






























Judge Jeffrey Pegden QC, who also ordered Khoo to do 240 hours of unpaid work for 
the community, said: �In my view you played a leading role in this country in what was a 
large commercial operation driven by others, the purchasers abroad, where the desire for 
the glass eels was abundant.� The judge said he had �no doubt at all� that Khoo�s criminal 
operation had �a signi�cant environmental impact upon the European glass eel�, which has 
a 30-year life cycle. 

Despite this, the sentence that Khoo received was a disappointment to those involved in 
the case, as it does not reflect the seriousness of the offences committed, both in terms of 
the pro�t made and the negative impact on this critically endangered species. 

Recent highlights 
In December 2017 the UK National Wildlife Crime Unit and Lancashire Police launched 
a joint investigation into Arron Halstead after being alerted to the fact that he offered to 
sell a black rhino skull, a saw�sh rostrum and a sperm whale tooth without the required 
permits. Halstead had been aware that permits were required for sale and had suggested 
methods of evading detection.

As a result, in January 2018 of�cers as part of Operation Rambler, executed search 
warrants and seized a wide range of taxidermy related items including stuffed tiger cubs, 
rhino horns, rhino heads and elephant tusks, as well as the items that Halstead had offered 
to sell illegally.

Of�cers undertook analysis of the paperwork and data from Halstead�s phone and 
WhatsApp messages showing that he had been trading extensively in taxidermy. Although 
the majority of his trading had been legal, of�cers found evidence showing that Halstead 
was also involved in an illicit trade with dealers from around the globe.

Halstead had used contacts in Spain to broker the sale of rhino horns to buyers from 
China. Falsifying documentation for a cover story he drove to Calais twice where he met 
the buyers and sold four rhino horns for signi�cant amounts of cash. At the time of the 
warrant Halstead was arranging to sell two more horns which of�cers found in his freezer. 
They also uncovered messages indicating Halstead was actively trying to source further 
illicit items, including rhino horns which he intended to sell to his Chinese contacts.

Matters to be addressed
A number of these issues have been carried forward from previous years, 
and remain areas of concern that still need to be addressed. 

�	�Research is needed to understand why the number of CITES prosecutions has 
declined over the last 4 years compared to previous years.

�	�Clear guidance is needed on where to access information about illegal wildlife 
trade (CITES) prosecutions (COTES and CEMA recordable crimes).

�	�The Government should produce an annual wildlife crime report for England and 
Wales, similar to that produced by the Scottish Government, which includes data 
on the illegal wildlife trade, related court proceedings and penalties.

�	�Speci�c wildlife crime of�cers should be employed for each police force with 
recognised targets against which to report.

�	�To capture potential wildlife crimes, all relevant agencies should ensure that 
wildlife crimes are included in training for call handlers and those who monitor 
reporting of incidents in the �rst instance, as well as providing enhanced training 
for police of�cers on wildlife crime.

�	�Training for crime recorders is needed so that illegal wildlife trade crimes are 
correctly recorded.

�	�Private companies (both social media and logistics companies) need to develop 
better practices to detect, report and disrupt use of their services by traf�ckers. 

�	�Legal loopholes that allow the commercial trade in live captive tigers through  
the UK should be closed. The keeping tigers and other big cats in private 
collections should be prohibited, to ensure that there can be no links to the illegal 
wildlife trade
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As the investigation progressed Halstead�s activities also attracted the attention of Interpol 
and the Dutch Police after of�cers found that Halstead had acquired tiger skulls from 
another dealer based in the Netherlands which he was selling to other contacts.

Halstead was charged with offences relating to the prohibited trade in Rhino horns and 
skulls, Tiger skulls, Elephant tusks, Sperm whale teeth and Saw�sh rostrum, some of the 
world�s most endangered species. At Preston Crown Court on 23rd June 2020 Halstead 
entered guilty pleas to offences contrary to the Control of Trade in Endangered Species 
(Enforcement) 1997 and was sentenced to a total of 56 weeks in custody.

This is the third occasion that Halstead has come to the attention of the Police and 
National Wildlife Crime Unit. In December 2015 Halstead was given a 24-week prison 
sentence for the prohibited trade in other endangered species. In fact, he is believed to be 
the �rst person in the UK to be imprisoned twice for offences under the regulations.

