The number of stranded cetaceans
by-caught around the UK

WELFARE INDICATOR:

RSPCA concern

Background

By-catch (when non-target animals are entangled,
trapped or injured in fishing nets) poses a significant
threat to the welfare and conservation of cetaceans in
waters around the UK and globally. The RSPCA is
extremely concerned about the levels of suffering

Small cetacean (dolphin and porpoise) entanglement caused by UK
fisheries was first highlighted in 1992, when large numbers of dead
dolphins washed up on the beaches of Cornwall and Devon. Within
the first three months of 1992,118 dead dolphins were stranded, and
post-mortem investigations revealed for the first time that the deaths
of many of these animals could be attributed to by-catch'. Post-mortem
evidence pointed clearly at a prolonged and traumatic death for the
entangled animals - blood-filled froth had started to form in the
lungs, skin was lacerated from net meshes and teeth were broken,

by-caught cetaceans endure. Cetaceans caught in the
nets can become injured as they struggle to get free and
will eventually die if unable to return to the surface to
breathe. As a result, some animals may later be found
stranded, dead or alive. Entanglement injuries can be
used as an indicator that animals were previously caught
in nets. The number of porpoises and dolphins dying in
UK fisheries over the last 10 years has remained high,
yet no consistent effort of mitigation has been
undertaken, even though enforcement of UK cetacean
by-catch legislation' would bring a reduction in the
frequency of harbour porpoise by-catch.
The RSPCA believes the government must take action
to enforce such legislation, and must be proactive in
supporting research into alternative fishing technology
and by-catch mitigation methods, with the aim of
eliminating all cetacean by-catch.

all indicative of a sustained struggle by these air-breathing mammals
trapped underwater. Cetaceans are conscious breathers and death was
found to be a result of asphyxia when their oxygen supplies ran out'.
Observers were placed on fishing vessels in south-west England
between summer 1992 and spring 1994' in an attempt to identify the
source of dolphin mortality The findings revealed that, rather than
dolphins, there were many porpoises dying in nets set on the sea
floor (bottom-set gillnets). Estimates put the mortality of porpoise
by-catch at more than 2,000 animals each year in that fishery alone'
- a level considered to be a threat to the survival of the population
as well as a huge welfare concern. Subsequent studies in other
European fisheries revealed dolphin deaths in trawl nets occurred at
a rate ranging from one to two dolphins every 100 hours of fishing'.
Clearly, numerous fisheries were to blame for the cetacean mortality
Efforts have been made to mitigate cetacean by-catch. Acoustic
alarms (called 'pingers') have been developed to deter porpoises from
gillnets and have proved effective in trials in North America and
south-west England 5 at reducing porpoise by-catch by up to 90 per
cent. This is not seen as the definitive solution to the problem' and
further fishing gear development is required.
Ongoing work in the UK' and in Europe is aiming to address the
deaths of common dolphins in trawl nets. Mortality rates in the sea
bass fishery in the English Channel and south-west approaches are
extremely high and indicate that more than 900 common dolphins
died in the UK bass fishery between 2000 and 2005 09. Many more
French than UK boats use this fishery, so overall mortality will be
significantly greater. Research projects are underway to design escape
hatches from trawl nets, or to deter dolphins from entering trawl nets
using acoustic harassment devices. Under the EU Common Fisheries
Policy, a Regulation has been introduced to monitor and reduce
cetacean by-catch in certain fisheries. The UK has adopted this
Regulation into domestic lawlo , thus placing an obligation on certain

THERE IS LITTLE CHANGE FROM THE
PREVIOUS YEAR.
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fisheries either to carry observers or to fix acoustic deterrent pingers
onto their nets. Though the observer work is underway, fishermen
are failing to comply with pinger requirements, as they believe that

WILDLIFE INDICATORS

pingers are unreliable (and costly). Additionally, the large number of
small boats using bottom-set gillnets, which are known to cause
porpoise deaths, are exempt from the regulations (which only apply
to vessels 12m or over).

