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THE EAGLE OWL IN BRITAIN — NATIVE
OR ALIEN?

This report is an attempt to record the findings ofthe World Owl Trust's
involvement in the conservation and study of the Ewpean Eagle Owl
(Bubo bubo bubo)and to present data which we believe lends credemdo
the view, held by many owl researchers, that thisitd is a valid native
species to Britain. We have tried to write objectiely and without bias, but
as the reader will soon become aware, we do hold iopns which are
undoubtedly at odds with many others, including nabnal ornithological
organisations we nevertheless respect. We make apology for this. We
write from long experience with owls in general, ad Eagle Owls for the
past three decades. We therefore claim to be wnitg from first hand
knowledge gained both in the field and with captivebirds. The report is
meant to be constructive rather than destructive, ad we would ask for it to
be read with all of the above in mind.
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FOREWORD

The World Owl Trust (WOT) is widely acknowledged the world’s leading
global owl conservation organisation. It is a stgied UK charity (No.
1107529) and has representatives working on itsalbein 13 different
countries. It has many years of experience wighEbropean Eagle OwB(bo

b. bubg both in the wild and in captivity, having studigsl biology, behaviour
and conservation status at its renowned World Osvit@, based at Muncaster
Castle in the Western Lake District, and in thedfim Finland, Scotland and
Northern England — the latter with the help of glaagons, friendships and log-
books of experienced licensed fieldworkers. Wefareinate in having several
dedicated amateur field naturalists in our rankgméteur’ only in the sense that
they carry out their observations and researchobsheer enthusiasm, in their
own time and at their own expense) and we canysa#g} that their knowledge
and expertise is second to none. Without theeldss input we would
undoubtedly still be in the ‘Dark Ages’ concernigggle Owls in Britain, as
well as several other upland birds of prey. Sathgir contributions do not
always receive the appreciation they deserve tr@mprofessionals’, so we are
glad that this report gives us the opportunityegister our appreciation of their
invaluable part in providing much first-hand datadllow us to publish this
dossier with confidence.

From the early 1980’s — early 1990’s the Trust waslved in‘Berguv Nord’
(Project Eagle Owl-North) launched in 1977 to help stem the decline of the
Eagle Owl in the northern region (Norrland) of Seedy breeding owlets in
captivity and then releasing them into the wildikeLits predecessdBerguv
Sydvast’(Project Eagle Owl - South-West this project was a huge success,
realised its Aims, and received wide acclaim, ad similar reintroduction
programmes in Germany, Norway, Switzerland, Framdgelgium.

Despite the above we wish to state categoricallyahthe World Owl Trust
has never carried out or taken part in any form ofdeliberate release or
reintroduction scheme for the Eagle Owl in Britain. Nor do we intend to do
so. Indeed, we have made this abundantly clear bowerbally and in print
(see Warburton (1997, 2006a).

We have long contested the claim that Eagle Owls arbeing deliberately
released in Britain, since the Trust has no knowlege of any such
programmes ever being attempted. However, we hauwecently learned
that releases have allegedly occurred as unofficialreintroduction

programmes with the result that it is now being clamed that some 44 pairs
of Eagle Owls are now currently breeding in Britain in areas such as
Scotland, Wales, south to Sussex and Kent. Thisfr&sh news to us and to
date we have been unable to find any confirmatiorhiat the claim is in fact,
correct. If it is true we would be frankly staggerel and it must be the best
kept birding secret of all time! If it is true, the people involved are doing
the bird no favours. Such releases would simply y&¢ ammunition to the
‘anti-Eagle Owl’ sector and make our task of provirg natural immigration

or residency much more difficult. For the sake ofaccuracy and future
record we would welcome any first-hand reports of his sort of misguided



initiative taking place, and if so in what area ofBritain. For obvious
reasons we are quite prepared to receive such datas anonymous
information, and would guarantee that we would tred it as such. Our only
aim is to gain as clear a picture as possible oféhorigins of birds currently
breeding in Britain. However, we would stress thawhat we need is first-
hand personal knowledge, not conjecture or rumourdrom third parties.

Any such reports can be sent in confidence tonyowl@btinternet.com

In the mid 1990’s the Trust began to explore theoreed presence of Eagle
Owls in the Highlands of Scotland and elsewhere, ghrpose of our study
being three—fold. We wished to try and ascertain:

(1) Has the Eagle Owl ever been a legitimate breedesident in Britain in the
past?

(2) Is it still present, and if so, is it a relict mea, alien invader, escapee,
deliberate release or a pioneer immigrant?

(3) Are all the occasional records being received neimply of birds being
deliberately released or escapees from captivityy80, who is carrying out the
releases, and where?

The key questions which needed answering were: -

(a) “Could the Eagle Owl have come into Britain in tiwake of the clearances
of the ancient ‘wildwood’ by humans in the pas06,§ears and survived as
small isolated remnant populations in remote aréas”

(b) Have some individuals made it across the North Beglish Channel from
Scandinavia or Europe, the most likely routes befrmgm Norway to
Shetland and Orkney, and thence to the Scottismlistad; or in more
recent times from the Netherlands and Belgium te Hast Coast of
England.

INTRODUCTION

An article inBritish Wildlife magazine (August 2009) by Mike Toms of the
British Trust for Ornithology, revealed that th&on-native Species
Secretariat’ (NNSS) had commissioned a Risk Assessment byAFERe
Food & Environment Agency wing of DEFRA) “to develop a better
understanding of the potential environmental impauit European Eagle Owls
known to be breeding successfully in BritairDespite claims by the NNSS (in
comm.) that theyregularly consult with expert organisations anddimiduals
with regards to(what they considemon-native birds”it quickly became clear
that this Risk Assessment has come as somethirgg soirprise to many owl
workers in Britain and was virtually unknown to nyasrganisations such as the
World Owl Trust, Hawk & Owl Trust, International Ov§ociety, Northern
England Raptor Forum and many individuals direcihwolved in owl
conservation and research. When questioned, @éethpeople without
exception informed us that they had been neithaswted nor notified about
this matter. However, it became evident that thi©EBnd no doubt the RSPB,



Natural England and BOU (probably thexpert organisations’ referred tp?
did! . The same scenario also applies to the teoews that the Eagle Owl is
also to be placed on Schedule 9 of the Wildlife &u@tryside Act in April
2010, meaning that it will then become illegal lowa a European Eagle Owl to
escape or be deliberately released — punishab&jay term of two years or a
fine of £5,000! Given the number of Eagle Owlscusefree-flying displays to
the public and flown privately, this gives much dor thought!

While we fully appreciate that viewpoints are ewigdy polarized when it

comes to this bird, we feel it unfortunate that #mswers given to questions in
the Risk Assessment, instead of being objectivepgieate many unproven
misconceptions about the biology and behaviourha bwl, due to mainly

using data collected in Europe and Scandinavieeampnt to the Eagle Owl’s

possible impact on the British environment. In &ddi unsubstantiated
statements have been made regarding its past aserprstatus in Britain,

undoubtedly repeating the words of the British @wliogist's Union Rare

Breeding Birds Panel (RBBP).

Even more worryingly, a perusal of the answers lte Assessment’s set
questions leaves one with the uneasy feeling thedet are negatively biased
regarding Eagle Owl presence in the UK, and aretethtowards the need to
manage (for ‘manage’ read ‘cull’) the birds curtgriireeding in the UK. In
fairness, in recent correspondence with the Intemnal Owl Society (1.0.S.),
and also during meetings, both DEFRA and the RSB ldenied that any
such cull is being contemplated. We sincerely hiyeis the case, for such a
cull would undoubtedly bring the wrath of the Bsftipublic and the majority of
bird-watchers down upon the perpetrator's headsvel as seeing a mass
exodus from any membership organisations involwedr sanctioning such
action.

One very strange omission in the Risk Assessmeahysresponse to the first
question asked, i.6What is the reason for performing this Risk Assamst’?

However, to quote a DEFRA ‘spokesperson’ (in ansteea direct question
from the International Owl Society) they justifywith the following statement:-

“The Eagle Owl could have an adverse impact on shevival of our native
birds by competing with them for food and habikatt could also directly prey
on a number of species of conservation concerrudig other birds of prey
and owls. As such the Eagle Owl will be addedctee8ule 9 of the Wildlife &
Countryside Act, making it an offence to rele@gento the wild”. In addition,
an independent risk assessment has been commssmegplore the potential
threats that the Eagle Owl could pose as an inwasbn-native species if it was
to establish a significant presence in the wildhisTrisk assessment is currently
out for comment to enable any interested partydotribute further relevant
information or to challenge the risk assessmentedavant scientific grounds.
The final risk assessment will inform the futur@sideration of policy by the
GB Non-native Species Programme Board”.

It is this statement as well as some of the answélsn the Assessment itself
which are causing our current concerns. e.g.: -



2.3 Q. ‘How difficult would it be to contain the organism within the Risk
Assessment Areg’

A. ‘Containment is likely to be effective only throughprogramme of
controlled culling. Even with this, there is adihood of continued escapes
and deliberate releases, with the potential foriviitlials from these to disperse
beyond the Risk Assessment area’.

2.17 Q. 'How easily can the organism be controlled’

A. ‘The sedentary nature and territoriality of breedipairs, together with the
nature of the territorial behaviour (calling fromosg posts) should allow
control of the organism at a stage when its popatais at a low level. For this
strategy to work, it would be essential to gainmp from the Birdwatching
community and get them to report the presencerofaeal birds. Control will
need to be sustainedour emphasislallowing for the fact that continued
releases and accidental escapes are likely to naetover time’.

Is it any wonder that we have the suspicion thatfthal decision might well
lead to a cull, as has happened with the Ruddy DDx{ura jamaicensis
Canada GoosBranta canadensiand Ring-necked Parakdesittaculakrameri
already. We therefore remain to be convincedttiiatis not the final plan.

The official DEFRA statement leaves no room for lolotlhat so far as they are
concerned the Eagle Owd a non-native alien to Britain, and as such poses a
potential threat to the survival of our native Birdncluding species of
conservation concern.

The RSPB’s Press Officer took the same view wherstated (again via an
email in response to a question from the 10S) theieé®y’s stance and position
in relation to the Eagle Owl in the following words

“Several people involved in this matter have voitleel opinion that they feel
that the RSPB are worried about upsetting their lenship should they be
seen to be supporting the eradication of the EEthiwihe UK and as such it is
felt that the RSPB are simply sitting on the feoner this issue and will then in
turn follow the final decision once it is made. Frany discussions with RSPB
staff | form the opinion that they consider thag BEO is an invasive species in
the UK and are happy to quote English Nature’s pewt on invasive
species”.

Not much doubt there then, the RSPB too is condribat despite the lack of
proof to that effect, the Eagle Owl is an invasalien. Needless to say, as the
above statement makes very clear, some RSPB menhlagiag finally learned
of recent eventd)ave voiced their complaints about the Society’s staauoe in
some cases resigned their memberships because ®his possibly explains
why Mark Avery, the RSPB’s Director of Conservatioas stepped in smartly
to release a further statement: -

“The RSPB’s position could be described as welcgmimwild Eagle Owils if
they arrive back in the UK from EuropeWe have been told by Spanish



conservationists that there is little to worry abon terms of the impacts of
Eagle Owlson native wildlife. However, we have not had E&g¥s in the UK
since the last Ice Age, and so there is alwaysnhgging doubt as to what they
might eat. So we will be continuing to collect pellets for analysis”.

The WOT of course fully agrees that more rese@aieeded; we also would
like to have definitive knowledge of the behaviand diet of British Eagle
Owls, but in fairness (we did say we have trietbeécobjective in compiling this
report) we should point out that Spanish consesn&ts work with the Iberian
subspecieBubo bubo hispanushich lives in a hot, dry environment in which
Rabbits Oryctolagus cuniculusabound — so not surprisingly this subspecies
specializes in Rabbits as prey! Wheat are more interested in is what Eagle
Owls are eating in Britain!

We are also pleased to learn that Mr Avery — irpaversation with an officer

of the 1.O.S. in early February — has stated categjty that the RSPB would

not support any cull of Eagle Owils in Britain. Thgsexcellent news, and we
therefore trust that the Society will act on theermation contained within this
report and reconsider their statement that thisispes a non-native which has

not been recorded in Britain since the last Ice.Age

We also note that in his booRirds and Forestry’ (1990 p.45) Mark Avery
lists the Eagle Owl as a possible future colonafeBritain with the wordsAt
the very top of the tree is the Eagle Owl. It negeglusion and a mixture of
open land and forest and the remote forests ofahaorth (of Britain) might be
large and quiet enough to support an Eagle Owl pagon as they(the new
planted conifer forestsinove into the second rotation”.So presumably the
RSPB’s now Director of Conservation accepts thatunah colonisationis
possible.

Mark Avery’ recent responses are hopefully a stethe right direction, for it
implied that unlike some other organisations, ti8&°R had no qualms about the
Eagle Owl's impact on other species (?). Unfortalyahe went on to say:“k
has been said that Eagle Owls are known to haledkiien Harriers on RSPB
nature reserves — not true”"We suspect that what he is referring to here is an
unfounded claim of this happening in Bowland, Laige (not on an RSPB
reserve), and we will be referring to this episad¢he THE EAGLE OWL

AS A PREDATOR’ section. However, we would like to thank Mark for
refuting this charge rather than using it as ‘amitnam in the case against the
Eagle Owl - a very welcome respite from distorted anisinterpreted data
garnered from studies in other countries

As can readily be seen, the situation we now finelves in is a complex one,
and it is this that has prompted us to attemptritagltogether in one document
all the information we have gleaned over the ye&k® consider this dossier to
be a fair account of Eagle Owl behaviour and itee tsatus both past and

present in Britain, with reference to observatiomade in Europe and
Fennoscandia. At this juncture, we would like twartk all the many

fieldworkers, researchers and proof readers whe fr@ely given us their data,



time and suggestions to ensure this report is agppehensive and factual as
possible.

THE ‘NATIVE v. ALIEN’ DEBATE

In the course of our work on this controversy weehaxpended a great deal of
time and effort in perusing the old literature aeg@orts we have been given.
We have also strived to remain objective and ndectige.

As a result of this research, which included disouss with licensed
fieldworkers, foresters, gamekeepers, nature reser@nagers, and owners of
large shooting estates in Perthshire (chosen beaafus pair breeding there in
1983 and the fact that it contained a great deahufently suitable habitat and
a huge population of Rabbits) we were left indittloubt that Eagle Owls were
indeed present and breeding in this area and etsew(see p.19.RECENT
HISTORY).

Sadly, we soon discovered that our views were dsagith such influential
bodies as the British Ornithologist’s Union (BOBRSPB and others. The BOU
had reached the conclusion that there was no lelelddence that the Eagle
Owl had ever occurred in the wild state in Britaimd Ireland in the last 200
years, and the RSPB followed in the BOU’s footsteppen making their own
official statement on this matter, statingThere is no evidence that birds other
than from released stock or their offspring, havedbin Britain in recent
times’. Both organisations claimed that since Eagle Owlgehaeen kept and
bred in captivity since the 1700’s (sic.) all exigtrecords of Eagle Owls in the
wild in Britain are likely to refer to escapes alilerate releases. This rather
staggering conclusion is of course in itself sheenjecture rather than
scientifically proven fact, and also flies in thecé of the BTO’s comment that
records from Orkney (1830), Shetland (1863, 187#1) Argyll (1883)‘seem
likely to be genuine wild birds’. In his article, even Mike Toms seems
somewhat perplexed by the anomalies being exprdsséie BOU and RSPB.
Having commented'lt seems surprising that the species is not better
represented within more recent historlge goes on to saffor example a
number of authors have commented upon the lackfefances to this species
in literature or folklore within Britain’.Later he paradoxically statésounty
avifaunas and local bird reports contain referentesEagle Owls that extend
back over many decadesmd in some instances these reports appear to show
genuine wild Eagle Owls as occasional visitors teetBritish Isles! Let us
repeat — both of these statements come from thisiBfirust for Ornithology.