Gilbert Khoo and some of the eels  
he tried to export 

Aaron Halstead with tiger head
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Extent of recorded disturbance incidents in Cornwall  
(data provided by Cornwall Marine and Coastal Code Group)

Year
Number  

of incidents 
recorded

Number  
of probable 

cases of  
criminal  
offending

Number  
of cases  
referred  
to the  
police

Number of 
cases where 

criminal 
offending 
con�rmed

Number  
of cases and  

charges 
prosecuted

Number  
of defendants  
prosecuted

Number of 
defendants 
convicted

2018 326 73 3 N/K 0/ N/K 0/ N/K 0/ N/K

2019 193 90 6 N/K 0/ N/K 0/ N/K 0/ N/K

2020 366 33 1 N/K 0/ N/K 0/ N/K 0/ N/K

Marine mammals 
Chapter provided by Whale & Dolphin Conservation, with thanks to 
Cornwall Wildlife Trust

Species and legislation 
Around 27 species of cetaceans live seasonally or year-round in English and Welsh waters, 
as well as grey and harbour seals. Cetaceans are offered strict protection under Habitats 
Directive Article 12, which is transposed into national law under the Conservation of 
Habitats & Species Regulations 2017 and the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as 
amended). It is an offence (subject to exceptions) to deliberately capture, kill, or disturb 
cetaceans. 

Seals enjoy the protection afforded by the Conservation of Seals Act 1970. In some 
circumstances, cruelty to wild mammals is an offence under the Wild Mammals 
(Protection) Act 1996. Disturbance of seals is a criminal offence under Part 2 of the 
Wildlife Countryside Act 1981, where the disturbance takes place on a site of special 
scienti�c interest and seals are a designated feature of the site. 

Drivers of crime 
Recreational and commercial tourism can be a driver for potential crimes against marine 
mammals. Individuals can approach marine mammals by either getting in the water 
with them and behaving inappropriately or approaching them inappropriately from 
any watercraft or vessel. In the UK, there is a perceived conflict with some �sheries, 
particularly in relation to seals taking commercial or protected �sh species. There is 
evidence of cruelty through the illegal injuring or killing of seals with guns and other 
weapons. As of 1 March 2021 amendments made to the Conservation of Seals Act 1970 
by Schedule 9 of the Fisheries Act 2020 came into force. Individual seals can no longer be 
controlled under the �netsman�s defence� as this defence was removed from the legislation 
as of 1 March 2021, to ensure compliance with new US import rules. 

This Cornwall-speci�c data compiled by Cornwall Wildlife Trust on behalf of the Cornwall 
Marine and Coastal Code Group (CMCCG) shows that the number of reported 
disturbance events in Cornwall has nearly tripled in the last 6 years between 2014 and 
20209. There is a clear seasonal peak in August, which coincides with the peak visitor 
season in Cornwall.

Recent challenges 
Wildlife crime incidents are rarely reported, as people are often unaware that such cases 
are considered a crime or are reluctant to contact the Police. Reported cases rarely lead 
to prosecution. This further leads to fatigue with members of the public not wanting to 
continue to report repeat incidents due to lack of action by the authorities. In some cases 
handling of the call by the call centre at 101 can be off putting leaving members of the 
public feeling they have wasted police time. 

It is essential to get an incident logged with the police, since, even if nothing comes of it, 
it is important to show the incident is in the system and that wildlife crime exists. This will 
help enable wildlife crime professionals to better understand the extent and trends over 
time. Although it still appears that not all incidents are adequately recorded by the police, 
leading to misleading and underreported data. Members of the public are encouraged to 
ask for an incident number to ensure reports are logged. Cases that are logged with the 
police need to be clearly identi�able as potential marine mammal crime.

In 2020, restrictions on travel existed due to the COVID pandemic. As a result more UK 
residents went on domestic holidays. This led to a perceived increase in disturbance of 
marine mammals around the coastline, although data are not formally reported. It appears 
that in some cases insuf�ciently trained of�cers have spoken to perpetrators and unclear 
messaging has been given as a result, leading to misguided awareness surrounding best 
practice.

Recent highlights 
Disturbance of marine and coastal wildlife is an increasing problem in England and Wales. 
The continued perceived increase in disturbance cases has led to the disturbance issue 
having more of a public pro�le on social and traditional media. 

