






 

 
The pen and surrounding area is dominated by conifer type trees planted in straight lines as is 

expected for woodland that is to be harvested at a later date. The only clearly defined open area within the pen at 
the time of the site visit was a path that ran across the pen between two access gates. Low level ground cover 
was present across approx 20% of the pen at varying levels of quality, it was only noticeably absent around the 
areas immediately under the trees which is believe would have been due to dense needle debris cover of the 
ground below the trees.  
Bramble and bracken were present in the pen and provided a degree of cover for birds to seek cover under. 
Above  the bramble and bracken level there were good numbers of what was believed to be self-seeded 
sycamore growth which were between 5-10 feet in height, where these were tightly packed they would provide 
both cover from avian predators and also assistance to poults seeking to gain access to the taller trees to roost. 
Corrugated iron dusting and shelter structures were present within the pen and the applicant informed us that 
these structures also served as covered feeding points. The amount of light entering the pen was considered 
good, which would account for the varying levels of growth and re generation that was present within the pen. 
Brashing “wigwams” were seen in the pen, but their exact number could not be estimated due to the level of mid-
level cover. The applicant did not say that  had input into the management of the wood. I am of the opinion that 
the quality of cover within the pen, although not meeting the preferred percentages within the GWCT guidance, 
was sufficient to provide any poults released into the pen with a good chance of evading aerial raptors when 
combined with good deterrent and scaring activities. The crops planted in the arable fields closest to the pen were 
wheat and oats, both of which were approximately 4 weeks away from being considered ready to harvest. 
 

 This pen is located on a slope into a valley bottom and is also predominantly straight lined conifer 
type trees. The first thing that was noticeable upon approaching the pen was that the level of light entering 
through the canopy within the pen area appeared higher than the areas immediately surrounding the pen, the 
applicant stated that this is just the way it was, no management has been undertaken specifically to open up the 
canopy above the pen and the applicant did not state that  had any input into the management of the wood. 
This pen had a considerable amount of mid/upper-level cover in its upper two thirds, which included bramble, 
nettles, bracken and self-seeded sycamore; it was not possible to confirm if brash wigwams were present within 
these upper levels due to the density of the undergrowth present. This feature, as with  would give 
good cover from avian predators and also provide poults with assistance to gain height to roost. The ground level 
cover was broken up across the lower section of the pen with interspersed nettle and bramble growth to about 
knee height. Corrugated iron shelters for both dust bathing and cover were present within the pen as well. 
Brashing “wigwams” were present within the pen; the only ones that could be clearly seen were 3 in the low 
section of the pen. The crops within the arable fields at the top of the wood were oats and peas and as with the 
crops elsewhere on the farms are still a fair time away from harvest. I am of the opinion that the quality of cover 
within the pen, although not meeting the preferred percentages within the GWCT guidance, was sufficient to 
provide any poults released into the pen with a good chance of evading aerial raptors when combined with good 
deterrent and scaring activities. 
 

 This pen is located in a spinney that has a small ditch with a low level of moving water within it on 
one side of, but not within, the pen. This pen is bordered on one side by a grass field (farm side) which contained 
cattle at the time of the site visit; the field on the other side of the ditch was wheat. The farm side of the pen has its 
perimeter fence within about 6 feet of the stock fencing to exclude cattle from the spinney, but this fencing had 
recently been breached by cattle and a considerable amount of trampling had occurred on the ditch side of the 
pen that had destroyed all vegetation between the pen fencing and the ditch, a width of approx 8 feet. This 
spinney is a mixture of conifer type and deciduous trees which in places were around 25 feet in height. Within the 
pen it appeared that some of the self-seeding growth had been removed some time in the past, and the remaining 
stands were up to about 10 feet in height. The tree canopy cover was predominately on the grass field side of the 
pen, with the shorter re growth across the remained of the pen. Nettle growth in the open areas was up to about 
chest height and was present across approx 30% of the pen. Mid-level cover was spread throughout the pen and 
was present in scattered denser stands along the field side of the pen and towards the top of the pen towards the 
farm. As with the other pens, corrugated iron dusting and cover shelters were present and brashing “wigwams” 
could be seen against the bases of some of the conifer trees where nettle height was not to excessive to restrict 
our view. I am of the opinion that the quality of cover within the pen, although not meeting the preferred 
percentages within the GWCT guidance, was sufficient to provide any poults released into the pen with a good 
chance of evading aerial raptors when combined with good deterrent and scaring activities.  
 

