




 

 
 
 
5. Evaluation  
 
The IGN identifies four licensing principles which need to be met before a licence can be issued.  These are: 
 
• Principle 1: All other reasonable non-lethal solutions have been tried and/or shown to be ineffective. 
 
• Principle 2: There is a genuine problem/need.  
 
• Principle 3: There are no satisfactory alternatives.  
 
• Principle 4: The licensed action will be effective at resolving the problem and the action is proportionate to the 

problem. Wherever possible, humane methods of lethal control are used.  
  
In addition, there is an implicit principle that Natural England should consider the implications for the conservation of 
the species. 
 
Principle 1:  All other reasonable non-lethal solutions have been tried and/or shown to be ineffective. 
The applicant stated, in the application and during the site visit, that many preventative measures had been tried over 
the years.  These included using scarecrows in the pens, hanging CDs, bags and ribbons, improving cover for the 
pheasants by sowing artichokes in the pens, supplementary feeding (to provide an alternative food supply for the 
buzzards), and playing a radio.  For the partridges, plenty of cover crops have been sown and rabbit proof fencing 
has been removed to allow partridges to escape into hedge bottoms.  The age at which the birds are released has 
been increased so that the birds are better able to fend for themselves.  In the technical assessment report for the 
2012 application, the assessing Wildlife Adviser noted that gas guns and flashing lights had been tried on the Estate, 
although neither of these were mentioned by the applicant. 
 
During the site visit there were no visible scaring devices and  explained that none of them had worked for 
more than a couple of hours and he had therefore stopped using them.  The Wildlife Adviser had seen them during 
his two visits in 2012 but  said he had stopped using them some time later as they had required a lot of time 
and had no obvious benefit.  He pointed out that when the scaring devices had been removed there had been no 
increase in predation.  Scaring is, however, carried out through human presence.  High seats are located around 
each pen where people can sit out early morning and evenings to disturb hunting buzzards by human presence at 
times when predation is worse.   
 
For scaring devices to be effective it would be necessary to try a range of different tactics and to change them 
regularly e.g. moving scarecrows, swapping between lasers, ribbons, CDs, gas guns etc so that the buzzards don’t 
become habituated to them.  Given the number and size of pens on the estate (7 pens in excess of 21 ha), in addition 
to the even larger partridge release area, this requires a great deal of time and, if found to make no difference to the 
rate of predation, it seems reasonable that these measures have been abandoned.  Some of the measures used on 
fisheries to deter pisciverous birds, such as shooting to scare, rockets, starter pistols etc, are not suitable around a 
pheasant release pen where they would frighten the pheasants as much as the buzzards.  If tried on the estate away 
from the pens it wouldn’t help to keep buzzards away from the pens. 
 
Diversionary feeding is still used but  is not convinced of its value.  Buzzards are fed away from the poults 
and any kills, rearing losses, squirrel etc are put outside of the pens to try to get the buzzards to take carrion instead 
of killing game birds.  If a buzzard is disturbed on a kill the carcass is left in situ in the hope that the buzzard will return 
to finish it rather than making a fresh kill.  However, he believes that the buzzards prefer a fresh kill.   also 
had an interesting observation in relation to diversionary feeding and ravens which is relevant to his observation 
about buzzards not really taking an interest in the carrion: 
 

“we did a similar experiment with our raven population to try to reduce their predation of leverets whilst they 
were feeding young.  Feed was placed out for the ravens which they readily fed on.  The amount of time we 
observed ravens working the fields for leverets reduced to virtually zero.  Trail cameras over the feed in this 
instance showed only once did a buzzard visit the site as compared to several hundred pictures of up to 5 
ravens at a time feeding” (email to , 15 July 2016).  
 