The Indicator figures
The actual death toll of cetaceans in fisheries is unknown, but
estimates can be made from observer programmes that sample a
small proportion of fishing fleets, and from the analysis of carcasses
found on beaches. The total number of cetaceans stranding on UK
shores doubled over the 13 years between 1994 to 2006, from 360
to 719" 12. This is possibly due to the growth in a method of fishing
known as pair trawling, used largely to catch sea bass. Between 2006
and 2007 however, the total number of cetacean strandings
decreased by more than 25 per cent'3.
To reveal the cause of death, post-mortem examinations were
conducted" 12 on stranded cetaceans that were not badly decomposed.
Figure I shows the numbers of stranded cetaceans examined, and
the numbers of those deaths known to have been a result of
by-catch. Figure 2 illustrates these figures as percentages. It can
be seen that the proportion of deaths attributed to by-catch has
remained relatively consistent at around 20 per cent. However this
figure would be higher if analysis was restricted to porpoises and
dolphins. These figures do not provide information on the scale of
the problem, as most discarded carcasses never reach the beach".
There is no doubt that enforcement of UK cetacean by-catch
legislation could bring a reduction in the frequency of harbour porpoise
entanglement in nets. The government must take action to enforce
the legislation, and must be proactive in supporting research into
alternative fishing technology and by-catch mitigation methods. While
the fall in the number of cetacean strandings overall could be seen as
encouraging, it is important to appreciate that this decrease may be
due to normal inter-annual variation in UK waters '3 . The number of
cetaceans by-caught, meanwhile, has remained consistently high over
the last 10 years and shows no sign of significant decline'o

Figure 1: The number of stranded cetaceans
examined and number of deaths caused by
by-catch, 1994-2007
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Figure 2: Proportion of total deaths (%) known
to be caused by by-catch and other causes,
1994-2007
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The number of imported wild-taken
reptiles and birds as a proportion of the total trade into
the UK and the EU
WELFARE INDICATOR:

RSPCA concern

Background

A diverse range of live birds and reptiles continues to be
seen on sale to hobbyists and the pet-keeping public
through many avenues of sale including pet shops,
commercial breeders and the internet. Despite
improvements in experienced keepers' knowledge of the
needs of many species now kept in captivity in the UK,
and the ability of commercial breeders to supply some
species completely from captive-bred animals, hundreds
of thousands of wild reptiles continue to be removed
from the wild each year to supply the demands of the
pet trade in the European Union (EU), including the UK.
However, since the introduction of EU legislation in
October 2005, which stopped the importation of live
birds taken from the wild into all EU member states,
unsurprisingly UK and EU bird imports have decreased
significantly. While the RSPCA will continue to monitor
the trade in birds, the ban appears to have all but halted
trade in these animals.
The RSPCA is concerned that where animals continue

Many pet keepers in the UK assume that any animal on sale is
captive-bred and that all wild animals are protected by international
regulations to limit their capture and use for the pet trade. Both of
these assumptions are untrue.
International trade in wild animals is only regulated for species
that are endangered or threatened by trade, and which are therefore
listed on the Convention on the International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) appendices. This Convention
is implemented through EU CITES trade regulations' and enforced
through the UK Control of Trade in Endangered Species (COTES)
legislation'. As these controls do not monitor the trade in non-CITES
listed species. and the majority of wild animals are not protected by
CITES, it is therefore difficult to determine how many species and
individual animals in total are imported into the EU or UK from the
wild. For example, of the approximate 10,000 species of birds' and
7,700 species of reptiles' recorded in the wild, less than IS per cent
of bird species and eight per cent of reptile species are protected
through CITES to control their commercial international trade.
Figures on CITES-listed animals entering the EU are therefore only
part of the total live animal trade. Figures on animals imported into
the UK also provide just a partial picture, as they only record animals
entering the UK as the first destination after export and not those
imported from other EU countries.
Figures on the movements of both CITES-listed and non-ClTESlisted animals between EU member states and into the EU are
collated into the central EU database called TRACES (the Trade
Control and Expert System) and the European Community Eurostat
database. However, neither database qualifies important information
on the source of the animals being traded - no distinction is made
between an animal caught in the wild and an animal bred in
captivity So at present, CITES data is also needed to monitor the
source of animals, to investigate any shifts in the number of animals
taken from the wild compared to animals bred in captivity An added
complication now exists because, since 2007, bird movements into

