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It is not a comfortable read. It puts the 

spotlight on a perverse and cruel situation that 

is hidden from the public gaze and, in many 

cases, allowed by the Scottish Government. 

It calls for a major rethink about the way vast 

areas of Scotland are utilised. It calls for an 

end to indiscriminate cruelty, and it calls 

for an end to the unnecessary killing.

CHRIS PACKHAM

PREFACE
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There is a circle of destruction that surrounds 

grouse moors. It includes fundamental issues 

of social justice, environmental protection and 

animal welfare. This latest report from the 

animal welfare members of the Revive coalition 

for the reform of grouse moors looks at the 

welfare impact on the untold thousands of 

animals that are killed so that more grouse can 

be shot for ‘sport’. 



  

Untold thousands of animals are killed in Scotland 

each year as part of a circle of destruction that 

surrounds grouse moors. The purpose is to 

maintain artificially high densities of red grouse 

which will eventually be shot for sport. Any 

animal perceived to be a threat to the 

grouse is targeted.

While people are aware of the large-scale shooting 

of the target birds and animals, such as red grouse 

and mountain hares, what goes unseen is the 

extermination of thousands of other wild beings 

whose very existence threatens the continuation 

of the sport. And the methods surrounding their 

killing are markedly inhumane. This needs to be 

more widely known.

Weasels and stoats are caught in spring traps, 

where they may die slowly of their injuries if not 

killed instantly. Crows are caught in cage traps 

and then must endure stressful confinement until 

somebody comes to beat them to death. Foxes are 

caught in snares and can spend hours struggling 

before being found and killed or succumbing to 

their injuries. Mountain hares are shot in mass culls.

Accidental victims of these methods are numerous 

and include protected species such as red 

squirrels, and domestic animals such as pet cats 

and dogs. 

SUMMARY
While most trapping, shooting and snaring is legal, 

there is also ongoing illegal persecution of birds of 

prey on grouse moors, who are poisoned, trapped 

or shot. 

The legal protections for these animals are 

insufficient and inconsistent. The levels of suffering 

they are allowed to endure would be illegal and 

universally condemned if inflicted on domestic 

animals. These methods of ‘wildlife control’ 

are archaic and do not meet widely accepted 

standards of animal welfare. 

These practices are also applied on an ad hoc 

basis, based on tradition rather than independent 

research. They do not take animal welfare into 

full consideration, particularly our well-evidenced 

understanding of animal sentience. Nor do 

they admit the possibility of changing human 

practices, the social aspects of decision-making, 

the necessity of systematic planning, or the bias 

introduced by labels such as ‘pest’. This approach 

does not fit modern concepts of animal welfare, 

conservation or ethical wildlife management.

WE ARE CALLING FOR: 

• An independent review of the welfare implications of all traps, conducted by animal 

 welfare scientists

 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

• A ban on snares, stink pits, Larsen traps, the use of decoy birds and mountain hare culls.

 Driven grouse shooting should end.

 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

• A system of mandatory proficiency tests and licences for all shooters

 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

• All wildlife management carried out in Scotland to conform to the Seven Principles for 

 Ethical Wildlife Control

 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Untold thousands of animals are killed each year 

to protect red grouse so that they can eventually 

be shot for sport. The methods of killing are 

cruel, and many animals suffer greatly, out of 

public sight and knowledge. This report explains 

how this happens and why it must stop.

Between 12% and 18% of Scotland is covered by 

grouse moors. This land is privately owned and 

intensively managed to maintain an artificially high 

density of red grouse for sport shooting. Driven 

grouse shooting involves a line of ‘beaters’ walking 

through the moor flushing out grouse to waiting 

shooters who have paid for the opportunity to 

shoot the birds. The bigger the ‘bag’ of dead 

grouse the more profit for the landowner, so 

a variety of measures aim to maximise grouse 

populations. This intensive management of grouse 

moors creates societal, environmental and animal 

welfare concerns: a circle of destruction.

Part of this destruction is the trapping and snaring, 

and subsequent killing, of a variety of species 

perceived to threaten grouse. The method 

of trapping and killing varies dependent on 

species. Foxes are caught in snares, which may 

involve luring them in towards stink pits of rotting 

carcasses. They struggle and suffer severely in 

the snare until found and killed. Small mammals, 

primarily stoats and weasels, are caught in spring 

traps. These should kill immediately but often 

maim and trap animals, leaving them to die slowly. 

Birds, primarily corvids such as crows and magpies, 

are caught in several designs of cage trap, where 

they endure stress and reduced welfare before the 

operator comes and kills them. Mountain hares 

are shot, often in mass culls which kill hundreds in 

a day. 

All of these methods are legal, and mostly 

unregulated. We published a report in 2016 

INTRODUCTION

(OneKind and League Against Cruel Sports 2016) 

detailing the many reasons why snaring should be 

banned completely. Since then, Scottish Natural 

Heritage (SNH) has conducted a review of snaring 

practices (SNH 2017). This recommended some 

minor changes to regulations, which have yet 

to be implemented, but it was restricted by its 

remit, which did not consider banning snaring 

altogether. There was a similar result from an SNH 

review of crow cage traps (SNH 2016). Likewise, 

the recent ratification in 

the UK of the Agreement 

on International Humane 

Trapping Standards 

(AIHTS) (EU-Canada-Russia 

Federation 1998) slightly 

altered the permitted 

spring trap designs, but 

effectively only for one 

species (stoats).

The limited regulation of 

these practices means 

that Scotland is behind many developed countries 

in the protection afforded to wild animals. The 

UK is one of only five of the 28 EU member states 

where snaring is still generally permitted and used. 

Trapping occurs in more countries but is frequently 

more regulated than it is here. For example, in 

France, before any trap is authorised a consultation 

process between hunters and animal welfare 

experts must occur. All trap users there must 

complete training, mark all traps with 

their certificate number, and declare where they 

are setting traps (Talling and Inglis 2009). In many 

countries, hunters are required to pass tests of 

shooting proficiency and relevant theory (wildlife 

identification and biology, firearms use and safety, 

hunting techniques, and rules and laws). This 

allows them to receive a licence, which is retracted 

if they fail to adhere to regulations. In contrast, our 

trapping and shooting receive minimal regulation, 

and no evidence of proficiency is required. 

Additionally, it is highly 

questionable whether this 

‘population control’ has 

any value. For most of the 

species involved, we have 

no knowledge of natural 

population levels outside 

of this unnatural, managed 

environment. This limited 

knowledge is due to a lack 

of both relevant research 

and the existence of such 

a natural environment. For foxes, one species for 

which there are some data, evidence has shown 

that lethal control can be ineffective as other foxes 

move in to fill the territory (Harris 2015). Thus, 

uncoordinated fox control does not reduce fox 

density (Newsome et al 2014).

It is time to stop regulating cruelty and ban 

inhumane practices outright. We welcome the 

proposed Protection and Conservation of 
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The needless fear, pain 
and ultimate death of 
thousands of animals, 
and the wider circle of 
destruction surrounding 
grouse moors, must end. 

