
The recent jailing of Norfolk fal-
coner Raymond Humphrey for six-
and-a-half years, for smuggling
endangered species out of Thai-
land, has prompted the RSPCA to
demand even tougher sentences for
such crimes. Globally, the illegal
trade in wildlife, which includes
the sale of rare birds of prey, exotic
reptiles, ivory and rhino horn, is
estimated to be worth more than
£5 billion annually, and is second
only to the illegal drugs trade. It is
estimated that 350 million animals
and plants are traded every year,
and, according to Interpol, about a
quarter of the wildlife trade is
thought to be illegal.

RSPCA chief superintendent
Barry Fryer commented: ‘We
would welcome stiffer penalties
which reflect the suffering involved
in these animals’ capture and
transit, and their fate at the end of
their journey. For every animal that
survives, hundreds die a most hor-

rific death, and in the twenty-first
century it is appalling that birds
and animals are smuggled into the
country to fuel this cruel and
unnecessary trade. The animals
protected by CITES [the Conven-
tion on International Trade in
Endangered Species] are on that
list because they need protection.
All too often we see the gruesome
consequences of these animals
which have suffered at the hands of
inexperienced handlers.’

In the Humphrey case, Thai
smugglers wedged rare birds of
prey into 15-cm-diameter plastic
tubes in a bid to import them ille-
gally into Britain. Twenty-three
birds, with a black-market value of
£35,000, were taken from the wild
and, with their feet bound and no
access to food or water, were put
on a 14-hour flight from Thailand.
The birds, which included eagles,
kites and owls, were found in two
suitcases by customs officers at

Heathrow Airport. Six were dead,
and another died soon after.
Raymond Humphrey was arrested
as he met two men arriving from
Bangkok with the birds. He was
found guilty of 22 charges relating
to the possession of and trafficking
in protected species, and was jailed
for six-and-a-half years, one of the
longest sentences ever imposed for
this offence.

New Recorders 
for Orkney 

and Guernsey
Jim Williams is taking over from
Tim Dean as the new Recorder for
Orkney. His address is Fairholm,
Finstown, Orkney KW17 2EQ;
tel: 01856 761317; e-mail:
jim@geniefea.freeserve.co.uk

The new Recorder for Guernsey
is Mark Lawlor, Pentland, 15 clos
des Pecqueries, La Passée, St
Sampson’s, Guernsey GY2 4TU;
tel: 01481 258168; e-mail:
mplawlor@gtonline.net
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Opinions expressed in this feature are not necessarily those of British Birds

Horrors in Malta
The ‘News and comment’ desk has
many friends in Malta who keep us
informed of the happenings on the
island, and we have always been
pleased to report on news there
(both good and bad) and to ask for
support for BirdLife Malta.
Recently, however, we have been
contacted with some reports that
even the hardened Maltese have
described as ‘disgusting’ and ‘awful’.
The full story is reported in The
Times and in Malta Independent for
21st and 22nd January 2002. On
20th January, eight Mute Swans
Cygnus olor flew into the sheltered
waters of St Thomas’ Bay. As it was
a Sunday, many families were
enjoying a day by the sea, and a
number of folk were watching the
birds while others were feeding
them. What happened next was

almost unbelievable. Three men
appeared in a speedboat, and
began shooting at the swans. Some
were shot on the water, others as
they took off to escape. Pellets
rained down among children and
families on the beach from the shot
swans as they headed inland. All
but one swan was killed, and that
survivor was eventually taken into
care with gun-shot injuries. The
police were called, and the culprits
made off, leaving the swans’ bodies
floating in the water.

The action of the Maltese
authorities was swift and compre-
hensive. The armed forces were
called in, complete with patrol
boats and helicopters, and the per-
petrators were captured and taken
into custody. They appear to have
broken several laws, not least

shooting from a boat, shooting
Mute Swans and endangering
human life.

Subsequently, there has been an
outcry, even in the Maltese Parlia-
ment, with all political parties con-
demning this barbaric act. All local
daily papers have carried several
articles and letters on the matter,
while even two hunters’ associa-
tions, for the first time ever, con-
demned the events publicly in the
press. BirdLife Malta congratulated
the authorities on the swiftness of
their action and hopes that the
results will act as a deterrent in the
future.

To support BirdLife Malta,
contact them at 57/28 Rigord
Street, Ta’Xbiex MSD 12, Malta; e-
mail: blm@orbit.net.mt

RSPCA demands even tougher sentences 
as bird-trafficker gets six years in jail
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‘Immigrants strain
scant resources’

That is the attention-grabbing title of
a BTO news release issued in
January. The subtitle ‘BTO Garden
Birdwatchers highlight difficulties’
removes any lingering impression
that this might refer to the latest
batch of asylum-seekers slipping
through the Channel Tunnel.
Instead, it refers to the immigrant
thrushes Turdus and finches
(Fringillidae) whose arrival in the
UK last autumn coincided with the
widespread failure of tree seed crops.