Wildlife crime of�cers continue to highlight the importance of getting incidents logged 
via 101, even if nothing comes of it. Previously, individuals were engaging with interested 
police of�cers directly, but this meant many incidents were not of�cially logged. 

The UK�s national training scheme for minimising disturbance to marine wildlife (WiSe) 
seeks to minimise marine disturbance through delivering training to vessel operators 
and to other key organisations, including the police. Such training can help individuals to 
understand disturbance legally and biologically, with the aim to ensure safe and responsible 
marine wildlife watching. The online Adventure WiSe course is a new course presented as 

9. https://www.cornwallwildlifetrust.org.uk/news/marine-disturbance-cornwall-triples-six-years
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Around 27 species of cetaceans live seasonally or year-round in 
English and Welsh waters, as well as grey and harbour seals.'
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Matters to be addressed
�	�Legislation should be revised so it is �t for purpose to enable prosecution of 

marine mammal disturbance, where data exists.
�	�Public awareness needs to be raised about existing marine mammal protections, 

what constitutes good behaviour. Public awareness also needs to be raised about 
how to gather the evidence required to report incidents (including photographic 
and video footage). 

�	�A wildlife crime app (like that produced by Partnership for Action against Wildlife 
crime in Scotland) needs to be developed, along with other guidance for reporting 
adequate details of marine mammal wildlife crime.

�	�Police awareness and ability to deal with marine wildlife crime, including 101 call 
handlers, needs to be maintained and improved, including among wildlife crime 
of�cers. 

�	�All incidents reported should be recorded to the appropriate level of detail so data 
can be analysed. 

�	�Offences should be recorded in a manner that makes statistics available for 
appropriate analysis, in order to identify trends and inform resource allocation. 

�	�Crime data should be accessible on a transparent website.
�	�Wildlife crime of�cers need to be linked with any regional efforts, using the 

Cornwall Marine and Coastal Code Group as an example of good practice.
�	�Police should undertake regular WiSe training.
�	�Commercial tour boat operators need to be licenced, monitored and where 

required, follow a set route.
�	�The wildlife watching industry should be regulated, with commercial tour boat 

operators being licenced, monitored and where required in some circumstances to 
follow a set route.

part of the WiSe Scheme suite of professional practitioner courses. The Adventure WiSe 
course has been developed to be the WiSe Scheme professional standard for sea kayakers, 
wild swimmers, coasteerers, stand-up paddle boarders, snorkellers, coastal rock climbers 
and coast walkers to help them minimise disturbance to marine and coastal wildlife. 

Cornwall is leading the way nationally, with the formation of a regional stakeholder group 
to tackle the issue of marine wildlife disturbance by recreational water users.  

The Cornwall Marine and Coastal Code Group, formed in 2013 and works to: 
�	�Increase awareness of marine and coastal wildlife disturbance issues, laws, and voluntary 

codes of conduct. 
�	�Provide an informal forum of experts, regulators, and major conservation landowners 

to advise on the best course of action following serious or repeat marine wildlife 
disturbance incidences in Cornwall. 

�	�Develop relevant resources, projects and training programmes for partner organisations, 
users, operators, and other interested parties. 

�	�Formulate action or joint position statements where speci�c issues are highlighted. 
�	�Input, monitor and review the Marine Wildlife Disturbance Register. 
�	�Agree an action plan for the group. Membership of the Cornwall Marine and Coastal 

Code Group is open to any organisation involved in the conservation, protection 
and management of marine and coastal biodiversity, either substantially or wholly in 
Cornwall, and which is also a member of the Cornwall Marine Liaison Group. 

Plants and fungi 
Chapter provided by Plantlife International

Species and legislation

There are several laws protecting wild plants and fungi in the UK:
�	�The Theft Act 1968, under Section 14(3), makes it an offence to pick, for commercial 

purposes and without permission, any wild plant including bryophytes, lichens and  
other fungi.

�	�The Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 prohibits the intentional uprooting, picking and 
commercial trade of any wild plant listed in Schedule 8 and the intentional uprooting of 
any wild plant without permission from the landowner or occupier.

�	�The Timber and Timber Products (Placing on the Market) Regulations 2013 and the 
Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade Regulations 2012 prohibits the placing 
of illegally harvested timber and products derived from such timber on the market.

