.1% 

 
Table 8: Individual shoot returns 2012-13 

Shoot Name 
Pheasants in 

Pen 
Birds per 

shoot Birds shot 
% 

shot(return) 

 300*  400 138  34.5% 

100 
    300 600  227  37.8%  

  300       

 450 450 81 18% 

 
Analysis of the three shoots 
 
The  shoot, following a marked drop in 2010-11 season, recovered somewhat (+8.4%) in 2011-12. In 
2012-13, returns remain low compared to previous years, showing a small (2.5%) decrease since the previous 
season. Full analysis of return data for this shoot is hampered by no data between 2007 and 2010, but the current 
level of returns is comparable to returns in the period 2003-2006. 
 
The  shoot (which until 2011/12 season was combined with  suffered a marked decline 
in returns in 2010/11 and have since remained at this low level compared with historic returns from this shoot. 
 
The  shoot is another for which full analysis is not possible due to missing return data. However in both  
2011-12 and 2012-13 this shoot showed marked decreases in returns of 14% and 9% respectively, resulting in a  
return of 18% in 2012-13. From the historical data available, this shoot previously returned in the region of 50%. 
 
The overall return for the three shoots in 2012-13 is 30.8%.  
 
The losses on the shoots attributed to predation by predatory birds 
 
Based on his own observations, the applicant describes the losses on the shoots which are attributable to 
raptors as being around  poults per season (approximately  the overall losses ), and increasing annually. 
This roughly equates to 25% of stocked birds and is considered a reasonable estimate („normal‟ losses being due 
to other predation, wandering/straying, road traffic accidents and mortality). The main concerns he has are the 
predation of poults both in and out of the pens by buzzards and the distress caused at the pens by both common 
buzzard and sparrowhawk.  
 
Common buzzard start to feed on the poults when they are released in July-September. The heaviest predation is 
reported to be in early September, possibly coinciding with newly fledged buzzards beginning to hunt more 
effectively for themselves. It would appear that the poults are being predated on by common buzzard in three 
different life stages: adults, for provision of food for dependent young and teaching young to kill; the juveniles 
themselves practicing kills and also by non-breeding/non-territorial birds. From what the applicant has said the 
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major damage would appear to be being caused by the adults and juveniles, although non-breeding/non-territorial 
birds appear to be more significant at  
 
In previous years the applicant has reported that sparrowhawk predation is worst when the poults are first 
released, with the sparrowhawks then being driven off by buzzards. This year sparrowhawk predation is reported 
to be as prevalent as buzzard predation at two of the  pens ( ). 
 
When the pheasants are not available to the raptors, i.e. when they are too large to be suitable prey, it is thought 
that wood pigeons become the main part of their prey. The shoot area has a very low rabbit population. 
 
Based on average losses at each pen of 1 - 2 poults per day, the applicant estimates the following losses: 

 - 1.5 poults a day x 2 pens x 7 days x 5 weeks = 105 poults 
 - 2 poults a day x 2 pens x 7 days x 5 weeks = 140 poults 

 - poults are not released into pens; instead the applicant has estimated a total loss of 200 poults 
Total for the 3 shoots – 105 + 140 + 200 = 445 poults 
This equates to a direct loss (at 2012 prices o  per poult) of  at poult stage. 
Using the 25% estimate gives a direct loss of for 363 poults. 
 
The applicant claims that in addition to actual predation, the raptors force his poults out of the pen areas and 
„home‟ woods, making them vulnerable to other risks such as road traffic and exposure to extreme weather. He 
also believes that predation causes increased movement of pheasants between the shoots. This results in the 
more variable returns seen by each shoot compared to the relatively consistent returns in the past, as well as the 
decline in overall return (for all shoots) which is attributed to raptor predation. 
 
He also states that after predation attacks the poults remain under cover and only come out to feed and water 
when he is present, with a resultant risk to welfare and loss of condition, which will also adversely affect longer 
term survival. 
 
The applicant  has a duty to look after his poults welfare responsibly, and also remain 
within the law (i.e. the Animal Welfare Act 2006 which imposes a duty of care).  that being 
unable to defend them from raptor predation is putting the poults‟ welfare at risk. 
 
Poult Carcasses 
 

 the applicant provided around  poult carcases, which were examined by Natural England and AHVLA. 
Observations included feather plucking, but no evidence of feathers being broken (i.e. by a mammalian predator); 
puncture wounds consistent with marks left by buzzard claws; stripping of flesh consistent with raptor feeding; 
and evidence of mammalian scavenging (not unexpected). Of 35 carcases examined by  
AHVLA , fewer than 5 had evidence of avian predation. 
  
Although the location of recovered carcases will be affected by a number of variables these data are a useful 
indication of where predation was most severe for the early part of the 2011-12 season. It is notable that 19 of 35 
carcases were recovered from  as this wood has a good vegetation structure both inside and 
outside the pen. Note that  is within the  Shoot, covered in the application. 
 
 
Other Evident Causes of Losses 
 
Disease  
The applicant states he has had no significant disease problems with his poults in previous years, or currently. 
 
Straying 
The applicant feels he loses few birds to straying, although the poults stocked in 2012-13 did wander more. If any 
birds do stray they are likely to be picked up by other shoots within the applicants management and maintain his 
overall averages. Straying off the land managed by the applicant does not seem to be occurring as the returns 
vary per year and show an overall decline. 
 
Road Traffic Accidents 
None of the release pens are adjacent to or near to roads and losses to road traffic is not seen as being a 
contributory factor in the losses, as there are few roads crossing the shoot areas and the few roads present are 
quiet rural roads.  is to the East of the shoot area, and at least 200m from any of the release pens. 
 