Although the apparent absence of the Eagle OwlritaiB is often attributed to

possible human persecution in the past, as occumeis European and

Scandinavian ranges (e.g. Mikkola 1983), this isthe whole story. When any
attempt is made to assess the past and presar efahis species as a British
native it is essential that the existence of sietélabitat and prey availability is
brought into the equation. This cannot be overssied.

These factors always seem to be ignored by thosepwebktulate that there is a
lack of historical records of the Eagle Owl in Bmt, but the fact is Britain’s



environment has not stood still since the endintheflast Ice Age over 10,000
years ago. Indeed, it has changed drastically thveensuing centuries.

Up to 6,000 years ago Britain was said to be Jigueovered by the ancient
‘wildwood’ which had grown as the climate warmed (thipough this concept of
continuous dense woodland has now been challengedeba (2000) who
believes it more closely resembled that now foumdhie New Forest where
open areas are created by the grazing and browstians of large herbivores).

If the habitatwas continuous wildwood this would not have been idealthe
long-winged Eagle Owl, a species which prefers gedhihabitat of scattered
woodlands with large open areas and rocky cliffedést on. A varied habitat is
also needed to provide the wide variety of ampkypreeded by such a large
predator. So if the landscape during this period s@b-optimal for the Eagle
Owl it is logical for there not to be many exampidégossil evidence of the bird
until the countryside began to be opened up, staiti the Mesolithic period
when the ‘hunter-gatherer’ lifestyle of the humampuplation began to gradually
change into one of farming and pastoralism. Theomajanges however, came
about in the Neolithic era, and this period sawlibginning of Britain’s major
deforestation, caused to a large extent by the eumbgoats (and later sheep)
which were kept in large numbers from those tim@$e ability of goats in
particular, to denude their surroundings is legendend it is because of this
that much time and energy is now spent on eradgahiem from countries and
islands where they have gone feral — to the detrimaf the world’s
biodiversity. Here in Britain, the English countides in particular was never to
be quite the same again, and the burgeoning shekpleer populations have
continued this deforestation process to this dayamy upland areas of Britain.
It was startling to see how the reduction in sheembers following the scourge
of Foot & Mouth Disease in 2001 resulted after jugt years, in a new growth
of heather on former barren sheep-walks. Given d¢hance this would
eventually have reverted to natural forest — amgl igithe main aim of recent
conservation initiatives to help this process. skhareas could perhaps one day
become suitable new habitat for a new populatioBagle Owls?

As the forests opened up, and as long as the hpoamation remained low,
the Eagle Owl would have been able to gain groulileéa no doubt inhabiting
the most suitable areas which suited its lifestylddowever, as a top predator
their numbers would have remained low and theiufaipns scattered, so at no
time would it have been common — top predators tdimmction that way! So
again, it should come as no surprise that fossilimmmains are apparently
absent post the Meare Lake Village find describeldw.

At this juncture we need to draw attention to tHerepeated statement that
there are no records of the Eagle Owl in Britairhistorical times (BOU and
RSPB). But what do they mean by ‘historical’?

To be completely scientifically accurate ‘histoficahould refer to the last
1,000 — 2,000 years, which is important since theaid Lake Village Eagle
Owl remains described in Stewart (2007) date baok2,000 years ago (Gray
1966), making them the latest known archaeologemalains of an Eagle Owl in
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Britain — which would destroy the beliefs of the BGind RSPB! Indeed,
Stewart’s concluding remark to his paper staddste date such as this, coming
from our present climate regime would, if genuio@pfirm the native status of
the Eagle Owl in Britain’. The BOU apparently think differently. So far as
they are concerned ‘recent’ or ‘historic’ meanst thialy the last 200 years can
be taken as the criteria for this status— thusnsgtéy ruling out the Beaver
Castor fiber(extinct in Medieval times — i.e. by the"1&.) and LynxLynx lynx
(extinct by the end of the®1C. and not mentioned in ‘historical’ texts, as a
former native). And yet the Beaver has already beeently reintroduced to
Scotland, and the Lynx is being considered as é&x¢ possible ‘reintroduction’.
We would dearly like to know why mammals and biagds treated differently in
this respect and we suggest that for the sakeiehtdtc accuracy, Stewart’s
interpretation of a ‘native species’ is the moceeptable one.

Eagle Owls in Fennoscandia are often found in eooifs taiga consisting
mainly of open pine forests and plentiful bogs. Bhitain this is a habitat only
found in the Scottish Highlands, and it is therefbere where we would expect
to find Eagle Owls establishing themselves to aegree in the Middle Ages,
with perhaps smaller concentrations in England wheature semi-open oak
woods existed interspersed with rocky heather oladrlands and open glades
such as those found in the New Forest. By andeldhgse habitats only
occurred naturally in Northern England and the Bewt Uplands of Scotland
and we feel it is no coincidence that it is in theee areas described that most
apparently authentic records of probable wild E&Qds are currently coming
from — possibly aided by the westerly spread ofl&&wIs attributed to the
successful Scandinavian/European reintroductiograrames.

We know that the landscape changes described diaaa profound affect on
Britain’s larger mammals, the predators in paracul From Medieval times
much of Britain was transformed into farmland, be tpoint where today, no
‘wildwood’ survives at all. There arsome ‘ancient’ woodlands and ‘long-
existing’ woodlands, but these are but pitiful remts of former forest cover,
and in no way did the modern-day commercial corfideests compensate for
this loss. Wolf @nis lupus,BearUrsus arctosand Lynx went extinct, as did
the Beaver (no trees = no Beavers = a clue torthieament at that time!), EIk
Alces alcesWild Boar Sus scrofaAurochsBos primigeniusand TarparEquus
ferus Even Roe DeeCapreolus capreolusdisappeared. Only the smaller fry
survived, Red FoXulpes vulpesBadgerMeles meleswild CatFelis sylvestris
and Pine MarteMartes martesfor example, and it would be naive to believe
that a predatory bird as large as the Eagle Owlavbave remained unaffected.
It is more than possible that at some time or qtlheould have retreated to just
a few areas of the Highlands, or even possibly ftheé out for a time. Such
events would obviously explain the lack of harddevice of its presence as a
native species. It is hardly surprising thereftbrat British Eagle Owl records
remained sparse until people began to keep recdritie species they saw (and
often shot) around them. We believe that the dcare will now show, mark
that period, beginning in the 17th Century,

So far as ‘escapes and deliberate releases’ frgtivitg are concerned, the
earliest officially recorded captive-breeding o€ tBuropean Eagle OvBubo
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bubo bubowe have found (Morris 1850) was in April 1849 by.NEdward
Fountaine of Easton, near Norwich who succeedecaning three owlets to
fledging. It was also reported by Hopkinson (1926)have been bred in
captivity by Chawner in 1913 as well as at Arun@zlstle, Sussex — date
unknown. In view of this it surely takes an inat#g doubting mind to ascribe
Eagle Owls recorded in the wild in Shetland andr@gk(where they were even
described as ‘considered to be permanent residegtshe Rev. F.O. Morris
writing in his ‘History of British Birds’ in 1850), as well as birds observed in
the Scottish Highlands and Northumberland, as [@ssaor releases from
captivity’. Even Cramp (1985) describes it'stsaggling to Scotland’

We therefore offer here, a few more examples (e dader) of why we believe
that contrary to the views expressed by the BOUitiRa Committee and
RSPB, there ievery reason to believe that genuine wild-origin Eaglel©
haveexisted in the past — and still exist - in Britain:

e A study of fossil evidence and more recent arclapoal records by
John Stewart (2007) of the Department of Palaeogyoht the London
Natural History Museum has clearly demonstrated tha Eagle Owl
existed in Britain as long ago as 700,000 yearsutin to the last Ice
Age (ending ¢.10,000 years ago) and then into thledene (i.e. the last
10,000 years) and possibly into the Mesolithic 00,8 5,500 years BP
(Bramwell & Yalden 1988). Palaeontologists suchlalsn Stewart and
Dr. Derek Yalden apparently have no problem in mw®reng fossil and
archaeological remains as relevant to the debate wbhat does or does
not constitute a native species, and Yalden (12983gorically states
“The end of the last (Devensian, in Britain) glaton was a
climatically complicated event, This period, alwdnown aghe Late
Glacial ...... is nevertheless an important one for thistory of
mammals in Britain and indeed elsewhere in Europe

* The afore-mentioned Rev. Morris (Morris 1850) whiongelf hailed
from Nafferton in the East Riding of Yorkshire, pides accounts of
three Eagle Owils killed in that county; one shofl@24 at Horton, near
Bradford; one caught in a wood in Harrogate in 18&8#d another shot
in the woods of Clifton Castle, Bedale, Yorkshineli845. He was also
told of another one by the Rev. R.P. Alington, vthweas ‘taken’ in the
parish of Stainton le Vale, in Lincolnshire in 184Blorris also knew of
others met with in Kent, Sussex, Devon, Suffolkriaum, Derbyshire
(several near Melbourne east of Burton-on-Trend, @ame at Shardlow,
near Derby in 1928), and even one in Hampsteadddonn 1845 —
surely an escape (from the Zoo???). Cruciallytrebke records came
beforeFountaine’s reported first breeding in 1849. Amottecord from
Morris which provides a possible insight into howagie Owls might
arrive in Britain from Scandinavia and Europe corfresn his mention
of four specimens visiting Donegal in Ireland aféegreat snow-storm
from the north-east (possibly Norway?).

* Writing about his life as a ‘shooter naturalist'tire north of Scotland in
the mid-1880’s, the notorious Charles St John (uesd by Robert
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Dougall in his Foreword to the bodk Scottish Naturalist(Atha 1982)
as ‘a naturalist with an exceptional gift for intimatemeticulous
observation, combined with an ability to write witital accuracy ...... )
said of the Eagl®©wl ‘I have known of one instance of the eagle owl
being seen in the distri¢Moray), and it was not then captured; but the
description given to me could not have appliedry ather bird. A man
described to me a large bird which he called anleagThe bird was
sitting in a fir-tree, and his attention was call&alit by the grey crows
uttering their cries of alarm and war. He went tgpthe tree, and close
above his head sat a great bird, with large staryegjow eyes, as bright
(so he expressed) as two brass buttons. The mapestao pick up a
stone or stick, and the bird dashed off the trde the recesses of the
wood, and was not seen again. The colour of i&sethe situation the
bird was in on the branch of a tall fir-tree, and remaining quiet until
the man approached so close to it, all convincetina¢ it must have
been the great owl whose loud midnight hootingtudisthe solitude of
the German forests, ......".

R, Bowdler Sharpe of the Zoological Department b& tBritish
Museum, in his bookA Handbook to the Birds of Great Britain’
(1896) writes of the Eagle Owl (then calleStrix bubo; Bubo ignavus
and Bubo maximQs'Of rare and accidental occurrenc@n Britain).
Many records doubtless refer to specimens escaped ¢onfinement,
as the bird is often kept in aviaries, and not agfrently breeds in
captivity. It is therefore difficult to determivehether the Eagle Owls
which have from time to time been recorded, haveadly wandered to
Great Britain, or have been escaped individualsom& undoubtedly
wild birds have, however, been také¢killed) in the Orkneys and
Shetland Isles, on the mainland of Scotland, andsome parts of
England;so that there can be no doubt that the bird occemlly visits
us from the Continerit

The famous ornithologist T.A. Coward (1919) in Hisscription of the
Eagle Owl wroteé The northern birds migrate in winter, and probably
those which reach the Orkneys, Shetlands and $cbdae wanderers
from Scandinavia’

Writing in what was once regarded as the ‘bible’ & serious British
ornithologists — The ‘Handbook of British Birds’(1946) Bernard
Tucker commenced the Eagle Owl section with thedadrarge size
and long conspicuous ear-tufts distinguishfriim all other British
owls’ (our emphasis and in theDistribution section the revered Harry
Witherby states: - ‘@Gat Britain. ‘Very rare vagrant. Being frequentl
kept in captivity suspicion rests upon a good mamgorded
occurrences’. We have no problem with this latter cautionarmnaek.
All of us agree that Eagle Owls have and do est@pe captivity from
time to time, but this does not mean thaery individual observed and
recorded in history can be placed into this catggoiFor instance
Witherby goes on to list Yorkshire, Lincolnshire, xfOrdshire,
Derbyshire, Shropshire, Sussex, Hampshire, DorBetyon — and
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significantly, once again the Shetlands, Orkneys Argyll - as places
where this species had been recorded in the wdlding ‘a good many
others recorded as seen’, suggesting that the sthad been ‘taken’,
i.e. shot by collectors.Their co-author H.F.C. Jourdain even describes
the food taken by this birigch Britain , i.e.The only British records refer

to rabbits and water voles’.

e The renowned and much respected ornithologist Jdfisteer, in his
new text for ‘Thorburn’s Birds’ (1974) wrote of thE&agle Owl
‘Generally resident with a tendency to wander. elyware vagrant to
England and Scotland, October — May'.

» To bring such records into the present day, we he&adno further than
the new edition ofCollins Bird Guide’ (2010) (written by four of the
most respected ornithologists of the day, and didby the Natural
History Book Service as its best seller) which lsagn no need to
change its entry for the Eagle Owl from that ofwtsrding in its 1999
edition i.e.“Only a handful of genuine (our emphasisyecords in
Britain, all in the 1" Century’.

There are other examples we could quote, with 1hede again being before
there were any records of the breeding of thisispea captivity, and, dating
from as far back as 1684 (for a full list see TRE@04). Significantly, 5 of these
were of birds seen or ‘taken’ on either Shetlan@dkney.

