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RURAL AFFAIRS AND ENVIRONMENT COMMITTEE 
 

WILDLIFE AND NATURAL ENVIRONMENT (SCOTLAND) BILL 
 

SUPPLEMEMTARY WRITTEN EVIDENCE FROM RSPB SCOTLAND 
 

Here are some follow-up points on issues raised during the RAE Committee 
evidence session of 15 September. If there are any further queries please do not 
hesitate to get in touch. 
 
The Review of National Goose Policy 
Since 2000, efforts to address conflicts between geese and agriculture in Scotland 
have been overseen by a group of stakeholders, the National Goose Management 
Review Group, chaired by the Chief Agricultural Officer, with SNH secretariat, and 
informed by a Goose Science Advisory Group. Seven Local Goose Management 
schemes currently operate in areas with prominent goose issues (Islay, Coll and 
Tiree, Uist, Solway, South Walls, Strathbeg, Kintyre). These use a combination of 
coordinated scaring of geese from fields, and the establishment of designated goose 
feeding areas, funded by SNH. 
 
Arrangements are currently subject to a five-yearly review. The 2010 Review of 
Goose Management Policy in Scotland is being prepared by a consortium of 
consultants under contract to the Scottish Government. LINK’s understanding is that 
the report will be passed to the Scottish Government by the end of October 2010. It 
will make recommendations for future policy in relation to goose management in 
Scotland.  
 
Greylag geese in Orkney: 
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The number of greylag geese wintering in Orkney: RSPB data. 
There is no local goose management scheme for greylag geese in Orkney. Most of 
the winter population of these geese originates in Iceland, and numbers have 
increased dramatically (see figure). This is remarkable considering that the overall 
Icelandic population has been stable (or perhaps even declining) in recent years. 
 
The increase in winter numbers of Icelandic breeding greylags in Orkney is being 
fuelled by birds abandoning their former wintering areas further south in Scotland 
and terminating their migratory journey in Orkney instead.  This is likely to be caused 
by climate change resulting in higher winter temperatures that facilitate wintering at 
more northerly latitudes. The highly nutritious grass pastures in Orkney provide 
foraging for the geese. The steady warming of the climate means that that this grass 
now grows throughout the winter with barely any period of dormancy, as used to 
occur in the past. With such high quality food now available all winter, it would 
appear that the Greylags have shortened their migration by some 200-300 miles. 
There is also a smaller (but growing) population of greylag geese that breeds and 
resides all year in Orkney. This population can be considered as functionally 
separate from the wintering Icelandic greylags – though it too has interactions with 
agriculture. Neither of the Orkney greylag populations is the subject of local goose 
management schemes – however, breeding greylags are the subject of local 
schemes in Uist, and in Tiree and Coll. 
 
Geese, the Wane Bill and the reporting of bag data in Scotland. 
It is our view that decisions such as establishing new local goose management 
schemes are a matter of policy and rest with the Scottish Government, informed by 
the current review.  
 
The principal area where the WaNE Bill could positively influence goose 
management arrangements – and simultaneously arrangements for wildlife 
management more generally in Scotland - lies in improving the collection and 
reporting of bag data to underpin the science required for an adaptive management 
approach to wildlife populations. It is widely recognised that Scotland, in relation to 
other comparable European countries, lacks robust mechanisms to assess, record 
and report the number of quarry animals and birds that are hunted.  
 
For example: greylag geese are a quarry species and as such are shot for sport, 
either by individual wildfowlers, by groups of shooters organised by agents, or under 
the auspices of sporting estates. They are also shot under licence during the close 
season to prevent serious damage to agriculture. Licensees are required to report 
how many birds have been shot under licence, but there is no requirement or 
mechanism to record or report the other sources of shooting mortality – that from 
sport shooting. In contrast, countries such as Iceland and Denmark – both countries 
with strong shooting industries - put a responsibility on sport shooters to report the 
numbers of each quarry species that they have shot each year.  
 
