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Editorial 
O n 2nd April, the EEC Directive on the conservation of wild birds came 

into force, two years after its adoption. It covers ten countries, 
including much of western Europe, stretching as far east as Greece. It 
improves the conservation laws in all of them, in some cases markedly. This 
somewhat surprising initiative, by a Community devoted mainly to 
economic affairs, began in 1973 when the EEC Commission in Brussels 
received over 1,000 protests from the Federal German Republic because 
their protected songbirds were being killed or trapped as they migrated 
through countries to the south. The Directive reduces drastically the 
number of passerine species which may legally be hunted to six (five 
thrushes Turdus and the Skylark Alauda arvensis), and these only in France 
and Italy. Moreover, it prohibits all large-scale or non-selective capture or 
killing of birds, including the use of snares, lines, nets, traps and poisoned 
bait. So, most songbird mortality on migration within the Community 
should be drastically reduced. 

The Directive does, however, go far beyond this. It protects all wild 
birds, their nests and their eggs, unless they can legally be hunted or a 
special exemption (derogation) is allowed under 'Article 9'. A total of 24 
species may now be hunted throughout the Community, and a further 48 
may be taken only in specified countries. Sale is restricted to 25 species, only 
seven of which are allowed automatically; trade in the remainder can be 
permitted only after consulting the Commission. Hunters may not use any 
of the prohibited methods, and hunting is forbidden during the breeding 
season and the return migration in spring. Article 9 allows the provisions on 
killing, destruction of eggs or nests, and sale to be waived (1) to prevent 
serious damage to crops, forests, fisheries, and so on, (2) in the interests of 
public health and safety, (3) for research, and (4) for the selective keeping of 
cage-birds in small numbers. Each country must report annually on all 
such special cases to the Commission, which has the duty to ensure that 
they are not incompatible with the Directive. The Directive also takes a 
positive attitude on conservation research: member states are required to 
encourage it, and the Commission to see that it is properly co-ordinated. 
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These provisions are an advance on existing legislation anywhere in the 
Community, greatly so in some countries; moreover, they represent a 
minimum, for any country has freedom to introduce stricter protective 
measures if desired. In addition, however, the Directive takes a major step 
forward in its provisions for habitat protection. Each country is required to 
list its sites of suitable habitats for all 74 'Annex I' species (those considered 
endangered, vulnerable or rare) and to take steps to avoid their deteriora
tion and pollution, or disturbance of the birds using them; similar measures 
are required for the habitats of all migratory species in their breeding, 
moulting, staging and wintering areas, with particular attention being paid 
to wetlands. The Commission is required to ensure that the habitats 
classified by all the member states form a coherent whole. These habitat 
provisions are clearly an immense step forward, which could benefit many 
other animals and plants as well as birds. 

So, the Directive is a sound and imaginative basis from which nature 
conservation can advance greatly in a large area of Europe—and a basis 
which has legal backing. Before it can realise its full potential, a number of 
steps are essential. First, each country must ensure that its laws comply 
with the Directive. In Britain, this is being done as part of the Wildlife and 
Countryside Bill, and there has been strong criticism of the weakness of the 
habi tat safeguards and the wide scope of the provisions for derogations. 
There is an obvious risk that those countries whose existing laws need most 
change may move too slowly and, in particular, interpret the provisions for 
exemptions too widely. Secondly, classifying essential habitats is only a first 
step; money will be required to ensure that they are protected and there 
must be careful control of state and EEC grants for agricultural and other 
developments which could destroy key sites. Thirdly, the laws must be 
respected and enforced. Respect requires a massive educational pro
gramme, for the citizens of many countries are being required to make 
radical changes to long-standing customs and practices. This will not 
happen overnight. Enforcement will be possible only if it is backed by 
sympathetic public opinion; even where this exists, as in Britain, enforce
ment should not be left almost entirely to the voluntary organisations. 

In sum, the Directive is an immense step forward. But it is only a first 
step—ornithologists and conservationists will need to be vigilant to see that 
law and practice throughout the EEC meet its requirements, to educate 
public opinion in some countries, and to press the governments in all to 
provide the finance for adequate habitat safeguards. 