This we would have thought should be more than gndavidence’ to allow
even the most blinkered of eyes to accept tmanigration from Scandinavia
and Europe has taken place from time to time amchgeent residency is more
than possibleYet the BOU RBBP, the committee which has the Vestd on
which category birds seen in Britain are placegeaps to have disregarded this
evidence when deciding in which category to pldee Eagle Owl. In 1996,
having carried out what they termiegh extensive review of the 90 or so reports
of this species since 1684they concluded unanimously thahany of the
descriptions (where available) were not adequaterave that the eagle owl
was the species concerned. Of those where the @mmnaccepted the
identification as eagle owl, members were equaltjted in believing (our
emphasis}that the possibility of escapes and releases caoldbe dismissed’
They therefore removed the Eagle Owl from its fari@ategory B status i.e.
‘Species which were recorded in an apparently ahtiate at least once up to
31 December 1949, but have not been recorded sudasiy] and placed it in
Category E -‘Species which have been recorded as introductioassportees
or escapees from captivity, and whose British breegdopulations (if any) are
thought not to be self sustaining’. However, thegnwiurther, placing it in
Category E* - ‘Species in Category E which have been recordedeasing
with their own kind, and knowar presumedto have originated from a captive
origin’. Species on Category E or E* form no part of the Btish List. In
defence of their decision the RBBP went on to sHyete is no evidence that
this species has occurred in the wild state inddnitand Ireland for over 200
years’.
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We would respectfully ask “on what scientificallygped basis was thiselief
based?” What evidence did they have of possibbtivea origin of the birds
recorded? If we ‘ordinary’ birdwatchers ‘beliewee have seen a non-native
species in the wild in Britain, will the RBBP singphccept it? We think not!
More likely they will turn it down on the same bmsis their refusal to accept
unringed, unjessed Eagle Owls observed to be brgadi Britain in suitable
habitat and behaving like wild birds, as possibilel Wwirds? i.e. “ltcould be an
escape or deliberately released bird” which seenisave become their stock
answer to this question when it concerns an Eagle @ this is the case, why
then do they happily include on the British L&ategory A —‘Species which
have been recorded in an apparently natural stdeast once since 1 January
1950, the Eurasian Scops OwWkus scopsNorthern Hawk OwiSurnia ulula
Tengmalm’s OwlAegolius funereusnd Snowy OwBubo scandiaca all of
which are kept and bred in captivity in Britaindthatter extremely commonly)
and have been recorded ‘in the wild state’ lessnothan the Eagle Owl since
January 1950? To refer to the Tengmalm’s Owl aase in point, the famous
Hancock Museum in Newcastle lists two specimenshif species in their
collection, both ‘taken’ in the north-east of Engla— a bird shot at Rothbury,
Northumberland in 1849, just twenty miles from tRerth Sea, and another
shot at Whitburn, Tyne & Wear, in 1848ght on the coast —very unlikely
habitat for this forest-haunting owl we would hat®ught. We therefore
remain puzzled as to why a dumpy, short-winged isgesuch as this, is
apparently readily accepted as a genuine ‘selfgileqy immigrant, while a
powerful long-winged bird like the Eagle Owl is eeded as a virtual
impossibility in the same context. The truth i€ present European distribution
of the Eagle Owl, is now much nearer to Britainnthbat of the Tengmalm'’s
Owl! Isn’t this an indicator that theal concern is the Eagle Owl’s size and its
prowess as a hunter, rather than the possibildiyiths an alien species??

Category Ais where we contend the Eagle Owl rightfully bejsn

We also contend that far from there being no proremords of wild-origin
Eagle Owils in Britain, they have actually been rded since 1684, with c.20
records coming from the T'8C. and 19 C. alone. We do agree with the BOU
that someof these records were poorly documented and rathgue — but we
would stressnot all! To suggest this is we believe, ludicrous.

The west coast of Norway (a stronghold of the gdies some 350km from
Shetland, and c.400km from the Scottish mainlartd¢chvat first glance seems
a very long way for such a heavy bird to travelowdver, anyone who has
witnessed at first hand the majestic wing and gidoowers of this bird could
surely have no doubts about its ability to makehstrossings — a fact accepted
by the late, great Chris Mead of the BTO, as wsllRoy Dennis, former
Highlands Officer for the RSPB, who knows the bivdll. What is more, the
low wing-loadings (0.71) of the gigantic Eagle Oavid that of the tiny Scops
Owl are virtually the same and indicate a high lefdlight efficiency as well
as the Eagle Owl’s ability to glide easily and fipwly for long periods at a
time (Mikkola 1983). The Scops Owl does in fativa in Britain from time to
time without ever being questioned as a genuineavagnor should it be, for
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one individual even made it to Papa Westray, Orkne}Q96). If a Scops Owl
can make it to Orkney, why should anyone doubtahnaEagle Owl can?

We might also add that the much quoted Cramp (1888%elf describes the
flight of the Eagle Owl as beingowerful and fast and resembling that of a
diurnal raptor such as the Common Buzzard. It @so soar on rising
thermal’s’ — behaviour observed and recorded by the late ik&edford (a
man who knew his birds well) over a Scottish wood 947 - a bird apparently
in breeding display - but described by modern-dagrists asan obvious case
of misidentification’(presumably a BuzzaBlteo butep

A clue to a possible reason why observations oflee@yvls have seemingly
increased in recent decades came when the Trushwased in the filming of
‘The Return of the Eagle Owl'shown on BBC Television’$Natural World’
series on 18 and 28' November 2005 Following the showing of the film, our
producer, Fergus Beeley received reports, backeboyyphotographs, of Eagle
Owls resting temporarily on North Sea Oil Platformgich are of course a
comparatively new phenomenon, no doubt making tleeessful crossing of
the North Sea even more possible.

We would also add that following the appearanc@raft representatives with
an Eagle Owl on ‘Schofield’s Quest’ (ITV) in 199 @ bid to obtain further

records of wild Eagle Owils in Britain) we too regsd similar reports of Eagle
Owls resting on North Sea Oil Platforms (includmme in 1981 which lived on

a platform for one month, feeding on Starlirfgfernus vulgari@nd pigeons).

However, we have always treated these reports edthion in the absence of
photographic proof, since it is well known that thery much smaller, but
similar in appearance Long-eared OMdio otus is prone to do this during its
regular nomadic movements between Britain and tbati@ent. However,

whether this species would be powerful enough tothally take adult pigeons
(presumably lost racing pigeons) is altogether lagoimatter, so a genuine
immigrant Eagle Owl does seem the most likely amswe

It is also worth noting that France, the Netherkatwhere it had never occurred
before) and Belgium (from where it had gone extimc1983), all now have
breeding Eagle Owls and are a mere stone’s throaydawm southern and
eastern England - well within the capabilities ofliapersing Eagle Owl. The
Dutch birds first arrived in 1997 and were believedhave come from Belgium
and Germany (where its population had been reiatbedter almost dying out).
We were somewhat surprised to find this so-calledderness’ specialist
settling in Europe’s most densely populated (andy vigat!) country, and
evidently breeding quite happily in working quasrie lieu of its favoured cliffs
— thus shattering the myth that it shuns the cfos&imity of Man! By 2007
there was an estimated 7 pairs breeding in Hollartdstudies suggest that the
number of available quarry nest sites will in tinel,edecree how many pairs can
ultimately nest successfully in that country — ssten for British legislators to
learn. Food and nest site availability will alssntrol the numbers Britain can
hold — without any need for ‘management’.
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Coincidently, following a television debate on thtatus of Eagle Owils in
Britain (‘North Country’, BBC ‘North East’, 1983he Trust received a letter
from Flight Lieutenant R.R. Gee D.F.C. (Ret'd) wipooted this entry from his
personal flying log written in July 1950 when heswilying his Anson aircraft

out of RAF Usworth, at Kirkwall, Orkney: “We landed at Kirkwall at 4.05

hours and left the aircraft on the hard standinQn approaching a wire fence
on the way to the Mess | noticed a large bird pettlon a post. It definitely
had the face of an owl, but my reactions weres‘itoo big for an owl’. When |
was some 20 yards away it took off, flying very &owd with a wing-span of
some 5 feet. | then realised that it could onlyameEagle Owl. Plumage |
recall was golden brown”He ends by sayinfrhat it was an Eagle Owl | have
no doubt”. An escaped captive-bred bird on Orkney? We thimtk

In answer to the people who question why the EQgiedoes not appear in
British folklore, and as a further indication oktbccurrence of the bird in
Shetland and Orkney we would refer the readeradsitottish Natural Heritage
‘Gaelic Dictionary’ available on: -
http://www.snh.org.uk/gaelic/dictionary/list.aspi$st A&end=1&lang=E

which lists the Barn Owl as thedilleach-oidhchemeaning ‘old woman of the
night’, and significantly, another owl referred &s the‘cailleach-oidhche
mhor’- the ‘big old woman of the night’. It's name? The Eagle [OWVe
therefore ask what we consider a perfectly readenaiestion - “If this bird
wasn’'t a familiar sight on Orkney and Shetland (gmabksibly the Outer
Hebrides) why was it given a Gaelic name and inetlieh the dictionary? And
before anyone asks, yes the Barn Owl does sometaime® in the Northern
Isles, and so far as these records are concernedowle also add that we are
totally unaware of anyone ever keeping and breedapgive owls on Orkney or
Shetland now or in the past, but if anyone canembrus on this we would of
course be glad to hear from them and acknowledgeniake.

We would also ask why, if Eagle Owls were not presn past times, the Scots
Gaelic, Manx ‘Hullad vooar’), Welsh (Tylluan fawr’; Tylluan eryraidd’;
Cornish (oula bras’ and possiblyerula’) and Irish Gaelic ‘(i-ulchabhan’)
languages all have words for it?

All this surely refutes the regular claim made hg tdoubters’ that the Eagle
Owl is predominantly sedentary and so large andnhehat it would be

incapable of crossing the North Sea or Channelri@iB - completely ignoring

the fact that ringed juvenile Eagle Owls have b&®mwn to disperse widely (up
to 480km. and surmounting 300m. mountain rangesjsacEurope e.g. in the
Swiss Alps (Aebischer et al 2005), and have regentdved from Germany and
Poland and started to breed in the NetherlandBaitgium. It is quite true that
established territorial pairs, if undisturbed aminolested, usually pair for life
and maintain territory. However, this sedentaryewour of settled adults does
not mean that the same is true for dispersing jle®nAs Mebs (1992) and
Glutz & Bauer (1980) have stated (in Voous 1998)ung ringed at the nest
move over 100km. as a rule, and some have turned digtances of 200km or
more. In years of food scarcity individuals froine ihorthern-most populations
wander south over considerable distances’Aebischer (2009) comments
“During dispersal, some young Eagle Owls can cowaveral hundred
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kilometres before settling, visiting many differplaces, habitats and regions”,
and“high mountain ridges apparently represent no sesmbstacles to juvenile
dispersal in this speciesNe conclude that wide-scale dispersal is an essénti
component of Eagle Owl population dynamics in th&\NAlps and this spatial
dimension should be accounted for in the developimeh any conservation

policy’.

We hope these examples will once and for all pultetd the myth of ‘sedentary’
Eagle Owls being unlikely/unable to reach BritaiVe could give more, but
feel that those given should be enough to convamgefair-minded reader.

We have also noted the failure of the ‘doubters’mention the increasing
occurrences of Snowy Owls — now confirmed as yeaitlar heavyBubo
(Eagle) owl species — in places as far from itstidrbome as Cornwall, the
Scillies and Tory Island, Donegal! It is also norgular in the Outer Hebrides
and we have yet to hear of any claims that allelresords ‘probably’ refer to
‘escapes or deliberate releases’. Why the diffeg@n

The possibility that Eagle Owls might sometimes endkover to Britain when
they disperse from their natal territories in Séaadia or Europe might well be
supported by a paper due to appear in ‘British 8ind April 2010. Evidently
an autopsy and a stable isotope analysis of featlfezinforced by an
examination of the bird’s moult patterns) were iearrout by Dr Andrew Kelly
on a juvenile Eagle Owl found as a road casualtyhatford, Norfolk in 2009.
This examination revealed that the bird’s juverféathers had a very low
2H/1H ratio which was significantly different frote new ‘adult’ feathers,
suggesting that the bird had originated in an angathe same very low 2H/1H
signatures. Comparisons with feathers from Noraagl the Netherlands, as
well as those from known escapes from captivitygasts that such readings
correspond with those found in Scandinavia, sugggsbut not conclusively
proving that the bird may well have made it to &riton its own.

At the end of the day it is probable that the coversy of whether Eagle Owls
ever (or have ever) crossed over the North Seadedawill continue to rage
until the definitive proof of a Fennoscandian/Ewap-ringed bird is found in
the UK., and although Adrian Abischer (pers.comri®Ofeels that owing to
the paucity of Eagle Owl ringing undertaken in Epag@nd Fennoscandia, it is
unlikely that a ringed Eagle Owl from these conitsewill ever be found in
Britain, we are still hopeful that the all-importakuropean/Scandinavian-
ringed bird will appear sooner rather than latedt &inally put this contentious
issue to rest. Until then, given that stable ipetoratio analysis (first used more
than 70 years ago by geologists and geochemistade geomorphic pathways
and palaeo-climatology) is now widely used in thelds of archaeology,
anthropology, palaeo-ecology and contemporary ggoto study physiology,
trophic level determination (important in the cuntrdebate), the tracing of food
webs and prey selection (Duxbury & Holroyd 1997 twope that when it
appears, Dr. Kelly’'s paper will throw more light dme possibility of natural
immigration.
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Some people have questioned whether Dr Kelly'os®tanalysis results could
indicate that this was actually an escaped exdBritaptive bird which had been
fed on food obtained and imported from Scandinawde have explored this
possibility, and while such food imports do takaga from the Netherland and
Belgium, so far as we have been able to asceltteire tare no such suppliers in
Scandinavia. If anyone knows different, we woull fleased to hear from
them, but in the meantime we rule out this hypdthes

RECENT HISTORY

The Trust’s first breakthrough came 1883 when pair of Eagle Owls with 2
young were reported to us near Dunkeld (P.Shepaits.com). ***. At first we
had doubts about this sighting since we knew the heather moors
surrounding this area were a prime site for bregpddhort-eared Owlé\sio
flammeus and we were well aware that from above, one e$ehbirds flying
below you can look deceptively big to the untrairege. We therefore invited
the observers to our home and asked them (with®@caompanying them) to
try and identify the species they had seen as cmedpa any of the 5 regular
British owl species we had on view (including Sheated Owls). In no time at
all they were back, pointing out the European Ed@lels as the species in
question, with the commefitVell look at those eyes and the size of them. You
can't really mistake them for any of the others gau”! Still somewhat
sceptical we then asked for a full description dfatvthey had actually seen.
Evidently two adult birds, one much bigger than d¢kteer — thus ruling out both
Short-eared and Long-eared Owls - were seen orgithend adjacent to a
forested area, with two well-grown but only hal&fieered youngsters next to
them. As the observers moved closer, the largegheftwo adults suddenly
spread its wings and glowered at them wiithg erected ear tufts and hissing
and snapping its bill — the classic defence postéira female Eagle Owl with
young under threat. In these circumstances a -®aoeid Owl would have taken
wing and circled the intruders, barking with itstdictive alarm call. Nor could
the tiny ear tufts of that species ever be desdrds‘long’ — hence its common
name. We were finally convinced! Frustratingly,emhwe travelled up to the
site to try and find the birds for ourselves wdef@ito locate them, even though
we knew we were in the right area — but our workPerthshire had begun,
though not as yet in earnest!

*** N.B. We now believe that a report given to usaround this time, of a
pair with an owlet in Sutherland (quoted in some of our past
correspondence and publications), probably referredo this record, with
the location misidentified.

Unfortunately, our enquiries in Perthshire from rthen into 1994 were

frustrating to say the least. Although in the wab90’s our patron Lord
Forteviot and the local CLA representative both egaws introductions to
landowners with large estates, enabling us to ehtlt their agents, tenants,
foresters and gamekeepers, we were (perhaps umlgably) unable to
persuade any of them to divulge firm evidence afl&@®wl presence on their
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land — though the way they carefully evaded givatwgay any exact locations
after first admitting that thegtid know of their whereabouts, convinced us that
almost certainly we were on the right trail! Oresrgekeeper even went so far as
to admit that a pair of Eagle Owls were indeed gme®sn his beat, but since he
had been instructed by his employer to ‘get ridlefm’ and hadn’t done so
because he admired the birds, he was now afraidceéd lose his job and
home if his employer found out because of our emegli However, our
suspicions were probably right, for in the yeaddaing our Dunkeld report
(1983) the BOU later reported what they believedhéathe first ever recorded
breeding of the Eagle Owl in the UK (Melling et. 2008, Toms 2009) when in
1984a pair attempted to breed in a quarry in Moray &riNdess than 50 miles
away from our location. Sadly, their single eggvi@nd broken.