Scottish breeding greylags do in some areas impact agricultural incomes, work plans 
and indeed important agricultural biodiversity. There are currently strong calls to 
manage these populations in such a way that numbers are regulated to reduce 
impacts on agriculture and keep these impacts at manageable and sustainable 
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levels, but also to ensure that populations are not threatened with extinction and that 
actions are in line with national and European conservation legislation. There is a 
growing body of science showing that such an approach is technically feasible. 
However, this approach can only work if it is informed by accurate mortality 
data. Under current bag data arrangements, this is not possible. In order to move 
towards modern and effective goose management in Scotland, the collection and 
reporting of bag data must be improved. We urge the inclusion in the Bill of a 
clause giving Scottish ministers powers to require the accurate reporting of 
hunting bag information. We further urge that there is a time-limited requirement to 
act on implementing improved arrangements in this regard, to minimise unnecessary 
delays. 
 
Pheasants and Red-legged Partridges 
These two species are not native to Scotland. In some locations we believe they are 
established in the wild as breeding birds, but their presence in Scotland is solely, 
unambiguously and directly the result of human agency. The majority of birds 
present in the wild will have been released for sporting purposes, and the high 
numbers and widespread distribution of the species are entirely due to continued 
releases. The practice of releasing non-native gamebirds is currently largely exempt 
from regulation. Pheasant and red-legged partridge are not listed on schedule 9 of 
the Wildlife and Countryside Act of 1981 as amended by the Nature Conservation 
(Scotland) Act 2004, but the rationale for this is economic rather than ecological.  
At least 4 million pheasants and 1 million red-legged partridges were held for 
sporting releases in Scotland in 2009, according to the Defra Great Britain Poultry 
Register. We believe that this figure may not record some of the smaller local 
operations, and so is a minimum figure, and that the trend is increasing across 
years. Impacts of gamebird releases and gamebird shooting practices are multiple, 
but few have been formally investigated. The availability of hard data and scientific 
publications is very limited, for example in relation to the area of pheasant release 
pens and the numbers shot (see section on bag data above). However, it is evident 
that the density of releases is a key factor in relation to environmental impacts1. In 
areas where good habitat management is combined with moderate release 
densities, general wildlife impacts can be positive. In contrast, the available data 
show that at high densities of gamebird release, negative environmental impacts 
occur, and may in some cases be severe. For this reason, GWCT provides guidance 
recommending that release pen densities are kept below 700-1000 birds per 
hectare, or just over 14m2 per bird2.  
 
Anecdotal reports – which are all that is available in terms of direct measurement of 
release densities – suggest that pen densities often exceed this figure in parts of 
Scotland (for instance in the Borders). For this reason, more hard data is needed, as 
has been gathered in other parts of the UK.3 There is good evidence, on the other 
hand, that damage can transpire when densities are too high. In recent years red-

                                                           
1
Sage, R. B. 2003. Releasing gamebirds and wildlife conservation. The Game Conservancy Trust Review of 2002 34: 57-60. 

2 Sage, R. B. & Swan, M. 2003. Woodland conservation and pheasants. GWCT conservation guides. The Game Conservancy 

Trust, Fordingbridge, Hampshire. 

3
 PACEC, 2006. Economic and environmental impact of sporting shooting in the UK. PACEC, Cambridge, UK. 
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legged partridges and pheasants have been released more frequently on the edge of 
upland moorland. Craig Leek SSSI is home to an extremely rich bryophyte 
community with eight Nationally Rare species, and one Red Data Book species. 
Recently, a game estate adjacent to Craig Leek began releasing red-legged 
partridges. These birds roosted on the crags at Craig Leek, causing soil 
eutrophication with detrimental effects to the fragile bryophyte community there4. 
Some of these rare bryophyte species are only represented by one known colony in 
the area, and just two or three populations in the entire UK. Therefore, soil 
enrichment by partridges severely threatens their existence in the UK (Rothero 
2006), and demonstrates that releasing gamebirds in close proximity to sensitive 
areas with fragile species of high conservation importance can be extremely 
detrimental. It is also evident that other types of damage can be caused by high 
density of releases non-native game birds, with impacts potentially beyond 
designated areas, including: 
 

 Browsing of ground vegetation - threatening high conservation priority plants, 
damaging designated sites, reducing plant species richness, altering hedge 
structure, excluding native perennials56. 
 