This wood had been subject to thinning in 2014/15 and as can be expected following these types 
of forestry operations, was still in the process of developing regeneration and re growth at ground and mid-level 
within the pen and surrounding woodland. The level of ground cover via various types of grasses was expansive 
and was evident across more than 75% of the pen, the height of this was anywhere between 12-24 inches and 
was fairly uniform with these heights. Low-middle cover was present via broken up areas of bramble, bracken and 
nettle re growth with some evidence of sycamore and other shrubby species also present within these pockets of 
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above. Possible alternatives to lethal control of fledged birds is limited to taking birds alive and either taking them 
into captivity or releasing the birds elsewhere (translocation). Whilst we were at  pen, the applicant 
stated that  believe sparrowhawks were the main culprit for predation at this pen. We had a discussion as to the 
potential for falconers being given any birds trapped and the applicant said  would rather do this than shoot the 
sparrowhawks. Trapping of birds as currently proposed is not a suitable method and there are welfare concerns, 
and so this option would be entirely reliant on the availability and commitment of a falconer (at very short notice if 
a licence was issued) to capture these birds. Taking the above comments into account I consider that the extra 
burden this would place on the applicant to be excessive and therefore impracticable to be considered in this 
application. However, this is an option that can be considered at a later time if the applicant is able to give us 
more time to research and make contact with potential recipients in the falconry community. 
Relocation of problem birds has its own limitations: the common buzzard is normally territorial and widespread 
over the UK and finding vacant territory will be difficult to achieve. There is also the risk of merely moving the 
problem birds elsewhere in an exercise that will be disproportionately time consuming, costly and serve no 
conservation benefit. 
The option to undertake licensed destruction of nest and eggs has been previously undertaken by the applicant 
and it was reported back by the applicant as having no effect at all on the levels of predation that year. In addition, 
it is too late in the season to licence egg and next destruction. 
 
Will the licensed action be effective in resolving the problems and is the actions proposed proportionate 
to the problem? 
The licensed removal of a small number of common buzzards will be likely to be effective and reduce damage 
caused by common buzzards predating on poults. If as the applicant states individual birds are responsible for the 
damage being sustained, their removal should result in a reduction of that damage. This, along with the earlier 
observation concerning the death of a single buzzard and the resulting reduction in predation serves as a good 
indicator of the potential outcome to any licensed control. This action will not remove the problem or provide long 
term solution as the birds will likely be replaced by other birds and the threat of predation will continue. In relation 
to damage caused by sparrowhawks, the applicant stated that the time period within which they are a danger to 
poults is limited to the first week or two when they are first released in the pens, once the poults put on a bit of 
weight and increase in size the alleged predation by sparrowhawks drops off. As such it appears that whilst 
sparrowhawks might predate on poults and contribute to the overall predation levels for a short period of time, 
predation by this species may cause damage but there is no evidence to suggest that this damage is serious. 
Published literature also does not suggest that sparrowhawks are a major predator of pheasant poults. 
 
Cage trapping ahead of euthanasia of trapped birds. The applicant has requested the ability for him to be able to 
undertake cage trapping of problem birds to assist with  control of problem raptors. However, the time involved 
in undertaking this action and the requirement for the traps to be checked on a regular basis (we have to take 
animal welfare legislation into consideration even if the birds are eventually going to be destroyed) will be an extra 
burden on the applicants time that will affect  ability to commit time to the welfare of  poults. The potential for 
the trapped birds to damage themselves whilst contained within an unsupervised trap (I do not think that a 
comparison can be drawn between a magpie within a Larsen trap, the times within which they have to be checked 
is laid down within  their specific general licences) is also a concern: when we have issued licences in the past to 
re capture escaped falconers hawks, we have required that the traps are not left un attended and that they are 
only deployed for a certain length of time (2-4 hours). Therefore I do not consider this to be appropriate. 
 
Implications for  the conservation of the species to be licensed: 
 
Sparrowhawk: BTO bird trends search online 14/07/2016- The species is currently showing a continued step 
decline in relative abundance in the UK, more markedly in the west and north. Whilst there is not a current 
concern for this species the 10 year trend is markedly down and options other than killing this species might be 
more appropriate 
http://blx1.bto.org/birdtrends/species.jsp?&s=sparr  
 
Buzzards are not considered to be of current conservation concern: BTO bird trends search online 14/07/2016 
http://blx1.bto.org/birdtrends/species.jsp?year=2015&s=buzza  
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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 

N/A 

Colleague/body Consulted Date of Consultation Date Response Received 
N/a   

 
 
7. Consideration of Conservation Factors 
See “Implications for  the conservation of the species to be licensed” above 
 

 
 
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.  
 
Consideration of Disease Risk: 
N/A 

 
 
9. Licensing Criteria 
 
 
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 
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Conclusion  
 

10. Conclusions and Justification for Recommendation 
The application has been assessed in line with the Internal Guidance Note SD/2016/001. In terms of the tests set 
out in the Defra wildlife management policy it is suggested that the following applies: 
 