In actual fact the claim that this was the firsbm recorded breeding attempt
by Eagle Owils in Britain, was incorrect. This evead occurred much earlier —
in 1941 - when a pair attempted to breed near the Lochowfes, Talnotry,
Galloway, in April 1941 (Watson 1988). Althoughwias reported that these
birds might have been escaped individuals, no éurithformation was given to
enlarge on this, possibly making this the firsteca$ British Eagle Owl ex-
captive status ‘supposition’!

The pair in Moray & Nairn did however manage tedu successfully ih985
rearing a single owlet having moved to a differguarry. Despite this success,
disappointment was to follow when the breeding nvede killed on a road in
that September. Although the breeding female reedhim the area for the
following ten years to 1995, she failed to findewnmate and subsequently laid
infertile clutches in at least seven of those yedrkis breeding could possibly
be the birds sometimes reported as ‘nesting oiBthek Isle’, but we could be
wrong.

The next news we received of Eagle Owls breedinthenUK actually came
from England, when inl993 just before the final demise of the Scottish
breeding pair, attention switched to the Peak Ristwhere a clutch of 4
deserted eggs had been found by fieldworkers ingtendale just north of
Glossop. Sightings of Eagle Owls continued in twaa throughout that year
and again in2000 and 2001, giving credence to the possibility of successful
breeding taking place unseen in that area, buttrétusgly, without any
confirmation. Interestingly a sick bird was foutlere five years later iB006

so the alternative possibility arises that thisvitial could have been a solitary
female which had been resident in the area fop#st 13 years.

It was Scotland’s turn again when a lone male, ipbsthe owlet from the 1985
Moray nest was resident in the Loch Ruthven areinweérnesshire between
1996 -1998just 20 miles away from the former breeding diat, was not seen
after 1998. Intriguingly, the BOU Rare Bird BreegliPanel record a different
(?) male bird elsewhere in the Highlands holdingty in 1997 — 1998, with
calling being heard between January — March 196d, aa nest scrape being
found inJanuary 1998.
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By far the most exciting development in England eam1997when 3 owlets
fledged successfully from a nest in North Yorkshilge adults having been
present since at leas996 A second nesting attempt was also made by another
pair. It soon became clear that the female of teeding pair was undoubtedly
an ‘escapee’ or deliberately released former capbivd since when she first
arrived she was wearing the remains of jesses drben legs. However, the
male had no such appendages and could well haveabgenuine wild bird. He
certainly had no problem in preying on the multitedis Rabbits which
abounded near the nest area. It is always postibiethe he may well have
originated from an undetected successful breedinthe Peak District before
moving up to the Yorkshire site via Bowland and théorkshire
Dales/Nidderdale moorlands. In the light of whatswo happen, this is by no
means impossibility.

This pair was resident for the following ten yeansd interestingly went largely
unknown and unseen to all but a few people througtios entire period, thus
confirming the elusive character of a bird the laynexpects to stick out like a
sore thumb — and despite the fact that they sueckrdraising no less than 23
owlets successfully in all that time! Results pear were as follows: - 1993.-
1998 -2, 1999 -2, 2000 -3, 2001 -0, 2002 -3, 2003 3, 2004 4, 2005 -3,
2006 —0. The lack of breeding success in 2001 is easipjagned — this was
‘Foot & Mouth’ year when access restrictions methiat the usual surveillance
and policing of the nest could not be carried outhich gives food for thought
as to the possibility of these magnificent predaturviving long-term in face
of continuing bird of prey persecution.

From 1999 — 200Za male held territory in Warwickshire (RBBP) angdalin
2002 two more birds were reported, one from Norfolk &hd other in the
Highlands.

Elsewhere, in England, a strange case of a paiingesn a balcony at Hatfield
Country Club, Hertfordshire iB002(Toms 2009) seems bizarre in the extreme,
and even we cannot imagine these birds being af-avigin! No results are
given regarding this attempt or the ultimate fdtéhe birds themselves.

From Scotland came the news that the RBBP hadveteecords of a single
bird seen at an unspecified site in Ma&flv3 and what was possibly the same
bird was reported at a nearby site that August.

Back in Englandn 2003 the established Yorkshire pair fledged three young
Toms also reports a nest with 3 eggs on a rockgroptat a private site near
Harrogate, Yorkshire. Evidently these eggs weraoned and placed in an
incubator (surely an illegal act?) but proved tardertile. This seems likely to
have been due to the absence of a male, since asaever seen at the site.
The female was apparently helped by the supplyihgupplementary food.
This evidently solitary bird could well have origied from the successful
North Yorkshire pair (just c.25 miles away), andymell give a pointer to the
origin of birds which later turned up in Bowlandaricashire
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In 2004 two Eagle Owls were reported in a county in sadkt England, one
for three days from 3dJanuary, and the other for one day in mid-Maypa
reported from this county might relate to theseviadials (RBBP).

The regular Yorkshire pair reared 4 owlets, and quee of the pair reported in
S.E. England in 2003 was present in the same angih April, but then
disappeared. At another site a single bird was,see

2004 heralded an exciting breakthrough in the NoftlEngland when several
Eagle Owls were reported from the Forest of Bowlandlancashire, just 45
miles south of the North Yorkshire breeding sitehds been suggested that
Eagle Owls had in fact been resident in the Fooé€owland since the late
1990’s having been released after their owner tiethem, though there is no
proof for this claim. Nor is there any truth iretbong-standing claim that one
of the owls from the subsequent breeding pair veas $0 be wearing falconers
jesses on one leg. If the story of their origiririge, then the current breeding
pair could be second, or even third generation etesents from those birds,
though the possibility of them being some of thésming (and therefore
siblings) from the prolific Yorkshire pair is certyy more feasible.
Confirmation via the presence of a BTO ring woulel meeded before this
possibility could be answered satisfactorily and sueh evidence has so far
been forthcoming, the mantra being to leave thashstrictly alone to hopefully
breed undisturbed.

In 2005 Eagle Owls were again reported from S/E Englanthiee different
counties. One record was of a single bird heailinga plus a resident
territorial pair which was broken up when one oerth was captured in
September and placed in a zoo (surely anothemrillagt unless this individual
was known for certain to be of captive origin?)thwihe other member of the
pair subsequently ‘disappearing’. Another reporma@ned two single birds
seen in December, while the third county recorddateeding pair raising 2
owlets successfully (Toms states 3 owlets from tisen’ England, which we
presume refers to the same nest but with a difereri opinion regarding the
number of owlets raised). Could the two ‘singlesported in the second county
have been these two youngsters dispersing?

In Eastern England Eagle Owls were present at ti@e, swith at least two birds
being involved.

Also in 2005 three single Eagle Owls were recorded from twonties in
central England, one of them being a weak birdo@ptive?) taken into care,
and in the same county a second bird was present @©ctober/November.
Sadly, one of the 2004 owlets from the Yorkshirestngas found dead under
power lines in Shropshire (and even more sadlywlais to prove the last year
this prolific pair were to breed together (see bglo

In March 2005 it was rumoured that a nest had lhe@md in a Bowland valley,
from which a clutch of 4 eggs may have been remokiedvever, once again
we have no proof of this.
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2006seems to have been the year when Eagle Owl sighbiagan to become
more common.Significantly, the BOU Rare Breeding Birds Pareglorted that
they had received a total of no less than ten E@&glé reports from seven
separate areas, including two pairs (no doubt ttwkshire and Bowland pairs)
and an unmated female which laid eggs (not knowthed/NOT). All of these
records were either in northern or central England southern Scotland, the
past history demonstrating that two of these ave&® once the heartlands for
Eagle Owils in Britain, along with Shetland and Gakn We therefore believe
(but cannot prove) that some of these sightinghtigell have been of genuine
wild birds, very possibly some of the Yorkshire pgu

2006 finally saw the big break-through we had beaiting for in Bowland. A
pair of Eagle Owls finally took up territory in theame valley they had
frequented for the past two years, and hopes wigtethat at last there would
be a proven successful nest

It was not to be. The birds’ presence first cambgtat on 14 April when large
pellets and downy feathers were found scattereagadostony escarpment in a
rocky gorge. A quick search revealed a nest oratalédge situated on a rock
face. It contained 4 eggs, alas cold. No aduéieevgeen. This was worrying,
for in the weeks previous, contractors had ereatstbck fence directly above
what had proved to be the nest site and it wasfe#nat this had possibly
caused the female to desert, for no adult birdsewasen. On 24 April
confirmation that this was indeed an Eagle Owlsitiery, came when what
was judged to be a male bird was spotted watcHiegfieldworkers from a
Rowan tree in another gully. By this time the desbieggs had been removed
for analysis as it was hoped to find out whether ¢iggs had been laid by a
single female, or whether they were fertile. K tlatter was the case, it would
of course prove that@air was in the territory. The egggere indeedfertile.

On 29 June a lone fieldworker taking a look arotinel area, was suddenly
attacked by a pair of Eagle Owls, the female givingrucksack a hefty blow

which nearly toppled him over! Such aggressiveaveur could only mean

one of two things — somewhere nearby at least anetevas hiding, or the bird

was upset because someone or something had rerheve@ung. This was

more or less confirmed when an empty nest scrape laGated some yards
away. The fieldworker quickly left the birds ingmee, not wishing to cause any
more disturbances, and in the hope that an owl&s} somewhere near.

Three weeks later the female was seen again, aselroare gave an impressive
threat display before being attacked by a juveRigegrine which eventually
forced her to leave. That she was still acting thay after three weeks, was
again suggestive that she still had young hiddanesdhere. Unfortunately,
despite their strong suspicions that this had bleercase, the fieldworkers were
unable to confirm that any owlet had fledged susit#ly from the second nest.

However, that nesting had already occurred bef@¥@62vas suggested when
the decomposed body of a dead Eagle Owl was fondéruvhat appeared to
be an old stick nest made on the edge of a smaltimad by another species —
possibly a Buzzard.
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2007 in Bowland brought success when 3 owlets fledgextessfully from a
clutch of 4 eggs, all three being BTO ringed. Thriseding success was greeted
as a triumph by those involved with the bird’s pation, and the news soon hit
the Birdwatching and media headlines, creatingadlpm of disturbance to the
birds themselves, and public safety for the landeranUnited Utilities, due to
the determination of some selfish people to gedeslap views of the owls from
a public footpath. Some of them were foolish erota take their dogs with
them, with one unbelievably using his dog as ae’lun the hope of getting
close-ups of any resulting attacks! Needless yo thee media had a field day
when news of these attacks unfortunately hit thedlrees, and inevitably, the
‘anti-Eagle Owl’ brigade’ were quick to jump on thand-wagon in order to
stress the dangers of Eagle Owils at large in tlitesBrcountryside (see below,
THE EFFECT OF NEGATIVE PUBLICITY) . Fortunately the nest was put
on a monitoring watch and the owlets fledged sw&fadlg at the end of June
and were BTO ringed.

Intriguingly a second nest containing 4 eggs, tvidhem broken, was also
reputed to be that of an Eagle Owl, having beendgust half-mile away from
the successful nest. However, there was no sigimpfowls so the mystery of
whether two pairs were actually present in theeyallas remained unresolved.
What is certain is that there were reports of Eagle Owlsother areas of
Bowland, so hopes were high that this initial sssoc&ould be the precursor for
a small breeding population — possibly becominge\eenue earner for local
businesses and traders, as well as a ‘Mecca’ fbtawers and researchers. If it
could work for Ospreys, it was reasoned that itld¢aurely work for such
equally charismatic birds as Eagle Owls.

In 2007 another pair's behaviour elsewhere in NarthEngland strongly
suggested that they had young nearby (RBBP).

2008continued the success story in Bowland with 2 csMigtdging from a nest

again with 4 eggs, and the suspicion that more thanbirds were present in

the valley, possibly at least one of them bein@st lear’'s youngster? The
failure of two of the eggs remains a mystery, batld have been caused by
contamination following the marking of the eggstwa felt tip pen by the

police, ostensibly to try and deter egg collector®nce again, the owlets
(believed to be a male and a female) were BTO dnge

The year was marked by what seemed to be goodrewtion that at least one
other pair had bred successfully elsewhere in Boglaand overall, Melling
et.al. (2008) suggested that Eagle Owls were maintaa small presence in at
least Northern and Central England, and perhaouthern Scotland, with a
maximum of three pairs nesting in any one year.

2009 saw the World Owl Trust becoming more closely imeal with the
Bowland Eagle Owl story, due to problems arisingween the parties
connected with the conservation of birds of preBowland. These problems
had arisen for a variety of reasons, but one ofmtlencerned last year's
marking of the Eagle Owl eggs. As stated, this Wasight to be a possible
reason for the failure of 50% of that clutch.



24

Following the failure of the owl’s first attempin(February/March) to breed in
2009 when 3 eggs were deserted due to disturbag=an(believed to have
been caused by a police search for the nest ir twdeark the eggs), relations
between the parties had reached a new low. Mareetos had been expressed
when a new nest with 2 eggs was found nearby, tegks/later. Two meetings
were hastily called in a bid to get assurancestthatime the nest would be left
strictly alone until any resultant owlets were @dough to ring. It is well
known that the European Eagle Owl, big as it iyes/ prone to desert its nest
if it is disturbed at the incubation/early broodistage (as had evidently
happened at the first nest). The Trust was extnegaretious that the pair should
not fail again, for this could have resulted in lpadlicity for the UU Estate if
the birds deserted again and perhaps left theyatérely as an unsafe place to
breed. This procedure was finally agreed and aleirowlet fledged in
May/June after being BTO ringed. Although we weteased at this minor
success after the initial disaster, there was asing concern about the evident
downward trend in owlet production over the threarg of breeding, (i.e. 3,2,1)

This descending production rate is certainly natil¢o a lack of prey. Rabbits
still abound, as do gulls and corvids. The Trastéfore hopes that 2010 will
not only see the downward trend reversed, butalsetter working relationship
engendered between the interested parties.

Once again reports (and sightings by the fieldwakeame in of Eagle Owl
presence in other parts of Bowland and we woulddrg surprised if one or
two pairs of these were not breeding. Our estirohtihe possible number of
breeding pairs in Bowland would be c.3.

At the other breeding site in Northern Englandrehe@as more success with
three owlets fledging successfully, but with mongtsuspicions that they were
not welcome in some quarterdgain this site is bordered by a Grouse moor!

As we write (end of January/early Februa§l0 the regular pair are back in

their Bowland valley and already showing signs @ihlg in breeding mode, and
the northern pair are also holding territory.

THE EFFECT OF NEGATIVE PUBLICITY

In November 2006 the Yorkshire breeding pair mem above were the
subjects of a very fine filMTrhe Return of the Eagle Owl{(Spider Films, BBC
TV) in which the World Owl Trust was proud to bevaived. The film
included an extremely well balanced debate froriigdRoy Dennis, former
Highlands Officer for the RSPB and now a much retgue freelance
conservation consultant with a wealth of knowledgebirds of prey and owls
as well as a host of other species. Roy went tatdeagths to explore the pro’s
and con’s of Eagle Owls breeding in Britain and eamnt very firmly on the
side of the Eagle Owl being a legitimate memberoaf fauna with the
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capability of arriving on our shores without asamte from Man. Quite rightly
he also drew attention to the basic truth that q@d predate, this, in his own
words beingdjust nature”. Nobody in their right mind would dispute such a
sentiment but because not everyone agrees, wedisdluss this matter more
fully later undelTHE EAGLE OWL AS A PREDATOR ..