 Predation of overwintering invertebrates5 
 

 Passing parasites to native wild birds78910 
LINK urges that the Bill should include a capacity for ministers to regulate the 
release of non-native gamebirds in specific situations and locations where 
environmental damage occurs. We emphasise that this is not a call to ban sport 
hunting, nor a denial of positive aspects of the industry – it is, rather, a wish to 
minimise or avoid future negative environmental impacts of high density releases, in 
a proportionate manner. 
 
Examples of shoot licensing in other European countries 

                                                           
4 Rothero, G. 2006. Baseline surveys of Tortula leucostoma and Athalamia hyalina on Craig Leek SSSI. Scottish Natural 

Heritage Commissioned Report No. 176. 

5
 Woodburn, M. I. A. & Sage, R. B. 2005. Effect of pheasant releasing on edge habitats. The Game and Wildlife Conservation 

Trust Review of 2004 36: 36-37. 

6
Pressland, C. L. 2009. The impact of releasing pheasants for shooting on invertebrates in British woodlands. PhD thesis. 

University of Bristol.  

7
 Tompkins, D. M., Dickson, G. & Hudson, P. J. 1999. Parasite-mediated competition between pheasant and grey partridge: a 

preliminary investigation. Oecologia 119: 378-382. 

8
 Tompkins, D. M., Greenman, J. V., Robertson, P. A. & Hudson, P. J. 2000b. The role of shared parasites in the exclusion of 

wildlife hosts: Heterakis gallinarum in the ring-necked pheasant and the grey partridge. Journal of Animal Ecology 69: 829-840. 

9
 Hofle, U., Gortazar, C., Ortiz, J. A., Knispel, B. & Kaleta, E. F. 2004. Outbreak of trichomoniasis in a woodpigeon (Columba 

palumbus) wintering roost. European Journal of Wildlife Research 50: 73-77. 

10
 Pennycott, T. W. & Duncan, G. 1999. Salmonella pullorum in the common pheasant (Phasianus colchicus). Veterinary 

Record 144: 283-287. 
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1. Germany; there is a system of shoot licensing which is administered by German 
Laender (so this could mean different systems in each state). Licence applies to an 
area of land. Where agricultural land is included there is a requirement to kill a 
certain number of deer/wild boar a year so as to prevent agricultural damage. The 
licence can be removed in cases of wildlife crime conviction but enforcement is poor. 
 

2. Netherlands; a licensing system also exists. This is also attached to a certain area 
of land. There has to be a minimum hectarage of land under control to attach a 
shooting licence. Interestingly, shooters can include non hunted land in their 
hectarage provided that landowner agrees. This means for example that where there 
is a nature reserve adjacent to hunted land, the nature reserve can include their 
hectares but remain a refuge if they see the benefit of fox control (for example) on 
neighbouring ground. The licence can be revoked in cases of confirmed wildlife 
crime incidents, and this is administered by Dutch authorities.  
 

3. Spain; again a federal approach with individual Spanish states administering their 
own systems. In Mallorca, the licensing system is administered by the local state and 
is attached to an area of land. The hunting licence can be revoked for up to 5 years if 
evidence of illegal poisoning is found (red kite workers report that this has improved 
the situation for threatened local red kite population on Balearics). In Andalucía, a 
farmer/hunter killed one of the reintroduced bearded vultures and was convicted of 
setting out poison baits. This resulted in his hunting licence being revoked.  
 
RSPB Scotland 
28 October 2010 
 