Predator Control  
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The applicant has carried out pest control on the application sites throughout the year for several years and has 
provided the following figures for other predators he has taken: 
Fox     2008-09 =  
           2009-10 =   
           2010-11 =  
           2011-12 =  
           2012-13 =  to date 
(NB. The „fox control year‟ starts / ends in July each year) 
 
When the poults are released into the pens the applicant spends his time controlling foxes in the area. He claims 
he is completely effective and removes all foxes from the area, especially since investing in night-vision 
equipment. All foxes are shot. Snares are not used due to high numbers of badgers locally. 
 
Stoats and weasels -  per year 
Mink –  per year 
Corvids –  per year 

 
 

 
The applicant has said that in his opinion he could not physically do more predator control. During August he is 
out lamping foxes at night . He claims that very few of his pheasants are lost to other predators. 
 
 
Non-lethal measures taken to maximise pheasant survival rates 
 
Bird management 
 
Number of poults released – This is within the Game and Wildlife Conservancy Trust (GWCT) recommendations 
for stocking density to reduce predation levels, i.e. 700-1000 poults per hectare. 
 
Age of poults - Stocking older poults has been a direct attempt to reduce predation by releasing larger birds that 
should outgrow predators quicker and hence be vulnerable for a shorter period of time, leading to increased 
survival. There will be additional cost for these older birds, and due to the shoots‟ small size this cost will be 
significant. Furthermore, larger-sized poults have been killed at this site, and the returns from the 2011-12 season 
suggest that stocking of older poults does not significantly reduce losses at most sites. It is possible that the use 
of older poults is effective in reducing sparrowhawk predation, but is less likely to be an effective solution to the 
problem of buzzard predation. The stocking of older poults in 2011-12 does correlate with an increased return at 

 where sparrowhawk appear to be most prevalent. However stocking of older poults was not repeated 
in 2012-13, making it difficult to evaluate this measure.  
 
Stocking dates - Breakdown figures for previous years have been made available and analysed. It is notable that 
there have been a range of different stocking dates used, but there appears to be little correlation between the 
date of stocking and return rate, other than an apparently slightly increased return in years when stocking has 
taken place over a longer period of time, e.g. late June through to mid August, rather than all stocking in late July 
or Mid August. However it should be noted that many other factors could have influenced the returns. In 2012-13, 
poults were stocked over a three week period late in the season (15 August and 3 September). 
 
The cover crops are suitably placed for the pheasants, and their location is not likely to increase losses by any 
other means. 
 
No pens are near roads, where the risk of losses due to traffic accidents is increased. 
 
Preventing predation 
 
The following measures have been undertaken in an attempt to reduce predation. It is important to note that the 
shoots are small scale local shoots with a very limited budget and cannot afford significant additional hours or 
expenditure to implement further methods. 
 
Pen construction and habitat management 
The pens themselves are well constructed and the fencing is generally narrow batons forming the top of the post, 
secured to a larger ground post. Wire mesh is also bent over the top of the posts. This eliminates these being 
used for perching by raptors. The pens are within woodland and there are ample natural perching opportunities for 
raptors to perch both within and in close proximity of the pens. There are no obvious perches showing signs of 
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raptor use (faecal staining etc) and removal of all likely perching opportunities is practically impossible. 
 
Well maintained and suitably stranded electric wire fencing is present around each release pen. 
 
The applicant has installed cover at the pheasant pens in the form of brash piles and corrugated iron shelters so 
that the poults may shelter when feeding and generally moving about the pens. 
 
Of note is the pen  which has a good level of ground and mid height cover, and open 
warm woodland. Conversely in the  (where birds are released directly into the wood) the 
structure of the wood is poor with little or no ground cover, and the woods themselves are dark and cold. Advice 
given  has been to considerably thin these woods to create open areas 
with ground cover. The landowners at  now plan to thin the woods and use the brash to create shelter for 
the poults. 
 
Deterrents 
Methods of reducing predation have been tried at all the pens including: 
 
Brash wigwams were recommended at especially vulnerable areas, and small amounts of additional cover were 
provided in some pens in the 2011-12 season. More was added for the 2012-13 season, although there is still less 
cover than recommended. The brash has been provided in piles rather than wigwams, hence providing less 
opportunity for poults to get into them for shelter. 
 
The use of car radios left playing at the pens. . The radios 
are powered by a car battery but the batteries are described as being flattened by  so there 
is a great deal of time spent charging and replacing batteries. This method is described as having a limited effect 
on the predation levels at the pens. 
 
The applicant has used gas guns close to the pens and this has deterred the buzzards for a short time and the 
poults have been able to get used to the gas guns. However within several days the buzzards are no longer 
deterred by the gas guns. 
 
The applicant has tried the erection of a scarecrow close to the pens but again the buzzards soon become used to 
them. It was suggested trying a human mannequin, such as a shop dummy, in the pens and to rotate this around 
the pens. This has the advantage of having eyes of a human appearance, which may increase effectiveness of 
deterring predatory birds. However this is a novel technique rather than a recommendation of a proven technique. 
 
Flashing lights and reflective CDs have been placed close to and within the pens but the buzzards are soon used 
to these as well. Also hanging feed sacks have been placed around the pens along obvious flight lines. These 

should only be used during the season to reduce the effect of 
habituation on the local predatory bird population. 
 
The use of reflective tape was recommended at especially vulnerable areas. Red and white barrier type tape (the 
applicant was unable to source single sided reflective tape as recommended) has been used extensively at some 
pens, notably  shoot. Some adverse comments were received from passers-by 
and local horse riders regarding its presence at this site, and reduced taping was used in 2012-13. The overall 
effect on predation is unknown. 
 
The applicant reports that the most effective deterrent to the buzzards is human presence, but being self-
employed he carries out the majority of the predator control and care of pheasants alone. He visits each of his 
pens at least twice per day during the pheasant rearing season and the total journey around the pens once is  
miles. He says he does not have enough time to effectively scare the buzzards by human presence and it is not 
economically viable to employ another person for scaring. 
 