�	�The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 protects a number of highly 
threatened species, including Lady�s Slipper orchids Cypripedium calceolus,  
Early Gentians Gentianella anglica and Yellow Marsh Saxifrage Saxifraga hirculus.

�	�The Control of Trade in Endangered Species Regulations 2018 enforces the protection 
of plants listed in the Appendices of the Convention on International Trade of 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) from exploitation. There are over 
30,000 plant species listed on CITES Appendices, most species are in Appendix II and 
can be traded internationally with the correct documentation. For specimens listed on 
Appendix I, trade is only permitted under special circumstances. 

Drivers of crime
There are both unintentional and intentional plant and fungal crimes. Some illegal activity 
occurs because there is a lack of awareness of legislation protecting plants and fungi; 
this can range from bringing protected plants or plant products into the UK without the 
required documentation, to collecting wild plants without landowner�s permission.
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The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 
protects a number of highly threatened species'
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Matters to be addressed
�	�Wildlife crimes including plants and fungi should be recorded in a manner that 

makes statistics available.

�	�Police forces should be supported with resources needed to undertake effective 
investigations into wildlife crime, particularly for those related to plant and fungi 
crime.

�	�CPS should consider how presentation of cases where offenders plead guilty at 
�rst hearing might be improved.

�	�There should be sentencing guidelines for wildlife crimes.

Intentional crimes are motivated by the desire to have wild or rare specimens for 
collections, or to sell them for �nancial gain, including on the internet. Large-scale 
collection of wild-sourced foods for commercial use, such as wild mushrooms in 
restaurants, has become a problem in some areas, such as the New Forest in Hampshire 
and Epping Forest in Essex.

Additionally, wild-harvested plants and fungi are traded nationally and globally. There 
has been a threefold increase in medicinal and aromatic plant trade since 1996 and it is 
estimated that 60 � 90% of medicinal and aromatic plants are collected from the wild.

Extent of recorded crime
Domestic crime relating to wild plants is not recorded and therefore no data is available. 
This makes it impossible to assess the true scale or nature of this type of crime. In terms 
of international illegal trade, wild plants (including timber and plant derivatives) make up 
more than half of all CITES seizures by the UK Border Force (see page 27). 

Recent challenges
Following the Transition Period of the UK exiting the EU, European laws protecting plants 
and fungi have been brought into force through Statutory Instruments of the UK. This has 
led to opportunities for raising awareness of legislation and changes.

A multitude of trading platforms makes the scale of the internet a challenge for surveillance 
and monitoring of wildlife crime. Identifying illegally sourced plants, and dif�culties in 
tracking shipments resulting from online transactions, further complicates the task. 

Recent highlights
In June 2019, two individuals were convicted in relation to the theft of almost 13,000 
snowdrop plants from the Walsingham Estate in Norfolk in March that year. The bulbs 
were valued at just under £1,500. One individual was jailed for 10 months and another 
was ordered to complete 200 hours of unpaid work; they admitted to the charges of theft 
and criminal damage. A third person was cautioned by police. 

In March 2021, thousands of bluebell bulbs were illegally uprooted in a woodland near 
Fakenham in Norfolk. Two individuals have been convicted and �ned £200 each, while 
two other individuals had not appeared in court at the time of writing.  

Frequently Asked Questions

Is it ok to pick wild �owers when I�m out and about?
Picking wild flowers is an important way for people to connect with nature.  
In general, it is legal to pick common species of wildflowers, leaves or berries for 
personal use. Plantlife recommends �nding places where they are in abundance and 
then picking a small proportion � 1 in every 20 is a good �rule of thumb�.

However, you should not pick any rare or protected species, nor any part of wild 
plants or fungi on a site designated for nature conservation, such as a Site of Special 
Scienti�c Interest (SSSI). It�s also illegal to pick, uproot or remove plants if by-laws are 
in operation which forbid these activities, for example on Nature Reserves, Ministry 
of Defence property or National Trust land. If you�re not sure, then don�t pick them.

What should I do if I see someone collecting bags full of wild �owers or fungi?
Wild plants or fungi may only be collected for commercial use (selling or making into 
products to sell) with the permission of the landowner and if they are not protected 
species. Any suspected criminal activity should be reported directly to the police.