This winter is proving to be a
difficult one for many of our

familiar garden visitors, largely as a
consequence of reduced food avail-
ability combined with the
increased numbers of birds win-
tering here. Last autumn’s fruit and
seed production was poor, leaving
birds with little option but to feed
on less suitable fruits which would
normally not be touched until very
late in the winter. As a result,
observers have reported birds
moving into gardens and feeding
on Cotoneaster, Pyracantha and
Common Ivy Hedera helix berries
in the weeks leading up to
Christmas. It was also during this
period that cold weather to the
north and east of Britain led to the

arrival of increasing numbers of
winter thrushes and finches. These
additional winter migrants have
put extra strain on our normal
wintering populations.

Was this what happened in
your garden? Did it make your Big
Garden Birdwatch more or less
spectacular in January? The experi-
ence of one of us (AP) in a sub-
urban garden in northeast England
was probably sadly similar to that
of many others: a grand total of
just seven species (and no House
Sparrows Passer domesticus) in the
designated hour-long watch. Visit
the Garden Birdwatch website at
www.bto.org/gbw/gbwhome.htm

News and comment

BOURC’s acceptance of the record
of a Slender-billed Curlew Nume-
nius tenuirostris at Druridge Bay,
Northumberland, in May 1998
(see Brit. Birds 95: 92), coincided
with an announcement from
RSPB about the research now
planned to track down any
remaining Slender-billed Curlews.

There has been at least one
unconfirmed sighting since 1998,
in Hungary in 2001. Hope
remains, therefore, that the species
is still breeding somewhere,
perhaps in the depths of western
Siberia or on the steppes of Kaza-
khstan, and wintering at an undis-
covered location in southeast
Europe or in north Africa.

RSPB scientists will analyse the
atomic composition of feathers
from Slender-billed Curlew speci-
mens held in museums. Any
feathers grown on the breeding
grounds will reflect that area’s dis-
tinctive ‘signature’ of isotopes of
metals found in the soil. The data
will enable researchers to study
maps showing these signatures,
and to narrow down the search
from a potential area three or four
times the size of Britain to one
which could be more easily
covered by fieldworkers.

RSPB research scientist Dr
Debbie Pain commented that,
although there are few people
living in the species’ most likely

breeding range, it would be wrong
to assume that these areas are safe.
‘Several habitats are undergoing
rapid change. For instance, the
fens of western Siberia are being
drained rapidly, and climate
change and desertification appear
to be affecting the steppe grass-
lands of Kazakhstan and southern
Russia. If we are to save this bird,
we need to find its breeding
grounds as a first step and then
work to ensure their adequate
protection.’

No doubt RSPB staffer Tim
Cleeves, who found the Druridge
curlew, hopes that his employers
will give him a well-deserved sab-
batical to join any expedition
mounted in search of any
remaining populations.

In search of Slender-billed Curlew

Carl Zeiss, long-time sponsor of
British Birds and BBRC, is spon-
soring another expedition in
search of a mythical species, in this
case the Ivory-billed Woodpecker
Campephilus principalis, ‘the
princely eater of grubs’. This 30-
day expedition took place in early
2002 in Louisiana, USA, and fol-
lowed a credible sighting of a pair
of ‘Ivorybills’ in the Pearl River area
in 1999, made by Louisiana State
University student David Kulivan.

This magnificent woodpecker
is widely believed to have been
extinct for at least 50 years, but

there have been persistent
rumours of sightings ever since.
The Cuban subspecies bairdii is
also likely to be extinct, but there
have been continued claims of
sightings on Cuba, too.

Regular updates on the hunt
for the Ivorybill were posted on the
Zeiss website at www.zeiss.com,
while more information is avail-
able at www.ivorybilledwood-
pecker.com, which includes some
excellent photographs of Ivory-
billed Woodpecker, one in colour,
taken in Louisiana in 1937.

Ivorybills once ranged from

Texas to North Carolina. Averaging
50 cm in length, with a wingspan of
80 cm, they occurred primarily in
the southeastern and Gulf Coast
regions of the USA, where old-
growth river-bottom timberland
was plentiful. Here, they would strip
bark from dying trees with their
massive ivory-coloured bill in order
to reach the insect larvae beneath.
Allegedly, the woodpecker was often
referred to as the ‘Lord God bird’,
because people who encountered it
supposedly exclaimed ‘Lord God!’
in amazement.

By mid February there had
been no sightings of the wood-
pecker.

In search of Ivory-billed Woodpecker
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Once Bittern,
thrice shy

The London Wetland Centre has
been in the news recently. Three
Great Bitterns Botaurus stellaris
have been seen at the Wildfowl and
Wetlands Trust’s new flagship
reserve, close to central London.
This is, apparently, the first time in
more than a century that bitterns
have been recorded so close to the
capital; the last record was of one
in Oxford Street!