Diversionary feeding 
Predated carcases have been removed from the pens for hygiene reasons, but have been left nearby for short 
periods to enable them to be taken by predatory birds.  
 
The applicant does not believe that alternative feeding would be a viable option as he thinks it would attract foxes 
to the pen areas and may also encourage the buzzard population to increase. Research has shown (Cramp and 
Simmons) that the main cause of young buzzard death is due to starvation so if more food were available at the 
time when young buzzards are numerous alternative feeding may bolster the population. 
 
However contact with colleagues in Scotland has indicated that this technique has been very successful when 
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used previously. Feeding should begin 1 week before poults are placed into the pens and continue through the 
vulnerable period only. Feed should be of an appropriate species (rabbit or wood pigeon) and be provided at a 
suitable rate – 1 carcase per territory every other day and be presented on a post or similar to maintain it above 
ground level and out of reach of other scavengers 
 
Diversionary feeding was undertaken at this site for a short time in the 2011-12 season, but began quite late into 
the season when the poults had been released. This was partly due to the timing of the advice but also due to the 
applicant‟s reservations and the lack of availability of suitable feed. In 2011 brown hare were shot and provided at 
ground level as diversionary feed for buzzard (rabbits are scarce at these sites). 
 
In autumn 2012 the applicant provided 70-100 baits at 8 locations, starting at the recommended time. Wood 
pigeon, chicken and skinned fox carcases were used. The applicant reports that ground based feed has been 
taken well by buzzard but those on platforms on feeding posts have not been successful. Badgers have eventually 
discovered the ground based baits, increasing the need for bait to be provided at post height, with variations to the 
table top design offered by Natural England – these include a round T-section atop the post and round section 
perches attached to the side of table top posts. Two feeding posts were seen during the October 2012 visit, one in 
the open within a low hedge and one under canopy cover at the edge of a block of woodland containing a release 
pen. Both were a square bird table design, with perching battens added to the sides. Buzzards have still not taken 
bait from any of the feeding posts. The applicant has also tried presenting the bait on top of vegetation on the 
feeding posts, without any success (there is no evidence that buzzards are likely to preferentially take bait 
presented on vegetation). 
 
The applicant reports that the diversionary feeding has resulted in an increased number of buzzards at certain 
pens – during the October 2012 visit nine buzzards were seen in the vicinity of the  2 pen, which is 
reported to be typical with a peak count of around 20. The applicant considers that this high density of birds seen 
at certain pens is a result of concentrating the birds within the area rather than attracting additional birds in. 
However this concentration of buzzards could be a result of the diversionary feeding as implemented by the 
applicant, which did not follow the guidelines provided. For example carcases were provided at ground level and 
left down too long. When feeding posts were used, they were not to the specification recommended (i.e. flat „bird 
tables‟ were used, rather than a round T-section). Diversionary feeding was still being carried out in October, i.e. 
beyond the time recommended, because the applicant was concerned that cessation of diversionary feeding will 
result in increased predation of poults. 
 
The applicant believes that the increased number of birds seen at some pens will be resulting in increased losses 
to pheasant poults, although the number of poult carcases noted is reported to be similar to recent years. 
 
   
 
The Proposed Actions 
 
The aim is not to eliminate predation, but to reduce it to acceptable levels. While the applicant has applied for a 
licence to take action against both buzzards and sparrowhawks, all the information provided suggests that 
buzzards are his primary concern at most pens (with the exceptions of  

 in 2012-13). Sparrowhawks also appear to be fewer in number and less widely dispersed across the area 
covered by the application, but are more prevalent and problematic on the  shoot. 
 
Applicant’s proposal 

 
 He feels that by reducing 

the adult birds with chicks on the nest the effect will be instantaneous in reducing the level of predation. It was 
explained that we would not consider the issue of a licence to kill adult birds knowingly leaving the chicks to starve 
on the nest. 
 
The  application  proposes (cage trapping and) shooting the two species between April/May and 
October, and also proposes destruction of buzzard nests at  the application applies to the 
three worst affected shoots only (i.e.    
 
Alternative options 
To limit the welfare consequences of killing parent birds with dependent young, the original considered alternative 
was to licence the applicant to shoot a very limited number of adult buzzards in late summer/autumn. This would 
have been limited to one bird per wood containing an active release pen, on the two worst affected shoots in the 
first instance. The licensed period would be for August and September, which is when the poults are first put into 
the pen and begin to disperse into the wood, and are at their smallest and most vulnerable.  
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It is felt that this method is unlikely to have a lasting or significant effect on the local population. However it is 
unknown whether this method would be effective in limiting predation levels in the short or long term. Killing one 
parent bird could actually increase predation by increasing pressure on the remaining bird to provide food for its 
young and result in more poults being taken (as easily available prey).  

 It does, however, provide a less severe measure than killing birds which 
potentially have dependent young. 
 
Killing a large number of birds in the area would undoubtedly reduce predation, however this would be 
unacceptable to licence. 
 

 trapping predating buzzards and 
passing them to falconers to keep. Whilst there may be some merit in considering this option as a possible means 
of non lethal control to reduce predation by common buzzard at the pens, it appears that there is not currently 
sufficient demand for buzzards from falconers to make this a potential solution. 
 
Variations of the trapping and removal include:-  

 Trap and translocate. This would involve removing birds from the area by trapping and subsequent 
release in a different location. However this is likely to be very labour intensive, costly, with disease 
screening implications, all for little conservation benefit for a common and widespread species. 
Discounted as an option. 

 Trap and hold in captivity for the sensitive period. This is a possible option whereby predating birds are 
trapped then held in captivity for the period of time when the poults are most vulnerable. The birds would 
be fed and kept in suitable conditions, and released on site after the vulnerable period has passed. This 
may be worthy of further consideration, although finding an appropriate location to hold the birds might 
prove problematic. 