This indicates that buzzards appeared not to want to feed on the easily available food put out for the ravens and 
would seem to confirm  observations about buzzards not wanting to eat carrion when there is fresher food 
available. 
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Taking adult birds into captivity is, in conservation terms, no different to shooting them although it may be more 
acceptable to some people as it does not involve lethal action.  The obvious drawback is that there is a limit to the 
number of falconers who will want wild caught buzzards.  However, it may be a solution for a small number of birds.  
A Wildlife Adviser contacted the British Falconers Club to see if anyone could be found who would be keen to take 
wild captured buzzards.  One falconer was initially interested in taking two to three but was going to be on holiday for 
three weeks at the crucial time.  Unfortunately, this option could not be pursued on this occasion.   
 
Capturing birds and releasing them elsewhere would be problematic.  Buzzards are territorial and as a common 
species there are unlikely to be free territories in which to release them. 
 
Shooting a few buzzards to enhance scaring was considered and ruled out due to the likelihood of causing stress to 
the pheasant poults as this would require the use of auditory scarers in the release pens. 
 
Shooting buzzards to reduce the buzzard population was considered and ruled out as it is unlikely to be successful as 
the dead buzzards are likely to be quickly replaced by ‘surplus’ buzzards from the surrounding area. 
 
Targeting problem buzzards by only shooting individuals seen feeding on gamebird carcasses would appear to be the 
best method, as this is highly targeted and based upon visual and tangible evidence of predation. 
 
A range of other non-lethal measures have been discussed above (under Principle 1).  Most of these have been tried 
and appear not to have been effective at this site.  There may be a minor benefit in putting spikes on fence posts in 
the open parts of the pheasant release pens but this is unlikely to have more than a minor benefit given the number of 
perches within the nearby woodlands.  As previously discussed, it may be possible to make the rides in the cover 
crops curved which could make it harder for buzzards to hunt. 
 
As previously mentioned, smaller releases of less than birds suffer less buzzard predation.  Pheasants are 
currently released into seven pens with  poults released in each.  It would not be possible to reduce pen 
sizes so that only  or less pheasants were released as this would involve going from seven to more than  small 
pens. 
 
 
Principle 4: The licensed action will be effective at resolving the problem and the action is proportionate to 
the problem. Wherever possible, humane methods of lethal control are used.  
The applicant has asked for a licence to shoot twelve buzzards.  The proposal is to target particular problem buzzards 
in pheasant release pens, and from the partridge release area, using a high powered rifle as the buzzards feed on a 
kill. 
 
Evidence for whether there are problem buzzards that target gamebirds more than other buzzards appears to be 
limited although there does appear to be evidence that some buzzards frequent pheasant pens more than others.  
The applicant certainly believes there are buzzards that target game birds more than others and feels that their 
removal could provide respite for the gamebirds during a vulnerable period, the theory being it would take time for 
other buzzards to replace them and/or adapt their behaviour to also start targeting gamebirds ahead of other prey.  In 
the USA licences are apparently issued under similar circumstances and are believed to potentially contribute to 
solving conflicts (Parrott, 2015).  In the UK the method of taking two buzzards into captivity where they were predating 
on free range hens appears to have worked in the recent past.  The approach of removing specific problem buzzards 
through lethal means or capture appears to be relatively novel in the UK as most similar licences are issued with the 
aim of enhancing scaring.  Enhancing scaring would not be appropriate in this case due to the likely stress that would 
be caused to the gamebirds. 
 
Assuming there are problem buzzards that can be targeted by only shooting individuals that are feeding on a kill, 
there appears to be a reasonable likelihood of successfully reducing predation.  The vulnerable period for the 
released birds is considered to be from the last week in June, when pheasant release begins, until the end of 
September, so licenced activity should be restricted to this period.  By the time any licence were issued much of this 
time will have passed so I would not recommend issuing a licence to shoot the full twelve asked for.  If three buzzards 
can be captured alive then I would suggest a maximum of five to be shot.  Otherwise, I would recommend that eight 
are shot.  This would potentially allow at least one buzzard to be killed/taken from each of the release pens and the 
partridge release area although I would not limit it in this way but would allow the applicant to target activity where 
most required. 
 