It is worth mentioning again for the benefit of seowho still consider this
species to be sedentary despite the evidence we dttampted to give to the
contrary, that all the Yorkshire-born owlets wer€@ringed, with one taking
up residence in Scotland from November 2004 int052Gand so far, three
known to have died. One hatched in 2004 had tre@elBO miles south before
being electrocuted on power lines in Shropshir@05; while another 2004
owlet was shot by a gamekeeper ¢.103 miles norBegbles, Scotland in 2006
(along with 18 Buzzards); and the third was alsot €im a shoot near Masham
in the north-east of Nidderdale, North Yorkshingstj12 miles from its natal
birth place. The fact that two were shot and oleetecuted suggests that
mortality in Britain is likely to follow that of Egle Owls in Europe and
Fennoscandia. It is also worth mentioning that @d-lorn youngsters all 23
owlets are legally classed as ‘wild’ individuals, ia any other wild-born bird
species, no matter what the origins of the paress.such they are protected
under the EU Birds Directive as well as the UK Wikl & Countryside Act
1981, which means that if the young are still deleen it is illegal to destroy
their parents, even if they are known not to bevitdd provenance. This raises
an interesting point should the Risk Assessment ingwogress, result in a call
for a cull!

We mention this for a good reason. Tragically, Bagle Owl film, instead of
being hailed as wonderful confirmation of the Ea@lel as one of Britain’s
most breathtaking breeding birds, was to haveleraonsequence

Unbelievably, a representative of the British Gralbgist’s Union stated that in
his opinion“since these birds are a non-native species andralj they are not
protected by law”. Unbelievably, when questioned further about tléswent
on to confirm thatanyone can smash their eggs or kill the birds teelnes” —
thus showing his ignorance of the Acts*** which giyprotection taall wild
birds in Britain,

*** Basically the UK Wildlife & Countryside Act 198 1 provides statutory
protection for all wild bird species in Britain and prohibits the Kkilling,
injuring, taking or selling of any wild bird or the ir nests or eggs, whether
they are native or non-native to the UK, and licenes are required for any
control measures (verified inBritish Birds 100; November 2007; 638 — 649).

Perhaps even more importantly the_EU_Bird’s Directve relates to all
naturally occurring birds in the wild WITHIN THE EU ROPEAN
TERRITORY OF THE MEMBER STATES TO WHICH THE TREATY
APPLIES (including the UK). This includes the birds themselves, their
nests, eggs and habitats. Keeping the eggs, evdnempty, and the
deliberate disturbance of birds, especially duringhe breeding and rearing
seasons, constitutes an offence.
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Horrified, the WOT and others hastily notified tBBBC of this serious error and
the statement was retracted for the second sciggeratas, too late!

These irresponsible words had obviously registaredhe mind of some
individual who wanted to see the back of the owaig] just a few weeks later, in
January 2006 the breeding female was found shot in the sternuirhe
evidence suggests that she had not been killedgbytbut because of her
injuries she had been unable to hunt. Her stomashcompletely empty and
she had ultimately succumbed from her injuries amelitable starvation,
bringing to an end what should have been one of ri@st exciting
ornithological events in Britain for years.

This was proof positive (not that proof was neejledat these birds arouse
widely differing reactions from a widely differingange of people -
unfortunately including some conservationists, sits¢s and conservation
organisations. It is also another reason why wer f& legal cull would
undoubtedly encourage a further expansion in tteadi increasing problem of
bird of prey persecution by those who wish them With the RSPB currently
calling for people to sign their ‘Bird of Prey Caaign’ petition to outlaw such
persecution, we find it difficult to understand wiiney would then be party to a
Risk Assessment which includes the possibility afudl of the Eagle Owl in
Britain.

The fate of the Yorkshire female is a classic exampwhat is likely to happen
if such a cull is sanctioned, for the perpetratiothcs deed may well have been
the same individual who smashed or removed the eggsd least three previous
occasions, once deliberately trampling a clutctpideshe owlets being almost
at the hatching stage! It is worthy of note the only year this pair failed to
rear young before the female’s death, was 2001 whenfoot and mouth
outbreak precluded the usual surveillance and ipgliof the nest. Although the
adult male lingered on and was seen copulating avilew female (probably a
daughter) in April 2006, there was no subsequeaeding before the birds
finally disappeared in 2008. A very aggressivéfjalilt to handle bird found in
Birmingham, was ringed and released in the Yorkshiesting area in May,
staying for just two days before disappearing. sTiaised the question as to
whether it was another male which had been driEbyothe resident territory
holder. With a possible 20 progeny out there soheze; it is hoped that one
day this story will have a happier ending.

We cannot leave the subject of the film withouatiely one or two incredible
statements made by participants regarding Eagles @vBritain.

“It is big, powerful, and has glaring orange eyasdacan scoop dogs, cats, deer
and even sheep off the ground.. ... " (Radio Times,in their preview of the
film).

“Eagle Owls would certainly take anything they weohtto, for example lambs,
cats and dogs and | can’t see a happy ending tdeE@yvls in Britain” (an
artist/author of a book about owls).

‘Eagle Owls mightvipe out breeding waders, Merlins, Hen Harriersddslack
and Red Grouse’RSPB representative
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“What if Eagle Owls developed a predilection for rGcrakes”. RSPB
employee in Scotland.

The latter pronouncement especially needs no futbenment from anyone
with even the slightest knowledge of predator/pedgtionships! Nor was this
the first time this particular person had giverthes benefit of his wisdom. On a
‘Wild About Britain’ blog in January 2005 following sightings of Eagle
Owls in Scotland, he was quoted as sayitigey are very adaptable when
released into the wild because they have quitesmopolitan diet, feeding on
small deer or dogs, their favourite prey being Helgogs”.

While it is perfectly true to say that this owill take Hedgehogg&rinaceus
europaeusat times, this statement and the mention of itnigkdogs suggests
more than a hint of deliberate ‘anti-Eagle Owl’ paganda in order to whip up
hysteria amongst worried dog owners and lovers eddgehogs! In Britain and
those European countries where they are abundaugt, ffrance and Spain),
Rabbits are invariably the main prey taken by Huscies and are probably the
key to their distribution in these countries. Ire t6zech Republic fieldworker
Terry Pickford has also been able to visit nestclwbontainedsmall Red Fox
Vulpes vulpesubs as prey throughout the past thirty years (edsorded by
Blodel and Barden in France (1976) — something wkebe that would be
welcomed by moorland keepers!

On the BBC News website tranuary 2005the RSPB’s Scottish representative
again pronounced thatwhile there have been sightings of European Eagle
Owls, but(there haveplso (been)others from the US{actually a single Great
Horned Owl shot in Derbyshire in 1828, and two otlmedoubted escapees in
Oxfordshire and Sheffield in 2004nhd Russia”.The latter — presumablyubo
but possibly eithesibericusor ruthenuswhich are of course other subspecies of
Bubo bubo -€ould well have been genuine immigrants). Hislfoféering was
“Evidence that the Eagle Owls are native to Brit@ind were here in the first
place is weak and tenuous. They are great birdthénright place, but that
place is not Scotland'We highlight the latter, because Graham Madge, ails
the RSPB, took a somewhat more open-minded stanae article in the Daily
Telegraph February 4 2009 following the shooting of the Yorkshire female.
Madge quite rightly saidlf they (the Eagle Owlishave been accidentally or
deliberately introduced, we should be very cautioti$ie record of introduced
species is not good and we shouldn’t do anythingelp. However, if they are
wild birds starting to colonise, then it's a naturgrocess and we should be
delighted”. At last, a sane voice, but one which at the tinfeds wondering
what exactlywas the stance of the RSPB over these increasing sgghtand
breedings. It seemed somewhat ambivalent to sag#se

THE EAGLE OWL AS A PREDATOR
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It is clear that one of the major concerns (if tiod major concern) of people
opposed to the presence of Eagle Owils in Britathigsbird’s role as a large and
powerful generalist and adaptable predator. Téisxemplified in the report
‘The Status of Scarce Non-native Birds and MamimaEngland’ by Parrott et.
al. (2008) which in Sectior8. Eagle Owl quotes the RSPB’s view that
‘Irrespective of the provenance of eagle owls, acesn over their presence in
Britain is their potential detrimental impact onettconservation status of a
range of native species through competition or ptieah’. That it fully fits our
description above is not in doubt — but of coutse a description which applies
equally to a whole raft of other predators, inchglive might add, the White-
tailed Sea Eaglélaliaeetus albicilla which has (rightly) been reintroduced to
Britain with great acclaim by the very people whe @aow expressing their
concerns about the possible effect of Eagle Owdigtiten on native fauna and
their environments! And yet in August 2009 tlse6tsman’website published
the following statement under the headiRgleasing Sea Eagles into the wild
seemed a good idea, but there is one key flaw ..y tlowe killing other rare
animals’: - “Sea Eagles reintroduced to Scotland have beeoyamj a diet that
includes threatened species such as Short-eareda@wIPuffin, a survey has
revealed. Volunteers have been examining the otsteé the nests of the giant
birds on the Western Isles over the past two yelismbers of the Outer
Hebrides Bird Group discovered that the most comfood eaten by the bird of
prey was seabirds, particularly Fulmars.

However, remains of Mountain Hare, Puffin, ShonteeaOwl, Raven and even
Red Deer were found on the nests. Fragments didamere also discovered by
the volunteers, whose findings are recorded in 88 Outer Hebrides Bird
Report, funded by Scottish Natural Heritage.

A spokesman for SNH salte was'surprised by some of the rare species in the
Sea Eagles’ diet” and went on to sayttiere are plans to carry out further
research to find out more about what they eat”.

Interestingly, in contrast with their (then) offitistatement given above, another
spokesman for the RSPB, Scotland, insisted thatitdethe above concefthe

Sea Eagles were unlikely to pose any threat topthyulations of threatened
birds such as Short-eared Owls and Puffins. AEmgle doesn’t recognise the
protection orders that are given to various othpeaies. They are opportunistic
predators. If they see an opportunity, they wijpleit it. Generally, you will see
that they take sea birds, largely Fulmars and GasineBut other species will
form part of their diet and they won’t be averseaking a few Puffinsit's part

of the balance of naturé— a statement appearing contradictory to fears over
Eagle Owl predation.

The article goes on to record the prey taken bySis@ Eagles in the study. As
well as the afore-mentioned species the followirgrenfound in the nests: -
Mackerel, Lumpsucker, Dogfish, Red Deer, Mountaardy Lambs, Brown Rat,
Raven, Short-eared Owl, Great Black-backed Guleyaig Goose and Eider
Duck.
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Also mentioned were the concerns of farmers in IGew;, Wester Ross, who
blamed the birds for the loss of 200 lambs — a gtnaometimes levelled at
Eagle Owls as potential lamb predators, most réc@mtthe Risk Assessment
itself. i.e.1.18. Q. ‘Could the organism as such, or acting as\g&ctor, cause
economic, environmental or social harm in the RislAssessment area?

A. ‘The species has been known to take livestock @palthough this appears
to be a rare occurrence (Cramp et.al. 1985 certainly is!

This possibility was in fact a concern for the Vdo®wl| Trust when we first
began our researches into the European Eagle Owlthe truth is wewere
concerned, for we realised that if the Sea Eagléddoe brought to extinction in
Britain due to having the label of ‘lamb killer tathed to its reputation, it
followed that a large and powerful predator like thagle Owl, if similarly
accused, would probably share the same fate ifwhis found to be true. We
therefore spent a great many hours in searchinditdrature for examples of
lamb kiling — and to date have only been able itw fthree rather vague
references to lambs in prey analyses. The mastimoing of these was listed
by Mikkola (1983) in his Table 1Eagle Owl’s diet during breeding season
To quote: -Sheep (lamb)Ovis aries (juv) taken in Norway and representing
just 0.05% of the total diet! Nor was it statedettter this item was a freshly
killed animal or one taken as carrion. Indeed,Xbekshire pair had nested for
ten years surrounded by sheep without a single lemident, and the mighty
female was even filmed on one occasion being feigldl from her rock perch
by two small lambs which approached her!

Nor, we would suggest could the reintroduced GoghAwacipiter gentilesbe
regarded as anything but the type of predator thgleEOwI is i.e. powerful,
generalist and opportunistic Uttendorfer (1952) records it taking 179 Long-
eared Owls, 113 Kestrelalco tinnunculus87 Sparrowhawk#ccipiter nisus
46, Tawny OwlsStrix alucq 42 Short-eared Owls, 16 Common Buzzards and 9
other raptors in Central Europe, and in one areaoothern Britain (Kielder
Forest) it created havoc in the resident Shortee@wl and Kestrel population.
And yet here again we have a predator which iy fiercely protected both
in England and Europe by law. Predation is of cewshatural part of life and
ecological balance — the sentiment so eloquentlyessed by Roy Dennis in the
Eagle Owl film.

We cannot leave this section without drawing attento another oft-repeated
charge made of the Eagle Owl. A charge much Idyethe media. We refer to
the claim that Eagle Owls are a danger to domestis such as dogs and cats,
and possibly children. Over the years the World Omst has made a point of
collecting every Eagle Owl press cutting and phaipg we have found or been
sent — and when one peruses them it is easy thase¢he media has again and
again hyped this aspect up for the sake of a denshstory. Let us quote some
of the headlines:-

‘Cat eating giant owls lead wildlife threaDaily Express April 12 1999 —
accompanied by a quote from a BOU ‘wildlife expéfihe Eagle Owl with its
6ft. wingspan, is strong enough to carry off domseshimals and even young
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deer. This owl and many other birds are threatgnBritain’s ecology and
endangering our native species’.

From theDaily Expressagain 9February 2000came the news th&bwl most
foul has the muscle to lift a Jack Russeith a sensational half-page full-colour
photograph of an unfortunate terrier called Soghiplit second before being
carried off by a magnificent Eagle Owl with fullyistretched wings, which is
just inches away from the dog. The lady owner regbthat'the owl was very
powerful and seemed to pick up my dog effortles§hyey disappeared into the
distance with Sophie still screaming. | never tfdul would see her alive
again’. However, there was a happy ending. Evidentlygber dog arrived
back home 30 minutes later with two-inch deep wauncdher flanks caused by
the bird’s talons. With her safe return came amalevarning from the vet who
treated her I am concerned that the bird may attack a child sameone
walking a dog. These birds can cause a lot of dggha

On9 September 200@he much respectedlunday Timesgave us the news that
the‘Deadliest owl settles in Britainvith the commenfrhe Eagle Owl preys on
birds, fish and land animals as large as small dead wild boar. Its size
means it could easily snatch a family pet amdtheory a child; And yes, it
wasin the Sunday Times!

After a quiet spell alanuary 2005 ‘Wild About Britain® blog about Eagle
Owls started off with the word&xotic owls so large they can catch and kill a
dog or small deer are being deliberately releasett ithe wild by people who
believe they should be introduced into Scotland’.