 
Another alternative proposal for consideration is the removal of nests (and any eggs) prior to hatching, or removal 
of some very young birds from the nests, in spring. The removal of nests would displace the adults birds from the 
area, but would not kill them and would allow them to set up territory and nest elsewhere that season, which 
would lessen predation at the release pens. If a number of chicks were removed at each nest near the worst 
affected pens, predation would be lessened by the reduced need for food and the reduced amount of juvenile 
birds learning to hunt locally when they fledge. Removed chicks would most likely be humanely dispatched, 
although could be taken into captivity if there was sufficient demand for captive buzzards. However, due to the 
height of the nests, access by the applicant to remove chicks would be impractical. 
 
In summary the following modest measures, which would be focused on the worst affected sites, would be likely 
to have a beneficial impact on the level of predation, whilst not adversely affecting the favourable conservation 
status of the population of the two raptor species in the local area. All are worthy of consideration as potential 
options, both for this case and others. The measures are: 

1. Shoot (or cage trap and shoot) a limited number of adult buzzards and/or sparrowhawks in spring prior to 
chicks hatching. 

2. Shoot (or cage trap and shoot) a limited number of adult buzzards and/or sparrowhawks in late summer / 
autumn. 

3. Destruction of raptor nests (and any eggs present) in spring prior to chicks hatching. 
4. Trap and hold in captivity for sensitive period, adult and/or juvenile buzzards and/or sparrowhawks.  
5. Taking adult buzzards and/or sparrowhawks into captivity permanently. 

 
The applicant has applied to undertake options 1, 2 and 3. 
 
The use of a cage trap baited with a pheasant poult (e.g. a Larsen trap, or „Swedish goshawk trap -  

could be a more effective method of targeting raptors which 
are feeding on the poults, as opposed to shooting. It would be preferable to use dead bait, and this should be tried 
in the first instance. If unsuccessful, then a live pheasant poult could be used in a separate compartment of the 
cage trap. The use of a trap designed to automatically release the bait bird when the trap is triggered could 
remove the need for a trap with live bait to be permanently monitored. It is recommended that such a method 
should be considered for any licensed lethal control.  

 
The above potential future actions are likely to have a limiting effect on predation at the release sites to an 
acceptable level, but not to eliminate it – in order to achieve that removal of all sparrowhawk and common 
buzzard from the area would be necessary. This action would be disproportionate to the problem and 
unacceptable in terms of licensing, and would merely create a vacuum for other birds to move in locally. 
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Alongside any licence to affect common buzzard and/or sparrowhawk, there should be licence conditions 
requiring that the other methods to reduce predation are maintained and enhanced.  
 
Any licensed action would not adversely affect the favourable conservation status of the population of raptors in 
the local area, by only being targeted at a few, persistent, individuals. 
 
 

 
 

6. Consultations 
 
Is the proposed site on or near a designated site (NNR, SSSI, SPA, SAC etc)?  No 
 
Where the proposal might impact on a designated site, have you consulted Natural England colleagues?  N/A 
 
For SPAs and SACs, is an Appropriate Assessment necessary? N/A 
 

Reason for Consultation and Summary of Response 

None –no designated sites will be affected by the proposed licensed actions. 

Colleague/body Consulted Date of Consultation Date Response Received 

N/A   

 
 

7. Consideration of Conservation Factors 



 

WML-F05/08 (06/08) 

 
Raptor Numbers and Activity 
 
Common buzzard (Buteo buteo)  
 
National figures for the UK common buzzard population are given as 30100 to 44000 territories (pairs) in the year 
2000 (BTO Birdfacts - online). The population has continued to increase since this time and is now (13 years later) 
likely to be far greater in number. In conservation terms it is a green listed species, with a well recorded increasing 
population size and spread eastwards from its previous UK stronghold of western England and Wales. 
 
The BTO/JNCC Breeding Birds of the Wider Countryside data reports a 132% increase in breeding common 
buzzard in the 13 year period 1993-2008, again describing a spread into central and eastern areas. This data also 
reports that the common buzzard has arguably become the most abundant diurnal raptor in Britain, and reports 
that the species has rapidly improving breeding success. The common bird census for the 10 year period 1998-
2008 records an 85% increase in plots where common buzzard was reported. 
 
The  bird club counts for 2010 provide the most recent data available for local bird numbers. The 
counts describe the common buzzard as well reported through the year in   
 
The table below shows the number of sites recording common buzzard in  2004-10 
 
NB. The sites are adjacent to the  hence the comments in the 
notes column are particularly relevant. 

 
Table 9: Common buzzards in  

Year No of sites 
recording buzzards 
in Aug 

No of sites 
recording buzzards 
in Sept 

Notes 

  

     
   

 

   
     

 

    

    
 

 

    
    

 
 

    
 
 

 

    
 

      
 

 

        
 

    
 
 

 
The August and September data were extracted from the annual data and were selected as being representative 
of the months in which poults are introduced to pens and start to disperse from the pens and are also at their 
smallest and most vulnerable.  
 
The applicant himself has described the local population of common buzzards associated with the land he 
manages as being around  buzzards during . This includes the adult 
pairs and that year‟s offspring, usually 3-4 per nest, hence the very high population. He estimates that locally 
there is 1 buzzard every  of woodland in late summer/autumn annually. The applicant has said 
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that there are  breeding pairs of common buzzard on the land he manages,  
 

. The applicant reports that buzzard numbers in the area have 
increased over the past 5 years, peaking in 2010. 
 
Birds Of The Western Palearctic (Cramp & Simmons), describes common buzzards as pairing for life and having 
an average territory of 185 ha per pair, with nests being on average 1.33km apart in suitable habitat and as close 
as 350m apart in some circumstances. There may be 1 to 3 nest sites in the territory of one pair. 
 
