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Legislation 

• Bird species protected by the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 
• Act transposes the requirements of the EU Wild Birds Directive 

(1979, updated 2009) in UK law 
• Allows derogations (licences) to be issued for certain purposes 
• Purposes for which licences can be issued are listed in Section 16 
• One is damage to fisheries 
• ‘Prevention’ 
• Not just that damage is occurring, but that it is very likely to occur 

 



Government Policy 

 
• Defra ‘own’ policy on behalf of Government 
• Follow Government Policy when determining licence applications 
• Hierarchy of policy: 
• Framework - http://archive.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-

pets/wildlife/management/documents/policy-making-framework.pdf  
• Over-arching policy for S16 WCA - 

http://archive.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-
pets/wildlife/management/documents/overarch-policy.pdf 

• Specific policy areas – e.g. fish eating birds 
 

http://archive.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-pets/wildlife/management/documents/policy-making-framework.pdf
http://archive.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-pets/wildlife/management/documents/policy-making-framework.pdf
http://archive.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-pets/wildlife/management/documents/overarch-policy.pdf
http://archive.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-pets/wildlife/management/documents/overarch-policy.pdf


Policy – Fish eating birds 

• Different policy for cormorants – unique among birds in that they 
have their own licensing policy 

 
• Goosander, grey heron and red breasted merganser all are 

assessed under the main wildlife management policy 
 
• In order for a licence to be issued we need to ensure that there is a 

valid purpose (as set out in S16 of the WCA) that applies (fisheries) 
and that the policy tests are met. 



Cormorant Policy – Defra, 2004 updated 2011 

Policy Point 3.  Criteria for licences 
• In order for a licence to be granted, three tests must be satisfied: 

 
• A Serious damage: Serious damage is being, or is likely to be, caused 

by cormorants at the site. It is accepted that proving damage by direct 
evidence alone is extremely difficult in many circumstances. If, on 
balance, it is reasonable to assume from the indirect or circumstantial 
evidence that cormorants are causing serious damage at a site then this 
should be taken as basis for serious damage occurring. 

• B Non-lethal measures: All other non-lethal anti-predation measures 
have either been tried and found to be ineffective, or are impracticable at 
the site. 

• C Damage control: It is reasonable to consider that shooting 
cormorants will reduce, or be prevented from increasing 
 



What Policy means: 

 
• Evidence required that cormorants visit the fishery, and on a 

sufficiently frequent  basis – record of sightings - Fishery 
• Evidence required that there is fish stock of value present – Fishery 
• Policy assumes cormorants will cause damage 
• Reasonable and suitable non lethal methods have been employed - 

Fishery 
• Shooting to kill birds will have an effect – there is already (limited) 

evidence to show this, so fisheries do not need to demonstrate – NE 
 

• Where the tests are met, licences can be issued to allow fishery 
managers to undertake, lethal shooting to either; 

• scare other cormorants; 
• or, if this is judged likely to be ineffective, 
• effect a reduction in the numbers of cormorants at the site. 

 



Consideration of conservation of the bird 
species 

Policy Point 5.  The number of cormorants which could be killed 
• NE must set a prudent national upper limit to ensure that licensed 

removal does not irreversibly affect the conservation status of the 
species. This must be evidence based and should take full account 
of the CSL cormorant model which will include data on the actual 
number of cormorants that have previously been killed under 
licence. Data from the model will be made available to NE. * 
 

• *Note: To date under this policy up to 2,000 cormorants may be 
killed under licence each year (16 April to 15 April) nationally (with 
scope for up to 3,000 for a “short period”). This equates to about 
11% (or 18%, if 3,000 birds) of the English over-wintering 
population. The evidence base supports this number and the 
expectation is that unless new data comes to light which clearly 
outweighs the present data, the prudent upper limit will continue at 
this level. 
 



Population Modelling 

Policy Point 6.  Impact on the population 
• Assessment of the impact on the national population of the number 

of cormorants being shot will be conducted using the CSL [now 
APHA] cormorant model which will include data on the actual 
number of cormorants that have previously been killed under 
licence. 
 



The use of adaptive resource model  

• To cover properly would be a whole talk in itself! 
• Model projects the likely population of cormorants based on different 

levels of licensed killing of birds. 
• Inputs: 
• BTO produced population estimates (based on WeBS data but with 

additional data and calculations to allow for those sites not counted 
on WeBS) 

• Licensing data from previous years 
• Set levels of birds killed in the current year 
• Runs 50,000 calculations to produce a projected level of population 

in future years 
• Has been subject to peer review 

 



What this means for licensed numbers… 

• We have to assess what is the likely population of birds within that 
local area. 

• Based on fisheries counts, sightings, County Bird records, WeBS 
data, local reserve sightings, on-line sightings, personal 
observations etc 

• Advisers can licence up to around 20% of that total 
• Balance the needs of all fisheries applying, those that might apply, 

and allow for fluctuations 
• Previously 20% locally has equated easily with 10% nationally and 

has been within policy limits 
• Currently using the maximum allowed  
• But still pressure 
• Cormorant population appears to be remaining stable/slight increase 



Policy for goosander, grey heron and 
merganser applications 

• Under General Wildlife Management policy 
• 5 tests, rather than 3 and evidence needs to be provided – i.e. the 

presence of birds and fish doesn’t assume damage is being caused 
– need evidence to show this. 

1. There is a genuine problem to resolve or need to satisfy for 
which a licensing purpose is applicable; 

2. There are no satisfactory alternatives; 
3. The licensed action will contribute to resolving the problem or 

meeting the need; 
4. The action to be licensed is proportionate to the scale of the 

problem or need; 
5. The licensed action will not have an adverse effect on the 

favourable conservation status of any habitat type or species within 
its natural range. 

