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We infer :

 The low breeding success of waders on our areas without predator 
control suggest that predation is likely to be contributing to 
population declines of waders elsewhere. 

If wader declines like these were to become widespread and commonplace they 
might certainly jeopardise the existence of the upland bird assemblage. We would 
not be left with local declines, we would be looking at local extinctions. Birds would 
simply disappear from significant parts of their breeding range. There is evidence 
that this is indeed happening. 

Using information on the breeding distribution of waders published in the 
BTO’s bird atlas16, we show in Figure 12 (see page 24) how the breeding range of 
lapwing and curlew have contracted in different parts of Britain. It is clear in Wales 
and south-west England that there has been a very significant loss in breeding 
range of these two waders.

 The contraction in breeding range of some waders like lapwing and 
curlew may be being caused by, or at least aggravated by, predation 
during the breeding season.

This emphatically does not imply that predator control is the only factor that limits 
these waders – others factors like habitat, burning and grazing surely do too. This is 
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The wader numbers at Langholm have been monitored since 1992 along a series of 
transects. Analysis of these wader counts shows that their numbers collapsed when the 
predator control finished in 199921. Figure 11 shows that this amounts to about a 75% 
reduction in nine years. By 2008 there was no evidence that the decline had stopped. 

Figure 11
Changes in numbers of breeding waders on 

Langholm moor since 1992. Gamekeepers 

were employed to control predators 

until 1999.
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Fox, stoat, magpie and carrion crow numbers are 

all increasing or stable. © Laurie Campbell
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not a new insight though. In an RSPB report 14 years ago into the status of birds in 
Wales22, the increase in common predators like foxes and crows, due to a reduction 
in gamekeeping, was considered just as significant as modern farming, over-grazing 
and plantation forestry to the decline of birds in Wales – a loss that was so severe 
that the authors did not mince their words: 

“Wales still appears as a fertile country of rolling hills and green 
valleys. However, in wildlife terms, this image is a sad illusion, 
for the veneer of wildlife that the countryside now supports 
has become paper thin.” Foreword to Silent Fields: Gwlad Tawel 
in 199522. 

One can hear echoes of these same concerns in more recent RSPB reports. With 
reference to the Lake District in The Uplands; Time to change?23 the RSPB said (next 
to an illustration of a lapwing):

“In wildlife terms, the Lake District is average, or below average, 
rather than exceptional.”

It will be very sad if we lose a significant fraction of our bird life through want of a 
little wildlife management. The evidence from our research is that such losses are 
not inevitable and the North Pennines stands as a testament to the difference game 
management can make to conservation in the uplands. 

Black grouse, a seriously threatened gamebird, is a 

major beneficiary of grouse moor management. 

© Laurie Campbell

Curlew, golden plover, lapwing and red grouse are 

all in decline. © David Mason and Laurie Campbell

TABLE 2
How common are these birds and mammals?

Species Number Range Change

Fox 240,000 Ubiquitous Increasing or stable

Stoat 462,000 Ubiquitous Increased along with rabbits

Magpie 1,180,000 Ubiquitous in lowlands Increased to 1985 – now stable 

Carrion crow 1,580,000 Ubiquitous Increasing since 1961

Lapwing 308,000 Widespread: range contracting Declining

Curlew 210,000 Moorlands: range contracting Declining

Golden plover 45,200 Uplands: range contracting Stable or declining

Red grouse 309,000 Moorlands: range contracting Declining

Black grouse 13,020 Moorland fringe: contracting Declining

Numbers are estimates of breeding adults (males + females) in Great Britain. Based on Harris 

and Yalden24 for the mammals and Baker et. al. 25 for birds. For the latter we have assumed two 

adults per territory and a 1:1 sex ratio for black grouse. 
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Figure 12
Disappearing waders. The average extent 

of the loss in breeding range of curlew and 

lapwing from different regions of Britain 

between 1970 and 1990 as recorded in the 

British Trust for Ornithology’s bird atlas16,18. 

