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RURAL AFFAIRS AND ENVIRONMENT COMMITTEE. 

 

WILDLIFE AND NATURAL ENVIRONMENT (SCOTLAND) BILL 

 

SUPPLEMENTARY WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM RSPB 

 

This is a response to supplementary written evidence from SGA 

 

SGA suggests that the balance of discussion of wildlife crime issues is based on “a 
presumption of information, which in many cases is not always substantiated by 
evidence”. 
 
RSPB comment: there is an overwhelming weight of peer-reviewed science, 
summarised below, backed up by data published annually by the Scottish Government, 
that provides a significant weight of research evidence supporting the contention that 
those incidents of illegal poisoning detected represent a small proportion of the actual 
total. 
 
SGA say that RSPB data on poisoning are at odds with those of SASA. 
 
RSPB comment: numbers of victims published are the same in both organisation’s 
annual reports. There are, however, differences in the classification of what constitutes 
an “incident”. The RSPB has very clear and consistent criteria and incident definitions 
as set out in its 2009 annual report1 on the illegal killing of birds of prey in Scotland (see 
pg 4 of report). This shows that 2009 was indeed the worst year on record for incidents 
of illegal poisoning found in Scotland's countryside. The criteria that SASA uses are not 
defined. Laboratory tests by SASA, confirming the presence of poison, are an essential 
component of the evidence in any individual prosecution for poisoning offences, and are 
not intended as a standardised index of the level of poisoning activity nationally, or its 
effect on wild populations. In addition, the RSPB documents annually other incidents of 
illegal killing, such as nest destruction, shooting and trapping. This includes incidents 
confirmed by post-mortem and/or witness. These data are not published elsewhere.  
 
SGA say that “the publication of persecution statistics since the early 1990s has played 
an important part in generating awareness of policing and penalties, particularly helping 
towards reduction of indiscriminate poisoning.” 
 
RSPB comment: from the 2009 report:  
 
Confirmed poisoning incidents 1989-2009 
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While these data are difficult to use as an indication of trends, the fact remains that the 
number of incidents shows no sign of any reduction and the threat to Scotland’s wildlife 
is persistent and substantial. 
 
SGA say that: they are not “aware of any research which maps actual unoccupied Eagle 
territories, but instead wonder whether these are theoretical projections”. 
 
RSPB Comment: Whitfield et al (2006)2 clearly indicates that as part of the analytical 
process undertaken for the Golden Eagle framework3, the results of the three national 
censuses of golden eagles in Scotland, from 1982, 1992, and 2003, when all known 
territories were surveyed, were used to assess occupation levels of territories. Indeed, 
Whitfield et al. (2006 -Table 1) show the number of known and unoccupied territories in 
each Natural Heritage Zone (NHZ). The reason that no published map of these 
territories is available is that it would compromise the confidentiality of these traditional 
nesting territories. 
 
In five NHZs, territory occupation showed a shortfall of >33% of known territories. Areas 
of good habitat with consistently high levels of illegal killing, such as the Eastern 
Highlands, represent the worst possible scenario for raptor populations, because they 
act as sinks. Once local birds are killed, the resulting vacant territories attract individuals 
from neighbouring areas, which are then killed in turn. The mobility of birds provides a 
continuous supply of victims, resulting in the crime in such areas suppressing the 
population nationally. 
 
The scientific analysis undertaken during preparation of the Golden Eagle framework, 
using a considerable weight of peer-reviewed scientific evidence, clearly illustrates that 
there is a significant number of unoccupied, known former golden eagle territories. They 
remain unoccupied because there are insufficient immature birds surviving to breeding 
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age. The reason that there are insufficient birds is due to the illegal killing of a significant 
number of eagles.  
 
Over the 1999-2009 period, a total of 24 eagles were confirmed by SASA as being 
illegally poisoned. A further four birds have been poisoned in 2010.  
 
There are two key points: firstly, in our experience, illegal poisoning activity takes place 
in remote areas, in circumstances where direct witnesses are few and far between and 
where material evidence can be easily concealed or destroyed by the perpetrators. 
Thus, a large proportion of these incidents will never be discovered. Secondly, it is 
reasonable to assume that, given that public access to many upland areas is largely 
concentrated on paths and tracks, any illegal activity away from such areas is likely to 
remain undetected. Of the two dead golden eagles found in 2009, the first was 
discovered by a group of walkers descending from a seldom-climbed hill, off a path, 
who just happened to walk around the “right” side of a rock outcrop. The second was 
fitted with a satellite transmitter. These were both exceedingly “fortunate” finds.  
 
Such a limited, ad hoc search effort can never provide a consistent data set from which 
to draw conclusions regarding the full extent and impact of criminal activity. It is 
reasonable to suggest, however, that given the clear scientific evidence of a significant 
lack of birds reaching breeding age, coupled with the likelihood of actually discovering a 
victim, that the number of birds being killed is considerably larger than the small number 
detected every year – the “tip of the iceberg”. 
 
SGA say that “game and wildlife management can create a reservoir of biodiversity, in 
the absence of which the situation for specific raptors might now be far worse.” 
 
RSPB Comment: it has been claimed that if moorland management from shooting did 
not take place, then there would be less food available for birds of prey, or more 
predators that would reduce their breeding success. Green & Etheridge (1999)4 showed 
that that the benefits from increased protection from fox predation on managed moors in 
no way counteracted the increased failure rates of hen harrier breeding attempts from 
persecution.  
 
In outlining the results of the 2004 national survey, Sim et al (2007)5 showed that the 
only areas where hen harrier populations were declining were dominated by managed 
grouse moors. This reiterates previous work by Summers et al (2003)6 which 
demonstrated that the hen harrier was absent or declining in large areas of apparently 
suitable grouse moor habitat, including sites where it was well established in the recent 
past, for example in north and east Scotland.  
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Redpath et al (2010)7 illustrated that in the whole of the UK in 2008, rather than the 
expected 499 pairs that should be successful on grouse moors (driven during 2003-07), 
only a very small percentage fledged young. This is further reflected by the very low 
numbers of this species, recorded by raptor study groups and other fieldworkers, who 
monitor this species in east and south-east Scotland, despite the abundance of ideal 
habitat. 
 
In summary, while game and wildlife management can have a positive impact on the 
populations of some species, there is a considerable weight of evidence showing that 
persecution of birds of prey in these areas is having a marked effect on their 
populations. 
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