There are thousands of bluebells in my local woods � can I dig one up to  
replant in my garden?
No. Digging up a wild plant � even if it is a common species to be replanted � counts 
as �intentional uprooting�, which is illegal unless you have the permission of the 
landowner or occupier.
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Raptor persecution  
Chapter provided by RSPB

Species and legislation
Raptor persecution is one of the UK government�s six Wildlife Crime Priorities. All birds 
of prey are fully protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981. Offences include 
the killing, taking and injuring of birds, and damage and destruction of nests and eggs. 
There are also offences relating to possession, sale and prohibited methods of killing and 
taking. Trade offences relating to raptors are also covered by the Control of Trade in 
Endangered Species (Enforcement) Regulations 2018. Offences involving the abuse of 
pesticides are covered under various pieces of legislation. 

Drivers of crime
Scienti�c monitoring of raptor populations, supported by wildlife crime data and 
intelligence, continues to show the key driver of raptor persecution is the conflict with 
land managed for game bird shooting. Raptors are deliberately targeted to reduce 
potential predation on game bird stocks and disturbance to quarry species on shoot 
days. In particular, there is concern about land managed for driven grouse shooting and 
conservation impacts on species like golden eagle and hen harrier. 
In 2020 raptor crimes took place across England and Wales on land that was being 
managed for a variety of uses. However, a minimum of 68 (64%) of all con�rmed incidents 
were linked to or connected with gamebird shooting. Of these, 43 (41%) related to 
pheasant and partridge shooting, largely in lowland areas, and 24 (23%) related to red 
grouse shooting, found largely in the north of England (see Figure 1). Government 
research10 published March 2019 shows 72% of 58 satellite-tagged hen harriers were 
killed, or most likely killed, on or near grouse moors (2007� 2017).  
Crimes against raptors in Wales 1990�201911, a paper written by RSPB Cymru and 
published this year by the Welsh Ornithological Society, summarises the plight of raptors 
in Wales over the past three decades. It shows that the probability of a persecution 
incident from 2010 to 2019 was three times higher in areas where driven shooting of 
gamebirds is available for sale.

Figure 2 The occupations/interests of the 112 individuals convicted  
in England and Wales of bird of prey persecution-related offences 1990-2020 

58% 64%

1%

6%

13%

9%

9%
4%

Gamekeepers (58%)

Other game interest (6%)

Unknown/other (13%)

Taxidermists (9%)

Pigeon fancier/racer (9%)

Farming interests (4%)

Bird keepers (1%)

64% Total game-related 
convictions

Figure 1 The 104 con�rmed raptor persecution incidents  
in England and Wales 2020, split into likely persecution groups

41%

65%

23%

24%

7%
4%

1% 65%

Pheasant/Partridge (41%)

Grouse (23%)

Mixed (Grouse/Pheasant/Partridge) (1%)

Unknown (24%)

Other (7%)

Pigeon fancier/racer (4%)

Total incidents related 
to gamebird shooting

Note: Shows con�rmed incidents which have been classi�ed as connected with main 
persecution groups (with high or reasonable certainty >50%) based on evidence and 
intelligence. See Birdcrime 2020 Appendices12 (Figure 5) for further details. 
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10. https://www.gov.uk/government/news/study-suggesting-widespread-illegal-killing-of-hen-harriers-on-english-grouse-moors-published
11. https://birdsin.wales/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Birds-in-Wales-18-1-text-pp3-19.pdf
12. https://rspb.maps.arcgis.com/sharing/rest/content/items/74d9fd4823c2401585cf6b4d78a35702/data

Almost two thirds (64%) of convictions involved gamekeepers and game interests.  
There was one bird of prey persecution related conviction in England and Wales during 
2020 which involved a pigeon fancier killing a sparrowhawk with a catapult. He pleaded 
guilty and was �ned £653 plus £85 costs and a £63 victim surcharge.

Raptor persecution reached an all-time high in England  
during 2020.'
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Table 1 Raptor persecution in England and Wales

Year

Number of 
incidents 
recorded/ 
reported*

Number of  
probable*  
cases of  
criminal  
offending

Number of 
cases  

referred to 
the Police

Number 
of cases 
where 

criminal 
offending 

con�rmed*

Number of cases 
and charges
prosecuted

Number of 
defendants 
prosecuted

Number of 
defendants 
convicted

2018 210 34 Most  
(see below 76

2 cases total  
Case 1: 9 charges  
(all discontinued) 
Case 2: 5 charges 
(found guilty of 3) 

2 1

2019 186 35 Most  
(see below) 54 0 0 0

2020 283 54 Most  
(see below) 104 1 Case: 1 charge, 

pleaded guilty 1 1

* �Please see the notes at the bottom of this report section which de�ne RSPB 
classi�cations of reported, con�rmed, probable.

