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RURAL AFFAIRS AND ENVIRONMENT COMMITTEE 
 

WILDLIFE AND NATURAL ENVIRONMENT (SCOTLAND) BILL 
 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM HARE PRESERVATION TRUST 
 
Current protection 
In Britain, the brown hare is afforded limited legal protection under the Ground Game 
Act (1880) and the Hares Protection Act (1911) and sale is prohibited between 1 
March and 31 July. Hares are also protected by the Wild Mammals (Protection) Act 
1996 and under the Protection of Wild Mammals (Scotland) Act 2002.  
  
Under the Ground Game (Amendment) Act 1906 occupiers or authorised persons 
may only take and kill brown hares (and other ground game) on moorland and other 
unenclosed land between 1 September and 31 March inclusive.  Detached portions 
of moorlands or unenclosed lands adjoining arable lands are not included where the 
land in question is less than 25 acres (10 hectares).  Since the brown hare is largely 
replaced by the mountain hare in upland/moorland areas this effectively gives the 
mountain hare a shooting close season, leaving the brown hare as the only game 
species without one. 
 
Brown hare status 
The brown hare population in Britain has fallen by 75% since the 1960s.  In the mid 
1990s government concern about the brown hare’s status led to a Species Action 
Plan (SAP) having among its objectives a doubling of the population by 2010, but 
surveys indicate the population has just remained stable since 1995 and now stands 
at around 730,000.  Putting that figure into perspective, the wild rabbit population is 
estimated at 37 million. 
 
The reasons for this decline are not entirely clear, but intensification of agriculture 
has certainly been a major factor. Hares do not hibernate or store appreciable 
amounts of fat in their bodies and so need a constant food supply throughout the 
year. This can only be provided by landscapes rich in biodiversity. Their ancestral 
homes of past aeons provided a diversity of grass and herb species maturing in 
succession throughout the year. 
 
Hares prefer to eat wild grasses and herbs rather than cultivated ones, with grasses 
predominating in the winter and herbs in the summer.  But 150,000 miles of 
hedgerow have been destroyed during the past 50 years - depriving hares of this 
source of food and shelter. Larger fields containing single crops also mean hares 
have to travel further in their effort to maintain continuous grazing.  95% of traditional 
hay meadows have been lost since the Second World War and the switch to silage 
production, sometimes with several cuts during the season, leads to many leverets 
being killed by the machinery. 
 
Welfare 
The inhumanity of hare shooting is well known.  Hares are notoriously difficult to 
shoot cleanly and in  Section 6.66 of the Burns Report on Hunting with Dogs, June 
2000 it states:                    
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“As far as shooting hares is concerned, we received anecdotal evidence of high 
wounding rates on organised shoots which would undoubtedly lead to poor welfare” 
Dr Douglas Wise of the University of Cambridge, who has had considerable personal 
experience of shooting, has estimated that some 25-30% of hares are seriously 
wounded by shotguns and are thereby easily retrieved. However, as many as 10% 
escape wounded and are not retrievable, even by well trained dogs.  Frequently, 
these will have been hit by pellets across the back and hindquarters and many will 
have sustained fractures of the hind limbs. On the basis of 300,000 hares currently 
shot annually in Britain this translates to 30,000 wounded escaping to an uncertain 
fate. 
 
It is therefore our view that hare shooting should be kept to a minimum and allowed 
under licence solely upon proof of serious economic damage to crops or 
forestry.  Furthermore, licences should only be issued during the main breeding 
period of February to September inclusive if a cull has been carried out during the 
previous October to January but has not been effective. We estimate that at least 
37,000 orphaned leverets die of starvation annually in Britain because there is no 
close season to protect nursing females. However, since Defra claim that farmers 
need the flexibility to cull hares throughout the year we have been willing to 
accommodate that in our licensing provisions, but with tightly drawn conditions. 
 
We make no accommodation for hare shooting for so-called “sport”.  Hares are an 
important follow-on quarry when pheasant shooting closes.  We appreciate that the 
shooting industry contributes significantly to the Scottish economy, but that does not 
make it morally right - indeed we say it has no place in a modern, civilised society.  It 
is also worth noting that the demise of the shooting industry would virtually eliminate 
snaring which is inherently cruel - causing appalling suffering to both target and non-
target species.  In our view, the Scottish Government should do more to encourage 
the constructive enjoyment of Scotland’s rich wildlife heritage, for example through 
development of eco-tourism. 
 
Conservation 
The brown hare’s decline has also been accompanied by a marked polarisation of 
numbers, with the population density in arable areas being about double that in 
pastural areas. 
 
Although changed farming practices and patterns of land use are generally accepted 
as being the main reasons for the decline, research at Bristol University has show 
that attainment of the SAP target through habitat modification alone will be very 
difficult for this species.  Adult survival is the most important parameter determining 
population growth in all habitats.  Hunting is among the most likely proximate causes 
of adult death in hares. (1) 
 
Brown hares now breed throughout the year, probably owing to global warming, 
which means individuals may be pregnant or nursing at any time.  Optimising 
breeding rates and leveret survival is an important strategy for population recovery. 
 