The North of England

11% loss of breeding range

The Scottish Mainland

17% loss of breeding range

Wales

32% loss of breeding range

South-West England

47% loss of breeding range
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Conservation, it seems, has always been a struggle. We seem to lose more than 
we gain in spite of ever widening streams of tax payers’ money directed to 
it. Even though a lot of money gets absorbed in the regulatory infrastructure 
of conservation agencies, conservation programmes have never been better 
funded. Money alone is not enough and conservation needs allies. Perhaps largely 

Looking to the future – learning from the past

”
“...we want birds of prey 

in the sky just as much as 

we want to hear the calls of 

lapwing and curlew...

unrecognised, the biggest natural ally of conservation may be 
the gamekeeper – it is a shame that he has so often been 
cast as the enemy.

The degree to which gamekeeping supports 
conservation has been over-looked for too long, but studies 
like our experiment at Otterburn reveal just how significant 
this is for birds like waders that share the same vulnerabilities 
as grouse. This is not to claim that grouse moors are good 
for all birds – we know that some, like the hen harrier and 
peregrine, if breeding in significant numbers will destroy the 
economic basis of the grouse enterprise.  

If we want to restore some of the wildlife we had in 
the 19th century, certainly we need habitat programmes and environment schemes 
to help wildlife live alongside modern systems of agriculture. But we must not 
ignore the role of wildlife management – the Victorians and the Edwardians did 
not; neither did generations of country people before them26. It is true that we 
don’t want to go back to doing everything the way they did – we want birds of 
prey in the sky just as much as we want to hear the calls of lapwing and curlew in 
the uplands every spring. But there are lessons from the past. We will manage the 
future better if we learn them. 
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Appendix. Gamekeeping on grouse moors
Most grouse shooting in England is ‘driven’ – where grouse are flushed in large 
numbers over the shooting party who are spaced out and hidden in butts. There 
may be eight to 10 ‘guns’ in a shooting party, but there will be some 40 odd casual 
workers employed for the day as ‘beaters’ who flush and drive the birds towards 
the line of guns. There can be four drives in a day and a large Pennine moor in a 
good year may organise over 30 days. In a poor year there may be no shooting at 
all. In Scotland some moors are ‘driven’ in this way, but many more rely on ‘walked-
up’ shooting. Here the guns walk in a line with the gamekeepers and gundogs and 
shoot the grouse as they are flushed. 

The shooting season legally extends from mid-August to December, but in 
practice most shooting usually finishes by the end of October. So although it is the 
high point of the year, managing the grouse shooting represents only a fraction of a 
grouse gamekeeper’s job.

The bulk of the keeper’s year is spent conserving the stock of wild grouse 
living on the moor. The habitat is improved by patchwork heather burning, grouse 
predators are trapped and shot to increase the survival of grouse and their chicks, 
and on some moors, ‘medicated grit’ is put out for the birds to reduce numbers of 
the debilitating gut worm (Trichostrongylus tenuis) which is a periodic problem on 
most Pennine moors. Most of the year the grouse moor gamekeeper is occupied 
with predator control.

Gamekeeping for grouse depends on going round all of the ‘beat’ using good 
field craft, keeping a lookout for signs of predation and predators, and checking traps 
at least daily. 

Carrion crows are captured and killed in large walk-in cage traps and small 
moveable Larsen traps. The efficiency of these traps is considerably increased by 
keeping a decoy crow in the cage so that it attracts in other territorial crows. 
Magpies, where they occur, are also trapped in this way. Crows are also shot either 
with a shotgun or a rifle as opportunities arise. 

Foxes can take grouse at any season. Being nocturnal they are generally not noticed 
by the public and they can move onto a grouse moor at any time of the year. Rifle 
shooting at night with a spotlight is a widely used method where access is good and 
heather is fairly short. The other important means of capture are snares which are 
designed to catch and hold a fox until it is shot by the keeper on his daily round.

Stoats and weasels. Stoats depend principally on rabbits, but they can take 
grouse too. Weasels go mostly for voles but do take nesting songbirds when voles 
are scarce – they also take game chicks. Both hunt in and out of holes as they go 
round their territories so gamekeepers trap them by placing lethal spring traps in 
tunnels and holes around the moor.
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