BBC NEWS/SCOTLAND took up the story and on thewebsite of 25
January 2005 came the headlin&iller owls spotted in Scotlandivith the
obviously ‘poached’ sub-headirigiller owls which can attack dogs and deer
and are threateningther wildlife have been spotted in Scotlarid’the same
featurea spokesman for the Scottish Society for the Presendf Cruelty to
Animals (SSPCA) repeated a story he had relatethempreviously mentioned
blog ‘I heard an escaped eagle owl some years ago ptlekYorkshire terrier
from a street in Perth, so they can quite easilydesys’.

Not to be outdon€age & Aviary Birds, 12 June 200§umped on the band-
wagon by pronouncingEagle)owls that escape in cities often resort to hunting
family pets to survive'.

And the ‘scientific proof of all this hysteria? h& above lurid newspaper
accounts backed up with computer generated phgibgrainproven statements
by ‘experts’, and despite one vague mention gfoang dog’(in Cramp 1985)
we have found no such evidence of dogs being takeprey’.

On 5 January 2005we wereexcited to read ®aily Expressreport that a pair
of Eagle Owls had reared two owlets in a secludeddnn ‘Harry Potter’ land
(hence the paper’s interest in the story) near Adkwastle in Northumberland.
The newspaper's reporter, warming to his theme estgg'‘lf cats, foxes or
deer go down to the woods today they had betteateevthe giant eagle owl is
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on the prowl’. This article was accompanied by three excellentqgiraphs of
the real thing, including a splendid one of the IE&@wl swooping down with
outstretched wings — no doubt to catch its preyifddunately for this story, it
soon became obvious that rather than these birigy libe ‘real thing’, the
photographs was in fact the same one as showreiRebruary 2000issue of
the Express, minus the dog ‘victim’! Alas, this walsnost certainly a case of
misidentification — albeit still a good one - byetbxcited ‘discoverer’ of this hot
news. She went on to sdyheard a strange noise and saw a hollow in a tree
When | peered in, there were two baby owls loolkagk at me. They had
strange -shaped heads with what looked like tvile Iliorns. Although she is
alleged to have photographed the birds in May,ethesre never shown, and
although she described the parent bird as ‘abdpluigge’, we are afraid that
what she probably saw were Long-eared Owls, whichodcasionally \(ery
occasionally) nest in tree hollows, Eagle Owls ab. nThere was no further
news of the ‘Harry Potter’ Eagle Owls

We could go on, but will end with just one last exde of distorted ‘media -
speak’ — and yes, dd February 2006the Daily Expresswas backagain! This
time with areally good one! The article (headlindttack of the giant owy’
featured no less than four colour photographs, rtteen one showing an
attacking Eagle Owl (described aké world’s biggest owl’'fligging its talons
into its small victim, a Miniature Dachshund calletidi. Evidently Heidi
wasn't the only target. It seems that this bird baen terrorising other pets in a
village in Norfolk, including two Flat-coated Redviers, a Cocker Spaniel and
an Ibizan Hound standing 30 inches high and wegyBid kgs., not to mention
the local rat and Grey Squirrel population (bothadfich incidentally cost the
British taxpayer several £million to control!). &lbird had reputedly even tried
to get at the Ibiza Hound through a house windawit svas deduced that the
bird had almost certainly escaped from an aviamyot a bad guess, for the
pictures show a very obvious Indian (Bengal) Ea@lel Bubo bengalensjsa
commonly kept smaller bird than the European E@glé, and one which is all
too often mishandled, making them social misfitstl@is one certainly was.
Fortunately the miscreant was eventually caugha Balconer who used the two
retrievers as ‘bait’ to enable him to capture tivel by throwing a net over it!
There remained one snag and one mystery to ths®@@i The snag was that
having caught the Indian Eagle Owl its capturentaenounced that he had lost
his own Eagle Owl (species not specified) the saseek and it had not yet been
located! The mystery was how an Express photogrampdygpened to be on hand
at the very moment the owl struck Heidi before wlas rescued by an 84 year-
old pensioner who was photographed at the very motne beat the bird off
with his walking stick? We could also ask the sajuestion of the 9 February
2000 picture!

And thus, the reputation of European Eagle Owl dpairthreat to domestic pets
IS assured!

We have not yet dealt with the claim that thesesopriedate domestic cats,
When cats go feral (which is often) it is generafigcepted that they then
become perhaps the biggest threat of all to smidlindtive fauna. Fox (1995)
stated that Britain’s 7.5 million cats were estiethto kill 75 million birds and
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135 million mammals annually. Nowhat's what we considerhaving a
detrimental effect on the natural environment aschative faunareally means!
To put this in perspective, for every single he&grey taken by a raptor, cats
take 3,500 prey items; and for every one killedablyox, cats eat about 6,000!
Mikkola’s Prey Table 1Gor Scandinavia and Central Europe presents cats a
figure of just0.035% of the total percentage of Eagle Owl diet in theeding
season!

Another concern for the Trust is that certain pspgcies appear acceptable
while others are not. Do we really need to illasdrthis by mentioning the on-
going persecution of Hen Harrig@drcus cyaneusPeregrine$alco peregrinus
BuzzardsButeo butep GoshawksAccipiter gentilis and even Merling-alco
columbariuson Grouse Moors (confirmed by both the RSPB andurfdh
England in their latest reports), and Peregrinas Sparrowhawks near racing
pigeon lofts and garden-bird feeding stations? \Weereally going to decide on
what can live or die on the strength of these jutgigs no matter how flawed
they may be? And if so, where do we draw the Imthe sand? Are we to cull
Song Thrushe§urdus philomeludor killing rare snails or OspreyBandion
haliaetusfor catching sport fish? No, predation (life asehth) is a necessary
component of any healthy natural ecosystem — ameakeady learned the hard
way in North American ecosystems such as the Yesllome National Park
where the Wolf had to be reintroduced to controtbivere numbers. In
Scotland the elimination of large predators suchtl@as Wolf and Lynx
inevitably led to the exponential growth in the rhers of RedCervus elaphus
and Roe Deer, resulting in the failure of the Caledn Pine Forest to
regenerate after their depredations. This in feads to an increase in the
deaths of untold starving deer in hard winters.nggguently, in the absence of
their natural predators, huge numbers of deer baJee culled every year by
human hand.

In stark contrast to official attitudes in Britaithe Eagle Owl in Scandinavia
and Europe is now regarded as an important andowelcmember of the
natural fauna rather than a species to be condraller worse - eliminated.
Such persecution and human-induced habitat losaikgrled to its decline in
most parts of its range over the past century, il heart-warming that in
recent decades this attitude has completely redexsd great efforts have been
made to reintroduce it back into areas from wherad been lost, for example
Sweden, Germany, Belgium, France and Switzerlartds has led to a gradual
expansion into the Netherlands and even Denmankds-\&e claim, the early
stages of the recolonization of Britain. We mungréfore ask the questit
this owl really is, as claimed by some, a threatldoal fauna and their
environmentwhy would the reintroducers spend so much timeedfat, not to
mention the expense, in returning it to its formange”? The truth is, the
Scandinavian’s in particular, look on askance atapparent paranoia regarding
this bird!

No-one contests the fact that it is all too obvithist some Eagle Owls have
escaped from captivity in the UK over the yearg, touuse this as ‘evidence’
thatall individuals currently present and breeding in @&ntoriginate from this
source is unsubstantiated in the face of evidenognged/unjessed birds, plus
past written accounts (see above)) to the contrakyntii a ringed
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European/Scandinavian bird is recovered in thimtiguit seems unlikely that
any other evidence will ever be accepted by thetsrse but until one side or
the other can come up with 100% proof that theliebes right, we suggest that
the European Eagle OM8ubo bubo bubshould be re-admitted to the British
List.

Great play is often made of the number of diurnedsof prey and owls listed
by Mikkola (which includes work carried out by Uttiorfer (1952)) as being
taken as prey by Eagle Owls, but the use of afigtrey species known to have
been taken in Europe and Scandinavia cannot beedpgé evidence that this
will happen in Britain. It is repeatedly claimdtht Eagle Owlsdo not tolerate
other birds of prey in their territory{Hoglund 1966; Sulkava 1966, Mikkola
1983, Cramp 1985, and Busche et.al. (2004) andategen the DEFRA Risk
Assessment in answer to Q.7), but to imply thay theiberately go out of their
way to kill any raptor or other owl species inhaigttheir area is to seriously
misinterpret the true picture. The much respectadngist/ornithologist lan
Newton (1979) stated thgwhile) Data such as these confirm the prevalence of
predation on small and medium-sized raptors, thedlyus nothing about the
contribution of predation to the total mortality @f species, nor its role in
population control’.

Predation on other birds of prey and owls is natase of ‘intolerance’, it is
simply a case of diurnal birds of prey and owlsnfbeing very noisy in the
breeding season, thus drawing attention to theraseand the food-begging
calls of their young, especially at night in theseaf owls, just when Eagle
Owls are actively hunting. Similarly, many diurnairds of prey are very
vociferous and fearless in defence of their neststhis too makes them easy
targets when they attract the attention of a huigagle Owl. Diurnal birds of
prey and owls (e.g. Buzzards, Peregrines, Sparnakdaand Long-eared Owls
frequently situate their nests in full view, whitarriers, Short-eared Owls and
some Merlins usually nest on the ground. In Eursgree of these species often
nest on or near to the same crags as those useeshiyg Eagle Owls and this
too obviously leaves them wide open to predation.

Recent studies have shown that the idea of detdgnadation on raptors and
owls is to take a very simplistic view, and thelreath might be somewhat
different. It all depends on where the Eagle Owpydations are situated, the
habitat they live in and the prey species availaBlethese factors colour the
species which feature in their diet, and what paage of this they constitute.
The guestion we need to ask“ighat prey doBritish Eagle Owls take, and
where” - and at this moment we cannot answer that quesgoause the work
has yet to be done! So to state findings derivechfEuropean studies in a
British Risk Assessment renders the whole exeliosgaid. Even in European
samples, the variation is such that no overall kamen can be reached.

Researchers such as Asmussen (2003) working in &wsrnfound that the
Eagle Owl had little or no detrimental effect onpptations of White-tailed
Eagle, Peregrine Falcon, Raven or Common Buzzhall§tter a common prey
item in the Netherlands where Rabbits are eitharcecor absent). Willoghs
(1974) reportedvery few birds of prey or owlsin his prey samples from
Norway, and named seabirds as the primary preypgrdthiollay (1968) found
no birds of prey or owls in his samples from Frarened below, we give data
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from observations made during a study in Germanichvbacks up all these
statements (Crease 2010).

On the other hand Busche et.al. (2004) also workin@Germany, found that
there was a significant decline in Goshawk densitgn Eagle Owls arrived in
their territories. Brambilla et.al. (2006) workimg northern Italy also believed
that the proximity of Eagle Owls to cliff-nestingfegrines, lowered the latter’s
productivity’, while Underwood (1995) noted the ded disappearance of
nesting Goshawk, Peregrine, Sparrowhawk and Mevlwen an Eagle Owl/
Eagle Owls were present. However, none of thesertemlocument actually
witnessed direct predation, or even evidence &f ithipellet samples. In view
of this we later give a possible explanation fasi observations.

Part of the problem in this respect is the tendefmyreaders (especially
opponents) to seize upon one aspect and stressoit @rofound importance —
and the repeated perceived effect of predationis lof prey and owls (and of
course gamebirds) is perhaps the classic examplesofWe suspect that a large
part of the blame for this attitude can almostaialy be laid at the door of
Mikkola (1983) and his famed (infamous?) Table (p&79) ‘Owls killed by
other owls in Europe’ and Table 57p.380) ‘Diurnal Raptors killed by owls

in Europe’. Even a cursory glance at this Table reveals diféerent picture
than the one so often quoted. In actual fact §recies constitute onB5% of
the total diet of Eagle Owls sampled_in Table(fp(854) ‘Eagle Owl's % diet
during the breeding season’,and Strigidae & Falconiformes (Owls and
Diurnal Birds of Prey) actually comeottom of the seven genera listed, at
2.2%, with Galliformes (Gamebirds) next to last at numdeat3.1%!

Top of the bird prey taken in the countries samgiestonia, Finland, Norway
and Sweden) were Laridae (gulls), Sternidae (teamg) Alcidae (Auks) at
9.2%, followed by Anatidae (ducks and geese)8at%, ‘Others’ at5.2%,
Charidiformes (waders) dt1%, and Corvids (crows) &.3%. Compare these
figures with mammalian prey such as Vole sp88% and Rats at1.1% and
one suddenly gets a new perspective. Just tdrdliesthe futility of drawing
overall conclusions from such figures when tryiray dssess possible prey
species in Britain, we would draw attention to fhet that since Mikkola’s table
was drawn from samples in Estonia, Finland, Nornaagt Sweden, the Rabbit
does not feature at all, whereas in Ibdrfar Bubo, b. hispanusand southern
France(for Bubo b. bubo)t is by far the main prey species and is probaly
crucial factor in Eagle Owl distribution and abunda (Blondel & Baden
1976)!

Furthermore, Mikkola’s own study of a pair of Ea@wvls in Kuopio, Finland,
clearly demonstrates similar anomalies, includiewgparkable differences in the
Eagle Owls’ diet from one year to another. In geawde years these animals
comprised up to two-thirds of the diet, whereaspwor vole years they
constituted only5% - 16%, with the owls then concentrating their efforts on
Brown Rats living on a nearby rubbish dump, thesaiming the principal food
item at66% - 86%.

In Norway coastal birds (ducks and sea-birds) astig few mammals made up
51% of the diet, whereas in Estonia the picture waspletely reversed with

the owls taking83% mammals, andl4% forest bird species. Finland was
similar to Estonia, while Sweden fell mid-way beemeFinland and Norway —
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all of which proves just one thing — the Eagle @sv& generalist, opportunistic
predator like many other raptor species, and etady skills simply reflect that
it can be either a dietary ‘generalist’ or a digtapecialist’ depending on the
relative abundance and accessibility of mammals hind prey, and also
depending on the ecological situation!

However, it would be wrong for usot to mention the number of diurnal raptors
taken as prey by Eagle Owls in Europe (Mikkola €ab¥) since this lists 327
Common Buzzards as the main species killed (asilasrated in the afore-
mentioned film for Dutch Eagle Owls). The next dpetcnumerically were the
Kestrel (194), Goshawk (56), Sparrowhawk (51) aeceBrine (22), but one of
our biggest disappointments as keen members fordivgears was to read of a
senior and much respected member of the BTO stakenthe commerntive
know they take a lot of roosting birds, includingzBards and owls, and they
could pose a threat to Merlins’ If he had done his homework properly he
would have found that Mikkola only recordéde cases of Merlins being taken
as prey in his entire European survey (hardly §icamt), while on Bowland the
Merlin is doing well, even in the presence of biegdEagle Owls.

As mentioned above, contrary to the popular vielenBel & Baden maintained
that in their study area of Provence in the Sotfitfrance, the presence of Eagle
Owls did not affect other raptor species such ameBis Eagle Hieraaetus
fasciatusand Egyptian VultureNeophron percnopterusvhich also used the
same rocky surroundings, but we again draw attertbothe fact that Rabbits
were freely available there, which could accountlifids.

