
Submission on the Wild Bird Declarations [Regulation 3(1) (A) of the European Communities 

(Wildlife Act 1976) (Amendment) Regulations 1986 (S.I. No. 254 of 1986)] made by the 

NPWS Agri-Ecology Unit (AEU). 

 

In summary, we recommend: 

 Removal of Wood Pigeon (Columba palumbus) from the year-round state-wide 

declaration under the auspices of crop protection. 

 Maintain the open season order on the species for the purposes of control 

 Utilize a 

 Section 42-type licencing system for out-of-season control 

 Undertake a contemporary review of the species interaction with crops with respect to 

damage 

 Clarify the legal standing of the derogation and in particular the shooting of birds over 

non-cropped areas (stubble fields), and the responsibility of landowners to provide 

evidence of crop damage. 

 

The AEU would like to recommend the removal of Wood Pigeon (Columba palumbus) from 

the state-wide and all year round declaration but the retention of the shooting of Wood Pigeon 

during the Open Season (The period beginning 1 November in each year and ending on 31 

January immediately following that year). We recommend that farmers should be able to apply 

for licences under section 42 of the Wildlife Act to control Wood Pigeon outside of the Open 

Season. 

The issue of Wood Pigeon Shooting under the derogation was presented to the Agri-Ecology 

Unit on a number of occasions throughout 2019. Concerns about this practice ranged from a 

lack of scientific evidence regarding the damage the species does to modern crops- the rationale 

of the derogation for the species- through to concerns over the direct and indirect effect of the 

targeting of large numbers of Wood Pigeon during the summer months on other species e.g.  

disturbance to other wildlife and potential trophic imbalances. Another consideration is the 

effect of control of Wood Pigeon in areas where Stock Dove co-occur. Stock Dove, currently 

amber-listed, is showing a declining trend (-38% 10-year trend; -58% 18-year trend) based on 

recent CBS trend analyses 

(https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/publications/pdf/IWM115.pdf ), and while not listed 

on the Article 9 derogation, additional pressure from disturbance caused by shooting activities 

during the breeding season may have some impact on local populations at the very least. 

There is a lack of comprehensive studies into Wood Pigeon damage of crops in Ireland to 

inform the decision to allow for year-round derogations for their control. Much of the perceived 

damage to crops by Wood Pigeon is based on anecdotal accounts and historic issues when 

cropping systems were more prone to consumption by grain eating birds. Any suggestion to 

retain the declaration in its existing format should be accompanied by current scientific 

evidence to justify the derogation. 

Studies of Wood Pigeon food preference in Ireland from 2013 have shown that in spring, the 

diet of Wood Pigeons is dominated by fruit and seeds of trees (Ivy), where they constituted 

https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/publications/pdf/IWM115.pdf


55.3 ± 32.7%. In summer, the diet is variable and consists of a relatively equal proportion of 

Cereal grains (27.1 ± 37.7%), clover (22.3 ± 31.1%). Weed material (19.0 ± 30.2%): 

(see: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00063657.2013.798259) 

This above study further highlighted that cereal crops were only the preferred food during the 

autumn months (defined as August–October in the study). Based on current cropping systems, 

these crops were most likely consumed post-harvest i.e. harvest spillage left on stubble fields. 

The derogation is given to ‘prevent serious damage to crops’ but there is limited evidence to 

suggest ‘serious damage’ to crops occurs during the summer period. 

The Wildlife Crime Committee recently requested clarification over the declaration to shoot 

Wood Pigeon under the derogation owing to a number of complaints and queries to the Agri-

Ecology Unit by farmers and members of the public. Legal advice received from the 

Department’s then Legal Adviser in April 2010 on various issues surrounding the interpretation 

of the Declaration was supplied (See Appendix I). We utilize this to inform our submission but 

would ask that this information is not widely circulated without the relevant prior consent. 

The issue of Wood Pigeon Shooting during the summer months, for recreational and 

commercial reasons has also been presented to the Agri-Ecology Unit on a number of occasions 

during 2019 and is also discussed here. 