 



What this means… 

• Need evidence of fish stocks present 
• Evidence of the presence of the species in question  
• Actual evidence of damage to fish stocks – losses etc (no automatic 

assumption of damage if birds and fish stock present) 
• Evidence of the scale of the damage 
• That other factors are not causing the damage/losses 
• Non lethal methods have been employed 

 
• Although no number limits apply, numbers are much more restricted.  
• Most other licences are for very small numbers and a tiny % of local 

or national populations, max to 1% e.g. wild geese and agricultural 
damage 



Further Research 

• Project Group also recommended looking into certain areas: 
 

o Impact of licensed control on breeding populations of 
cormorants  

o Collation of new evidence of the impacts of fish eating birds on 
inland fisheries – Goosander diet in England? 

o Effectiveness and take up of control measures  (fish refuges, 
shooting (to kill) to maximise scaring effect etc) 

o The extent of unlawful killing of fish-eating birds 
o Relative importance of , and interactions between , predation and 

other factors affecting fishery performance. 
 



Piscivorous Bird Populations and 
Conservation Status 



Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo 

Population (APEP 2013):  
• GB breeding = 8,400 
• GB wintering 35,000 (?**) 
• Recent levelling off following steady increase 

over 20 years 
•  Continental birds winter in Britain – P. Carbo 

sinensis – many now breeding – esp S and 
midlands 

 
BoCC Green listed (at species level – sub 

species amber) 



Goosander Mergus merganser 

• Population (APEP 2013)  
• GB breeding = 3,500 pairs 
• GB wintering = 12,000 birds 
• Numbers and range has increased in past 

few years following a marked decline since 
mid-90s. 
 

• BoCC Green listed 
 

 

 



Red-breasted merganser Mergus serrator 

• Population (From APEP 2013) 

• GB breeding – 2,200 pairs 
• Wintering – 12,000 birds 
• A steady decline since mid-90s has 

slowed in past 5 yrs 
 

• BoCC Green listed 
 



Grey heron Ardea cinerea 

Population (From APEP 2013)  
• GB breeding = 12,000bp 
• GB wintering = 61,000 birds 
• Little variation year on year; slow increase in 

breeding population 
 

• BoCC Green listed 

http://pbc.codehog.co.uk/bhs/pics/200605/grey_heron_2may06_800_20.jpg


Area Based Licensing 



Area Based Licensing 

Common misunderstandings 
 

• There is no General or Class licence 
 

• There is no national ‘cull’ of cormorants 
 

• Measures relate to cormorants, not goosander (or grey heron or red 
breasted merganser) 
 

• The numbers of birds that can be licensed  to be shot will not 
dramatically increase. 



Area Based Licensing 

• Being undertaken for an initial 1 year period – 2014/15 licensing 
period 

• Action can be taken at sites specified on the licence within a defined 
area 

• Expected that current licensees will come together to take co-
ordinated action within an area 

• Still need to ensure information is provided which enables the tests 
within Policy to be met 

• Covers both rivers and stillwaters within an area 
• Applies to cormorants only 
• 2 or 3 areas potentially identified for  
     Goosander trial 

 
 
 



Area Based Licence – Key Features 

• A single licence permits shooting to aid scaring at a number of sites  
• Single total of birds allocated to licence 
• Local decisions taken how to apportion these to sites for action – 

and when 
• Requires sites (fisheries) to work together and co-operatively work 

together in a combined manner, sharing knowledge, experience and 
in some cases resource to help each other 

• Strategic and targeted approach to both scaring and killing birds 
• Maximising benefit of efforts 
• Very simple measures can be very effective at increasing impacts of 

scaring/shooting 
 



Area Based Licensing - Application 

• Three parts to the application: 
• Part A - Simple, short, application form – ‘Primary Contact’ 
• Part B – Management Plan - brief overview information: the area 

itself, the cormorant population in that area, problems being 
encountered, general strategy for the area, how and what 
techniques will be combined, management arrangements for the 
licence. 

• The key is to look strategically at the population of birds, how they 
exploit resources (feeding/roosting/breeding) within that area.  

• Target resources to disrupt patterns of behaviour and displacement. 
• Make the area, or sites within it, inhospitable for cormorants. 
• Co-ordinate action  

 



Area Based Licensing – Application 
(continued) 

• Part C – Details of sites where action is to be licensed – ‘Specified 
Site’ – one form for each site 

• Simplified version of the ‘normal’ application form 
• Details of the person responsible for that site 
• Details of the fishery 
• Nature of the damage – type of fish, levels of losses etc 
• Other factors which could adversely affect the fishery (need to 

eliminate to help show cormorants are the problem) 
• Non lethal measures being undertaken 
• Details of people to be authorised to shoot at that site 

 
• Maps – overall, and if required, detail of sites 

 
 



Area Based Licensing – Assistance and 
Assessment 

• Defra funded Angling Trust Fishery Management Advisers will help 
and support fisheries to develop and submit Area Based Licence 
applications 

• Send to Bristol Licensing Team 
• Natural England Wildlife Licensing Adviser will assess as normal, 

record the assessment and issue licence for the area 
 

• Reporting of action needed at end of the licence period 



Constraints 

• Unrealistic expectations – especially bird numbers  
• Lack of working together 
• Lack of communication 
• Lack of management of the licence 

 
• However, paper published this year describes co-ordinated action 

taken at locations and it being successful…… 
• (Bregenballe, T et al 2014) 
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