Although the numbers of birds reported by the applicant are higher than other counts it must be realised that the 
counts provided above are not for total bird numbers and are not taken at the location of this application. However 
from the evidence seen it is felt that these could provide a reasonable estimate of the size of the local population. 
Nestling survival rates may be increased due to the additional food supply of the pheasant poults, which is 
resulting in a raised local population. 
 
Graph of National Common buzzard population from BTO/JNCC Breeding Birds of the Wider Countryside 
reports (results from Common bird census and Breeding Bird Survey) 

 

1967-2008: 606% (confidence interval 359% to 1525%)  

 
From Birds Of The Western Palearctic (Cramp & Simmons): 
In Britain buzzards lay an average (mean) of 2.85 eggs, normally around late May. The eggs are incubated for 36 
to 38 days, fledging occurs at around 50 to 55 days, and at around 40 to 55 days after fledging the young are 
independent. 
The buzzard‟s diet consists mainly of small mammals, but also birds, reptiles, amphibians, larger insects and 
earthworms. Birds can take prey up to 500g in weight. 
 
We have issued licences to take a number of buzzard for the purposes of air safety  

. Some birds have been taken on these licences, 
 with no reported adverse affect on local populations. 

 
During their communications with Natural England the NGO have provided information that licences are issued in 
other EU states to control common buzzard (including Germany, France and Denmark, and sparrowhawk in Eire). 
 
Sparrowhawk (Accipter nissus) 
 
The national figures for the UK sparrowhawk population are given as 39,000 pairs (2000, from BTO Birdfacts 
website). The local  Bird Club counts for 2008 describe the sparrowhawk as common in 

 It is also 
green listed. 
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The table below shows the number of sites recording sparrowhawk in  2004-09. 
 
Table 10: Sparrowhawks in  

Sparrowhawk August September 

   

   

   

   

   

   

 
It is reported that nationally sparrowhawk territories are well spaced and the distance between each nest site 
ranges from 0.5km to 2.1km. with smaller territories existing where better food supplies are present.  
Sparrowhawks lay 3 to 6 eggs during May and the eggs are incubated for 32 to 35 days. Fledging occurs at 
around four weeks and at around four weeks after fledging the young are mostly independent. 
 
The sparrowhawk‟s diet consists mainly of small birds and a female sparrowhawk can take prey up to 480g in 
weight. 
 
The applicant has claimed that the population of sparrowhawks has risen significantly  

 
 
Graph of National sparrowhawk population from BTO/JNCC Breeding Birds of the Wider Countryside 
reports (results from Common bird census and Breeding Bird Survey) 

 

 

1975-2008: 152% (confidence interval 58% to 304%)  

 
 

 
 

8. Disease Considerations 
 
Is the proposed action likely to present a disease risk to wildlife, domestic animals or people?  No 
If "yes", a Disease Risk Assessment (DRA) is required for this case. Consult the SOP for guidance.  
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Consideration of Disease Risk: 

 
Not applicable in this case 

 

 
9. Licensing Criteria – see ‘Conclusions for each of the three shoots’ section below 
 

 
Is there clear evidence that the species in question is causing or is likely to cause serious 
damage? 
 

 
Select 

 
Are there other evident causes of the serious damage? 

 
Select 

 

 
Where appropriate 

 have non-lethal methods been used? 

 have they been found to be ineffective or impractical and not just difficult to 
implement? 

 
 

Select 
Select 

 
Is there any other satisfactory solution? 

 
Select 

 

 
Will the proposed action contribute to preventing the damage? 
 

 
Select 

 
For birds on Sch 2, Part 1 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (the quarry list) only, are 
there good reasons why action could not have been taken in the open season?  
  

 
Select 

 
 

Conclusion  
 

10. Conclusions and Justification for Recommendation 

 
Summary 
 
The quantity and quality of information and evidence provided for this case by the applicant provides 
comprehensive support for the application. The information recorded by the applicant appears to be thorough, 
systematic and accurate for this type of case. 
 
It still appears that there is a significant predation problem at some of the sites. It appears unlikely that the losses 
are due to another cause, with the applicant regularly (daily) finding several poult carcasses within and around his 
pens. If the cause was another predator (e.g. fox) or disease, a rather more sudden mass mortality would be 
expected, also with some evidence pointing to the cause. 
 
Evidence of common buzzard and/or sparrowhawk damage 

1. The applicant claims that he loses approximately 25% of the pheasant poults he stocks per year to raptor, 
mainly buzzard, predation each year. In 2012-13 this equates to 363 poults from the three shoots covered 
by this application, resulting in a loss of  (based on 2012 prices o  per poult).  
 
Based on the applicant‟s costings, the losses result in an average financial cost per bird shot of:  

 per bird at a shoot return rate of 50%  
 per bird at a shoot return rate of 40% 
 per bird at a shoot return rate of 35%  

 
The overall return for the three shoots in 2012-13 was 30.8%.  
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For individual shoots the cost per bird is as follows: 
 
Table 11: Costs per bird at each shoot in the 2012-13 season 

Shoot Name 2012-13 return rate Cost per bird at shoot at return 
rate given  

 34.5%  

 38%  

 18%  

 
These figures compare to an average cost per bird shot as £30.29 at the average return rate of 41% 
reported in the latest Smiths Gore Shoot Benchmarking survey (2011-12). 
 
Although a target price of  may be ambitious (requiring a return rate of 63-78% on the three shoots), 

would appear to be a realistic target (requiring a 52% return, which is comparable with typical return 
rates before 2010-11). However, all three shoots exceed that figure by at least 30% and it may be 
considered that damage is occurring.  
 