LACSS



Wild Mammals (Scotland) Bill, which is under 

consultation at the time of printing. If passed, it 

will significantly increase protections for foxes 

and hares. However, further change will still be 

required. The needless fear, pain and ultimate 

death of thousands of animals, and the wider circle 

of destruction surrounding grouse moors, must 

end. It is time to change the face of Scotland to 

benefit our animals, our people and 

our environment. 

MASS 
OUTDOOR

MEDICATION

SCOTLAND’S 
GROUSE
MOORS

PUBLIC 
HEALTH

KILLING 
PROTECTED 

BIRDS 
OF PREY

TRACKS
AND

ROADS
LAND

USE

MOUNTAIN 
HARE

CULLING

ENVIRON-
MENTAL
DAMAGE

SNARING
& TRAPPING

The UK is one of only five of the 28 EU 
member states where snaring is still 
generally permitted and used.

THE CIRCLE OF DESTRUCTION 
SURROUNDING SCOTLAND’S GROUSE MOORS
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The vast areas of upland given over to driven 

grouse shooting could be a resource for nature 

and local communities. Instead, a small number 

of landowners offer ‘sport’ to exclusive shooting 

groups and individuals (and may also receive 

substantial public subsidies, provided they also 

show some ‘agricultural activity’). The current 

situation appears to be the least economically 

effective use of this land. The routine burning of 

heather on deep peat degrades our peat reserves 

(our best carbon sink) and contributes to climate 

chaos. Unregulated hill tracks and fences are 

convenient for grouse moor managers but scar 

the hillsides. To maximise grouse populations, 

medicated grit is used to prevent worm infestation, 

and mountain hares are culled in their thousands in 

the belief that they spread ticks carrying the virus 

louping ill, which affects grouse. Lethal predator 

control targets various species, who are trapped 

and suffer immensely before being killed. There 

is also illegal persecution of birds of prey, who are 

killed in a variety of cruel ways. 

The Revive coalition was formed in recognition of 

crucial and inter-related concerns raised by these 

detrimental practices: around social justice, animal 

welfare and the environment. The coalition is 

calling for reform of Scotland’s grouse moors and 

an end to this circle of destruction. OneKind and 

the League Against Cruel Sports have produced 

this report for Revive to highlight the extensive 

killing of any animals which are a potential threat 

to red grouse and especially the cruelty of trapping 

and snaring.
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There should be an independent academic 

review of the welfare implications of all traps 

currently used in Scotland, conducted by 

animal welfare scientists.

-------------------------------------------------------------------

Snares should be banned immediately, based 

on the ample evidence that they severely 

compromise welfare. If the Scottish Government 

remains unconvinced, snares should be included 

in the academic review, the remit of which 

should specify the identified evidence gaps and 

aim to address them. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------

Stink pits should be banned due to their 

questionable legality and the additional welfare 

concerns they pose.

-------------------------------------------------------------------

Larsen traps should also be banned, due to the 

unacceptably close confinement they impose.

-------------------------------------------------------------------

The use of decoy birds in crow cage traps 

should be banned. It is inhumane to subject 

these birds to extended confinement, exposure, 

deprivation and social discord.

-------------------------------------------------------------------

OUR 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Mountain hare culls should be banned, due 

to concerns about welfare and population 

level, and the lack of evidence of any necessity 

for culls. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------

Driven grouse shooting should end, due to

the high animal welfare, environmental

and social costs.

------------------------------------------------------------------

A system of mandatory proficiency tests and 

licensing should be introduced for all shooters.

-------------------------------------------------------------------

In addition to this licensing system, the 

Scottish Government should take advice 

from independent experts about the welfare 

implications of shooting. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------

The Scottish Government should keep 

the sustainability and ethics of all wildlife 

management under constant review. As a 

starting point, all practices should conform to 

the Seven Principles for Ethical Wildlife Control 

(see page 46). This should be part of a shift in 

mindset around how we view our wild animals, 

towards acknowledging them as part of our 

community, as we do domestic animals, and 

ensuring that they have a life worth living. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------
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VETERINARY 
OPINION

Romain Pizzi BVSc MSc PhD DZooMed DipECZM 

MANZCVS FRGS FRES FRSB FRCVS

Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons & European 

recognised Specialist in Zoo & Wildlife Medicine

Romain Pizzi has provided comments from a 

veterinary perspective on the welfare impacts of 

the trapping and killing methods described in this 

report. Romain qualified as a veterinary surgeon in 

South Africa, where he grew up. He is an honorary 

assistant professor in zoo & wildlife medicine at 

the University of Nottingham, a member of the 

IUCN Wildlife Health Specialist Group, and an 

elected Fellow of the Royal College of Veterinary 

Surgeons. He completed his PhD in wildlife 

surgery from the University of Barcelona. He has 

worked with wildlife in 23 other countries in Asia, 

Africa, South America, and Europe, and operated 

on species ranging from elephants to orangutans. 

He has pioneered keyhole surgery in wildlife, 

and performed numerous world first wildlife 

operations, including the world’s first robotic 

assisted wildlife surgery. He is based in Scotland, 

and has performed wildlife rehabilitation medicine 

in the UK for 17 years, where he has personally 

overseen the treatment of almost 70,000 native 

wild animals.

 



FOXES

Red foxes adapt well to diverse 

environments and have the 

widest distribution of any land 

mammal after humans. They live 

in pairs or small family groups, 

who work together to raise cubs. 

Scotland has lower fox densities 

than the rest of the UK, but they 

are still common across the 

country. Foxes feature heavily in 

our mythology and are loved by 

many, but heavily persecuted 

by others.

CROWS & 
MAGPIES
Crows and magpies are part 

of the corvid family. They show 

amazing intelligence when 

tested on ‘human-like’ abilities 

such as problem solving and 

self-awareness. Young corvids 

have also been known to play 

elaborate social games. Crows 

and magpies are common 

and widely distributed

across Scotland. 

 

 

THE VICTIMS: 
LEGALLY TARGETED SPECIES

STOATS & 
WEASELS
These related species can be 

hard to tell apart; the easiest 

way is to look at the tail as stoats 

have a black tip. Stoats may also 

turn white in winter. Their long, 

slender bodies are well adapted 

for navigating narrow burrows 

in pursuit of prey but mean they 

lose heat quickly so must eat a 

lot to meet their energy needs. 

These little athletes are also very 

strong and are skilled climbers, 

swimmers and hunters. Both 

species are abundant across 

Scotland, with the stoat being 

the more numerous. 

MOUNTAIN 
HARES
The mountain hare is Britain’s 

only native lagomorph; it lives in 

upland areas. Their seasonally 

camouflaged coat distinguishes 

them from other hares: they are 

white in winter and brown in 

summer. There are no accurate 

population figures, but recent 

research in Scotland points 

to a decline in the population 

(Watson and Wilson 2018) and 

the mountain hare is a priority 

species for conservation. 