 
Implications for the conservation of the species. 
See Section 7 below. 
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Is there clear evidence that the species in question is causing or is likely to cause serious 
damage? 
 

 
Yes 

 
Are there other evident causes of the serious damage? 

 
No 

 
 
Where appropriate 

• have non-lethal methods been used? 
• have they been found to be ineffective or impractical and not just difficult to 

implement? 

 
 

Yes 
Yes 

 
Is there any other satisfactory solution? 

 
No 

 
 
Will the proposed action contribute to preventing the damage? 
 

 
Yes 

 
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?  
  

 
N/A 

 
 

Conclusion  
 

10. Conclusions and Justification for Recommendation 
The application has been assessed in accordance with Internal Guidance Note SD/2016/001 which, as previously 
mentioned, gives four tests that should be met before a licence is issued: 
 
Principle 1: All other reasonable non-lethal solutions have been tried and/or shown to be ineffective. 
The main current non-lethal solution tried is to provide good cover in the release pens. The proportion of open 
areas to shrubs and trees within the wooded sections of the pens is not necessarily in line with Game and Wildlife 
Conservation Trust (GWCT) guidance but the approach taken, with sown cover crops adjacent to woodland and 
forming part of the pen, is relatively novel and more than makes up for the reduced ground cover.  The GWCT 
guidance appears to relate more to woodland pens and so does not really apply in this case.  The crucial thing is 
that the poults have good access to cover when they are released into the pens.  Those that are predated are 
surprised when loafing in the open spaces, which they require for their welfare, and are unable to make cover even 
though it is never more than a couple of metres away.  An improvement could be made to the cover crops by 
making the rides curved rather than straight to make it more difficult for the buzzards to hunt along them.  Visual 
scaring techniques have been used over time, but the applicant was unable to find a method which worked for 
more than a few hours so these have been discontinued.  He reported seeing buzzards entering pens by flying 
through barrier tape within days of it being erected.  High seats are present on the edges of the pens where people 
sit out in the early mornings to scare away hunting buzzards.  Diversionary feeding is used although the applicant 
is sceptical about its effectiveness due to his observation that the buzzards seem to prefer a fresh kill to carrion.  
Birds are released as late as possible and at an age recommended by the British Association of Shooting and 
Conservation (BASC).  The stocking densities within the pens appear to be comfortably below the national mean 
and the majority of birds appeared healthy and the pens did not appear crowded.  A reasonable level of non-lethal 
solutions have been tried over time, and have either not worked or have only been partially successful.  The range 
of activities that have been tried are at least as good as for most similar licence applications and discussion with 
the applicant indicates that he seems to have a thoughtful approach to the problem, looking at novel ways of 
managing the habitat within the pens. 
 
Principle 2: There is a genuine problem/need.  
The applicants have provided data proving that bag returns for pheasants are well below the national average (less 
than 30% compared to the national average of 40%).  While foxes are acknowledged as the main predator, they 
mostly do their damage once the gamebirds have been released and they cannot be responsible for losses in the 
pens from which they are excluded.  In any case, fox control appears to be intensive and there is little more that 
can be done in that respect. Strays, road kill and disease also do not appear to contribute significantly to high loss 
rates.  The applicant has estimated that approximately 5% of pheasant poults and 5% of partridges are killed by 
buzzards.  This is based on numbers of observed carcasses.  We only have the applicant’s word for the number of 
carcasses found and record keeping could be improved (e.g. keeping a daily diary record of carcasses found) to 
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make the evidence more robust.  Signs of kills were seen within the pens during the visit and the numbers of 
observed carcasses seemed plausible given the high number of poults in the pens and a potentially high buzzard 
population.  There may be other factors that partly contribute to the high losses, such as the large numbers of birds 
released, but on the balance of probabilities it seems that buzzards are causing significant damage to the shoot 
with major cost implications for the enterprise. 
It also appears likely that buzzards predate heavily on partridges.  This is based on observations by the applicant of 
buzzards taking partridges and also carcasses being found.  However, the bag returns are better for partridges 
than they are for pheasants.  Here we have a gap in our evidence as it has not been established whether 40% is 
also the norm for partridges as it is with pheasants. If we assume that it is, then three years out of five the estate 
have managed to return more than that number, while failing to do so in two years.  Even if the national average of 
partridge are returned, damage could still be significant if it equates to 5% of birds released as claimed by the 
applicant. 
 