The DEFRA Risk Assessment makes the pdhR(11) that in addition to the
owl and raptor species mentioned, the presenceagfeEOwls in the British
countryside could affect native species of cond@emanterest such as the Pine
Marten Martes martes, Capercaillie Tetrao urogallus Curlew Numenius
arquata and Red GrouselLagopus lagopuswhile Toms (2009) includes
Peregrines in this list. Mikkola does indeed reldtie Pine Marten (presumably
including in this he includes its close cousin Beech (Stone) MarteNartes
foina, a more southerly species also found in Europe). Heweto balance
things up a bit it should be borne in mind thathbot these animals are serious
predators of hole-nesting birds, including smalld amedium-sized owls.
Mikkola’s recording of the Pine Marten comprisipgt 0.03% of the Eagle
Owl’s diet in Estonia, Finland and Sweden, hardigras enough to suggest that
this owl is a serious threat to the animal in Bnitaehere its distribution is very
limited indeed.

Although we fully accept that the ‘Red Listed’ Cegallie has certainly been
recorded as prey in Europe, whether this refemdidts or chicks, and to what
extent it has actually occurred, is impossibleetbgince individual bird species
are not usually recorded by researchers (inclutiiikdkola) as percentage ratios
with respect to their importance in the Eagle Owvdist. The same applies to
Curlews and Red Grouse, and with respect to ther latwould be interesting to
learn of the annual national shot bird ‘bag counpfsthis ‘bird of conservation
interest’ from the UK’s managed Grouse Moors. Actowf duplicity here
perhaps? Not to mention the ‘bag counts’ of illggdestroyed birds of prey
and their nests on these same estates!
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We have to say that we find it ironic that on tlag dve completed this report (5
February 2010) the RSPB’s Director of ConservationiMark Avery presented
a petition bearing 210,567 signatures to the WeddMinister William Huw
Davies, demanding an end to the killing of birdgpody. Dr Avery went on to
say —"”We have been impressed and inspired by the hwegpanse to this
campaign.That so many people felt moved to take time tothdd names to
our call for the killing to stop, gives it enormowegight. Like us they are rightly
appalled that birds of prey continue to be killeddur countryside.  While
today’s hand-in shows how strongly the public feddsut the need to protect
our birds of prey, there remains a minority who shem as pests to be
exterminated”. Indeed they do, and we therefore urge the RSPB® talldt can
to ensure that they don’t get their own way, esgbcif they are operating on
or adjacent to land managed or owned by the Sdcietye would also
respectfully like to make the point that many oé theople who signed their
petition also regard owls as ‘birds of prey’ toaanill be equally appalled if
decisions are taken to ‘control’ any of these bgsthcharged with protecting
them!

THE EAGLE OWL IN THE U.K.

In view of all of the above, it is our view thatetiparamount need now is to
place on record our admittedly sparse knowledg¢hefdiet of Eagle Owls
currently breeding in the UK. These data are basealctual observations made
at the three currently most studied nest sitesnigld&hd, and are therefore very
pertinent to this report and the DEFRA Risk Asses#m

The most comprehensive data so far comes from Moy Crease who for
nine years kept watch over and monitored the sgbdegpair in North
Yorkshire. Crease was also fortunate in being ablenake observations of
Eagle Owls when he was stationed with the Army extrfeélager in Germany,
even going to the trouble of providing artificiateleding platforms for them,
placed in conifer trees. These were successfuihgghim ample opportunity to
see exactly what effect these owls had on otheal Iémuna - research he
continued at the Yorkshire nests. Tony reportss(pem.) that in the area of
the German Eagle Owl nests his Ringing Group amyuaiged chicks at ¢.30
Red KiteMilvus milvusnests and 22 Goshawk nests, and that in the serae a
Osprey, Peregrine, endless numbers of Buzzards,eydduzzard Pernis
apivorus Short-eared Owl, BitteriBotaurus stellaris White Stork Ciconia
ciconiaand the rare Black StofBiconia nigraall prospered. He comments that
the variety of wildlife species there was in fa&t $uperior to anything we now
find in the UK. The writer of this report can conf that this area was all that
Tony Crease claims. He too was stationed in tlmesarea in 1954/5 as a
mobile Radar Operator with the R.A.F. and the vieaftwildlife (including his
first ever Red Kite, Rough-legged Buzzard, Holblayco subbutepCrested Tit
Parus cristatusand Black RedstaRhoenicurus ochrurgyswvas staggering — but
alas, he cannot claim to have seen any Eagle Quvlgy Germany at that time
they were only just hanging on in one area, Bayawith perhaps a residual
population in Thuringia. While ‘aerial stand-offelere watched by Crease
from time to time, there was no evidence of actoahflict, and as Tony
observes, such behaviour is common to many rapemiass.
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At the territory of the Yorkshire Eagle Owls, BurdaKestrel and Tawny Owl
all bred within 150 yards of each other over a 308rmameterwith the Eagle
Owl nest roughly in the middle of them. No confrontations were ever
witnessed between the species, and the Tawny @iglsd young every year in
an artificial nest box just 100m. from the Eaglel®est. All owlets were BTO
ringed. By far the most important prey was Rablsitgoplemented by a colony
of Jackdaw<Corvus monedulavhich shared the nest cliffs and foraged on the
sheep walks. Also recorded as prey were Grey HArdea cinereaand Grey
Lag GooseAnser anserboth incidents being single records in a total26f
years. Hardly significant, but we mention them &mrcuracies sake! Very
importantly, this nest was surrounded by large nemmlof sheep and their
lambs, and not one encounter between the two speeie ever recorded.

Tony Crease finishes his report with the wotideave never been aware that
the presence of Eagle Owls had a noticeable efiacthe remainder of the
avian ecosystem, and the Black Stork | referrecadtually recolonised the
Senne during the time the Eagle Owls and | werSeminelager”. If the Eagle
Owls were such demons, the clumsy Black Storkslimgg@ear by would never
have had a chance”.

The diet of the Bowland birds has so far been founde fairly limited, with
Rabbits yet again providing the bulk of the prelgng with Pheasant (though
nowhere near the number killed on roads after beahgased ‘en-masse’ for
shooting!), Red Grouskagopus lagopu¢l), StoatMustela erminedl), Grey
Squirrel Scirius carolinensigl) and the previously mentioned Gulls (Common
Gull Larus canusaind Herring GullLarus argentatus As for the threat to other
birds of prey and owls, Hen Harrier, Buzzard, Peneg Merlin, Short-eared
Owl and RaverCorvus coraxall nested in the area without trouble.

At the North of England nest Rabbits yet again tiaried the main prey item,
and it was noted (Miles (2010) pers.com.) that Hearrier, Peregrine,
Goshawk, Kestrel, Merlin, Tawny Owl, Barn OwWito albaand Short-eared
Owl were unmolested in the general area of thede@gVl nest, Red Grouse are
widely distributed, the endangered Black GroU®trao tetrix population is
actually increasing, and Pheasant, Mallard and WARigdon all nested close to
the owls, with a pair of Merlins rearing 4 youndgso much for ecological
mayhem!

We would also ask why, when observations made issuggest strongly that
Rabbits are by far the most important prey itemBadtish Eagle Owls, would
opponents of Eagle Owl presence in the UK evenidensulling this species
when Rabbits are estimated to cause c.£200 milkorth of damage to UK
Farming, Horticulture and Private gardens?

Before leaving these examples we must now refeévlitdkola again to record
the fact that he cites both the Golden Eagle (4) the White-tailed Sea Eagle
(1) as killers of Eagle Owils in his Table %3wIs killed by diurnal raptors in
Europe’ (p.381) The Goshawk too was shown to be a threat to smallés,
having been recorded as taking 317 Long-eared Ql@8, Tawny Owls, 66
Short-eared Owls, 32 Little Owhthene noctua26 Tengmalm’s Owls, 13 Barn
Owls (low because they hardly occur in Scandinavi) Pygmy Owls
Glaucidium passerinup? Great Grey Owl$trix nebulosa2 Ural OwlsStrix
uralensisand 1 Northern Hawk Owl, a tot&73 owls of 10 species not
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exactly one-way traffic we would suggest! The Barzzand Peregrine too were
shown to be far from averse to a tasty owl or twdt is all relative — and
natural!

A possible answer as to how the myth of the Eaghlel'€O perceived
‘intolerance’ and ‘deliberate elimination’ of othemptors and owls in its
territory has come about, has been revealed irs@n@ing paper on research
carried out in the Swiss Alps by Sergio et.al. (P0OEntitled‘Coexistence of a
generalist owl with its intraguild predator: distae-sensitive or habitat-
mediated avoidancehis paper is available online and shows that {@&mm
coexistence of the intraguild prey (in this case Tawny Owl) with its predator
(the Eagle Owl) is actually a common occurrenceid&wly co-existence is
achieved by predator avoidance rather than dinectgtion — the very antithesis
of popular belief. What actually happened in thtisdy was that when Eagle
Owls were at low levels there was obviously a aponding low risk of
predation, so the Tawny Owls were indifferent te ttcasional presence of the
bigger owl. However, when Eagle Owl numbers bugtto medium density,
the Tawny Owls switched to distance-sensitive aaoo®, hence the oft-
repeated claim by fieldworkers that the Eagle Oad hdeliberately wiped out’
the smaller species’ in their study area — assubeeduse the latter had ‘gone
missing’ — which it had! It simply moved away framthreat! This probably
accounts for the claim that Goshawks too had ‘dedliin a German study area
when Eagle Owls moved into their former territor{Bsisch et.al. 2004). When
Eagle Owl numbers became high, thus decreasingogp®rtunity for the
Tawny Owils to find safe refuges, the Tawnies bdgateliberately avoid Eagle
Owl habitats — which are very different from beigliberately predated! Not
surprisingly however, the closer the Tawny Owlstegs$o a nesting Eagle Owl,
the greater became the risk of being predated.il&8ly Tawny Owl nesting
success declined relative to the closeness to gte Edwl nest. A hidden
message within these findings is that when Tawny Babitats (refuges) are
destroyed, negative relationships occur betweenwbeowl species due to the
Tawny Owl’'s increased difficulty in avoiding Eagleéwl predation. To avoid
becoming prey, the Tawny Owls have little optiont tumove away. However,
we repeat, this iswot the same as Eagle Owtkeliberately setting out to
eliminate any competition for food, as has so ofteen suggested. It is just
another case of ‘opportunity making the meal’ wihies occasion arises! The
disappearance of the Tawny Owls (and Goshawks) iy move away, has
then lead researchers to the (wrong) assumptidnthiest have been killed by
the Eagle Owls. Quite obviously we are not tryiaglaim here that intraguild
predation does not occur from time to time, Mikkeleables make it quite clear
that it does — with the vulnerable Long-eared Owérsingly being the main
victim.

The final words of this paper are the ones we wadiklel to leave the reader
with, for they are words every ‘anti-Eagle Owl’ pen should digest, i.€The
spatial gaps in Tawny Owl distributiqwhen they left the close proximity of an
Eagle Owl nest)indirectly favoured other owl speciesgsulting in higher
diversity of the overall owl community and suggestithat Eagle Owls acted
as keystone predators’ A somewhat different picture from that so often
painted.
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One of our main reasons for mentioning Mikkola’'$lEa57is to draw attention
to his figure for Hen Harriers taken by Eagle Owlghe countries listed in his
analysis of birds of prey taken by Eagle Owisist 1! We ask you to consider
this figure for the simple reason that the Eagle @wrequently referred to as
being a threat to British Hen Harrier populatioagg( Toms p.410; Parrott et.al.
(2008)). Hen Harriers of course are ‘Red Listedics they are well known to
be in serious trouble due to persecution on Grddsers, and sadly, in 2007
Bowland’'s Eagle Owls were accused of killing a mdén Harrier when a pool
of white feathers were found near to their nest.sitThe BOU Report of
December 2008 then pushed the number of victim® &y and in 2009 it was
next claimed that the remains of a ringed femalea Harrier from Wales and
possibly another male Hen Harrier had also beendaear the Eagle Owl nest
in that season. These were said to have beenctmaleand sent away for
analysis to determine the cause of death. Unfat&iy no such analysis results
have ever been forthcoming, and no wonder - twortas since put forward to
explain these events are that the dead female ddamas in fact a ‘plant’ in
order to ‘give a dog a bad name’ to justify thdikg of the owls, and the other
‘evidence’ — the pools of white feathers - latarea@ed the real truth, confirmed
by experienced ornithologists, raptor fieldworkensd a representative from
Natural England. Rather than male Hen Harrierss#ie of white feathers with
black tips which had been found were in fact thosa Common Gull and a
Herring Gull (pink feet and all!). As we have prewsly mentioned, gulls are a
commonly taken prey item for Eagle Owls in Scandimaand Europe and as
such, their identification should not have comeaayg surprise. Gulls roost
socially on water bodies, nest colonially and rngjsand as predominantly grey
and white birds, stick out like a sore thumb totnowal predators such as the
Eagle Owl. Significantly the Bowland Eagle Owilrtary is within easy reach
of a very large reservoir — hence the presencenited Utilities as land-owners
and guardians of one of the finest (if tio¢ finest) populations of birds of prey
in England. Other raptors in the area which coedsily kill gulls were
Peregrine and Goshawk. Worse, after the detaitheofinds were given to the
Police and Natural England, the Police Wildlifer@eis Officer then proceeded
to give the first misleading and inaccurate infotiorato theShooting Times—
who promptly published the story as ‘fact’!

Because of this, and despite the truth, the adouséhat Eagle Owls are a
threat to the much endangered Hen Harrier has gpedsiand certainly this
supposition has now become a much repeated ‘fatluding in the current
Risk Assessment’s answers to questions) despitath¢hat it has been proved
to be a false accusation. It is our hope that tyort and the fact that Hen
Harriers have their highest English breeding padpaidain Bowland — at least
where they receive protection on the United UgitEstate — will help to put an
end to this incorrect conception. We might alsd et despite the presence of
breeding Eagle Owls, and belying the fears of tlmorg merchants, other
species of raptor and owl apart from Hen Harrier lareeding and thriving on
the UU Estate under the watchful eyes of dedic&eddworkers and wardens,
including Peregrine, Merlin, Short-eared Owl and/&wg with smaller numbers
of Goshawk, Kestrel, Barn Owl, Long-eared Owl and&ard.

To sum up, to list every species which has beearded as Eagle Owl prey
would be both tedious and unnecessary. SuffiGayoit can take any mammal
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or bird up to the size of a full-grown Hare or Geakthe opportunity arises,
and reports that it can take Deer, Foxes, Badgéfid Boar, Wild Cat,
Chamois and Ibex, etc., should not be taken atfakee. As Olsson (1979) has
pointed out, Most larger mammals, even Hares, are usually takernyoung
individuals, and there is no firm evidence that Rmeer for instance, are ever
taken alive when full grown, or even half growit’doesnot act selectively in
this respect and it simply takes any right-sizecgypwhich offers the
opportunity, and this is why habitat and climate sinibe taken into
consideration when trying to analyse ‘effect’ orhet species and their
environments. We therefore finish this report wathconsideration of what
possibility the modern-day environment of Britaiolds for the continuance of
the current very small breeding population of EaQlls and its chances of
future expansion.

WHAT FUTURE FOR THE EAGLE OWL IN
BRITAIN?

The final all-important question which needs toas&ed and answered at this
stage should not Bevhat effect could an expanding Eagle Owl populatiave
on the British ecosystem and its fauna®yt rather“ Can the Eagle Owl
actually survive in Britain”,and if the answer i$yes”, then“what long term
future does it have™?