to be taken .from the wild, many animals suffer or die
before being exported, during transportation and once
held in captivity for the pet trade' 2. To prevent the
suffering of wild animals that are still taken for this
purpose, the Society advocates far stricter regulations to
prevent the importation of vulnerable animals into the
EU, which until recently was the largest market for the
wild bird trade and remains so for reptiles. Stopping the
trade for the most vulnerable animals will reduce the
impact this trade has on wild populations and encourage
traders to focus on species already obtainable from
captive-bred sources.

NUMBER OF WILD-CAUGHT REPTILES AS A
PROPORTION OF THE TOTAL TRADE IN LIVE
CITES-LISTED REPTILES IMPORTED INTO THE UK
- LITTLE CHANGE FROM THE PREVIOUS YEAR.

NUMBER OF WILD-CAUGHT REPTILES AS A
PROPORTION OF THE TOTAL TRADE IN LIVE
CITES-LISTED REPTILES IMPORTED INTO THE EU
- LITTLE CHANGE FROM THE PREVIOUS YEAR.

TOTAL NUMBER OF LIVE. WILD-CAUGHT CITESLISTED REPTILES IMPORTED INTO THE UK THERE HAS BEEN AN INCREASE IN THE
NUMBER OF REPTILES IMPORTED INTO THE UK.

TOTAL NUMBER OF LIVE. WILD-CAUGHT CITESLISTED REPTILES IMPORTED INTO THE EU THERE HAS BEEN A SLIGHT INCREASE IN THE
NUMBER OF REPTILES IMPORTED INTO THE EU.
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2006 and 2007 when 24,872 and 29,871, respectively, live CITES-listed

the UK from the EU no longer seem to be recorded', making it almost
impossible to monitor trends in total bird trade.
Figures for CITES-listed reptiles and birds imported into the UK
and EU between 2000 and 2007 have been sub-divided according to
the source assigned to each animal: wild-caught, captive-bred or
ranched/captive-reared. Ranching involves the rearing in a controlled

reptiles were imported from outside the EU. These numbers
represent an increase on 2005 figures of 84 and 121 per cent
respectively More importantly, the number of wild-caught individuals
increased almost five-fold between 2000 and 2007 to 29,871 animals
and represented as much as 84 per cent of all live reptiles imported

environment of specimens, such as eggs or hatchlings, which have
been taken into captivity from the wild. The same sub-division could
not be achieved for data extracted from the TRACES and Eurostat
databases, as the source of animal is not recorded. Instead, these

in 2003 This high level is consistent with the origin of imported
reptiles, as the most common countries exporting them into
Heathrow are Guyana, Chile and Ghana where the species live in
the wild 'o
With regard to CITES trade into the EU, data for 2000-200689 are

data represent combined totals for CITES-listed and non-CITES-listed
species for each year
For more information about the CITES source codes used in this
report and detailed results, please refer to the Animal Welfare
Footprint website: www.animalwelfarefootprint.com

shown in Figure 4. Figures suggest a slight increase in total numbers
imported in 2006 compared to previous years. Meanwhile, the total
proportion taken from the wild fell slightly from 41 per cent in 2005
to almost 38 per cent in 2006, indicating a greater dependence on
ranched and captive-reared reptiles. At the time of writing, 2007 data
for reptile trade into the EU were not available.
In terms of trade in all live reptiles (including non-CITES listed
species for which trade is therefore unregulated), 178,244" entered the
UK from outside the EU in 2006, but only 1,470" from other EU
member states. Thus, more than 99 per cent of all live reptiles that

