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Woodpigeon shooting in the UK 
Why it’s necessary  

• There are over 5 million breeding pairs of woodpigeon across the UK; and their 
population increased by 134% between 1970 and 2011, partly due to increased 
overwinter survival because of crop availability. 

• Woodpigeon behaviour changes throughout the year, meaning different techniques 
need to be used to reduce the local abundance of birds and so prevent serious crop 
damage as the farming calendar progresses. 

• The AHDB1 estimates that woodpigeons are responsible for yield losses of 10-40%, 
and BASC estimates woodpigeon damage to oilseed, brassica and pea crops in the 
UK costs around £115 million annually. However, it should be noted that these 
estimates were calculated while widespread lethal control was being conducted by 
shooters, so they would be expected to be significantly larger in its absence. 

• In the UK between 2012-2016, pigeons and doves were responsible for 800 reported 
aircraft bird strikes or near misses, with a peak in incidents in the late summer 
(around harvest time). 

• Non-lethal methods for control simply shift the population to fields that are not 
protected, or to fields that are protected by methods to which the birds have already 
become familiar. 

 
The farming calendar 

• The UK grows a variety of crops which are sown and harvested throughout the year, 
meaning that there is always some form of crop vulnerable to woodpigeon damage. 

• Oilseed rape can be direct drilled in to stubble, meaning it is vulnerable to damage 
throughout the winter, and leading up to harvest. Peas are one of the earliest sown 
crops and are vulnerable to woodpigeon damage at all growing stages from February 
through the summer, whereas cereals are most vulnerable immediately after they are 
sown in late autumn and early spring and in the period while the head matures in 
summer. 

• The variation in climate across the country means that the timing for harvest and 
sowing varies, providing staggered feeding opportunities for woodpigeons that can 
move with waves of sowing and harvest. 

 
Sustainable use 

• Lethal control of woodpigeons in the UK is conducted to prevent serious damage to 
crops and to protect human health and safety. However, woodpigeons are also a 
valuable food that provides employment and sustains a thriving market in game meat 
providing a provisioning resource valued at over £3 million per annum. 

 

How it fits with European law 
• With no open season in the UK, all woodpigeon shooting is conducted as a 

derogation of the Birds Directive, particularly Article 9(a) to prevent serious damage 
to crops. 

• The woodpigeon is in favourable conservation status across its range, including the 
UK, showing a pronounced increase in population in the past 40 years. This shows 
that shooting of this species has not impacted its conservation status, and that in the 
UK, the necessarily wide scope of the general licences have not infringed on the 
central requirement of the Birds Directive to maintain populations. 

                                                
1 Agriculture and Horticulture Development Board 



• Derogations from the Birds Directive require that there should be “no other 
satisfactory solution” to lethal control. Farmers are clear that the woodpigeon is the 
main agricultural pest in the UK, that they are capable of causing significant 
economic damage if not controlled and that non-lethal methods do not provide a 
satisfactory solution. 

• European guidance2 on derogations recognises that “widespread species that can 
cause damage over large areas, such as the Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus, may 
justify derogations that are more generalised in their territorial scope”. Furthermore, 
the wording of Article 9 is clear in its intent to “prevent” damage, rather than simply to 
respond to damage that has already occurred. 

• Despite its prolonged breeding period, the European Commission recognises that the 
peak breeding season occurs over just two months. 

• Woodpigeon may be killed during their breeding season, in order to prevent serious 
damage to crops in most European countries that have significant woodpigeon 
populations, showing that there are clear precedents across the EU. 

 

How it’s done 
• Woodpigeon shooting in the UK is conducted year-round as an aid to crop protection 

and public safety. 
• The primary method for lethal control of woodpigeons is shooting. This can take three 

main forms which can be used depending on the farming calendar and the local 
conditions. 

 
Decoying  

• Decoying uses imitation woodpigeons to lure birds to an area where it is safe to 
shoot them, and where they can be ethically shot and retrieved, while minimising 
damage to standing crops. 

• Decoying is a very powerful technique given the staggered cropping and sowing 
dates in the UK. For example, woodpigeons can be decoyed on to, and shot over, a 
field of barley stubble in order to prevent them from damaging adjacent wheat fields 
(which are harvested later in the year).  

 
Roost shooting 

• Roost shooting woodpigeons relies on woodpigeons aggregating in large numbers in 
woodlands at night. It is particularly effective in the extensive agricultural landscape 
in the east of England. 

• Roost shooting is an effective way of reducing woodpigeon numbers, and hence 
damage, where the shooter is unable to access a field for reasons of safety, or due to 
the risk of damage to standing crops. 

• Roost shooting in the evening, with birds coming back from feeding, is a valuable tool 
for managing woodpigeons that are more widely dispersed in the farming landscape 
during the day. 

 
Flighting 

• Flighting of woodpigeons is the act of shooting them as they fly between their roosts 
and feeding fields. 

• This technique is effective where it is not possible to shoot over fields for reasons of 
safety, or due to concerns over causing further damage to crops. 

                                                
2 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/wildbirds/hunting/docs/hunting_guide_en.pdf 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/wildbirds/hunting/docs/hunting_guide_en.pdf


Contacts

BASC HEAD OFFICE – 01244 573 000

BASC Council – council@basc.org.uk
Membership – 01244 573 030 – membership@basc.org.uk
Firearms – 01244 573 010 – firearms@basc.org.uk
Press Office – 01244 573 052 – press@basc.org.uk
Research – 01244 573 016 – research@basc.org.uk
Game and Gundogs – 01244 573 019 – game@basc.org.uk; gundogs@basc.org.uk
Deer Management – 01244 573 047 – deer@basc.org.uk
Conservation/Land Mgt – 01244 573 024 – conservation@basc.org.uk
Training and Education – 01244 573 018 – training@basc.org.uk
Wildfowling – 01244 573 011 – wildfowling@basc.org.uk
Gundog Helpline – 01244 573 019 – gundogs@basc.org.uk
Political Affairs – 01244 573 045 – politics@basc.org.uk
BASC Sales – 01244 573 027 – sales@basc.org.uk
BASC Membership Insurance – 0370 903 2037
(option 1) insurance@basc.org.uk
Fundraising – 01244 573 004 – nick.glazebrook@basc.org.uk
Trade Members – 01244 573 012 – marketing@basc.org.uk
Gundog Insurance – 03330 308 205 – www.bascdoginsurance.org.uk 
Gun Insurance – 0845 072 8539
Other Bespoke Insurances – 03335 778 232
Wildlife Habitat Trust – www.wht.org.uk

BASC, Marford Mill, Rossett, Wrexham LL12 0HL 
01244 573 000 – www.basc.org.uk – enq@basc.org.uk

For up-to-date information on general licences visit:

www.basc.org.uk/gl
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