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*  This figure excludes incidents of fish poaching which does not fall under the Scottish SPCA’s remit

The Scottish SPCA is currently legally authorised to investigate crimes involving domestic animals, farmed 
animals and in limited circumstances crimes involving wild animals.

Scotland’s animal welfare charity is awaiting a final ministerial decision following the consultation regarding 
extending their current powers to further enable them to support the Scottish Government’s commitment to 
tackling wildlife crime. 

What enforcement powers does the Scottish SPCA  
currently have? 
The Scottish SPCA is a specialist reporting agency and has 
reported cases directly to the Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal 
Service (COPFS) for over 100 years. Investigations are conducted 
into reported crime and concerns regarding animal welfare. In 
2016 the charity’s animal helpline received 246,964 calls and their 
inspectors and animal rescue officers attended a record 85,488 
incidents. 

At present the Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006 
authorises an inspector to enter land without a warrant where an 
animal (subject to conditions) is suffering. It also provides power to 
crave search warrants which are authorised by a Sheriff, providing 
powers to enter land and premises, using force if necessary, 
including dwellings where it is believed animals are suffering or 
welfare has been compromised. A Sheriff can also authorise 
the seizure of animals or any item believed to be evidence of a 
relevant offence. 

Although the Scottish SPCA conducts investigations virtue of the 
statutory powers conveyed within the Animal Health and Welfare 
(Scotland) Act 2006 it is not restricted to solely reporting offences 
under this legislation. The Scottish SPCA routinely reports cases 
to the COPFS which include a wide range of offences relating 
to animals using a large variety of legislation including, but not 
limited to, the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981. While routinely 
investigating and reporting wildlife crime the Scottish SPCA are 
not afforded the full legislative powers to do so effectively.

Using the powers granted by the Animal Health and Welfare 
(Scotland) Act 2006 the Scottish SPCA carried out 19,639 
investigations between 2014-2015. This figure relates primarily to 
cases involving domestic and  farmed animals but also includes 
wild animals and wildlife crimes.

Within the same period of 2014-2015 Police Scotland recorded 
183* incidents of wildlife crime. The Scottish SPCA currently 
employs 60 inspectors including a Special Investigations Unit (SIU) 
team, consisting of five inspectors and an intelligence analyst. SIU 
investigated a further 92 instances of wildlife crime and supported 
Police Scotland with 49 of their cases.

Why can’t the Scottish SPCA currently fully investigate all 
wildlife crimes? 
Currently the powers afforded within the Wildlife and Countryside 
Act 1981 only extends to a police constable.  In certain 
circumstances this prevents the Scottish SPCA from identifying 
and seizing evidence. The Scottish SPCA is also unable to 
investigate offences where an animal is not under the control of 
man, has died or is no longer suffering. This would include use 
of illegal traps and snares, poisonous baits and wild animals that 
have died as a result of any of these activities.

Why does the Scottish SPCA require additional powers 
to bring investigations involving wild animals into line with 
crimes involving other animals?
Almost all wildlife crimes involve compromising the welfare 
of animals, cause suffering or have the potential to do so. In 
instances where a lack of statutory powers prevents inspectors 
seizing evidence the assistance of a police constable must be 
sought. This can cause considerable delay and increases the 
risk of valuable evidence being lost. Police Scotland has a large 
number of competing demands and wildlife crime cannot always 
be a high priority.
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How can the Scottish SPCA help improve the rate of 
successful wildlife crime investigations? 
A change in legislation would allow inspectors to fully investigate 
crimes involving both domestic and wild animals. This would 
include being able to enter land and gather evidence in 
connection with the investigation of wildlife crime, bringing the 
legislation in line with that of the Animal Health and Welfare 
(Scotland) Act 2006.

This change would allow the Scottish SPCA to work more 
collaboratively with Police Scotland to ensure investigations can 
be undertaken in a timely and professional manner. If granted, 60 
trained inspectors would act as an additional resource working 
collaboratively with Police Scotland at no cost to the tax payer.

At present the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 only provides 
powers to a constable to retrieve evidence from land where an 
offence relating to wildlife has been committed. The Scottish 
SPCA would like this changed to also allow an ‘inspector’ which 
would bring the act in line with the Animal Health and Welfare 
(Scotland) Act 2006.

It is likely that this change could result in an overall decrease in 
wildlife crime caused by an increase in the quality and amount of 
investigations undertaken, which could not only deter potential 
offenders but may also help achieve a higher rate of conviction. 
This would also help improve the public perception of wildlife 
crime in general.

Would collaboration work? 
Presently the Scottish SPCA works in partnership with many 
statutory organisations. This includes Police Scotland in non-
wildlife crime investigations. Most of these cases involve serious 
or organised crime including dog fighting and the puppy trade. 
The Scottish SPCA has a proven track record and is leading 
the way in these very difficult fields by working jointly with Police 
Scotland, HMRC and local authorities. Scottish SPCA inspectors 
are highly trained and experienced and the SIU team specialise 
in investigating offences involving animals that are serious or 
protracted.

What would be required to authorise the Scottish SPCA to 
seize evidence of a wildlife offence?
Primary legislation: Section 19 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 
1981 relates to enforcement powers and currently extends only 
to a constable. The simple inclusion of the words ‘or inspector’ at 
appropriate paragraphs of the act would allow the Scottish SPCA 
to seize evidence of a wildlife crime.

Case Study 
In September 2016, a report of an illegal spring trap set 
to trap birds of prey was received by the Scottish SPCA. 
A member of the Special Investigations Unit immediately 
attended the incident. As an animal had not yet been 
caused to suffer the Scottish SPCA was unable to take 
any further action and requested the attendance of police. 
Following numerous requests and a substantial time delay 
caused by the police being unable to attend, valuable 
evidence was lost. This case did not result in criminal 
proceedings. Had the Scottish SPCA had the necessary 
powers this would have allowed for the immediate 
removal of the trap and prevented the loss of valuable 
evidence. 

What do the  
Scottish public think?

78% are concerned about wildlife crime  
in Scotland.

 * Scotpulse, March 2017, sample size 1,000 adults in Scotland 

78%
concerned

87% agree that the Scottish SPCA 
should be fully authorised to investigate 
all crimes involving wild animals.

87%
agree

More people would report wildlife crime 
to the Scottish SPCA than the  
Police, 45% v 41%

45%
Scottish SPCA