The answer to the latter question lies in whethetable habitat and food
availability is still present in the UK; what humaersecution it will face; and
what degree of protection it will get once it stabeing seen more regularly —
especially when it appears on, or adjacent to ekiet-Grouse Moors.

To deal with the last question first, we alreadywnfrom the Yorkshire and
Scottish debacles what reception they will get dieced in such locations, and
the portents aren’t good from elsewhere, not leatite answers given to some
of the Risk Assessment’s questions! The facttaiRSPB has felt the need to
mount a petition in response to the mounting persmt of birds of prey,
speaks for itself, and the adverse publicity (aswshearlier in this report) —
especially when being voiced by organisations theegal public regard as the
‘experts’ - does not inspire confidence that thgl&@®wl will be well received
by everybody, especially worried pet owners takehyi the lurid media hype.

Having said that, there is little doubt that theinmiareat to the bird will come
from the game-rearing/shooting fraternity, andnj@ne is in any doubt about
the seriousness of this threat, let us quote thHeBRI8 their most recent report
‘BIRDCRIME 2008’.

‘In 2008, there were 210 reported incidents oéghkl shooting, trapping and
nest destruction of birds of prey. This is lowsart the 287 incidents reported
in 2007, though above the last five-year averdyjé9 incidents The most
commonly reported crime was shooting, with 105 respof incidents involving
the shooting or attempted shooting of raptors amdsb There were 28
reported incidents relating to destruction of birofsprey nests, eggs or chicks,
and a further 77 reported incidents of other offefycsuch as trapping’.
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Since, as we have mentioned, the World Owl Trustlasely involved with
events in Bowland, in particular on the United itlés Estate which harbours
what is probably the most successful breeding ol of Hen Harriers in
England, along with other charismatic species saReregrine, Merlin, Short-
eared Owl — and Eagle Owl — readers will no doutdtenstand our concerns
when we tell you that this comparatively ‘safe have surrounded by keepered
Grouse Moors. Why are we concerned? Read onqubte from the RSPB
report again‘ln 2008, Natural England publishetA Future for the Hen
Harrier in England?’ the results from the first phase of its nationalnHe
Harrier Recovery Project. Monitoring work since @0 has shown that the
critically low breeding numberand patchy distribution of Hen Harriers in
England is a result of persecution — both in theedaling season and at
communal roosts in the winterespecially on areas managed for Red Grouse
shooting or with other game rearing interestsAccording to the RSPB 2008
(quoting figures from the Natural England Repom),England between 2002
and 2008, the comparatively tiny area of Bowland.amcashire accounted for
over two-thirds of 127 recorded Hen Harrier breagliattempts. Of the 72
successful nests which produced fledglings dutireglast seven years, 50 were
in Bowland. In Bowland, 65% of nesting attemptsewsiccessful compared
with only 26% of nests in other areas managed fut Brouse shooting. Away
from Bowland, only 19 breeding attempts were reedrdn Grouse moors, in
spite of large areas of suitable habitat. The Baowlldells in Lancashire is a
site of Special Scientific Interest and the onlgaawhere the Hen Harrier has
increased in number as a breeding bird since 2002.’

These figures speak for themselves, and what i€ i@ report goes on to tell
us exactlywhy Bowland is so successful: -

‘This is largely due to sympathetic land manageméngt United Utilities plc,
with monitoring carried out by Natural England, th&RSPB,_and volunteer
raptor workers’

We have underlined the last four words for a vaygdyreason. We are puzzled.
Very puzzled! If Natural England really believes ak tabove enough to put it
into a report and have it quoted by the RSPB, wignt in 2009 did their
Wildlife & Management and Licensing Team wrilecreasingly, the external
perception of the situation with raptors in Bowlaml that disturbance by
licensed raptor workers is the main problem facegl these birds’in response
to complaints from the North West Raptor Group fsuped by the Northern
England Raptor Forum)?

Not only is this totally untrue, it flies in theda of the fact that without these
incredibly dedicated fieldworkers — who give theme freely in the cause of
raptor conservation — the results on the UU Estaiald undoubtedly mirror
those of the bordering estates. The importandgisfto the concerns we have
over the current events surrounding the Eagle @vBritain, is that Bowland
currently hosts Britain’s most successful breedoayy (and possibly others)
now that the Yorkshire story has ended. Therdtle boubt that if the game-
shooting fraternity get wind of any doubts fromdak’ as to the accepted status
of the Eagle Owl as a protected species, theyumidloubtedly see this as ‘free
rein’ to dispose of them as they do all other bwflprey. Only with the ‘eyes
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and ears’ of the fieldworkers can we ever hopeet® Bagle Owls survive in
their few strongholds.

Sadly, we have to report that despite all the effeing put in to protect birds of
prey in Bowland and elsewhere, only 10 Hen Harwlécks managed to fledge
in the whole of England in 2009. Yes, we are vealr+ and rightly so! For
‘Hen Harrier’ read ‘Eagle Owl’ and you will see why

This brings us to the final points — Habitat andyPr

Although the various subspeciesRiibo bubadnhabit a wide range of habitats
ranging from hot desert® barren steppes and cold northern coniferous taig
the European Eagle OwlBubo bubo bubocontrary to popular belief, is not a
bird of dense mature forests. Its main pre-retpgsare a safe nesting place
situated close to an adequate food supply and aimos$ differing habitats —
which preferably includesome open woodland adjoining open areas which
afford the birds a good outlook. The proximity cater is common, but by far
the most frequent nest sites are on ledges orschiéicks, ravines, gorges or
steep slopes. Nor does its territory necessarig ha be in wildernesses remote
from human activities. Given the above importadtdrs, we believe the most
likely centres for any sustained colonisation bgleaDwls in Britain would be
in the hills and moorlands of Northern England, d&umnfries & Galloway,
Argyll, Moray and parts of the Southern Uplands &inghlands of Scotland.

As mentioned earlier, Eagle Owls have now colontb&dNetherlands, one of
the flattest and highly populated countries in Beasoand we must admit to
initially being somewhat baffled by this developmenWVe wondered where
such large birds could nest unmolested. We nowvkili@ answer - quarries -
even working quarries! These of course provideesgsential cliffs and ledges,
albeit artificial ones. Such versatility means thdaere rocky terrain is absent,
the Eagle Owl can make do with nesting againsé@ @ stump or fallen tree, or
even amongst/against large boulders.

In recent times, Eagle Owls inhabiting Fennoscahdie been observed to be
increasingly nesting in cultivated areas dotted hwhiuman settlements
(Mikkola1983), and this would suggest that furte&pansion in Britain might
be possible, though the UK'’s ever increasing fragiatéon of wildlife habitats
with lack of connectivity, road systems, power $ingcollision and
electrocution) and windfarms will undoubtedly cawussvere mortality if this
occurs

Aebischer et.al. (2010) have suggested that a leegervoir of ‘floaters’ is
necessary in order to ensure a stable demograptmover, and these unpaired
individuals might also be essential to enable 8pscies to compensate for
losses caused by such anthropogenic factors aswveelisted above. They warn
that to ignore the fate of this element of the EagWl population might lead to
erroneous conclusions regarding demographic deredafs.

From the admittedly sparse data we have been alslecumulate from the three
breeding pairs with which we are most familiar,wibuld appear that the
presence of good numbers of Rabbits is a key factdetermining where Eagle
Owls can find a suitable territory for them to kEethnd breed successfully
within the UK. Rabbit presence of course, depdnda large extent on a dry
terrain in which they can create their warrens, andritain this vital food
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source was much more common in the past thamaws Ashmole & Ashmole
(2009) explain how Rabbits used to be presentrgelaumbers in the Southern
Uplands of the Borders until in post-war yearsetéame law to control them on
farmland. The harsh 1947 winter then killed ofigla numbers everywhere, as
increasingly did the myxomatosis virus in the 1$6Q'970’s, and more recently
viral haemorrhagic disease. However, in some aneasbers have remained
high, and we can well remember fields in Perthshiseolutely heaving with
Rabbits when we first began our work in that ardaSeotland — and
coincidently, that was where we had our first relcof Eagle Owls breeding in
recent times! 1t is likely that climate change ladso played a part in altering
the distribution and numbers of this much exploiteod animal for the Eagle
Owl, though to illustrate just how important ittesnot take an ‘over all’ view of
the Eagle Owl’'s diet, we have illustrated how thabBt is by far the most
important component of Eagle Owl diet in dry, suribgria, but is totally
absent in the diet of Fennoscandian Eagle Owlsmplgi because it doesn’t
exist in those cold climates! Another Eagle Owlypreem, the Brown Hare
Lepus europaeualso seems to have decreased in some areas ,aohtadteling
on the barren sheep-walks of Lakeland and the outbiplands of Scotland.
Hares prefer a more complex mosaic of habitats #rarfound on over-grazed
sheep-walks and these bare uplands are disappgintievoid of heather cover
— which in turn means an equal dearth of other rgiteprey species. These
denuded hills, while undoubtedly offering suitablaggy nest sites, currently
hold little attraction for Eagle Owls since they dot provide a sufficient
enough food base to allow this large species lengrtsurvival. While Field
Voles Microtus agrestisare often present, sometimes in good numbers in the
absence of grazing, as in new plantations in ity stages (e.g. Eskdalemuir
in the past), they are of course cyclic, and a$ sare not sufficient alone to
sustain a breeding pair of Eagle Owls and theirngouProbably for these
reasons, at the moment the few successful brequhng of Eagle Owls in
Britain seem to be confined to the remote, steap aten rocky heather-clad
moorlands so beloved by several other birds of ,pr@yhabitat which
unfortunately coincides with that of shot over Ggeumoors. We fear this will
inevitably lead to conflict with moorland ownersdatiheir keepers (yet another
anthropogenic factor) as it already has with othieds of prey such as the Hen
Harrier and Peregrine.

A welcome change of thinking has come about in meggears, with the
conservation initiative of ‘re-wilding’ areas thlaave been laid waste over the
past few centuries. As an example of how this mvall change the face of
Britain’s landscape in the coming decades, we wdilkel to describe what is
happening in the Southern Uplands of Scotlandiatpitesent time.

A far-sighted Environmental Charity called ttBorders Forest Trust’ (BFT)
and an incredibly dedicated sub-Group callEde Wildwood Trust' has for
the past decade and a half recognised that theofasses and their associated
biodiversity in the Southern Uplands of Scotlandc@smparable to that we
mourn when tropical rainforests are destroyed (Adkmn&. Ashmole 2009). Of
course the accompanying loss of the natural ecasysthich once existed can
never be restored in one person’s lifetime, busehiaspirational people (many
of them working as volunteers) have nevertheles®eto start that process,
with emphasis on the long gone 500 sg.km. ancigntk Forest.
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Early survey have shown that while upland speaiet sis Wheate@enanthe
oenantheand SkylarkAlauda arvesiglecline as their preferred habitat of open
short-sward grassland is replaced by taller vegetatnd tree and shrub cover,
woodland species are beginning to arrive in evereiasing numbers. Roe Deer
still have to be controlled to allow the young &de survive and grow big
enough to withstand their browsing and fraying, ahdre is an on-going
problem with high Short-tailed Vole numbers causttagnage. There is also
some concern that Rabbits and Hares might be stfemies to arrive back and
cause damage to the young trees before they bguamperly established.

To counter the latter problem some thought is bejngn to the possibility of
reintroducing the small carnivores which prey oenth(and the voles), but
which were lost a long time ago when the foressapjpeared. Wild Cat, Pine
Marten and Polecat have already been mooted dyg tkedidates for the first
reintroductions. It should also be mentioned thaitlaer organizatioriTrees
for Life has, since 1989 been doing similar work over amenfible 2,370
sq.km. area of the Highlands of Scotland in a lmdréstore the ancient
Caledonian Forest. Their ultimate aim is to restamatural forest of ¢.1,500
sg.km. — and this we suspect might well becomehdaatland of Eagle Owils in
Britain in the long term. This belief is strengtled by the mantra 6frees for
Life’ that the missing wildlife species such as leagand kites should be
reintroduced, and even the larger mammals chamgitayeRoy Dennis at a
BFT conference in 2003 when he rightly pointed that carnivores such as the
Lynx, Wild Boar and Wolf are natural componentsadfealthy northern forest
system. In the context of this report we wouldgagi the Eagle Owl too is an
obvious avian candidate for this role at some timéhe future? Only with a
full complement of predators can Britain ever claonhave restored the long-
lost ‘Wildwood'.

As we have pointed out, the three current breedites we have mentioned
above have given no indication that the presendere@éding Eagle Owls has
affected the numbers of other wildlife species,luding raptors and owils,
which share their environment. Nor has there lm@gnevidence of attacks on
livestock (even when newly born lambs are presentjlomestic pets — with the
exception of one or two attacks on dogs taken lojidb owners, too close to
Eagle Owl nests containing young. In this respleetEagle Owls behave no
differently from nesting birds such as the TawnylOseme Buzzards, Swans,
Arctic Terns, Skuas — and Capercaillie to namealfeiv!

SUMMARY

In eastern Finland Mikkola found that although ediEagle Owls will change
actual nest sites from year to year, they usuathain the same territory
throughout. This also seems to be the patterroinl&d, as well as the former
Yorkshire pair. For the reasons given, we belitad any future spread (if any)
within the UK will be small — possibly <100 pairghough this is impossible to
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guantify at the present time due to lack of suéinti data, especially of the
claimed release programmes.

Given the probable mortality problems listed abguas the large size of their
territories (variable according to prey and netgt availability) it seems unlikely
that the Eagle Owl will ever become a serious @wbin Britain, and we would
cite the fact that the Yorkshire birds nested wltyuunknown to all but a few,
as did the Bowland pair until the birding networkdamedia drew attention to
their presence.

We can find no evidence that Eagle Owls breedinthénUK either in the past
or in the present have caused any environmentalgrs or seriously affected
the numbers of other species sharing their envissim Nor have we found
records of any of the ‘species of conservation eamclisted in the DEFRA
Risk Assessment, being taken as prey in Britain.

We have found no evidence of attacks on farm laestand believe that apart
from one or two attacks on dogs taken too neactweanests, allegations that
they are a threat to domestic pets are largelydase'sensationalist’ media

hype.

Like many other organizations and individuals, #eorld Owl Trust has
submitted its response to the Risk Assessment’slesions, outlining in brief
why we oppose its findings and contend that mosthef answers given by
CABI are either conjecture or represent data takem European and
Fennoscandia studies that are not relevant to Eaglis breeding in Britain.
This response can be seen on our website/.owls.org

We believe that in this report we have given sighic evidence to suggest that
the European Eagle OwBlubo bubo bubds a legitimate candidate for listing as
a native British species. The BOU’s arbitrary iptetation of what does or
does not constitute a native species, is at oddth wvarchaeologists,
palaeontologists and mammal scientists’ interpietat (see Stewart 2007 and
Yalden 2003), and also that published by DEFRArtiH&rmore, their claim that
the European Eagle Owl is an invasive alien origigasolely from escapes or
deliberate releases is unsubstantiated. We therefaw call on DEFRA, FERA,
the RSPB, BTO and Natural England to scrap the Rssessment document
and it's conclusions until first-hand accurate dataollected from pairs nesting
or present in Britain.

We also call on the British Ornithologist’s Uniam temove the Eurasian Eagle
Owl from Category E* of the British List and platiés species in Category A
unless they can validate their claim tladt Eagle Owls currently in Britain
originate from captive stock.

Text by Tony Warburton,
Hon. President, World Owl Trust,
February 2010
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