 
Principle 3: There are no satisfactory alternatives.  
A range of alternatives have been tried which are considered to have failed or have only been partially successful 
(as described above).   
 
Other options considered for this application include destroying eggs and nests (not an option at this time of the 
year), translocation (buzzards are territorial and as a common bird it is likely to be impossible to find a vacant 
territory where the landowner is happy to receive buzzards).  Other options include capturing birds and taking them 
into captivity for use by falconers.  The option to take some birds into captivity was explored but the individual who 
would have taken any birds trapped is not in the UK during the first 3 weeks of the licence so therefore this option 
has been ruled out for now.  
 
Shooting a few buzzards to enhance scaring was considered and ruled out due to the likelihood of causing stress 
to the pheasant poults as this would require the use of auditory scarers in the release pens. 
 
Shooting buzzards to reduce the buzzard population was considered and ruled out as it is unlikely to be successful 
as the dead buzzards are likely to be quickly replaced by ‘surplus’ buzzards from the surrounding area. 
 
Targeting problem buzzards by only shooting individuals seen feeding on gamebird carcasses would appear to be 
the best method, as this is highly targeted and based upon visual and tangible evidence of predation. 
 
 
Principle 4: The licensed action will be effective at resolving the problem and the action is proportionate to 
the problem. Wherever possible, humane methods of lethal control are used.  
Evidence on the likely success of the proposed method of removing problem buzzards is thin but then it is a 
relatively novel method as most similar licences (e.g. for pisciverous birds) are issued to kill birds to enhance 
scaring.  What is uncertain is whether there are individual problem buzzards that target gamebirds more than is 
usual, in which case killing them (when  they are seen feeding upon birds) would be effective, or would the shot 
birds quickly be replaced by other birds that are equally likely to predate on gamebirds?  The limited evidence there 
is suggests there is a reasonable chance the method will work and the relative lack of evidence should not be a 
factor in deciding against it given the lack of research carried out.  This licence should therefore be used to try to 
gather evidence which might help inform any future applications (from this estate and elsewhere). 
 
 
Conservation of the species 
Buzzards are a common species and shooting a small number is unlikely to have any impact on the population.  
Buzzards that are removed are likely to be quickly replaced by ‘surplus’ buzzards in the surrounding areas. 
 
Proposed options 
It is recommended that a licence be issued, with immediate effect, to permit up to eight buzzards to be shot with a 
high powered rifle when predating on pheasants within the pheasant release pens and partridge release area.  
Although the evidence of significant damage in the partridge release area is not as convincing as for the pheasant 
release pens it is felt that not allowing shooting in the partridge release area could cause buzzards to be displaced 
from the pheasant pens and focus their attention on the partridges.  I have avoided recommending a higher 
number of buzzards to be killed as we are already a considerable way into the vulnerable period for the gamebirds 
to suffer avian predation.  Due to the novel method employed and the high sensitivity of controlling raptors to 
protect gamebirds I would advise a compliance check before the licence expires at the end of September.  This will 
also afford an opportunity to gauge the applicant’s view of the success, or otherwise, of the methods employed. 
 
I would also suggest that the applicant be required to improve record keeping e.g. keeping a daily diary of 
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gamebird carcasses found in the release pens, which might show the effectiveness of removing problem birds (i.e. 
if there is an immediate drop in predation in a particular pen when a buzzard is shot there).  Photographs of crop 
content could be taken as well.   
 
Habitat improvements that could be made include create curved rides in the artichokes and putting spikes on fence 
posts. 
 
 
 
11. Attachments 
None 
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