
  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An invitation to Operation Owl UK 

 

 

 

 A coordinated national awareness campaign 

Over the weekend of Saturday 21st – Sunday 22nd  September, 2019 

Raising Awareness of Bird of Prey crime across the UK. 

 

Photo : Simon Stobart 

Non-Police 



  

 

  

 

Background 

Across England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, our birds of prey are subject to persistent 

persecution (crime), for example by trapping, shooting, poisoning, and nest disturbance. It is 

ongoing, cruel, and unnecessary.  

Some areas are greater hotspots for persecution than others, with my own county of North 

Yorkshire tragically having the highest level of confirmed cases of raptor persecution – a title which it 

sadly maintains year on year. 

 

(Shot, poisoned, trapped, killed. Not how our birds of prey should be treated) 

Back in February 2018 North Yorkshire Police Rural Task Force launched Operation Owl in our 

county, and over the course of a weekend we carried out a high profile awareness campaign, 

covering the North York Moors National Park, the Yorkshire Dales National Park, and the Nidderdale 

Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). Operation Owl was launched jointly with our partners 

from both National Parks, the AONB, the RSPCA, the RSPB, and local gamekeepers. 

The message was simple. We have all had enough of the persecution of our birds of prey. These 

crimes simply should not be happening. It is often a hidden crime, but we wanted, through 

Operation Owl, to raise the profile of these crimes, raise knowledge within the community of what a 

bird of prey crime scene looks like, increase the number of potential witnesses, increase the calls to 

police about potential illegal traps, increase the numbers of eyes and ears in the community, and 

thereby impact upon this criminality in our county. But also to show the public what good trap 

management looks like and to stress that most traps will be legal and should not be interfered with. 

  

(Pole traps – illegal for over 100 years, but still being used) 

Over the course of the weekend North Yorkshire Police Rural Task Force spread out across the 

National Parks with our partners, talking to the local community and visitors alike, and putting up 

awareness campaign posters wherever we could. The campaign was very well received, and it was 

heartening to find the overwhelming response from the public being one of gratitude for doing the 



  

 

  

 

campaign. Many people we spoke to knew our birds of prey were being persecuted but didn’t know 

what to do about it, didn’t know what to look out for, and weren’t confident to ring the Police 

because they did not know if the Police would be interested.  

Ongoing work with Operation Owl has included a series of bird of prey crime awareness 

presentations to outdoor groups such as Mountain Rescue, the Angling Trust Volunteer Bailiff 

Service, Parish Forums, National Park volunteer annual meetings, outdoor groups and so on, with a 

view of creating more eyes n ears in the countryside to help reduce these crimes. Full wildlife crime 

training days have been given to the Yorkshire Dales National Park Rangers, North York Moors 

National Park Rangers and Forestry Commision Rangers, and Environment Agency staff. 

Operation Owl was awarded the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) award for the best wildlife crime 

operation in 2018. 

In Autumn 2018 Superintendent Nick Lyall (Bedfordshire Constabulary) became the Chair for the 

England and Wales Raptor Persecution Priority Delivery Group (RPPDG). Nick has injected an 

immense amount of energy into the fight against raptor persecution, and he decided with the full 

backing and endorsement of the National Police Chiefs Council (NPCC) to adopt Operation Owl as 

the national brand for tackling raptor persecution, akin to Operation Galileo being the national 

brand for hare coursing. The aim now is to further increase awareness by taking Operation Owl to a 

national weekend awareness campaign, putting further effort into reducing bird of prey crime, 

meeting a number of objectives in the RPPDG Action Plan. 

I am therefore writing to invite you to support a national ‘Operation Owl UK’ awarness campaign on 

the weekend of September 21st – 22nd . Police forces have been invited to participate – asking if they 

could commit to running Operation Owl UK across both days as we will do, or running it on just the 

Saturday or the Sunday depending on what their staff are able to achive around their duties and 

other commitments, which dates work for their local partners, and what they want to achieve.  

As a non-police organisation you can link directly with your local police Wildlife Officers and 

coordinate some local activity – perhaps based around a Wildlife Trust reserve visitor centre, 

National Park  centre, or similar, or as a mobile effort. Or you could join the campaign independently 

without police support. I am collating sign-ups by police and other organisations, so please let me 

know if you want to take part. If so, I could link you in with your local force’s wildlife crime team so 

that you can then develop local activity ideas jointly. Either way please let me know by completing 

the attached sign-up sheet and emailing back to me as soon as possible. 

The operation would really welcome your support. We want every force area and National Park 

that suffers bird crime to be involved. A combined effort to highlight these crimes to the public can 

make a difference in building awareness and creating more eyes and ears in our coutryside. If like 

me, you despair at the ongoing regular reports of another shot, trapped, or poisoned bird of prey, 

then please join us in making this Operation Owl UK awareness campaign weekend a real success. 



  

 

  

 

  

(Poisoning victims. A buzzard and a red kite.) 

 

What would your participation in Operation Owl look like on the ground :  

At our Operation Owl launch last year we held a highly visible briefing in public right in the heart of 

the National Park and AONB for all our team and our partners. We had a full complement of Wildlife 

Crime Officers there, along with the RSPB, RSPCA, and National Park Rangers, raptor workers, and 

local gamekeepers. The Press were present and briefed. We also had a video van with us that played 

a bird of prey crime awareness video repeatedly on a loop. We also had a high profile presence on 

social media all day. After the briefing, we then paired off. WCO’s were partnered up with other 

agencies and raptor workers, and we carried out the following, travelling into every corner of both 

our National Parks and the Nidderdale AONB : 

 High viz patrol of know raptor persecution hotspots 

 High viz awareness patrols, with each pair taking out a stack of raptor persecution 

awareness posters, and visiting tourist hotspots, community hubs, veterinary surgeries, post 

offices, village shops, tea rooms, cafés, parish noticeboards, etc. speaking to the public 

about bird of prey crime and asking for them to display the posters.  