The indicator figures - live reptiles
The number of live reptiles imported into the UK from outside the
EU under CITES, as well as the proportion of these that were wildcaught, for 2000-200789 , are shown in Figure 3. Since 2000, it is clear
that trade of live reptiles into the UK has increased, particularly in

Figure 3: Total number of CITES-listed reptiles imported into the UK from outside the EU, and proportion
(Ofo) of these reptiles that were obtained from the wild, 2000-2007
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listed under CITES, shows that only 54 birds were imported in 2006
for conservation purposes, compared to more than 50,000 in
previous years. Unfortunately, comparable figures for 2007 were not
provided by the government'~, although it is highly likely that this
trend has continued given the current import ban. Furthermore,
historical figures for the number of all birds imported into the EU
appear to be unreliable, as numbers provided are lower than CITESlisted species alone (e.g. 521,906" in 2005 compared to. 524,850
CITES-listed birds)"
From UK and EU bird import figures, it is clear that the import ban
on wild birds has all but ended trade in wild-caught CITES-listed birds.
The RSPCA supports the European Commission's decision to amend
EU legislation and introduce a permanent ban on the importation of
wild-caught birds into the EU. However, the Society also welcomes
the continued monitoring of trade in all species of birds and reptiles,
particularly as there are some early indications that trade may be
shifting from birds to reptiles, including those not listed under CITES.
It is important to remember that no matter whether a bird is currently
of conservation concern and protected by CITES, a close watch on the
total trade is needed to monitor whether trade in particular species
should be controlled or stopped on welfare grounds.

listed animals. Whatever the reason(s) for the increase in reptile
imports into the UK, and possibly the EU as a whole, trade into the
EU of over one million live reptiles demonstrates an even greater
need for the regulation of the reptile trade into, and within, the EU to
restrict the importation of species most vulnerable to suffering and
mortality once captured and removed from the wild. Reptile traders
and keepers also have a responsibility to carefully consider the source
of the animal they are acquiring; to choose species that can be
supplied from captive-bred animals; and to provide the facilities and
care necessary for the animals' welfare when kept in captivity.

The indicator figures - wild birds
Rgures on CITES-listed birds imported into the UK from outside the EU
and into the EU as a whole, in addition to the proportion of these birds
that were wild-caught, for 2000-2007 are given in Figures 5 and 6.
These Figures show that thousands of wild-caught CITES-listed birds
were imported annually into the UK between 2002 and 2005", but
following the EU-wide ban on imports of wild birds", the trade in CITESlisted species has all but ceased (Figure 5) Looking at CITES-listed bird
imports into the EU as a whole", there was a similar crash (Figure 6).
Looking at the trade of all bird species into the UK, not just those

Figure 5: Total number of CITES-listed birds imported into the UK from outside the EU, and proportion
(%) of these birds that were obtained from the wild, 2000-2007
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I

The provision of quality written
information for the sale of non-domestic pets (reptiles,
birds, amphibians and mammals) in a sample of outlets

WELFARE INDICATOR:

RSPCA concern

Background

Before acquiring any animal, whether it be a cat, dog or
a less common pet such as a reptile, it is essential for
the animal's welfare that the person responsible for its
care fully understands its long-term needs and is fully
prepared to meet those needs throughout the animal's
lifetime. If people are not fully prepared, animal welfare
may be compromised as a result and potentially the
animals involved may be given up or abandoned.
The RSPCA believes that to help inform the person
thinking about keeping an animal as a pet, anyone
selling or rehoming the animal has a responsibility to
help provide good-quality husbandry advice appropriate
for the species.