The industry report expected returns are in the range 40-50%, although recent GWCT advice is that lower 
end returns are expected to be around 35%. The applicant‟s returns have declined over recent years but 
dropped sharply since 2010-11. Returns for the three shoots in 2012-13 range between 18% and 38%. 
Whilst the highest return is comparable to the nationally published lowest expected figure, it is significantly 
lower than the usual returns achieved in previous years on these shoots.   

2. The shoots are small scale local shoots with a very limited budget and cannot afford extra hours or 
methods. 

3. The landowners at  have stated that if no licence permitting raptor control is issued this year, then 
they will close down the shoot.  

 
 
 
 

 
4. The applicant estimates the end of summer local population of buzzards associated with his shoot to be 

around  plus a large 
number of non breeding or dispersing birds being present. 

5. The applicant estimates that there is a pair of sparrowhawks nesting at three of his  release sites. 
6. The applicant has seen buzzards taking poults both in the pens and outside the pens, and has collected 

predated carcases which have been examined (<14% showed evidence of avian predation). Photographic 
evidence suggests at least one incident of sparrowhawk predation of pheasant poults. 

7. The presence and constant chasing of poults by buzzard and sparrowhawk has caused the poults to 
abandon some release sites. This has caused poor shooting returns at these sites and considerable stress 
to the poults. 

 
Other evident causes of serious damage 
The applicant carries out intensive predator control throughout the year. It does not appear that other predators are 
having a significant effect on shoot returns. 
 
Alternative measures 
The various GWCT recommended methods of deterring raptor predation were discussed at great length during the 
site visits. A summary of each of the points discussed is given below. 
 

1. Provision of release pen cover - The recommended layout for the release pen is one third open area, one 
third ground cover and one third shrubs and trees. Few of the release sites visited conformed with this, but 
the applicant had put piles of brash and iron shelters where cover was low and has agreed to install more 
cover where possible and where time allows. This has resulted in improved cover, but the quantity, 
distribution and quality of the cover (e.g. brash has been laid in piles rather than built into wigwams, which 
provides less opportunity for poults to get under the brash to shelter) remains below the recommended 
standard. The provision of the additional cover reflects the time and resources available to the applicant. 
The GWCT state that raptor predation can be high in small local areas and that smaller covered pens could 
be a solution. The construction of smaller covered pens in this case would seem to be unrealistic in terms 
of cost of materials and time involved, and be disproportionate in terms of cost to the applicant and the 
shoots. The recommended woodland thinning and provision of brash piles has yet to be carried out at 

 
2. Reduce availability of perches – The posts which support the pen wire where not suitable for perches as 
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they were (in cross-section) too small. Due to the nature of the heavily wooded pens the removal of 
perches would not be practical and the buzzards have been seen to perch in many different places, 
appearing to not favour one particular perch or vantage point. Although after a winter season there was no 
apparent evidence of particular perching points visible in the areas of the pens. 

3. Releasing extra poults – The applicant releases the optimum number of poults for each of his pens. 
Increasing the numbers may cause welfare problems for birds within the pens and is also not cost effective 
on these small scale shoots.  

4. Releasing older poults –the applicant tried this in , but reverted to releasing younger poults in 
2012-13 (except at one site). It is slightly more costly, and is unlikely to be fully effective against buzzard 
predation as larger birds are still likely to be taken by adult female buzzards who are accustomed to 
predating on pheasant poults. Stocking larger poults may reduce sparrowhawk predation, and hence may 
reduce predation in the weeks immediately after putting the poults out (as this is when sparrowhawk 
predation is reported to be worst). Using this measure did coincide with a 9% increase in returns at 

 in 2011-12 (where sparrowhawk predation appears to be most prevalent).  
5. Scaring devices – The applicant has used radios, reflective discs, scarecrows, gas guns and flashing lights 

at all of his release sites. He says these are all effective for a short while but the raptors soon habituate to 
them. 
All of these devices require time to maintain and install and the applicant says he has limited time available 
for this. The use of a mannequin with realistic human eyes being used in and around the pens has been 
suggested, and it being moved regularly around locations and used with and without the car radios being 
present. This measure does not appear to have been tried, but is a novel method and not proven to be 
effective. 

6. Reflective tape – This was tried in 2011 but the applicant used red and white barrier tape instead of single 
sided reflective tape, due to availability of the latter. The cost of single sided reflective tape is also 
considerable, especially when compared with barrier tape. His concerns were the time taken for the 
installation of tape, the unattractive appearance of the woodland for other users (resulting in complaints) 
and the interference with the pheasants when they fly in and out of the pens. The use of tape may have 
contributed to the increased returns seen on some shoots in 2011-12 but this measure was not used to 
same degree in 2012-13 due to cost, time and the complaints received. It is therefore difficult to evaluate its 
effectiveness in reducing predation. 

7. Provide alternative food (diversionary feeding) – This was tried to small extent late in the 2011-12 season, 
and more extensively in 2012-13. Natural England recommended a method that has been effective when 
tried at Scottish sites. This involves providing small amounts of carrion (comprising usual prey species) on 
posts for the vulnerable period only. However larger quantities (including skinned fox carcases, due to the 
shortage of rabbit and pigeon) were provided on the ground, as any food presented on post-top feeders 
has not been taken. The diversionary feeding also continued beyond the vulnerable period due to the 
applicant‟s concern that withdrawal of the food would increase predation on poults. The applicant believes 
that providing alternative food may encourage growth in the local buzzard population as well as attracting 
more buzzards and other predatory species (e.g. foxes). It also has a cost. However his claim that it will 
increase the population is unlikely to be realised if feeding is limited to the vulnerable late summer/early 
autumn summer period (most raptor mortality will occur in the first winter) and food is placed out of the 
reach of mammalian predators. The increased number of buzzards seen in locations where diversionary 
feeding has been carried out is considered to be a concentration of the buzzards in the area, rather than a 
result of attracting additional birds in. At sites where a high number of non-breeding buzzards are present 
(e.g.  it is possible that diversionary feeding may hold the birds within that area rather than the birds 
dispersing more widely. This may particularly be the case where larger quantities of food are provided. 
Sparrowhawks are unlikely to take the carrion provided. 