Matters arising from AEU interactions with farmers and landowners included landowners 

having not given permission to shoot Wood Pigeon over their lands, shooting next to public 

roads, non-target species being shot, and no clear evidence of a need to prevent crop damage 

e.g. shooting over stubble fields and drawing birds to commercial shooters over specially sown 

or left crops. There is a lack of clarity as to how organised shooting of Wood Pigeons complies 

with the purpose of the derogation i.e. to prevent serious damage to crops. Case law highlights 

that a certain degree of damage is required before the derogation operates so to pre-empt a 

situation by organising a shoot before damage occurs would effectively breach the Directive. 

Under the Directive and the interpretation by the ECJ of article 9 (1) (a), pre-emptive shooting 

is not permissible, but the Order, in its current form, does seem to allow such action. According 

to legal interpretation, the shooting of Wood Pigeon can only take place on property that 

contains a crop and not over properties which are solely comprised of stubble fields (See point 

25 in Appendix I). However, the commercial harvesting of Wood Pigeon regularly takes place 

under the auspices of the derogation in areas which are post-harvest and pre-sowing (stubble 

fields) causing significant disturbance to other breeding birds and wildlife, as well as targeting 

Wood Pigeon which are not in effect causing crop damage. The use of a section 42 derogation 

would ensure a degree of regulation of the control of Wood Pigeon outside of the Open Season. 

The current derogation for Wood Pigeon is to prevent ‘serious damage to arable crops…’. The 

derogation allows for the use of shotgun or rifle but not decoys, callers etc. although the wildlife 

act does allow for the use of decoys to shoot Wood Pigeon. However, the Act does not 

explicitly state that the decoys cannot be used outside the open season. The most prevalent 

damage to cereal crops caused by Wood Pigeon is considered by most crop farmers to occur 

between November and May of any year during the sowing and early growth phases of the 

crop. Control outside of this period is therefore considered pre-emptive and not in line with the 

Directive. 

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00063657.2013.798259


In the last review of the derogation in 2018,  

(see: https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/general/aniar-final-report-060918.pdf)  

reference was made to the breaches of the derogation to shoot Wood Pigeon on pg 49: 

Some concern was expressed about breaches of some these derogations, specifically 

that: 

 The derogation is being abused in relation to Wood Pigeon which is subject to 

widespread recreational shooting for local and tourist hunters during the height 

of their breeding period. 

A host of recreational and commercial operators actively advertise this activity which is not in 

keeping with the rationale for the derogation i.e. prevention of serious damage to crops. In 

many of these cases, crops are planted to entice birds in to be shot, acting effectively like bait. 

The derogation is being exploited for commercial reasons and not in line with Article 9 of the 

Regulations. Included in Appendix II are examples of commercial operators offering Wood 

Pigeon shooting excursions in Ireland which constitutes pre-emptive control of the species. It 

should be noted, that commercial shooting is currently not regulated in Ireland and bag returns 

are not requested. 

33% of the respondents to the General Declaration initial review in 2018 asked for a total 

review of the derogation on Wood Pigeon shooting and included recommendations such as: 

 Retain but tighten up control reasons. 

 Declarations are being abused to provide cover for widespread recreational 

shooting for local and tourist hunters during Wood Pigeon's breeding period. 

 Clarify that this is not over stubble but actual standing crop. 

 

The review also highlights that several European countries that allow similar control of Wood 

Pigeon for the protection of crops require specific permission to perform control outside the 

normal hunting season. An analogue of this would be the current system for Section 42 

derogations within the Wildlife Act. 

The AEU would recommend that a full scientific and rationalised review of the Wood Pigeon 

derogation, supported by clear and contemporary legal interpretation of the shooting of the 

species as a preventive measure for crop damage, should be undertaken. Until such a review, 

the species can and should be controlled for the purposes of prevention of serious crop damage 

using the open season order or specific requests from individuals for a derogation to protect 

crops i.e. Section 42. 