# for further details re these prosecution cases, including breakdown of charges see 
Birdcrime 2020 Appendices. Note that the data displayed here were extracted from 
RSPB database on 14 September 2021 and were accurate at time of extraction but are 
constantly being updated and may be subject to change.

�

Table 2 England and Wales raptor persecution 2020 � split into incident types

Raptor persecution  
incident type 

Number of  
con�rmed incidents 

Shooting 47

Poisoning 26

Illegal Pole/Spring Trapping 3

Illegal Trapping (Other) 5

Nest Destruction 2

Persecution Other 21

Total 104

Extent of recorded crime
Some incidents are passed to us retrospectively for our records, and not all will have a 
police reference number, especially if they have been dealt with by enforcement partners 
eg RSPCA (welfare offences) or Natural England (poisoning incidents). Therefore, though 
most incidents are passed to the police, it is not possible to determine this number 
precisely. Information received by RSPB which has intelligence value (which will include 
a number of the �uncon�rmed� and �probable� incidents) is disseminated as an intelligence 
report to relevant police force/ enforcement partner including National Wildlife Crime 
Unit/RSPCA as appropriate. 

The detection rate of con�rmed incidents is a fraction of those actually being committed. 
Shooting continues to be the most detected type of bird of prey persecution. For detailed 
maps showing location of incident types per country, see our Raptor Persecution Map 
Hub.13  

In total, in 2020 there were 104 incidents of con�rmed raptor persecution recorded in 
England and Wales. 99 of these occurred in England. This is the highest �gure the RSPB 
has ever recorded in England (see Figure 3) and represents a doubling on the year before. 

Recent disappointments 
Bird of prey persecution reached the highest recorded level during 2020, hen harriers 
remain on the verge of extinction as a breeding species in England, and yet in 2020 there 
was only one bird of prey persecution related conviction in England (see Table 1 and 
Figure 4).

Since 2018 �fty-seven (57) hen harriers are known to have been illegally killed or gone 
missing in suspicious circumstances (UK). This is despite the Defra Hen Harrier Action 
Plan. Although the most recent �gures show that 84 young hen harriers fledged in England 
in 2021 from 24 successful nests, the future of these individuals looks bleak considering 
that the peer-reviewed science indicates that many of these will most probably be illegally 
killed or suspected to be subject to persecution. The government�s own study in 2019 
found illegal killing was the number one factor supressing the UK hen harrier population. 

As Figure 4 shows, the risk of being caught and prosecuted for raptor perseuction 
remains very low. This is despite raptor persecution continuing to be an ongoing issue and 
reaching an all-time high in England during 2020 . 

Recent highlights 
�	�An UN-led review assessing the enforcement response to wildlife crime in the UK was 

carried out in 2021. The RSPB was interviewed in respect of raptor persecution and we 
look forward to the publication of the �ndings and the response from UK governments.

�	�In response to the �Werritty� review of grouse moor management, the Scottish 
Government committed to introducing a number of measures: the licensing of grouse 
shooting businesses; the licensing of all muirburn and the banning of burning on 
peatlands; and to stopping raptor persecution. 

�	�Three successful Hen Harrier Day events took place online in 2021, to celebrate these 
iconic and much-persecuted birds. Skydancer Day in spring and Wild Justice�s Hen 
Harrier Day in August were hosted by Chris Packham and Megan McCubbin, and Hen 
Harrier Action�s summer event was hosted by David Lindo, the Urban Birder.  
Each brought people together to speak out for hen harriers.

�	�RSPB Cymru, the Welsh Government, Natural Resources Wales and the four Welsh 
police forces issued a statement of intent in the �ght against bird of prey persecution by 
initiating a new post working on hen harriers and tackling raptor persecution. The role 
was part funded by the Welsh Government and managed by the RSPB Investigations team.  