8. Leaving kills in situ for the predator to return and clear that carcass - The applicant claims that leaving the 
dead poults at the kill site would encourage the buzzards and sparrowhawks to return and this would cause 
additional stress to the poults. However, he does relocate them nearby so they are still accessible to the 
predators but are less likely to lead to disturbance to the poults. 

 
Evaluation 
 
This application has been assessed according to the „Policy Statement – Species licensing under Part 1 (excluding 
section 14)‟  
(http://archive.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-pets/wildlife/management/documents/section16excludingrelease.pdf) and in 
accordance with the approach stipulated in the overarching policy statement for Wildlife Management in respect to 
“other protected species”, which we consider applies to the common buzzard and sparrowhawk 
(http://archive.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-pets/wildlife/management/documents/overarch-policy.pdf).  
 
There is no specific guidance for raptor applications and therefore this application has thus been judged on its 
merits in accordance with Defra‟s policy guidance (see 1.9 of DEFRA Wildlife Management in England – Policy 

http://archive.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-pets/wildlife/management/documents/section16excludingrelease.pdf
http://archive.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-pets/wildlife/management/documents/overarch-policy.pdf
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Making Framework). The key requirements of which are:  
 
„The conflict must be sufficiently serious to warrant such action‟: there is evidence of significant damage occurring 
to the applicant‟s pheasant poults both inside and in the immediate vicinity of the pens, and this is almost certain to 
be caused by predation by common buzzard and (in some areas) sparrowhawk.  
 
‘The least severe solution should be applied in order to resolve the conflict’: the original proposal has been 
modified, to avoid shooting birds with dependent young and to consider nest destruction (and hence displacement 
of breeding pairs) as an option.  
 
‘All other less severe methods of resolving the conflict should be shown to be ineffective or impractical and not just 
difficult to implement’: the applicant has undertaken an extensive range of methods but has not resolved the 
problem. While improvements could be made in the implementation of the methods, the practicality of measures in 
relation to the scale of management of these shoots (i.e. the applicant alone managing  small shoots) must also 
be considered. At the  shoot, the alternative non-lethal measures previously recommended have not yet 
been implemented, and hence their effectiveness in reducing predation is unknown. 
 
‘The action is cost effective and proportionate to the actual or potential level of conflict’: the proposals considered 
above are proportionate to the level of predation being experienced by the applicant at his release pens. 
 
„Such action would reduce, or prevent from increasing, the scale of the conflict’: the displacement or removal of a 
small number of predatory birds is expected to be effective at reducing predation, at least in the short term. 
 
‘Welfare, disease control and conservation obligations are met’: The welfare aspect for wild birds has been 
considered. The recommendation will improve welfare for the penned birds. Disease control for wild birds is not a 
factor, but reduced stress and injury levels to penned poults is likely to be achieved. Conservation of the species 
proposed to be taken has been considered on a local, regional and national scale. Both common buzzard and 
sparrowhawk are widespread species (with common buzzard showing an increasing population) which can 
withstand limited control measures. Both species are green listed in terms of conservation status. 
 
General conclusions 
 

1. It is considered that the application provides a high level of evidence of damage to this small scale game 
shooting enterprise. It is Natural England‟s judgement that this serious damage is being (and is likely to 
continue to be) caused, primarily, by common buzzard and to a lesser degree sparrowhawk.  

2. Returns for the three shoots covered by this application (and the overall return for all  shoots) remain at 
the lower end of the industry norm, and most importantly considerably below what has been reached 
previously on these shoots. It is reasonable to assess the level of damage in line with what has previously 
been provided on these shoots, when buzzard population levels were much lower than currently.. The 
returns from  have fallen well below the lower end of the industry norm and are simply 
unsustainable. 

3. Other causes of damage to the poults have been examined and are considered to be at a level consistent 
with or better than any comparable game rearing project. Improvements in this area of management are 
unlikely to compensate for buzzard predation losses. 

4. The applicant has employed a wide range of recognised measures and expended considerable effort to 
deter predatory birds. While improvements could be made to the implementation of these methods (e.g. 
consistency in use of methods, and using different methods in combination) the practicality of measures in 
relation to the scale of management of these shoots (i.e. the applicant alone managing  small shoots) 
must also be considered. The recommendations made for the shoots covered by this application have 
been implemented with the exception of habitat management at  which is yet to be trialled. 

 
Conclusions for each of the three shoots 
 

 
Evidence of serious damage: Following a record low return in 2010-11, returns increased by 9% in the 2011-12 
season, but fell by 3.5% in 2012-13. An average return of 33% over these past three seasons is 11% lower than 
the 44% average return achieved between 1999-00 and 2009-10. The lowest return in 2010-11 coincides with the 
peak in buzzard population reported by the applicant. 
 
Other causes of the damage: Other causes for loss of pheasant poults (e.g. other predators, poults straying, RTA), 
and the management of these causes, are considered to be as expected or better than expected for a game 
rearing project of this type and scale. Therefore other causes are not considered to be resulting in serious damage.  
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Non-lethal measures: As per Natural England recommendations, additional cover has been provided in the form of 
corrugated zinc shelters and brash piles. Visual and auditory scarers have been tried, and barrier tape has been 
used in an attempt to break up flight lines for raptors. Diversionary feeding has also been tried, as has stocking 
older poults in 2011-12. The early measures taken by the applicant did not avert the low return in 2010-11. 
However further measures undertaken in 2011-12 did coincide with an increase in returns. In particular, stocking 
with older poults (which was done in 2011-12, but not 2012-13) may have reduced sparrowhawk predation, and 
hence contributed to the improved return. 
 