The Animal Welfare Act 2006 in England and Wales clearly
recognises the responsibility of any pet keeper to take reasonable
steps to meet their animal's welfare needs in captivity. The Animal
Welfare Bill's Regulatory Impact Assessment (RIA) also recognised
the responsibility of pet vendors to help educate prospective buyers
in the husbandry and care of animals on sale. It was therefore
advocated in the RIA that all commercial vendors of pet animals
should issue information leaflets; a requirement that may be
incorporated into new pet vending regulations'.
Nowadays the diverse range of animals available to keep as pets
can be acquired from many different sources, including breeders,
specialist pet shops that sell non-domestic animals, generalist pet
shops, pet fairs, animal auctions, animal centres, small-ad papers,
hobbyist groups, distance sellers (such as the internet), and from
friends and family. The animals may have been bred in the UK,
bred overseas or caught in the wild before being exported for sale.
To investigate the ownership of non-domestic pets, including
where pet animals were acquired, the RSPCA commissioned research
that was completed by Dr Deborah Wells from Queen's University,
Belfast in 20021. The 1,024 surveys completed by keepers from
around the UK (who kept reptiles, amphibians or insects) revealed
that pets were acquired from four main sources 51.2 per cent from a
non-domestic (specialist) pet shop; 16.6 per cent from a general pet
shop; 22.5 per cent from a private breeder; and 9.8 per cent from a
friend or relative.
The same respondents were also asked what husbandry advice
they were given. Almost half were given only verbal advice by the
seller, 31.2 per cent were given written information and 20.5 per cent
were given no husbandry advice at all. The pet keepers then went on
to state, when asked, that the most common problem they
experienced with their pet was the lack of information provided by
the supplier. As two-thirds of suppliers in the study were identified as
being either specialist or generalist pet shops, that sector of the pet
trade clearly provides an important source for passing on advice to
those considering or already keeping a companion animal.
In recognition of the role pet shops play in helping inform the
pet-buying public about the needs of animals in captivity and what
equipment and long-term care is required once the animal is taken
home, the RSPCA has selected the provision of good-quality
written information, appropriate for the animals on sale, as a
welfare indicator.

THERE IS LITTLE CHANGE FROM THE
PREVIOUS YEAR.
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The indicator figures
A sample of pet shops in England and Wales is surveyed annually
Data was collected between January and May 2008. Information is
gathered on the type of non-domestic animals on sale from four
broad animal groups: mammals, birds, reptiles and amphibians, The
availability of good quality, appropriate information on the welfare
needs of animals on display is also monitored, both on display
near enclosures ('signs') and in a form that can be taken away for
reference ('care sheets') by those considering buying or intending
to buy an animal.

Figure 7: Availability of different animal groups
in surveyed pet shops
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• Information scoring
The type of information recorded and scored is based on the five
welfare needs of animals as outlined in the Animal Welfare Act 2006:
an animal's need for a suitable environment (e,g, enclosure size);
a suitable diet (e,g, food type and provision of water); opportunities
to exhibit normal behaviour patterns (e,g, branches for climbing or
perching); any need to be housed with, or apart, from other animals
(grouping and issues of breeding); and its need to be protected from
pain, suffering, injury and disease (e,g. health issues, the need for the
owner to seek veterinary advice),
Other issues considered desirable for pet shops to cover include:
animal's size at adulthood, lifespan, source (e,g, captive-bred or wildcaught), price and sources of further information (e,g, pet shop staff,
websites, free care sheets), Surveyors were also asked to note if staff
approached them and volunteered any care information,
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Figure 12: Proportion of swans admitted to three RSPCA centres affected by fishing tackle, 2000-2007
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Looking at admissions to RSPCA wildlife centres, recent years
have seen fewer swans admitted, both in total (from 941 in 2000
to 799 in 2007) and suffering from tackle-related injuries (from 121
in 2000 to 73 in 2007). More importantly, Figure 12 shows that
proportionately there have been slightly fewer fishing tackle-related
admissions in 2006 and 2007 (nine per cent of swan admissions)
compared to previous years (11-14 per cent). However, further data
is needed to determine whether incidents are really in decline.
The results to date are therefore inconclusive with regards to
whether there has been a significant decline in fishing tackle-related
injuries in swans. Only time and more data will tell if the pattern seen
in the last couple of years is sustained and that perhaps attitudes
and behaviour are improving.
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