Built on the site of the former Barn
Elms reservoirs, near Barnes, the
transformation of the 43-ha site, from
four concrete reservoirs into the hugely
impressive London Wetland Centre,
took five years of work. The project
cost £16 million, £11 million of that
raised by selling 10 ha of the original
site for housing development. The
remaining £5 million was raised by
WWT. In 2001, it was the Global
Winner in the annual British Airways
Tourism for Tomorrow Awards, just a
year after opening its doors to the
public in May 2000. More recently, the
site was granted SSSI (Site of Special
Scientific Interest) status, on account
of its nationally important numbers of
wintering Gadwalls Anas strepera and
Northern Shovelers A. clypeata and its
assemblage of breeding wetland birds.

An average of 140 species is
logged each year, with recent high-
lights having included Cattle Egret
Bubulcus ibis and Marsh Warbler
Acrocephalus palustris in 2001.

The White-tailed
Eagle in China

Tadeusz Mizera is preparing a book
on the White-tailed Eagle Hali-
aeetus albicilla, but is lacking infor-
mation from China. He would be
pleased to hear from anyone with
relevant data or references to pub-
lished material, such information
being difficult to obtain in Poland,
and he is particularly keen to
receive data on populations and
distribution. Contact Tadeusz
Mizera, Agricultural University,
Zoology Department, Wojska Pol-
skiego, 71C 60-625 Poznan, Poland;
e-mail: tmizera@au.poznan.pl

Conferences and meetings to attend…

…RSPB Members Weekend 2002
Once a year, the RSPB organises a weekend for its members to enjoy a feast
of bird-related activities, including lectures, film shows, excursions and
trade stands. Over the years, there has been one clear winner when it comes
to a venue for this conference: York. In 2002, the Society is again in resi-
dence at York University, during 5th-7th April. So, if you want to visit the
seabirds at Bempton Cliffs, learn how the TV series Blue Planet was made,
check out the latest in bird-feeding equipment, discover the population
status of the Red-billed Chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax, Great Bittern
Botaurus stellaris or Black Grouse Tetrao tetrix, or simply enjoy the story of
the RSPB’s oldest reserve, Dungeness (celebrating its 70th year in 2002),
then this is the conference for you. Further details from Events Office,
RSPB, The Lodge, Sandy, Bedfordshire SG19 2DL; tel: 01767 680551…

…Climate Change and Coastal Birds
Caught between a seawall and the deep blue sea. That is the prospect for
the inhabitants of our mudflats, as sea levels rise with global warming and
the intertidal zone disappears. Climate change and coastal birds is the
theme of this year’s BOU spring conference, which takes place at Hull Uni-
versity during 22nd-24th March. An impressive array of speakers, from the
UK, the Netherlands, Germany, Sweden and the USA, will explore the very
pressing problem of how coastal birds, and indeed the whole coastal
ecosystem, will cope with the impact of a changing climate and rising sea
levels. The conference is sponsored by Northumbrian Water, the chairman
of which, Sir Fred Holliday, is also president of the BTO. This eminent
marine biologist opens the conference with a lecture entitled ‘How will the
global economy deal with climate change?’ Other talks of note include
‘Climate change and coastal waterbird populations – current impacts and
future predictions’ and ‘The potential effects of marine habitat change on
Antarctic seabirds’. Visit the BOU website: www.bou.org.uk…

…OSME AGM
The Ornithological Society of the Middle East, Caucasus and Central Asia
(OSME) will be holding its summer meeting and AGM on Saturday 13th
July 2002, at the School of Oriental & African Studies, University of
London. For further information, visit the OSME website at www.osme.org
or contact Dawn Balmer (e-mail: dawn.balmer@bto.org)…

…6th World Conference on 
Birds of Prey and Owls

If you have any interest in Falconiformes or Strigiformes, then this confer-
ence, in Budapest, Hungary, on 18th-25th May 2003, is for you, and the
invitation has now been made to attend and contribute. It is not necessary
to be a member of the World Working Group on Birds of Prey, the organ-
ising body, in order to take part. The organisers are keen to hear from
anyone with an interest in these groups who may wish to attend. It is
planned to hold the conference in the Hotel Agro Conference Centre, situ-
ated on Svabhegy, the highest point in the hilly district of Buda, with a
panoramic view of Budapest and on the edge of a forest justifiably claimed
to be full of birdlife. The preliminary programme includes a mix of scien-
tific presentations and excursions. Further developments will be reported
regularly on the group website: www.raptors-international.de. For further
details and all enquiries, contact WWGBP, PO Box 52, Towcester,
Northamptonshire NN12 7ZW; tel: 01604 862331; e-mail: wwgbp@aol.com
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