Other satisfactory solutions: No raptor nests are currently reported on the  shoot, and hence nest 
destruction is not an option at this site. No other potential solutions to the buzzard predation are believed to be 
available. Continuation of stocking older poults may be a solution to the sparrowhawk predation. 
 
Will the proposed action prevent the damage? The removal of a small number of predatory birds is expected to be 
effective at resolving the predation issue, at least in the short term. 
 

 
Evidence of serious damage: For the third year running, the returns from this shoot have been significantly below 
the returns consistently achieved prior to this. (An average of 58% between 1999-00 and 2009-10, compares to a 
consistent 38% since, i.e. a reduction of 20%.) These reduced returns coincide with the increased buzzard 
predation the applicant reports over the past three years, which is supported by the increasing buzzard population 
reported both nationally and at county level. There is limited evidence of sparrowhawk predation at this site. 
 
Other causes of the damage: Other causes for loss of pheasant poults (e.g. other predators, poults straying, RTA), 
and the management of these causes, are considered to be as expected or better than expected for a game 
rearing project of this type and scale. Therefore other causes are not considered to be resulting in serious damage. 
 
Non-lethal measures: As per Natural England recommendations, additional cover has been provided in the form of 
corrugated zinc shelters and brash piles. Visual and auditory scarers have been tried, and barrier tape was used 
extensively in 2011-12 (but not in 2012-13) in an attempt to break up flight lines for raptors. Despite these 
measures, the returns have not improved. 
 
Other satisfactory solutions: The application is to attempt nest destruction, proceeding to lethal control if nest 
destruction proves ineffective or impractical. No other potential solutions are believed to be available. 
 
Will the proposed action prevent the damage? The removal of a small number of predatory birds is expected to be 
effective at resolving the predation issue, at least in the short term. 
 
 

 
Evidence of serious damage: Returns from this shoot have shown a gradual decline over the long-term, but have 
fallen significantly in past two years, from an average of 49.58% between 1999-00 and 2009-10 to an average of 
28.7% in the past three seasons (including a low of 18% in 2012-13). This corresponds to the increasing buzzard 
population reported at local, county and national level. There is limited evidence of sparrowhawk predation at this 
site. 
 
Other causes of the damage: Other causes for loss of pheasant poults (e.g. other predators, poults straying, RTA), 
and the management of these causes, are considered to be as expected or better than expected for a game 
rearing project of this type and scale. Therefore other causes are not considered to be resulting in serious damage. 
 
Non-lethal measures: , Natural England has recommended that significant habitat 
management should be undertaken at the  release sites. In particular thinning of the woodland release sites 
to create open, warm areas, and provision of brash wigwams to increase the ground cover available for poults has 
been recommended. No habitat management has yet been undertaken, although thinning and the addition of cover 
in the form of brash piles is now planned, and the effect of such measures remains to be seen. Diversionary 
feeding has been undertaken at this site. However this measure is reported to have concentrated buzzard 
predation rather than reduce it, although it is uncertain how much the manner of diversionary feeding has affected 
this. 
 
Other satisfactory solutions: Natural England continues to recommend that habitat management should be 
undertaken at this site. Returns at this site were previously higher, and the coinciding of poor returns with increased 
avian predation does suggest that this is the likely cause. However the habitat at these release sites is insufficient 
in the proportion of cover and open space at a release site. In the face of increased predation pressures, it is 
considered that there is an increased need to improve the habitat in order to maintain this site as suitable for game 
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release.  
Will the proposed action prevent the damage? The removal of a small number of predatory birds is not 
recommended at this site as it is felt that other measures will have a significant beneficial effect at reducing 
predation. 
 
Recommendations 
 
Given the above conclusions, recommendations for each of the activities applied for are as follows: 
 

 
Common buzzard – (Cage trapping and) Shooting 
It is recommended that a licence is issued to the applicant to permit cage trapping (using a trap baited with dead 
bait initially, then live bait if dead bait fails – see above) and shooting 4 common buzzards. The licence period 
should not extend beyond 30 April to minimise the risk of dependent chicks being left in nests. If action during this 
spring period was unsuccessful, a secondary late summer / autumn licence period could be considered. 
Sparrowhawk – (Cage trapping and) Shooting 
It is recommended that a licence is not issued at this time, but that stocking with older poults is recommended for 
this site. 
 

 
Common buzzard – Nest destruction 
Due to the presence of two pairs of nesting buzzards at one of the release sites  on this shoot, it is 
recommended that a licence is issued to the applicant to permit the destruction (by shooting) of 2 common buzzard 
nests and the eggs contained within these nests. The licence period should not extend beyond 30 April. This option 
aims to displace the nesting buzzards to reduce predation pressure on this shoot, while allowing the buzzards to 
nest elsewhere. This represents a less severe option than (cage trapping and) shooting. 
Common buzzard – (Cage trapping and) Shooting 
However, if the destruction of nests (as above) proves impractical (i.e. if shooting the nests does not destroy them, 
so that the birds continue to use these nests), then the application for a licence to shoot 4 common buzzard could 
be reconsidered in light of the evidence of serious damage occurring on this shoot and the absence of other 
solutions.  
Sparrowhawk – (Cage trapping and) Shooting 
It is recommended that a licence is not issued at this time, given the limited evidence of this species causing 
serious damage at this site. 
 

 
Common buzzard – (Cage trapping and) Shooting 
It is recommended that a licence is not issued at this time, but that the planned woodland thinning and creation of 
additional ground cover (in the form of brash piles) is carried out in the release woods. 
 
Sparrowhawk – (Cage trapping and) Shooting 
It is recommended that a licence is not issued at this time, given the limited evidence of this species causing 
serious damage at this site. 
 

 
 

11. Attachments 
 
 

 
 

 
 