RED 
GROUSE
Red grouse are an iconic native 

bird to Britain, though they are 

now ‘managed’ on shooting 

estates to keep numbers 

artificially high for shooting. 

They have a distinctive call, 

and in the breeding season, 

males leap out of the heather 

to display their territory. 
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A wide range of 
species other 
than those legally 
permitted to 
be targeted are 
frequently caught 
in traps and snares. 
Some of the most 
commonly caught 
are mentioned here. 

CATS 
& DOGS
Cats and dogs are popular pets 

throughout Scotland and are 

amongst the victims of traps and 

snares. Dogs can become caught 

in a trap or snare while on a walk 

with their owner. Although this 

means that help is immediately 

to hand, dogs have been killed 

so quickly by running into snares 

that their owners were unable 

to save them. Trying to free a 

dog from a trap or snare can be 

difficult and dangerous and is 

distressing for both dog 

and person. 

Cats are also extremely common 

victims of snares, often dying as 

a result or suffering injuries that 

lead to amputations if the animal 

gets free. Cats are sometimes 

amongst the bodies found in 

stink pits. 

THE VICTIMS: 
NON-TARGET SPECIES

RAPTORS

Birds of prey can be caught

accidentally but are also targeted 

deliberately, and illegally, due to 

their perceived threat to grouse 

(see ‘Illegal use of legal traps’). 

Species affected include our 

iconic golden eagles, and hen 

harriers, which are known as 

‘sky-dancers’ for their spectacular 

flight patterns.

BADGERS

Badgers are frequently caught 

in snares set for foxes as they 

are of a similar size and are also 

attracted to stink pits. Badgers 

are nocturnal and live in family 

groups in extensive tunnel 

systems known as setts. Like 

foxes, badgers are loved by 

many and celebrated in literature, 

but maligned and persecuted 

by others. 
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THE METHODS
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There are two types of cage traps commonly in 

use to catch birds, usually crows, on and near 

grouse moors. Gamekeepers claim that it is 

necessary to use these traps to prevent predation 

on grouse eggs and chicks. Large multi-catch 

cage traps have a wooden frame and wire mesh 

walls. There will usually be a live ‘decoy’ bird, 

often a magpie, and a food lure inside. Corvids 

are territorial and will come to challenge the 

intruder and take the food. They enter the cage 

either via a funnel or through the horizontal slats 

of a ladder in the roof. Both are designed to be 

easy to enter but difficult or impossible to leave. 

Smaller portable Larsen traps placed on the 

ground can also have a ‘decoy’ bird, in this case 

in a separate compartment, and a food lure, but 

they are designed to catch only one other bird. 

Larsen mate traps are different: they are made of 

wire and hinged along the bottom so that they 

open like a shell. They are held open by a false 

perch which gives way when the bird lands on it, 

causing the bird to fall through and the trap to 

close. Birds are lured in with food. Because these 

traps risk capturing raptors, permission to use any 

meat-based bait must have prior authorisation 

from SNH. 
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CROW CAGE TRAPS

There are obvious welfare concerns about the 

psychological effects of sudden capture on wild 

birds, and of being in close confinement with other 

territorial individuals; there are often instances 

of aggression between birds in the same cage. 

Furthermore, birds can be injured when entering 

the traps or when trying to escape and can suffer 

from hunger, thirst, exposure and predation while 

in the trap. These risks are especially true in the 

case of Larsen mate traps, in which the captured 

bird is very closely confined on the ground without 

water or shelter. 

The relevant General Licence (see page 42) 

specifies that birds must be ‘killed humanely as 

soon as reasonably practicable after discovery’, 

and that ‘‘humanely’ means taking all reasonable 

precautions to ensure that any killing of birds 

under this Licence is carried out by a single, swift 

action’. This leaves the method of killing and 

the interpretation of ‘reasonably practicable/

precautions’ to the operator’s discretion. In reality, 

killing is often prolonged and brutal, as the 

operator tries to hit and kill multiple birds flying in 

panic around the cage. 

Likewise, it is required that decoy birds have 

‘adequate food, water and shelter’, but ‘adequate’ 

is left open to interpretation. This can mean that 

food is of poor quality, water is dirty, frozen or in a 

dropper bottle which the birds do not know how to 

use and shelter is just a box on the ground that the 

birds are unlikely to use. The General Licence does 

not require that even these basic welfare provisions 

be made for the captured bird. 

Cage traps are indiscriminate and can catch a 

variety of non-target species. As they are used 

year-round, birds can be exposed to very harsh 

conditions and can leave dependent young 

behind, probably to starve.

Subjecting wild birds to sudden confinement, fear 

and possible aggression, deprivation of food and 

water, the discomfort of exposure, and finally being 

ineptly beaten to death, is morally unacceptable. 

Like the other methods detailed in this report, it is 

also unjustifiable as it is only carried out to support 

a sport.
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Subjecting wild birds to sudden confinement, fear and 
possible aggression, the deprivation of food and water, the 
discomfort of exposure, and finally being ineptly beaten to 
death, is morally unacceptable.  
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CASE STUDY
LEADHILLS ESTATE
April 2016

This crow cage trap contained three birds. Two 

were magpies, put in the trap as decoy birds, that 

had been mutilated to remove their wing and tail 

feathers so that they could not fly. This also left 

them unable to balance on the (required) perch. 

The third bird was a trapped crow. All three were 

showing signs of distress: the magpies were 

hopping up and down the length of the cage, and 

the crow was flying around. 

It was winter, with snow on the ground, and the 

shelter provided for the decoy birds was a small 

box in the corner on the ground. Scared, territorial 

birds, unaccustomed to confinement, will not enter 

such a box, thus they were effectively left without 

shelter and exposed to the snow and freezing 

temperatures. The conditions also meant that 

the water provided was frozen, so the birds were 

without a water source. There was no food visible, 

though it may have been hidden under the snow. 

This case is all too typical: it poses several welfare 

concerns (mutilation, insufficient water and shelter, 

exposure to harsh conditions, birds showing signs 

of distress), yet there was nothing illegal occurring. 

Thus, it highlights how inadequate the protections 

are for both decoy and trapped birds in crow 

cage traps. Although the case was reported to the 

Scottish SPCA, they were unable to do anything 

about it as there was no illegal activity. 
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CASE STUDY
GLENLOCHY ESTATE
May 2011

On this occasion a field officer noticed a 

gamekeeper coming to kill crows in a trap. There 

were twelve birds in the cage trap, raising concerns 

that the trap might not have been checked 

recently and the birds inside killed humanely as 

soon as is reasonably practicable, as is required 

by the General Licence. The man entered the trap 

and spent several minutes trying to catch and kill 

the birds. It took some time to catch each one, 

and they were killed by beating with a stick. On 

some occasions it appeared to take several blows 

to kill a bird, making it doubtful that the killing 

was humane. In the meantime, the remaining 

birds were flying around in a panic. The man then 

departed, leaving several birds still alive, which is 

also not compliant with the requirements of the 

General Licence. 