The report of the 1996 National Brown Hare Survey states that, even in arable areas, 
hares were not recorded in over half of the one kilometer squares surveyed and this 
was due to high levels of culling and/or reduced levels of protection.  So in around 
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half the arable area it is unlikely that there will be substantial benefits to hare 
populations from set aside or other changes in the pattern of landscape 
management unless these are coupled with a change in the population pressure 
from culling (2).  This conclusion has recently been verified by the Tracking 
Mammals Partnership observation that the hare population has only remained stable 
since 1995. 
   
Mountain hare status 
The Scottish population of 350,000 mountain hares is fragmented and isolated into 
local populations, making the species particularly vulnerable to possible future 
extinction. It is already the case that in some areas where mountain hares were once 
abundant they  no longer exist.  The effect of over-shooting, or even low levels of 
shooting in small populations, poses a serious threat of local extinctions.  Shooting at 
Tulliemet and Glen Lyon are two of many examples where excessive shooting has 
wiped out local hare populations. 
 
Mountain hare shooting is becoming more commercialised.  In one case a party of 
Italians brought a refridgerated van over here with the intention of shooting 1,000 
mountain hares to sell in Italy to pay for their shooting holiday. 
 
Neil Macdonald, a former police officer specializing in wildlife crime, claims that 
estates in the eastern highlands are in fact “systematically culling” the hares. The 
animal is blamed for spreading a tick which carries a virus fatal to grouse chicks.  
Macdonald believes such culling is in breach of the EU Habitats Directive which 
grants “favourable conservation status” to the mountain hare. The animal is certainly 
in decline, according to a new report issued by the Game Conservancy. 
 
In some areas excessive grazing by deer, sheep and cattle have depleted the 
heather so that less food and cover is available for the hares. However, they have 
also declined on moorland devoid of deer and sheep, leading to the conclusion that 
human interference is responsible for the decline in hares.  
                   
Mountain hares are listed in Annex V of the EC Habitats Directive (1992) as a 
species of community interest whose taking in the wild and exploitation may be 
subject to management measures.  This means that certain methods of capture, for 
example night shooting and the use of snares are prohibited and may only take 
place under licence. 
                                       
However, a report commissioned by Scottish Natural Heritage in 2008 stated that of 
24,529 hares killed on Scottish estates in 2006 - 2007 almost 80% were shot, but 
more than 5,000 were snared. Licences to allow just 90 hares to be snared had been 
issued on one estate up to the end of March 2006 and 100 in a forestry area up to 
December 2006.   This clearly shows that EC law has been broken in Scotland and 
the mountain hare needs greater protection. 
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Quotes 
An icon of the British countryside, the brown hare enjoys enormous popularity. We 
receive many messages from people expressing the thrill of seeing a hare.  Many 
are amazed to learn that the hare is not a protected species:- 
 
They’re always a wonderful and life-affirming sight for me.  Helen James, 
Berwickshire 
 
First hare I have seen for at least 15 years!  Susan Pugh,  Shropshire 
 
Absolute magic experience. Running around garden like one of our cats. Hares are 
in the field opposite but I have never seen one up so close. June Smith, Lincs.  
                                
It was so close for a good couple of minutes and the experience was a real thrill.                      
I felt privileged.   David White,  Northumberland    
                                                                 
I adore my hares and try to encourage them as much as possible. Tamara Baker - 
farmer Cambridgeshire 
 
First hare seen since childhood  Anne Cullum, Oxfordshire  
 
Not afraid of us or the cats and likes to sunbathe in the broad beans!  Joanna Pope, 
Dorset 
 
The fact that they appear to have moved in to our land is thrilling.   Heather Baker, 
Herefordshire 
 
Fantastic   Jenny Dwight, Cambs 
 
First time I have ever seen a hare. What a fabulous experience.  Susie Coleman, 
W. Sussex 
 
Wonderful sight!  Laura Stacey, Herts. 
 
Fascinating and wonderful to watch. Sophia O’Sullivan, Kent 
 
I love hares, but I have never seen one before.  Juliet Matthews, Gloucestershire. 
 
Was delighted to see this live hare on my doorstep. Adrian Till, Glamorgan. 
 
I have found that if they have not had experience of humans they have no fear and 
will approach you to have a good look, they are inquisitive and if you can remain 
quite still you will have the pleasure of their company for a while - a magic 
experience. Gill Turner, Hertfordshire 
 
He little knows what amiable creatures he persecutes, of what gratitude they are 
capable, how cheerful they are in their spirits, what enjoyment they have of life. 
William Cowper - poet 1731 - 1800 
 



5 

 

We spotted 15 mountain hares.  They were beautiful and it felt such a privilege.               
Sally Furness,  Derbyshire 
 
It was thrilling to see at least 15 of them in their Derwent Edge environment.                 
David Bratt.  Cheshire 
 
 
 
 