 Video van touring the area. 

 Intelligence gathering and promotion of confidential reporting hotline numbers such 

Crimestoppers and the RSPB raptor persecution hotline (0300 999 0101). 

 

     

( Fabulous short eared owl – two of which were shot and the bodies hidden by gamekeeper Tim Cowin in Cumbria ) 



  

 

  

 

 

Because we have such a large county containing two National Parks and a number of AONB’s, we 

carried out our launch over the course of two days over a weekend. But in your county you may 

choose to run Operation Owl UK as a whole awareness weekend, or it may suit you to run the 

campaign on either Saturday 21st or Sunday 22nd September, depending on when you and/or your 

partners would be available. That’s up to you – but the overall campaign would be over the course of 

the weekend, some forces doing both days, others dipping in and out for just the Saturday or just 

the Sunday.  But please let me know what your plans are so that we can coordinate what we are 

doing with media etc. The important point to make is that this needs to be a nationwide unified 

voice from all corners of the UK over the course of the weekend for it to be impactive upon those 

who commit these crimes. 

Other ideas could include : 

 a static awareness campaign based at your local RSPB or Wildlife Reserve, or at National 

Park vistors centre, 

 high profile social media bird of prey crime awareness campaign, 

 Powerpoint presentations to community or outdoor groups, or at National Park centres or 

wildlife reserves 

 

North Yorkshire Police’s   

Operation Owl launch 

weekend in Feb 2018 



  

 

  

 

 

 

 

    (female and male hen harrier – fabulous birds, but heavily persecuted in the UK and rare) 

 

 

Media 

There will be a media strategy run by the NPCC for the Operational Owl UK weekend which will be 

coordinated nationally.  

This media strategy will be shared with anyone wanting to participate in the campaign weekend. The 

aim will be to get bird of prey crime onto television, social media, into the press, poster campaign, 

WCO’s and NGO’s Twitter, etc.  

The message will be a clear one stating :  

 that the criminal persecution of birds of prey needs to end,  

 and we will raise awareness of what the public can look out for when in the countryside 

 what to do and what not to do if they find anything they suspect to be criminal activity 

 and how to report it, and to who,  

 and to give that confidence that the Police will take reports seriously and act accordingly 

 and to encourage the flow of information and intelligence to the Police, Crimestoppers, 

RSPB Confidential Reporting Hotline, etc.  

 and to remind the public that most traps will be legal and should not be interfered with, but 

to report anything they feel is suspicious and allow the police to check it. 

 and to encourage and promote good estate management practices 

 show the public what good trap management looks like and to stress that the vast majority 

of traps will be legal and should not be interfered with. 

 



  

 

  

 

 

 

Promotion material 

We have an Operation Owl logo which has been adopted nationally by Superintendent Nick Lyall. 

Anyone is welcome to use this logo now or in the future in relation to raising awareness of raptor 

persecution, and in relation to media appeals for information, or media reports of prosecution 

successes.  

Please use it – consistency adds to the impact of the overall unified message across the UK. 

 

                          

 

 

We have two Operation Owl posters shown above – one for poisoning, and the other for illegal 

traps, which are available to anyone to download. They are also on Nick Lyall’s national Operation 

Owl website with the NPCC logo on rather than the North Yorkshire Police one. Links to the posters 

can be found at the bottom of the website’s ‘Get Involved’ page. You can then print off as many as 

you need locally. 

There will also be a flyer, and this will be generic, and available via a link once this has been 

designed, and I will also send a link via email to all those signed up to the awarness weekend. 

The important thing is a unified voice on this campaign, so in the same way as Operation Galileo has 

been a great success for hare coursing, we need a common ‘brand’ and message to highlight the 

crimes being committed against our birds of prey. The adoption of Operation Owl and its logo 

nationally provides that ‘brand’ and consistent message in the fight against bird of prey crime. 

 

 

 



  

 

  

 

 

 

What I need from you at this stage to join this campaign :  

Please complete the attached sign-up sheet with your details and return it to me as soon as possible. 

Help protect our birds of prey – please join the Op Owl UK weekend campaign in September.  This is 

a chance for us to make this a nationwide voice that raises awareness of this criminal activity, and 

demanding an end to raptor persecution under the now nationally adopted campaign banner of 

Operation Owl. Our birds need us – they cannot report crimes themselves so this is a hidden and 

under-reported area of crime, and if we can each make the effort, together we can draw a spotlight 

on it, raise awareness, and hopefully bring to an end these crimes against our wildlife. 

Please complete the sign up sheet, get on board, and get in touch, 

Kind regards, 

Stuart Grainger 
Sergeant 512 
Rural Task Force 
North Yorkshire Police 
 
Stuart.Grainger@northyorkshire.pnn.police.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Short eared owl, one of our persecuted raptors) 

 

Join the campaign weekend 

Raise awareness in your area 

 

 

 

Please help – our birds need you 

They cannot speak for themselves. 

 
 