On this occasion, the operation of the trap and 

method of killing did not appear to meet the 

requirements of the General Licence or the 

Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act (2006). 

The incident was reported to the police who 

informed the local Procurator Fiscal. Regrettably, 

the witness’s evidence was deemed inadmissible, 

and the case did not proceed. This demonstrates 

the difficulty of enforcing the law, even on the rare 

occasions when the perpetrator is identified, and 

there is a witness to the event. 
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VETERINARY OPINION
Crows and other corvids are arguably the most 

intelligent of all birds, as demonstrated in 

extensive research into avian cognition. Decoy 

crows removed from traps often have very poor 

feather condition, demonstrating they have been 

in the traps for long periods, and shelter and 

perching is often inadequate. One of the most 

common practices of supposedly providing legal 

shelter is to use an upturned bucket with a small 

door cut in it. Crows almost never use this, not 

being a ground nesting bird and feeling trapped, 

and so functionally actually have no shelter in most 

crow traps in use.
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VETERINARY OPINION
There is no doubt in my mind that this pine marten 

suffered severe pain and distress.  Considering that 

it is an intelligent carnivore,  probably the best 

way one can empathise with the animal’s suffering 

is to imagine a pet dog undergoing the same 

experience.

The design of spring traps echoes the familiar 

mouse-trap, but those used on grouse moors are 

bigger and far more powerful, with variations in 

design. These traps spring closed with enough 

force to crush, hold and kill the animal. On grouse 

moors they are most commonly targeting weasels 

and stoats: gamekeepers kill these animals to 

prevent them from predating on grouse eggs and 

chicks. Traps are placed on routes likely to be 

used by these animals, frequently on logs 

across streams.

Newer designs have a higher accuracy rate; they 

generally hit the skull resulting in immediate death, 

which is the only practical measure of humaneness. 

Older designs, such as the Fenn trap, aim to break 

the spine but can easily catch a different part of 

the body, resulting in an agonisingly slow death. 

Research has found a wide range of strike force 

between and within trap designs, resulting in 

variation in time to unconsciousness and death 

(Baker et al 2012; Warburton et al 2002). Recent 

legislative changes mean that these break-back 

traps will be legal to use for weasels but not 

stoats (one of many illogical and unscientific 

inconsistencies in the law).

Spring traps frequently catch non-target species, 

despite a legal requirement to place them inside 

tunnels to prevent animals larger than the target 

species being caught. Unintended victims include 

hedgehogs, domestic cats, and birds such as 

dippers or wagtails. 

These traps litter our countryside, posing a grave 

danger to many different species. The lack of 

regulation and record-keeping means that most 

victims die unnoticed, and we cannot know how 

much they suffered.

The lack of regulation and 
record-keeping means that 
most victims die unnoticed, 
and we cannot know how 
much they suffered. 

SPRING TRAPS
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A pine marten caught a leg in a spring trap on a 

shooting estate in the Monadhliath mountains and 

dragged herself and the trap over an unknown 

distance, before being found by walkers. The 

Scottish SPCA was called and transported the pine 

marten to a vet to be euthanised. 

It is illegal to set a spring trap for a pine marten, 

a protected species, and the law requires spring 

traps to be set in a natural or artificial tunnel, to 

minimise the chance of a non-target capture. 

Industry guidance also stresses the need to anchor 

the traps securely. But there is no provision for 

‘killing’ traps such as this to be inspected and 

no requirement for a spring trap to be identified 

in any way, so tracking it back to its source 

is impossible. 

Whether the trap was legally set or not, the result 

is the same: a sentient animal was left to drag a 

trap on a broken limb, as she fought to survive 

and escape.

CASE STUDY
ESTATE IN MONADHLIATHS
February 2017

LA
C

SS



A snare is a thin loop of wire, anchored and 

positioned to catch an animal around the neck. 

Snares are, quite literally, Stone Age technology 

and have been used globally for centuries to 

catch a variety of species. In Scotland today they 

are mainly used to target foxes on or near grouse 

moors, due to the species’ perceived threat to 

the grouse. They may also be used to target 

rabbits and hares. They are required by law to 

be ‘free-running’ so that the wire relaxes when 

the animal stops struggling. ‘Self-locking’ snares, 

which strangle the animal, are illegal. However, 

there are a variety of ways a free-running snare 

can be damaged so that it locks, and animals are 

still frequently injured or killed by snares.  

Animals caught in snares suffer immensely. Their 

natural reaction is to panic and struggle, and 

they will continue to do so for hours, leaving 

‘doughnuts’ of trampled vegetation and churned 

earth. In addition to the considerable mental 

distress caused, struggling against the snare can 

cause it to twist and tighten, leading to injury 

or death. Some foxes and badgers attempt to 

chew through the wire, damaging their mouths 

and fraying the wire so that the snare tangles and 

effectively becomes self-locking. If caught around 

the abdomen instead of the neck, the animal may 

suffer deep wounds and internal organ damage. 

Legally, snare users need only inspect their traps 

once in every 24-hour period. During the time 

spent in the snare, the animal may endure hunger, 

thirst, predation, and exposure to the elements. 

Lactating animals may be caught in snares and 

leave behind dependent young to starve.

Snares are indiscriminate, and most animals (up 

to 80%) (Department of Environment, Food and 

Rural Affairs 2012) caught are non-target species, 

including badgers, otters, deer and pet cats 

and dogs. 

Most people in Scotland want snares banned1 

and the conservation organisations and local 

authorities responsible for managing some of 

Scotland’s largest landholding do not use snares. 

They already are banned or not used in nearly 

all EU countries, and with good reason. It is 

impossible for an animal to be caught in a snare 

and not suffer; in most cases they do so for hours. 

There can be no defence for continuing to allow 

this cruelty to occur in Scotland. 

1 Poll of 1009 Scottish adults carried out by YouGov on 
behalf of the More For Scotland’s Animals coalition, March 
2016, cited in OneKind and League Against Cruel Sports 2016
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SNARES
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It is impossible for an animal to be caught in a snare 
and not suffer; in most cases they do so for hours. 
There can be no defence for continuing to allow this 
cruelty to occur in Scotland.
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A badger was caught in a snare set by a 

gamekeeper in Aberdeenshire. The snare had 

become entangled in a nearby electric fence, so 

the badger was being subjected to a continuous 

electric current for the duration of the time he was 

caught in the snare. The badger was found dead; 

there is no way to know how long he suffered 

before death, but forensic evidence determined 

that the body was in the snare for longer than 24 

hours. The gamekeeper, George Allan, was caught 

and pled guilty to failing to inspect the snare within 

24 hours and failing to fit an identification tag to it. 

He was fined £600.

