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Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust

The Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust conducts 

scientific research into Britain’s game and wildlife. We 

advise farmers and landowners on improving wildlife 

habitat and we lobby for agricultural and conservation 

policies based on science. We aim for a thriving 

countryside rich in game and other wildlife.

Many of our supporters take part in field 

sports. They invest in managing wildlife habitat in the 

countryside. This improves biodiversity and represents 

a philosophy of “Conservation through wise use”.

Our charitable objects are: 
 to promote for the public benefit the conservation 

of game and its associated flora and fauna;

 to conduct research into game and wildlife 

management (including the use of game animals 

as a natural resource) and the effects of farming 

and other land management practices on the 

environment, and to publish the useful results of 

such research;

 to advance the education of the public and 

those managing the countryside in the effects 

of farming and management of land which is 

sympathetic to game and other wildlife;

 to conserve game and wildlife for the public 

benefit including: where it is for the protection of 

the environment, the conservation or promotion 

of biological biodiversity through: the provision, 

conservation, restoration or enhancement of a 

natural habitat; or the maintenance or recovery 

of a species in its natural habitat on land or in 

water and in particular where the natural habitat 

is situated in the vicinity of a landfill site.
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retaining and managing woods in lowland 

Britain. This was at its height in Edwardian 

England when around 25,000 professional 

gamekeepers were in full-time employment 

(roughly five times as many as today). Without 

this motivation there is little doubt that 

economic pressure exerted by Governments 

through grants and tax concessions for forestry, 

would have turned most decent sized lowland 

woods into conifer plantations. 

 61% of properties that released pheasants also 

undertook new woodland plantings.

 One case study showed that woodland managed 

typically for pheasants by coppicing and ride 

cutting had a richer ground flora and butterfly 

fauna than woodland that had been neglected or 

managed solely for timber. 

 Management of woods for pheasant shooting 

results in higher numbers of songbirds and 

woodland butterflies. Moderate numbers of 

pheasants put into release pens seems only to 

have a short-lived effect on the local ground flora. 

Farmland issues

 Game biologists were pioneers of wildlife 

research on arable land. They were first to 

recognise the detrimental indirect effects of crop 

herbicides on chick-food insects and farmland 

bird populations.

 Thousands of hectares of game crop and 

thousands of tonnes of grain, put out for 

pheasants and partridges, help many songbirds 

over winter. Winter bird counts showed that 

there were often up to 100 times more birds in 
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Nature’s gain

This summarises a report from the Game & Wildlife 

Conservation Trust published in 2005, which examines 

the influence of game shooting and game management 

on wildlife conservation. The full report can be found 

on our website www.gct.org.uk

Key points:

Heather moorland issues

 Heather moorland is a rare and declining landscape. 

Grouse shooting has protected upland heather and 

blanket bog from conifer forest planting. Over a 

40-year period grouse moors in Scotland lost only 

24% of their heather whereas on non-shooting 

moors the loss was 41%.

 Moors managed for grouse typically have five 

times as many golden plovers and lapwings 

as unmanaged moors and about twice as 

many curlews.

 Curlews are about 18 times more abundant in 

the North Pennines Special Protection Area, 

which is managed for grouse shooting, than they 

are in the Berwyn Special Protection Area, a large 

part of which is managed as a bird reserve.

 Breeding golden plovers, dunlins, lapwings and 

curlews are disappearing throughout much of 

England and Wales. On grouse moors breeding 

distributions remain relatively stable. 

Woodland issues

 Pheasants are woodland birds. From 1870 to 

1970, pheasant shooting was a key motive for 

the game crops as there were in nearby arable 

crops, set-aside or stubble. 

 Conservation headlands, invented to improve the 

survival of gamebirds, now offer the last hope for 

saving the ancient Neolithic flora of cereal fields 

on a wide scale. Thankfully they are now part of 

Environmental Stewardship.

 On our Allerton Project demonstration farm, 

modern farming is combined with conservation 

and game management. There, over 10 years:

 Autumn numbers of wild pheasants increased 

from less than 150 to over 600.

 Numbers of brown hares increased by more 

than 10 times.

 Overall songbird numbers more than 

doubled, while the trend in numbers on 

nearby farms continued to decline. As 

examples, between 1992 and 2001 the 

following increases in numbers of breeding 

pairs were recorded: wren 47 to 141; 

dunnock 46 to 144; robin 54 to 110; blackbird 

66 to 143; song thrush 14 to 64; whitethroat 

25 to 45; blackcap 19 to 38; chiffchaff two 

to 10; willow warbler 28 to 45; spotted 

flycatcher eight to 14; chaffinch 135 to 229. 

 Harvest mice have thrived in the field margins 

and especially in the beetle banks planted 

with long stemmed cock’s-foot grass.

 Farms that adopt this game management 

strategy will be able to deliver Defra’s targets for 

improving farmland bird populations on a local 

scale, possibly in less than five years. 
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