�	�There has been a notable and welcomed increase in multi-agency enforcement 
operations tackling raptor persecution in the last 9 months in England and Wales. 13. �https://www.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=9f64aa57392f4300b3597867801c2fa1#:~:text=Welcome%20to%20

the%20RSPB�s%20Raptor,persecution%20incidents%20in%20the%20UK.&text=It%20shows%20con�rmed%20raptor%20
persecution,grid%20square%20from%202007%2D2020.  
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Matters to be addressed
We are calling on the UK and Welsh Governments to:
�	�Introduce a system of licensing for driven grouse shooting in the UK. If the 

Government fails to deliver effective reform within �ve years, the RSPB will move 
to call for a ban on driven grouse shooting.

�	�Manage all land legally and sustainably, for people and nature.

�	�Ban burning on peatlands. To realise the full potential of our uplands we need to 
restore damaged habitats and allow natural processes to play a part in recovering 
these ecosystems.

�	�Make efforts to reduce the number of gamebirds released for shooting. 

Our latest annual Birdcrime report14 contains more details. 

Case study

 

In April 2020, during COVID lockdown, North Yorkshire Police received a report 
via the RSPB from a member of the public relating to men on a driven grouse moor 
shooting buzzards. 

Police of�cers subsequently found �ve dead buzzards hidden in a hole15 in the ground, 
where the men had been seen, on the edge of Bransdale in the North York Moors. 
X-rays and post-mortem examinations con�rmed that four of the birds had been 
shot, and the injuries of the �fth were �suggestive of damage from a shotgun pellet�. 
Eight individuals were interviewed under caution in connection with the incident but 
there was not enough evidence to bring any individual to court. 

NOTE � Classi�cations used:
Reports/reported � This is the total number of incidents collated by the RSPB each 
year for the category of offence in question eg raptor persecution (ie this includes all 
of the below categories: con�rmed, probable, uncon�rmed.)
Con�rmed � The circumstances indicate that an illegal act has taken place. These 
incidents are typically substantiated by evidence such as post-mortem or toxicological 
analysis, or reliable eyewitness evidence.
Probable � The circumstances indicate that by far the most likely explanation is that 
an illegal act has taken place. 
Uncon�rmed � The circumstances indicate that an illegal act has possibly taken place.
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Figure 4 Birds of prey persecution-related convictions  
in England and Wales 1990 � 2020
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14. https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/about-us/media-centre/press-releases/birdcrime-2020/ 
15. �https://raptorpersecutionscotland.wordpress.com/2020/05/29/shot-buzzards-found-concealed-on-a-bransdale-grouse-shooting-estate-in-

north-york-moors-national-park/
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One of the buzzards being recovered by North Yorkshire Police
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Recommendations
Make wildlife crimes noti�able
Over the past year, thanks to the National Wildlife Crime Unit (NWCU), progress has 
been made with this issue. Discussions have taken place with both Defra, the Home Of�ce 
and the NWCU and a �shortlist� of offences have been put forward for consideration for 
noti�able status, which would ensure that they are of�cially recorded. We hope that 2022 
will see concrete steps to address the data gap that has hindered action on wildlife crime 
for too long. 

Ensure police investigations into wildlife crimes are consistent 
Police forces need to ensure that trained staff, with the appropriate resources available to 
them, investigate wildlife crimes. Senior police management should have con�dence within 
their own force that they have the appropriate staff in place to deliver on that expectation. 
This includes police call handlers and crime scene investigator support staff. 

Build in early CPS advice into criminal wildlife crime investigations 
There has always been a recognition within the CPS that police of�cers should take early 
advice when it comes to investigating wildlife crime. However, although this is publicised 
within CPS guidance, this recommendation has not been clearly available to police of�cers 
since the removal of wildlife guides within the Authorised Professional Practice (APP).  
This should be urgently recti�ed by the National Police Chiefs Council (the body 
responsible for APP), so that police of�cers are strongly encouraged to liaise with the CPS 
at an early stage in investigation. 

Deliver consistency of prosecutions within the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS)
Now that the CPS Wildlife Community Panel is back meeting twice per year, and the 
wildlife crime training of CPS lawyers and barrister advocates is about to commence, it 
is recommended that it is these trained lawyers and barristers that present wildlife crime 
cases in court. Wildlife crime cases should not passed to other lawyers, not fully trained in 
wildlife crime, at short notice before a trial. This practise has seen many cases fail in the past. 