This is a rare case of a gamekeeper being 

caught and convicted for failing to meet the 

legal requirements for setting a snare. Even so, the 

fundamental issue of setting the snare close to a 

fence was not resolved. This is also illegal, due to 

the risk that animals will become suspended and 

die of strangulation, but snares are still commonly 

found near fences.  It is also highly questionable 

whether a fine of £600 can offset the brutal and 

prolonged death suffered by this badger.
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CASE STUDY
SKENE, ABERDEENSHIRE
July 2014

VETERINARY OPINION
There is no scientific evidence to demonstrate that 

snaring can ever be a humane way of killing any 

animal. Snared animals always suffer tremendously. 

I have seen a large number of non-target species 

such as otters and badgers caught in snares. Of 

those found alive, many have severe wounds. Even 

if legally set, I have seen posts come loose and 

animals hang themselves when they then become 

entangled in vegetation. I have seen a fox chew off 

part of their own leg in desperation to try escape 

from a snare that has trapped their leg. 

I truly believe that the current use of snares in the 

UK is a backward practice. It is not in keeping with 

most countries in Europe that have already banned 

the use of snares, and it is a source of deep 

national shame.
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STINK PITS
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Stink pits, or middens, are piles of rotting carcasses 

of wild or sometimes domestic animals. They may 

be in a hole or a bucket, or just dumped on the 

ground. The rotting smell lures in foxes who are 

then caught in snares set up around the stink pit. 

There are usually branches placed to block any 

other path to the stink pit, so foxes are forced 

towards the snares. Although they target foxes, 

stink pits lure and trap any predator in the area. 

The brush and branches used to channel animal 

movement increase the chance of the snare 

getting entangled and causing injury or death. 

These unhygienic piles of dead animals are usually 

placed in remote areas, away from the public 

eye, but can generate maggots and so pose an 

increased risk of blowfly strike in nearby sheep. 

Protected species and domestic cats are amongst 

those bodies that have been found in stink pits, 

suggesting illegal or careless trapping, and the 

practice generally shows a lack of respect for 

animal life.

Apart from the legislation on the actual snares, the 

practice of using stink pits is entirely unregulated, 

and there are no figures available for the number 

of stink pits or the animals they entrap. 

The casual disregard for life, leaving piles of 

rotting bodies in our countryside, and, especially, 

luring animals to a terrifying and prolonged death, 

are unacceptable behaviours in our society. As 

previously stated, snares should be banned, and it 

will be a welcome relief to lose stink pits along 

with them.
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The casual disregard for life, leaving piles of rotting 
bodies in our countryside, and, especially, luring animals 
to a terrifying and prolonged death, are unacceptable 
behaviours in our society. 



The use of dead wild animals and 

wild game as bait in stink pits in 

Scotland is so common that it is 

widely believed to be legal. 

But is it?

Advice from the Scottish Government in recent 

years has tended to state that the dumping of 

carcasses in stink pits is exempt from normal rules 

about disposing of dead animals – principally, 

the Animal By-Products (Enforcement) (Scotland) 

Regulations 2013.

 

Recent research scheduled for publication in 

2019 has, however, cast serious doubt on this 

assumption. The question hinges on whether 

the wild animal carcasses are ‘bait’, as described 

by the users of stink pits, or ‘waste’. If materials 

are waste, they are (almost without exception) 

subject to waste regulations and can only 

be disposed of in authorised waste facilities. 

If materials are not waste, then their use is 

controlled by product, health and environmental 

legislation until such a time that they are no 

longer fit-for-purpose, at which point they revert 

to the status of waste.

 

ARE STINK PITS 
ILLEGAL?
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The new research discusses which status applies 

to the use of healthy wild animal carcasses in 

stink pits in Scotland and whether bait used in 

the way recommended by the shooting industry 

is a genuine, legal use or simply a convenient 

but unlawful means of waste disposal. A position 

statement is expected from the Environment 

Agency, which covers England only. Meanwhile, 

both sides now agree that certain carcasses, such 

as pheasants or fish bodies, are not permitted 

under any of the potentially applicable legislation. 

The fact that these are regularly found in stink 

pits only reinforces the impression of an 

industry that is as careless of the law as it is 

of public opinion.
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On Monday 7 November 2016 OneKind staff 

received a report from a member of the public 

about a fox caught in a snare. Unfortunately, 

they were unable to locate the fox that day. On 

returning the following day, with the aid of GPS 

they found the location, where there were two 

dead foxes on a stink pit. One had a snare around 

the muzzle, and the other had extensive injuries, 

including a deep laceration to the neck which was 

probably caused by the snare and may have been 

the cause of death. There were set snares around 

the stink pit. 

The fact that one fox was snared around the 

muzzle and the other had severe injuries caused 

by the snare highlights the frequency with which 

snares do not work as intended, intensifying the, 

already deeply troubling, welfare concerns.

CASE STUDY
LEADHILLS ESTATE,
November 2016
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In the context of grouse moors, shooting mainly 

refers to mountain hare culls and the shooting of 

the grouse themselves. Driven grouse shooting is 

a sport in which shooters (‘guns’), stand in a line on 

the moors, usually within individual ‘butts’: waist-

high banks that provide a small space to shoot 

from. A line of people (‘beaters’) walk through the 

moor, flushing the grouse out from the heather 

towards the waiting guns, who shoot them. 

Another group of people with gun-dogs pick up 

the dead grouse. Driven grouse shooting takes 

place within the open season, from 12 August until 

10 December. 

Mountain hare shooting also has an open season, 

from 1 August until 28/29 February. During this 

time hares are shot, often in mass culls of hundreds 

at a time. Again, beaters chase the hares out from 

cover towards guns, although in a less formal 

procedure. Shooters cross the hillsides in all-terrain 

vehicles (ATVs), either shooting from them or from 

the ground. They then pile up the dead bodies in 

the back of their vehicles. Although shooters are 

sometimes paying clients, they are often estate 

employees, culling the hares due to the belief that 

they carry ticks which spread disease to the grouse.

SHOOTING
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Video footage taken in the Cairngorms in early 

2018 shows hundreds of mountain hares being 

killed by people in a convoy of ATVs. More 

specifically, there was one hare which was shot and 

wounded but not killed. The camera then followed 

this hare for several minutes, as she limped up 

the hillside away from the guns. Eventually, a 

dog caught and killed the hare. This example is a 

reminder that clinical language such as ‘culling’ or 

‘population control’ does not reduce or excuse the 

suffering for the individuals involved.

CASE STUDY
ESTATE IN 
CAIRNGORMS
February 2018

VETERINARY OPINION
Killing birds and mammals by shooting is usually 

held to be instantaneous and hence humane. 

However, every year for the last decade I have 

seen and treated numerous wild animals and birds 

that have been shot but survived, with injuries 

ranging from fractured wing bones to smashed 

jaws. Many cannot be saved. Larger numbers must 

slowly die without ever being found. 

I still frequently see illegally shot raptors, and I 

saw a live golden eagle shot at only 5-10 metres 

distance, judging by the ballistics of the shotgun 

wound. The bird could clearly not have been 

mistaken for any other species. Sadly, if a bird 

is not instantly killed, it often manages to fly off 

a short distance before becoming grounded 

or dying. This makes it almost impossible to 

prove where a bird has been illegally shot, and 

prosecution is rarely possible.
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ILLEGAL USE OF 
LEGAL TRAPS

Although inhumane, spring traps are legal if they 

are of an approved design and set within a tunnel. 