Further to this, clarification for regional NPWS staff should be provided regarding the shooting 

of Wood Pigeon, and similar clarification provided to farmers and shooters. At present, there 

is a significant lack of clarity between shooters and the NPWS in terms of the legality of 

shooting over stubble fields in particular. The below section of text is taken from the NARGC 

website (https://nargc.ie/predator-control-and-the-law/) and appears to be contrary to NPWS 

legal advice with respect to stubble fields and the use of decoys: 

 

https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/general/aniar-final-report-060918.pdf
https://nargc.ie/predator-control-and-the-law/


 

 

Taken from the NRAGC website: 

Pigeon shooting 

The Wood Pigeon has a hunting season commencing November 1st and ending on 

January 31st. Outside of the hunting season, Wood Pigeon can be controlled under 

derogation as they can cause serious damage to arable crops, including cereals, legumes 

and brassicas. They can be controlled on any property (including stubble fields) 

throughout the state (under derogation) in order to prevent damage being caused. 

The control is to be carried out by the owner or occupier of a property or the servant or 

agent (e.g. Gun Club member) of the owner or occupier of any such property. Please 

note that you should not assume that you are acting as an agent just because you shoot 

the land during the hunting season as a Club member. 

Central to the legislation is that the owner/occupier has himself identified the need 

for control and requests someone to carry out the control as his/her agent. 

Remember, it is the owner/occupier who is the beneficiary of the derogation and not 

necessarily the hunter. While there is no statutory requirement for seeking permission, 

the owner/occupier should notify his local NPWS Conservation Ranger that he/she will 

be controlling Wood Pigeons under derogation to protect his/her crops. 

Note that a Conservation Ranger is authorised for the purpose of the Regulations (S.I. 

No. 254 of 1986) to enter on any lands on which he/she reasonably believes that the 

control of wild birds is taken place and he/she may request the owner for information 

about the number of wild birds killed or captured on such lands and the means by which 

such wild birds have been killed or captured. 

Although not listed in Schedule four of the derogation, the Wildlife Acts permit the use 

of decoys, including mechanical/electrical appliances such as pigeon magnets, which 

do not emit sound. 

Please note that this last section on the use of decoys most likely refers to the Open Season 

schedule and not the derogation. Clarification is also required on this. 

 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission on declaration and we look forward to 

your response. 

Submitted on behalf of the Agri-Ecology Unit by: 

Dr. John Carey (PhD. Env. Sci., BSc. Env Sci.) 

Dr. Barry O'Donoghue (Ph.D. M.Agr.Sc. B.Agr.Sc.) 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix II: Examples of website offering Wood Pigeon Shooting in Ireland 

 

https://hiddenireland.com/houses/category/shooting-gaming 

 

http://irishdeerservices.ie/hunts/pigeon-shooting/ 

https://hiddenireland.com/houses/category/shooting-gaming
http://irishdeerservices.ie/hunts/pigeon-shooting/


 

http://www.jmmhunting.com/pigeon-shooting.php 

http://www.jmmhunting.com/pigeon-shooting.php


 

 

https://www.rainsfordhunting.com/en/hunting-trips/Wood Pigeon-shooting-in-ireland-

hunting-trip/ 

 

 

 

 

https://www.Wood Pigeonhunting.com/shoot-details/county-kildare-ireland-%7C-wood-

pigeon-hunting/16 

https://www.rainsfordhunting.com/en/hunting-trips/woodpigeon-shooting-in-ireland-hunting-trip/
https://www.rainsfordhunting.com/en/hunting-trips/woodpigeon-shooting-in-ireland-hunting-trip/
https://www.woodpigeonhunting.com/shoot-details/county-kildare-ireland-%7C-wood-pigeon-hunting/16
https://www.woodpigeonhunting.com/shoot-details/county-kildare-ireland-%7C-wood-pigeon-hunting/16


 

 

http://www.casarizzini.com/en/wood-pigeon-hunting-ireland/ 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.casarizzini.com/en/wood-pigeon-hunting-ireland/


 

 

 

 


