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EVERY AUTUMN IN NORTHERN EUROPE, we eagerly anticipate the arrival of 20,000 Bewick’s Swans from the tundras of arctic European Russia. This is the longest migration of any swan species in the world and requires a remarkable feat of endurance which takes each bird on a 3000km journey along the Baltic to wintering sites in the lowland areas of Northwest Europe. The swans face a number of threats on their long journey. Some survive, some do not.
                                                                           Juvenile and adult Bewick’s Swan in flight (Photo: Colin Butters)
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AS A SPECIES OF CONSERVATION CONCERN, the Bewick’s Swan is legally protected from hunting under national and international legislation throughout its migratory range. However, despite this protection, a recent study has shown that illegal shooting continues with 22.7% of live birds found to have shotgun pellets embedded in their bodies when X-rayed in the 21st Century. It would seem reasonable to assume that if some swans are wounded by illegal shooting, then some swans are killed by illegal shooting. The good news is that hunting pressure has apparently reduced since the 1980s (when 38.8% of birds were found to carry shot). But the disturbing and unsettling reality is that illegal shooting is still a problem for the Bewick’s Swan.
SO WHY SHOULD WE BE CONCERNED? Illegal shooting is of particular concern for the Bewick’s Swan population because its numbers declined by 27% between 1995 and 2005 and national trends indicate that numbers have continued to drop since then. A number of factors are likely to contribute to this decline, but habitat changes and illegal or accidental shooting have been identified in the African-Eurasian Waterbird Agreement’s (AEWA) Bewick’s Swan Action Plan as important existing threats that need to be addressed urgently. Illegal shooting is a particular issue for swans as they are long-lived and slow to mature and therefore sensitive to increases in adult mortality. 
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BEWICK’S SWANS ARE STILL BEING ILLEGALLY SHOT but exactly where these birds are being shot is rather more difficult to ascertain. The swans follow a long although relatively narrow migration route. During their journey, many international boundaries are crossed as they fly along the arctic coast of Russia to the White Sea, then head southwest across Karelia to the Gulf of Finland and along the northern and southern shores of the Baltic, before arriving at wintering sites in Northwest Europe (mainly in the Netherlands, Britain and Germany). In spring and autumn, up to half the population is found at key staging sites in Estonia, the Gulf of Finland and the White Sea region. The complexity of this journey makes it difficult to identify shooting hotspots although swans have been found shot dead along their migration route. This serves as a stark reminder that illegal shooting needs to be addressed at both national and international levels, particularly given the long migrations undertaken, during which political boundaries are repeatedly crossed. 
SO WHAT’S NEXT? In response to these concerns, the Illegal Shooting of Migratory Swans Project was established in 2011 by an international collective of hunting and conservation organisations. It aims to reduce the illegal shooting of Bewick’s Swans across their range through collaboration with members of the hunting and farming community, conservation groups, and governmental and non-governmental agencies. This will involve a range of approaches, but in the first instance, seeks to understand the issues leading to the illegal shooting of swans in different areas, and to identify potential hotspots of shooting activity, in order to determine best practices for addressing the issues. It may be that those shooting illegally are unaware of the laws protecting these birds or the threat posed to them by shooting. Raising awareness of these issues within communities across the swans’ range is essential to give people the best possible chance of doing the right thing. The group will also work with authorities to promote greater enforcement of protective legislation.
WHAT CAN WE DO? In the first instance, we as responsible individuals can aim collectively to reduce the illegal shooting of this enigmatic and declining species. We can ensure that people along the flyway are aware that numbers of this iconic species are declining rapidly, and encourage greater awareness of and compliance with legislation. We can all be ‘the eyes’ and ‘the ears’ of our rural landscapes and report illegal shooting to the authorities. For any chance of success in reducing the threat of illegal shooting, action must be taken from the governmental to the grass-roots levels, both nationally and internationally. We can all take responsibility to secure the future of our migratory swans.

If you have any information to provide a better understanding of this issue, please contact Cy: cy.griffin@face.eu 
FACE is the European Federation of Associations for Hunting and Conservation. It represents the interests of Europe’s 7 million hunters as an international non-profit-making non-governmental organisation (INGO). This makes FACE the largest democratically representative body for hunters in the world and is probably one of the largest European civil society organisations. FACE is made up of its Members: national hunters’ associations from 38 European countries including the EU-27. FACE also has 4 Associate Members and has its Secretariat in Brussels. FACE upholds the principle of sustainable use, has been a member of the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) since 1987, and more recently of Wetlands International. 
HUNTERS AND WILDLIFE CRIME
FACE has a long-standing zero-tolerance policy towards illegal killing, as it is simply not hunting. Despite the considerable positive contributions of Europe’s 7 million hunters to the conservation of nature and wildlife, this unfortunate and untenable association jeopardises the reputation of all sustainable hunters, compromising one of the strongest and most experienced support groups of nature and wildlife at a crucial time in Europe’s nature when collaboration is key. Hunters cooperate with wildlife authorities to combat illegal killing. 

Find out more about what hunters do to tackle wildlife crime: 
www.face.eu/wildlife-conservation/wildlife-crime" 

www.face.eu/wildlife-conservation/wildlife-crime
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X-ray of the Bewick’s Swan named ‘Pie’, which had 21 


pellets in its body tissues (Photo: Wildlife & Wetlands Trust).








Flyway range for the NW European Bewick’s Swan population 
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