However, they are also frequently used in other 

ways, for example, as pole traps. Set on top of a 

post and attached by a chain, pole traps target 

raptors as part of the ongoing illegal persecution 

of these birds on grouse moors to prevent 

possible predation on grouse. Spring traps are also 

sometimes set on the ground in or near 

raptor nests. 

When a bird lands on the post, the trap springs 

closed on his legs, usually breaking the limbs 

and restraining the bird. He then suffers a slow 

and agonising death as he struggles to get free, 

eventually succumbing to exhaustion and dangling 

by a broken leg before dying of shock, blood loss 

and exposure.

As the traps are illegal anyway, there is no legal 

provision on the gamekeeper to check them 

regularly, so birds suffer for indeterminate amounts 

of time. Despite the illegality of this practice, arrest 

and prosecution of perpetrators is a rare event. 

Although this is in part due to the difficulty of 

obtaining evidence, it also seems to be due to a 

lack of will. Banning these traps outright is the 

best solution.

Cage traps are also sometimes used to target 

birds of prey. Entrances are enlarged, and meat 

bait or live pigeons are used to lure the birds in. 

Other methods of killing raptors include shooting, 

poisoning, and nest destruction. 
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He then suffers a slow and agonising death as he struggles 
to get free, eventually succumbing to exhaustion and 
dangling by a broken leg before dying of shock, blood loss 
and exposure.

RSPB
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Two Scottish Raptor Study Group workers 

monitoring hen harriers spotted an injured hen 

harrier. On closer inspection, they found that 

the harrier had his leg caught in a spring trap, 

almost severed. A second set spring trap was 

found hidden under moss in a nest nearby. There 

were eggs in the nest but no sign of the female. 

The injured hen harrier was taken to specialist 

veterinary surgeon Romain Pizzi at the Scottish 

SPCA wildlife centre, who undertook delicate 

surgery to pin the shattered leg. Unfortunately, the 

damage was too significant for the leg to heal, and 

ten days later the bird had to be euthanised. 

Police searched the estate seven weeks later but 

found no evidence to link the crime to any of the 

gamekeepers. This area is known as a hotspot 

for illegal persecution of birds of prey; there have 

been at least 50 confirmed cases since 2003. Of 

these, only two were prosecuted. 

Walkers found a common gull with her legs caught 

in two spring traps. She appeared to be severely 

injured and was bleeding profusely. They called 

the RSPB investigations team, who then contacted 

the Scottish SPCA and Police Scotland. A Scottish 

SPCA inspector immediately attended the scene 

and freed the bird from the trap. Both of her legs 

were broken, and she had to be euthanised. 

A few days later, a joint investigation team 

including Wildlife Crime Officers from Police 

Scotland and members of the Scottish SPCA 

and RSPB investigations teams conducted a 

search. They found three dead recently hatched 

fledglings; these were probably the offspring of 

the trapped gull who had starved to death. They 

also found evidence of eight other traps which 

had recently been removed. All ten traps were 

illegally set and baited with meat. Although Police 

officers questioned several people involved in 

CASE STUDY
LEADHILLS ESTATE
April 2019

CASE STUDY
INVERCAULD ESTATE, 
CAIRNGORMS
June 2016
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VETERINARY OPINION
Spring traps used outside a tunnel are a particularly 

cruel method of killing animals. They almost never 

kill birds of prey outright, trapping and often 

breaking one or both legs. The bird - then in 

extreme pain - may be left to die, or sometimes 

escapes to die sometime later from its injury. 

I have sadly even seen birds with both lower legs 

missing that have clearly died only several days 

after their legs were smashed by a spring trap. One 

can only imagine their pain and distress, due to 

the open exposed fractured leg bone ends, that 

continued for days after the trapping.

the management of the estate, the identity of the 

perpetrators could not be established, and no 

further action was taken.

This case highlights the suffering caused not only 

to the individual trapped but also to dependant 

young left behind to starve. It also demonstrates 

the difficulty in enforcing wildlife crime, even with 

the combined efforts of all relevant agencies.
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Wild animals are not as well protected under 

the law as pet or farm animals. This makes no 

sense as all animals of biologically similar types 

are equally sentient, and means that wild animals 

are suffering, out of sight, in ways that would 

horrify us if they happened to our pets. Part 

of the problem is that, instead of there being 

one law that covers wild animal welfare, there 

are several relevant laws each covering certain 

situations or species. There are gaps, loopholes 

and inconsistencies in the legislation regulating 

the use of traps and snares, some of which are 

mentioned here.

LACK OF 
ENFORCEMENT

There are no routine checks of traps and snares by 

statutory bodies so, unless there is a complaint, 

misuse or illegal activity goes unnoticed. Even 

if reported, it is very unlikely the trapper will be 

caught. Spring traps are not required to have any 

form of identification tag. Cage traps are, but the 

identification is for the landowner/occupier and 

anybody authorised by them; if there are several 

employees and they all deny involvement there is 

no way of proving who is responsible. For snares, 

the identification tag is linked to an individual 

person, but that does not necessarily guarantee 

the operator will be charged. Enforcement and 

penalties for all of these methods are inconsistent. 

THE PROBLEM 
WITH THE LAW
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Overall, regulations protecting wild animals are 

not as strict as those for farm animals or pets. For 

example, in slaughterhouses, it is mandatory for 

stun procedures to render an animal unconscious 

immediately. For wild animals being trapped the 

permitted time to unconsciousness under of the 

Agreement on International Humane Trapping 

Standards (AIHTS) is between 45 and 300 seconds, 

depending on the species. In that length of time 

the animal will suffer enormously, and wildlife 

experts have challenged the scientific validity of 

the provision. It is illogical and unscientific to have 

different times for different species. A similar 

discrepancy is seen in the recent decision by SNH 

to discontinue snare licences for mountain hares 

as: “…they cannot be effectively be used as a 

killing trap because animals take too long to 

die and are not effective as a restraining means 

because there is too high a risk of killing or 

injury.” (Scottish National Heritage 2017).

If this is true for hares, it must be valid for other 

species as well, yet foxes and rabbits continue to 

be snared legally. Likewise, the recent ratification 

in the UK of the AIHTS means that it will be illegal 

to set break-back traps (which often result in 

prolonged and inhumane death) for stoats but not 

for weasels, a very closely related species. 
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Wild animals are not as well protected 
under the law as pet or farm animals. 
This makes no sense as all animals of 
biologically similar types are equally 
sentient, and means that wild animals are 
suffering, out of sight, in ways that would 
horrify us if they happened to our pets.

INCONSISTENCIES IN PROTECTION 
FOR DIFFERENT ANIMALS
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The Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 makes it 

illegal to kill, injure or take wild birds, but certain 

species are exempt from this under the General 

Licences issued by SNH. These are species that are 

perceived to pose a threat to wild birds (including 

game birds), agriculture, air space or public health. 

