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Letters
The Golden Eagle – an enhanced future?
The results of the 2015 Golden Eagle Aquila
chrysaetos survey have not yet been published
but the recent media release, for example in
News & comment (Brit. Birds 110: 6–7),
highlights a moderate increase in population
as well as concern over continuing persecution
in grouse-moor regions. While the latter is still
really serious, there are other major issues
with Golden Eagle conservation that are not
being addressed. One is that much of the
uplands are degraded, due to very long-term,
and continuing, overgrazing by sheep and Red
Deer Cervus elaphus and excessive burning. In
consequence, many eagle home ranges have
inadequate live prey (small- to medium-sized
mammals and birds) to rear young
successfully. This results in breeding success
figures below 0.2 young per pair – only one
young being reared per five breeding pairs.
The likelihood is that those young that do
fledge are in poor condition. There is an
urgent need for large-scale ecological
restoration, a fact that has been recognised for
decades and brought into fresh focus through
recent discussions on rewilding. 

Another major issue is the suggestion that
Golden Eagles have now reached ‘favourable
conservation status’ in the UK. That is
certainly not true for England, Wales and
Northern Ireland, and even in Scotland this
should also be judged on breeding success
performance, not just on the total population
figure. A frequent mistake is to assume that
the Golden Eagle is solely an upland species.
Eagles in the north and west Highlands and in
the Outer Hebrides are now more regularly
seen on land at sea level and close to houses,
as past interference has greatly reduced.
Cultural breeding behaviour dictated by long-
term persecution makes it difficult for them

to spread onto lower, often more productive,
ground in the east and south of Scotland.
Golden Eagles can, and should, breed on low
ground and in wooded landscapes, just like
pairs I have watched in southern Sweden,
Poland and Portugal. In my own area of the
eastern Highlands, there are over 20 potential
low-ground home ranges in Easter Ross, East
Inverness and Moray, which do not feature in
the present historical baseline because of
ancient extermination. As a result, the present
population may be well less than half the
potential in Scotland. 

Considering England and Wales – and
without thinking just of the Lake District,
which recently lost its last Golden Eagle –
there are potential areas from Devon and
Hampshire northwards, including places such
as Breckland, where eagles could thrive as 
part of restored ecosystems. This will need
proactive translocations, which can be carried
out successfully, but which at present usually
fail to come to fruition due to timidity.
Instead of spending all our time on
preventing illegal persecution, why not have a
bold triple approach for this iconic species,
which also involves range recovery by
translocation and rewilding the uplands to
restore ecological productivity and live prey?
What I find truly worrying for the future of
nature is that while there are people capable
of reintroducing eagles to these places now,
such an approach would attract opposition as
well as demands for a massive science base,
years of feasibility studies and stakeholder
meetings, and then possibly a small trial.
Compare that to the truly momentous
decision for the UK to leave the European
Union, carried out in a few months with no
science and a paucity of rational facts. 

Roy Dennis, Forres, Moray; e-mail roydennis@aol.com

Buzzards and Pheasants
Like, I suspect, most of your readers, I was
disgusted to read of the granting of a licence
to ‘control’ Common Buzzards Buteo buteo at
Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus

rearing pens, and of the prospect of further
licences to come (Brit. Birds 109: 647).

There may be an alternative, non-lethal
method of repelling Buzzards. In Germany in
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the 1930s, it was discovered that large, shiny
glass balls kept raptors at a distance (Bijleveld
1974). The method was found to work as a
deterrent to Northern Goshawks Accipiter gen-
tilis, Eurasian Sparrowhawks A. nisus and
Common Kestrels Falco tinnunculus (Mans-
field 1954; Pfeiffer & Keil 1963) but not for
Ospreys Pandion haliaetus (Przygodda 1965).
An experiment in France in 1969 as part of a
World Wildlife Fund project using three such
balls successfully deterred migrating Goshawks
at a large farm (>1.0 ha) holding hundreds of
domestic fowl Gallus gallus, where previously
up to 30 Goshawks had been killed annually
and large numbers of fowl taken. In 1969, only
two chickens were taken and no Goshawks
were killed. And, as reported in Bijleveld
(1974): ‘Even this small loss could have been

avoided by the placing of a fourth glass ball.
These hollow glass balls, which have a diameter
of 25–30 cm and are silvered on the inner
surface, form an extremely effective repellent
when placed 100 m apart at a height of about 4
m.’ It seems highly desirable that this method
should be tried to see if it works against Buz-
zards.
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Editorial comment Ian Carter commented: ‘There are a wide range of non-lethal approaches
for reducing predation by raptors at pheasant pens. Some are based on management to ensure that
there is sufficient cover for the poults. Others are in the form of specific deterrents, including a
variety of visual and audio scarers. Visual scarers, including reflective balls and balls with striking,
eye-like patterns, have also become an increasingly regular sight in arable crop fields where geese
or Wood Pigeons Columba palumbus, rather than raptors, are the intended targets. All these
approaches vary in effectiveness depending on the situation and the length of time over which
they are used. A key part of the assessment of licence applications for lethal control is the extent
to which appropriate non-lethal approaches have been given proper consideration. A licence
should be issued only when non-lethal methods are either deemed to be impractical or have been
tried and proved to be ineffective, though there is plenty of scope for debate as to how rigorously
these points should be assessed.’

Time for a fuller signal search
Martin Collinson’s recent paper on DNA-
based identification of birds (Brit. Birds 110:
8–26) was timely and instructive. I still worry
about the seemingly arbitrary degrees of
percentage DNA difference that fix species
and subspecies in clade and time, but at least
the context is clearer. The comments on DNA
vs ‘proper’ birding skills were intriguing and I
recall from my last conversation with Martin
Garner his typically succinct verdict: ‘DNA is
not a silver bullet’.

In terms of holistic field identification, I
remain concerned that we have yet to define
the full suite of important behavioural
signals, particularly for more cryptic groups
such as Hippolais/Iduna and the more

difficult calidrids. I have been alarmed to see
fewer and fewer references to behaviour and
actions in most modern guides. Happily, 
the ebb tide of perception was turned back
several waves in the Helm Guide to Bird
Identification (Vinicombe et al., 2014) and in
Britain’s Birds (Hume et al., 2016). Even so, a
wider, and easily engaged, challenge remains
for patient eyes and open minds, aided
perhaps by video footage, to produce an
updated and comprehensive comparison of
behavioural signals. If, as I believe, these are
key, year-round identification pointers, used
by the birds themselves, let us not ignore the
chance to share them fully. DNA analysis will
never offer us that! 

D. I. M. Wallace, Mount Pleasant Farm, Main Road, Anslow, Burton-on-Trent DE13 9QE