Have all other reasonable non-lethal solutions been tried and/or shown to be ineffective? 
The applicant claims to undertake the normal range of predator control and husbandry measures associated with 
releasing pheasants poults for shooting. In addition to this  has undertaken various non-lethal measures in an 
effort to reduce the perceived predation of the poults. Whilst it can be said that in some instances these have not 
been applied to the extent and manner which would have been recommended or would be seen as exemplar, they 
have been tried and this effort is proportionate to the amount of time available to the applicant. 
Additionally the habitat within the release pens and surrounding woods does not match the proportions for 
vegetation cover given by GWCT. However within the woods there is limited ability, due to woodland agreements, 
to manage the canopy cover any further and in one wood there appears to be inconsistency between 
what the applicant has told assessors about being able to fell trees to create open spaces, which will allow ground 
and eventually shrub layer vegetation to establish.  pen could show considerable improvement if the 
canopy could be opened.  
Although the woodland structure is not as defined, the applicant has made efforts to provide cover in the form of 
brash piles to compensate in the short term for lack of shrub cover. The review of the non-lethal techniques 
reported in the European Journal of Wildlife Research (Parrott D, 2015 21:181-197) is relevant to this application 
and in the technical assessment of the 2015 application for this site states “the lack of ground and shrub layers in 
several pens and poor roosting potential is considered a limiting factor most notably in the  pen. Parrott 
(2015) states that the “presence of sufficient vegetation cover” is a principal factor in reducing raptor predation with 
the herb layer being the most important. Parrott goes on to say the provision of supplementary cover e.g. brash 
wigwams is unlikely to compensate for extreme cases where pens are in unsuitable locations with respect to 
natural vegetation type” . 
I consider that this is particularly relevant in the assessment of the  pen and it is not recommended that 

 site is licensed. 
If any licence  was to be granted it would be necessary to ensure that the licence contains suitable conditions 
regarding the continued and expanded application of non-lethal measures in all pens and surrounding woods and 
be specific about the amount and manner in which they are to be used. 
 
Is there a genuine need/problem? 

 NE have accepted that there is damage occurring at the site, it is serious and although not beyond 
doubt it is highly likely to be being caused by high levels of avian predation- mostly common buzzards. With the 
same standards of husbandry, management and habitat  continuing extremely low shoot 
returns it is likely that this will occur again this season. Whilst the applicant cannot give an estimate of bird numbers 
this year it is unlikely that they will have changed considerably from those claimed by the applicant  

 NE staff have witnessed common buzzards in numbers in the area confirmed 3 nest sites 
and accept that the others were likely to be where claimed. As such it is reasonable to conclude that there may be 
at least 5 nesting pairs in the vicinity of this small area, along with associated young from this year  

 However, research (Kenward 2001) has shown that the presence of a nest does not directly relate to levels 
of predation and so the presence of nests alone in not enough to demonstrate there is a genuine problem. 
Although the numbers of birds in a small area and  the evidence provided by the applicant in terms of shoot 
returns, examples of predation by buzzard on site  does lead to the conclusion that buzzards are 
likely to be causing serious damage. 
 
The number of sparrowhawks cannot be corroborated in the same way as for common buzzard, most owing to the 
more elusive nature of the species. However bird numbers are likely to be much lower and any impact of predation 
only apparent for short periods of time, the first 2-3 weeks after release. The likely lower number of birds and 
shorter duration of predation leads to a conclusion that whilst this species may cause damage, it is not of the extent 
and duration to be classed as serious. As such a licence for this species is not recommended. 
 
With respect to  the applicant has said that  cannot confirm whether  will be releasing poults into 
that wood this year, and therefore it is not evident that there will be serious (or any) damage at that site.   
  
 
Are there any satisfactory alternatives? 
The applicant has undertaken non-lethal measures as set out above. However the proposed methods of control 
require further consideration. The applicants’ proposal is to either shoot to kill buzzards or to trap and kill buzzards. 
As an option to killing fledged birds, nest destruction, taking into captivity or taking and translocating to another 
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under the international obligations (Bern Convention). However even at this extreme level of killing it is 
likely other birds will remain in the area and the vacant territories rapidly recolonised by new birds- but 
ones not necessarily accustomed to poults as a food source on site. 

 
Although an option that can be considered it is felt that option 3 is excessive.  Option 2 is also risky, based on the 
evidence provided, the novel nature of this application and that we have no evidence to be confident about what is 
proportionate or necessary to reduce the problem.  Option 1 is therefore recommended. 
 
As well as any conditions relating to the types and actual deployment of non-lethal measures (suspended tapes of 
varying heights and suitable density, use of mannequin scarecrows moved regularly and more standard measures 
and ongoing habitat management and predator control), any licence issued should be conditioned to restrict 
shooting to within the three named woods which have me the licensing test, and wherever possible to shoot a 
buzzard in sight of other buzzards present – to maximise the scaring effect. Whilst in reality it may not be possible 
to target shooting in this way for this species (unlike it is for gulls, geese and cormorants) if the opportunity arises it 
should be taken and encouraged. In relation to the use of a centre fire rifle,  this advisor considers their use 
inappropriate at this time due to the conditions relating to where and how buzzards may be controlled not being 
suitable for a firearm to be discharged. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
11. Attachments 
 
Power point showing photos of pens and woods that are included in the application. 
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