The licences are ‘general’ as no application is 

required: they allow anybody to target those 

species if they follow the guidelines. These 

guidelines include: the decoy bird is of a permitted 

species and is provided with food, water, shelter 

and a suitable perch; the trap is checked every 

24 hours; and caught birds are humanely killed as 

soon as is reasonably practicable after discovery. 

The trap must have a sign with an identification 

number and the phone number of the local police.

Under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 it 

is only an offence to kill, injure or take certain 

mammal species, and exemptions may be made 

by the issuing of specific licences. Other species 

are permitted to be targeted without a licence, 

but the act prohibits certain methods of killing 

and capturing and regulates the use of traps and 

snares. It was amended by the Wildlife and Natural 

Environment (Scotland) Act 2011 to provide further 

regulations on the use of snares. All snare users 

must undertake a short training course and will 

then receive an identification number, which must 

be displayed on all traps set. Spring traps do not 

require any form of training or identification. A 

variety of small mammals deemed as ‘pests’ are 

permitted to be trapped and killed as long as 

the trap is of an approved design and set within 

a tunnel.

The inconsistencies in regulations and licensing 

for different species mean that, legally, animals’ 

welfare rights are dependent on their species 

and circumstances.
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LICENSING

Measures of welfare for trapped animals are 

outdated, focussing mainly on physical pain and 

injury. Animal welfare science has progressed 

well beyond this; it is now recognised that an 

animal’s emotional state is equally integral to their 

welfare. SNH no longer issues licences to snare 

mountain hares on welfare grounds, yet snaring 

is still permitted for other species, although the 

welfare concerns are identical. The SNH review of 

corvid cage trap use states that ‘trapping clearly 

induces stress in captured birds’ but claims that 

there is no way of knowing that such stress causes 

poor welfare. This is despite seeing the birds trying 

repeatedly to escape, fighting with each other, and 

sometimes being approached from outside the 

cage by their offspring looking for food. 

The Farm Animal Welfare Committee (FAWC), 

which is an official advisor to the four UK 

administrations, promotes the concept that all 

farmed animals should have a ‘life worth living’ and 

increasing numbers of them should have a ‘good 

life’. We are becoming increasingly tuned in to 

the subtleties of our companion animals’ needs. 

And yet, the best we can seem to do for our wild 

animals is to regulate their suffering.
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WELFARE MEASURES ARE OUTDATED
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In July 2019, Alan Wilson, a gamekeeper at 

Longformacus estate, pled guilty to using snares 

illegally, possessing carbofuran (a lethal, banned 

pesticide), and shooting and trapping badgers, 

goshawks, buzzards and an otter. These crimes 

were committed between March 2016 and May 

2017. Wilson did not receive a prison sentence. 

Instead, he was ordered to complete 225 hours 

of unpaid work, given a night-time curfew for ten 

months, and had his firearms confiscated. The 

Sheriff expressed regret that he felt unable to give 

a prison sentence within the framework of current 

legislation. Vicarious prosecutions are permitted 

under the legislation, but the Crown Office 

chose not to charge Wilson’s employer, following 

consideration of the facts and circumstances. 

The crimes were uncovered in June 2017, when 

Police Scotland and the Scottish SPCA visited 

the estate after a tip-off from the League Against 

Cruel Sports, who had found a stink pit with a dead 

badger and goshawk nearby. Police found decoy 

raptors, gin traps, an electronic bird call device, 

and snare tags, as well as many dead animals, 

including protected species. Investigators were 

shocked at the scale of the killing. David Anderson, 

conservation manager at the Forestry Commission 

Scotland, was quoted as saying: ‘In 40 years 

working in wildlife management, I have never 

seen so many protected species dead in such a 

small area’. 

They also found a captive eagle owl being kept 

in poor conditions. It is suspected that the owl 

was being used to lure in other birds of prey to 

be killed. Being an animal welfare case, it went to 

trial more quickly, and Wilson was fined £400 and 

banned from keeping birds of prey for ten years. 

Also found were lists Wilson had kept of the 

animals he was believed to have killed, at 

Longformacus and previous estates. The one titled 

Longformacus read: 42 foxes, 32 cats, 75 rats, 103 

stoats, 37 weasels, 90 hedgehogs, five mink, 622 

rooks and 81 jackdaws. It is thought that the list 

covered only one year, on this single estate.

This case highlights the urgent need for 

strengthened legislation, to allow appropriate 

sentences for the gravity of such crimes. Proposals 

for stronger penalties for wildlife crime are being 

considered by the Scottish Parliament and it will be 

essential for the courts to use these fully to protect 

Scotland’s wild animals

CASE STUDY 
LONGFORMACUS ESTATE
July 2019
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‘A first response to human-wildlife conflict 

should be to focus on how human behaviour 

has affected the ecosystem and to address 

the root causes of conflict rather than only the 

problematic outcome.’ 

Grouse moors are unnatural ecosystems created 

by humans. Barren hillsides created to be filled 

with artificially high densities of ground-nesting 

birds will inevitably attract predators. Grouse moor 

reform should aim to return our uplands to a more 

naturally balanced ecosystem, thus addressing the 

root cause of the many problems they create.

‘The need for wildlife control should be 

justified with evidence that substantial harm is 

being caused to people, property, livelihoods, 

ecosystems, and/or other animals … the 

seriousness of the perceived problem should be 

considered and an objective evaluation of the 

effects of no control actions being undertaken 

should be conducted. Justifying control requires 

reconciling perceived and real harms and 

conflicting values.’

The persecution of hares, foxes, weasels, stoats 

and corvids on grouse moors is conducted as 

a preventative measure against the possibility 

of them decreasing grouse numbers. No 

‘objective evaluation of the effects of no control 

actions being taken’ has been conducted. More 

importantly, it is highly questionable whether 

‘substantial harm’ is being caused by these 

animals, even if they do affect grouse to some 

degree. The ‘seriousness of the perceived 

problem’ is subjective: is maintaining an artificially 

high density of one species, so that people can 

shoot them for sport, in line with the values of 

most people in Scotland? 
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SEVEN PRINCIPLES OF ETHICAL 
WILDLIFE CONTROL 

MODIFYING 
HUMAN 
PRACTICES1 JUSTIFICATION 

FOR 
CONTROL2

‘Ethically defensible decisions to control 

wildlife require clear objectives and sound 

evidence that the proposed methods can 

achieve the objectives … The objective of 

wildlife control should be specific, measurable, 

and outcome-based, where the outcome relates 

to the desired reduction of harm … rather than 

simply reducing the number of target animals.’ 

To meet these requirements, gamekeepers would 

need to be able to prove that killing other animals 

results in an increased grouse population. There 

has been no such research to date. However, 

evidence has shown that lethal control of foxes can 

be ineffective, as more foxes will move in to fill the 

territory (Harris 2015), so uncoordinated fox control 

does not reduce fox density (Newsome et al 2014). 

