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‘Do you think’, I was asked over
coffee at the bird club, ‘that Rose-
ringed Parakeets [Psittacula

krameri] are tickable in Fife?’ The underlying
question was whether the individuals that
have been seen increasingly often in the
county are wanderers from established (non-
native) populations or are birds that have
recently escaped. There is no easy answer. As
to what we should do about introduced
species, that is even more difficult, because
everyone has their own opinion.

What is not in doubt is that introduced
species cause problems all around the world.
In Britain we only have to think of the eco-
nomic and health damage resulting from
Rabbits Oryctolagus cuniculus and rats Rattus
or the damage to our native fauna caused by
American Mink Mustela vison and Grey
Squirrels Sciurus carolinensis. In terms of eco-
nomic damage, the question of controlling
the species responsible is one that most of the
(human) population would find easy to
answer: they would always place the rights of
man ahead of the rights of rat. But there are
people who would argue that it was men who
introduced rats so it is men, not rats, who
should take the consequences. 

The issues become more complicated
when introduced species cause problems for
native species, such as Grey Squirrels trans-
mitting disease to native Red Squirrels S. vul-
garis. Most people tend to favour native over
introduced species. One reason is that this
supports the conservation of biodiversity. If
biodiversity was just local species richness, the
establishment of the Rose-ringed Parakeet
could be said to enhance biodiversity. But bio-
diversity means more than local species rich-
ness. It also means the differences in fauna
and flora on a larger scale, such as the differ-
ences between continents in their species
complements. Thus an interest in global bio-
diversity means that we should be concerned
with maintaining these differences across the
globe rather than having the same mix of
common species on every continent. From
this perspective, Ring-necked Parakeets

BB eye
Introduced species: to tick or not (and is that the right question?)

belong in India, not in Britain.
Further value judgements arise when we

start to consider what should be done to
manage populations of introduced species,
especially when ‘manage’ means ‘eliminate’.
Some people think that we should not kill
anything, even to save native species. This is a
reasonable value judgement, even if one dis-
agrees with it. Arguing, as many do, that it is
supported by observing that the extinction of
native species is a natural part of the evolu-
tionary replacement of  some species by
others is, however, wrong: the extinctions
brought about by human activities are occur-
ring at many times the natural rate. At the
other extreme are those who argue that we
should eliminate introduced species when-
ever possible and especially if the benefit of
doing so exceeds the cost. But what if the
benefit is not directly economic? What value
do we place on saving the Red Squirrel? Fur-
thermore, the removal of some long-estab-
lished introductions may well have extensive
unpredictable consequences: what would be
the effect on native predators if we were to
eliminate rats and Rabbits?

Another point of view is that we should be
prepared to control introduced species but
only when they become a problem. After all,
most introduced species never establish
themselves and most of the few that do so do
not cause problems. But by the time we know
that a species is causing problems, it has often
become too common to manage easily. It is
better to prevent introductions in the first
place but that requires both adequate legisla-
tion and adequate enforcement. 

No doubt all these views, and others, are
represented among BB readers. But I hope
that all will agree that no policy for intro-
duced species can be effective unless we have
good knowledge of their status and distribu-
tion. Regardless of whether or not we con-
sider them ‘tickable’, it is important to send
sightings of introduced species to the relevant
county recorder or put them into BirdTrack.
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