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Editorial 
Birds of prey—time for action 
In Britain some restrained satisfaction may be felt over recent trends 
in bird of prey populations. After 150 years in which human per
secution caused massive declines in numbers and ranges in most of 
our predators, protection had begun to lead to some improvements 
when, in the 1950's, the new threat of persistent pesticides appeared. 
Marked decreases occurred in some species, especially the Pere
grine Falco peregrinus and the Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus, and 
widespread reductions in breeding success led to fears for the 
survival of the former (indeed it vanished from eastern North 
America before the danger was fully realised). In recent years, 
increasingly severe restrictions on the use of the persistent organo-
chlorines, after bitter debates with some of the commercial interests, 
have led to welcome recoveries in the species affected, although 
even now Peregrine numbers are only some 60% of the pre-war 
level. 

Under protection the Osprey Pandion haliaetus has returned, the 
Red Kite Milvus milvus is increasing and the Snowy Owl Nyctea 
scandiaca maintains a precarious foothold, but the Merlin Falco 
columbarius and Barn Owl Tyto alba also suffered declines due to pesti
cides, while the Montagu's Harrier Circus pygargus is virtually 
extinct here. Moreover, although all species enjoy full legal pro
tection, the law is frequently ignored, most importantly by game 
preservers (some using the illegal and barbarous pole-trap), while 
egg-collectors and some falconers menace the rarer species. 

There is less cause for satisfaction when the global picture is 
examined, as became abundantly clear during the first World 

481 



482 Editorial 

Conference on Birds of Prey, organised by the International Council 
for Bird Preservation (supported by the international organisations 
representing hunters and falconers, as well as by international 
governmental agencies and international conservation bodies) and 
held in Vienna from 1st to 3rd October 1975. Where adequate 
information is available (and in large areas of tropical Africa, Asia 
and South America there is little) the outlook still appears gloomy, 
especially for the larger birds of prey. For example, in Europe, 
desperate struggles continue to save the remnants of the Peregrine 
and White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla in Sweden and Finland; 
habitat destruction threatens many species including the Black 
Vulture Aegypius monachus and Imperial Eagle Aquila heliaca in 
Spain, and the slaughter of migrating raptors goes on in central 
Europe as well as the Mediterranean area. In North America, 
though rigorous restrictions on persistent chemicals are now in 
force, some populations of the Osprey and the Bald Eagle H. 
leucocephalus are still depressed, while the Peregrines of arctic Canada 
and Alaska (except for the non-migratory population of the Aleu
tians) are seriously threatened. Only from East Africa came a 
moderately reassuring picture, as human persecution still appears 
to be a minor factor there. 

The threats facing birds of prey are the same all over the world, 
although their precise impact varies with different countries and 
with different species. The threats can be summed up in one word— 
Man. Man persecutes them because he believes, all too often 
wrongly, that they are a serious threat to his interests, whether 
chickens, sheep, or gamebirds. Then, in far too many countries, 
hunters, often ignoring the outlook of their responsible international 
organisation as well as the local law, shoot them for 'sport', for many 
predators make large and tempting targets, afterwards to be stuffed 
or merely left to rot. Man pollutes the environment and so affects 
especially species at the tops of food chains, and although some of 
the richer countries have begun to control pollutants (especially 
the organochlorines and mercury), such controls are often inade
quate, while over large areas of the undeveloped world (often 
recipients of products now banned or restricted in their country of 
origin) restrictions are non-existent. Last among the major factors 
is the continuing destruction of habitat, above all forests and wet
lands, the almost inevitable concomitant of the human population 
explosion. Other human activities are usually of lesser importance, 
though any one of them could deal the final blow to a species al
ready at a low ebb in a particular country. They include the delibe
rate use of poisons (such as strychnine to kill large mammalian 
predators, as in the Balkans, and thallium sulphate as a rodenticide 
in Israel); the world trade in predators for zoos, falconers and pet 
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shops; egg-collectors; improved hygiene resulting in fewer animal 
carcasses for vultures to scavenge; electric power-lines; road traffic; 
and the invasion of remoter areas by an increasingly mobile popu
lation whose activities, whether as tourists, birdwatchers or photo
graphers, may cause more sensitive species to depart. 

Those present in Vienna, whether conservationists, hunters or 
falconers, achieved a heartening unanimity on the steps which 
must be taken now if further disastrous declines in many species 
are to be avoided. First, they called for the total protection of all 
birds of prey (even in Europe where there has been considerable 
progress since the Caen Conference in 1964, 16 countries still 
give only partial protection and Malta none at all, whilst over large 
areas elsewhere such legislation is unknown) with more efficient 
enforcement and stronger penalties. Secondly, they pressed for 
the conservation of habitats and the control of pollutants, both 
especially vital in tropical areas, where these probably represent 
the most serious threats. Thirdly, they urged controls on the world 
trade in birds of prey and especially the early ratification (by 
Britain among others) of the Washington convention on the trade 
in endangered species. Fourthly, they stressed the need for more 
scientific research, including regular surveys of population trends 
(for many Europeans perhaps the major surprise of the conference 
was the evidence of the recent decline of the Montagu's Harrier in 
many western countries for reasons largely obscure) and of ecologi
cal studies which could lead to the appreciation of the causes behind 
such trends, a fuller understanding of predator-prey relationships, 
and improved management techniques. It is not possible to detail 
all the other resolutions, but they included control of captive 
breeding, the licensing of all birds of prey in captivity, measures to 
render power-lines safe, the establishment of special reserves, and 
the control of poison baits. Most important, perhaps, was the stress 
on the need for further education to be carried out by governments 
and conservation organisations: this must be aimed at game pre
servers, hunters and falconers, who still all too often ignore existing 
laws and the advice of their international organisations, and also at 
the general public, to ensure both that their voice makes govern
ments take more effective action and that the laws made are 
generally obeyed, besides avoiding unnecessary disturbance them
selves. Such education must bring home more clearly to those who 
feel their special interests are threatened the scientific evidence that 
predators do not normally control the numbers of their prey and, 
indeed, do much to ensure a healthier prey population and, on a 
wider plane, try to show to all that ecological diversity is to be 
welcomed in every kind of habitat and that these winged aristocrats 
are a key, as well as a noble and exciting, part of such diversity. 