Also, there is no evidence that culling mountain 

hares increases red grouse densities (Harrison et al 

2010). There seems to be no end point to any 

of this killing. 

‘Control methods should predictably and 

effectively cause the least animal welfare harms 

to the least number of animals … Both typical 

effects and worst-case scenarios need to be 

considered when evaluating the welfare 

effects of a proposed method. In addition, 

methods that result in the least welfare harm 

when used by knowledgeable and competent 

professionals may be more harmful when used 

by untrained individuals.’

As mentioned previously, snaring and trapping 

cause immense and prolonged suffering even 

when carried out ‘typically’ and by a competent 

operator. The ‘worst-case scenarios’ are truly 

horrific. Unnecessary harm is caused to additional 

individuals when non-target species are caught, 

or dependent young are left behind. There is no 

possibility that any of these methods ‘cause the 

least welfare harms to the least number 

of animals’.
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CLEAR & 
ACHIEVABLE 
OUTCOME-BASED 
OBJECTIVES

3 ANIMAL 
WELFARE4

In 2017 an international panel of twenty experts in wildlife management, conservation and welfare created 

the first international guidelines for ethical decision making in wildlife control (Dubois et al 2017). They 

‘agreed to an interdependent and step-wise set of seven principles for managing human-wildlife conflict’. 

These principles represent welcome guidance and should be applied to our practices in Scotland. It is 

useful to look at our current shooting, snaring and trapping practices within this framework, as it highlights 

the many flaws and inadequacies within them.



‘Decisions regarding wildlife control inevitably 

involve human values, which differ from 

person to person and across communities. 

For example, different people assign 

different weights to protection of property 

or livelihoods, to native species, and risks 

to human safety. People also differ in how 

they prioritise harms to affected animals such 

as suffering and loss of life. This diversity 

of interests calls for an open process of 

community engagement informed by the 

relevant science ...’

Currently, shooting and the use of traps, snares 

and stink pits are informed neither by relevant 

science nor community engagement. These 

practices are carried out far from the public eye, 

and most people in Scotland are not aware of 

them. Polls suggest that those who are, do not 

support them1. Grouse moor reform is in the 

interests of the communities involved for other 

reasons too. The formation of the Revive coalition 

reflects this; it brings together social justice, 

environmental and animal welfare organisations in 

recognition that grouse moor reform is imperative 

for all of these causes.

1 Poll of 1009 Scottish adults carried out by YouGov on behalf of 
the More For Scotland’s Animals coalition, March 2016, cited in 
OneKind and League Against Cruel Sports 2016

‘Decisions to control wildlife should be 

integrated into a program of long-term 

systematic management. If control actions 

are used on an ad-hoc basis without being 

integrated into a systematic, long-term 

management program, any benefit is likely to 

be short lived and control actions may be used 

repeatedly without achieving a sustainable 

solution. This is particularly problematic if 

control actions carry substantial animal welfare 

or other costs.’

Individual estates usually have killing built into their 

management plans, but the lack of co-ordination 

between them and the organisations managing 

neighbouring land blocks, effectively lead to an 

ad-hoc approach as described here. Creating a 

program of long-term systematic management 

of foxes, corvids, hares, stoats and weasels on 

grouse moors would require more transparency, an 

evidence-based approach, and cohesion between 

neighbouring estates (and may be found to be 

unnecessary and undesirable once the other 

principles have been considered).
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SOCIAL 
ACCEPTABILITY5 SYSTEMATIC 

PLANNING6
‘When animals are labeled with terms such 

as introduced, abundant, and pest, broad 

approaches to control are sometimes 

advocated and little attention is paid to the 

specifics of the case. Wildlife control should 

not be undertaken just because a negatively 

labeled species is present … Animals assigned 

labels with negative connotations often 

receive less welfare consideration than valued 

species … Because vertebrate animals of 

similar cognitive and emotional complexity 

can be expected to have similar capacities 

for suffering, there is no reason consideration 

of animal welfare should depend on how a 

species has been categorised or the potential 

detrimental effects of the animal’s presence or 

behaviour.’

This is at the heart of the problem. All of the 

species focused on in this report are routinely 

referred to as ‘pests’ or ‘vermin’ as they threaten 

the grouse stocks available for shooting. As 

previously mentioned, the protections for these 

species falls short of those given to domestic 

animals or other wild species. This is nonsensical 

and unacceptable ethically. Foxes are closely 

related to our beloved pet dogs, and as such 

must have similar capacities for joy and suffering, 

yet we subject them to cruelty that we would 

find abhorrent if applied to dogs. Any discussion 

of killing wild animals must avoid labels, as part 

of a broader cultural shift away from vilifying 

certain species, and towards a more harmonious 

relationship with nature.
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DECISION MAKING 
BY SPECIFICS 
RATHER THAN LABELS

7

Foxes are closely related to our beloved pet dogs, and as 
such must have similar capacities for joy and suffering, yet 
we subject them to cruelty that we would find abhorrent if 
applied to dogs. Any discussion of killing wild animals must 
avoid labels, as part of a broader cultural shift away from 
vilifying certain species, and towards a more harmonious 
relationship with nature.
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The circle of destruction surrounding grouse 

moors creates many victims. The suffering 

caused to vast numbers of animals is one of 

the most urgent reasons to reform practices on 

driven grouse moors. It is ethically indefensible 

to allow animals to die slow, agonising deaths; 

to spend hours in a state of fear and pain after 

being suddenly snared and held around the 

neck; or to be trapped in a situation of social 

discord, fear and deprivation. 

The inhumanity of these killings, in combination 

with the many other environmental and societal 

harms related to grouse moors, leave no 

question that serious reform is necessary. There 

is also no question that it will happen, there is 

a growing awareness of the problems, and it is 

a question of when, not if, our society will no 

longer tolerate these injustices. 

CONCLUSION

It is ethically indefensible to allow animals to die slow, 
agonising deaths; to spend hours in a state of fear and pain 
after being suddenly snared and held around the neck; or 
to be trapped in a situation of social discord, fear 
and deprivation.

WE CALL ON THE SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT 
TO BEGIN THE REFORM NOW, BY

• Commissioning an independent review of the welfare    
 implications of all traps, conducted by animal welfare scientists.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

• Banning snares, stink pits, Larsen traps, the use of decoy birds   
 and mountain hare culls. Driven grouse shooting should end.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

• Introducing a system of mandatory proficiency tests and    
 licences for all shooters.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

• Ensuring all wildlife management carried out in Scotland    
 conforms to the Seven Principles for Ethical Wildlife Control.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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There is a circle of 
destruction that 
surrounds grouse 
moors. It includes 
fundamental issues 
of social justice, environmental protection 
and animal welfare. This latest report 
from the animal welfare members of the 
Revive coalition for the reform of grouse 
moors looks at the welfare impact on 
the untold thousands of animals that 
are killed so that more grouse can be 
shot for “sport”. 
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