Produce sentencing guidelines for wildlife crime
Despite the vast amount of guidance produced for numerous offences by the Sentencing 
Council, there is nothing in place for wildlife crimes. This leads to a wide range in 
sentencing for wildlife crimes where the impact (whether �nancial or for the species 
impacted) can be huge - only for the sentence to not fully reflect the impact of the crime. 
The Sentencing Council should rectify this by producing sentencing guidelines for  
wildlife crimes. 

Implement the United Nations Of�ce for Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 
recommendations 
During the �rst half of 2021, the UNODC wildlife inspection team investigated the state 
of wildlife crime from all perspectives using the International Consortium for Combatting 
Wildlife Crime (ICCWC) inspection toolkit. Now that the report from this inspection has 
been provided to stakeholders in draft form, it is recommended that Defra and other 
Government departments swiftly implement the recommendations contained within it 
without delay. 

16. https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/crimeinenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2021
17.  http://support.mspca.org/site/DocServer/cruelty-to-animals-and-other-crimes.pdf?docID=12541 
18. https://www.nfuonline.com/nfu-online/news/nfu-reports/nfu-report-combatting-rural-crime-july-2018/ 
19. https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/rare-wildlife-could-get-better-protection-as-ministers-vow-to-halt-decline-pfnfd9twf 
 

Conclusions
The latest Of�ce for National Statistics report on crime in England & Wales notes that 
��patterns of crime in the year ending March 2021 have been signi�cantly affected by  
the COVID pandemic��16. This COVID impact can be seen across the spectrum of  
wildlife crime.

We can see a sharp rise in the reporting of multiple types of wildlife crime and con�rmed 
crimes in some areas in 2020. Reports of likely crimes against badgers rose by 36% in 
2020 compared to 2019 with reports of potential �shing crimes up by more than a third 
(34.5%). The number of con�rmed raptor crimes in England in 2020 was double that  
in 2019. 

The lockdowns of 2020 appear to have contributed to this in two ways. There may 
have been a perception amongst offenders that with the police busy enforcing social 
restrictions wild animals could be harmed with relative impunity. With increased use of the 
countryside in the pandemic more members of the public were also present to witness 
and report incidents of concern. 

Further along the crime & justice pathway we have seen a drop in prosecutions and 
convictions in some areas, including hunting and �shing. The pressures inflicted by COVID 
appear to have hindered the ability of police forces and the Crown Prosecution Service 
to bring hunting and �shing cases to trial, despite their best efforts. Hunting prosecutions 
have more than halved, from 49 in 2019 to 25 in 2020, with only 8 convictions. At the 
same time �shing crime convictions fell by almost two-thirds from 2037 in 2019 to 679 in 
2020, and Illegal Wildlife Trade convictions fell from 8 to just 4 over the same time period.

Crimes against wildlife can sometimes be perceived as a relic of the past, bound to fade 
away in a more reasoned and compassionate modern world. Unfortunately, though, as 
increases in crimes during the pandemic show, wildlife crime is enduring and adapting 
to changing circumstances. A minority of people still seek to harm wildlife for their own 
pleasure and will seize any opportunity to do so. Badger baiting was written about by 
Shakespeare and is now being organised via Whatsapp. Far from fading away, wildlife 
crime is �nding new ways to thrive.

This is bad news for public safety. We know that those who hurt animals often hurt people 
as well � a twenty-year study by the North-eastern University in the USA found that 
70% of all animal abusers committed at least one other criminal offence.17 It is therefore 
perhaps not a surprise that in many parts of England and Wales, the same gangs that 
organise wildlife crime also organise other crimes, with links between hare coursing and 
farm thefts being particularly noticeable.18 

Wildlife crime is also bad news for nature�s recovery. The Government is committed to 
halting the decline in species abundance by 2030, through a new target in the Environment 
Act.19 However, the scale of wildlife crime is such that it could have a non-negligible 
impact on the population of some species. For example, the raptor chapter of this report 
highlights the killing of at least 16 peregrine falcons in England & Wales in 2020, out of a 
breeding population of around 1,000 pairs. 

To keep people safe, and to enable nature to recover, we need to tackle the ongoing 
threat of wildlife crime. The below recommendations set out what can be done to  
achieve this. 
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