
20/2/2018 Sea Eagles Are Returning to Scotland and Preying on Sheep. Will Lasers Help? - Modern Farmer

https://modernfarmer.com/2018/02/sea-eagles-returning-scotland-preying-sheep-will-lasers-help/ 1/5

A juvenile white-tailed sea eagle.

Andreas Weith via Wikimedia Commons

A photograph of a white-tailed sea eagle with a newborn lamb in its talons taken
in Scotland last May reignited an ongoing row between farmers and
conservationists over the United Kingdom’s largest airborne predator. Now, the
government is considering using lasers to deter the birds from dining on
livestock.

This isn’t some “Star Wars”-type scenario. The lasers being considered wouldn’t harm the birds, or even be aimed directly at them, according
to Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH), the government agency responsible for the country’s nature conservation. 

In theory, the lasers would be targeted at hillsides where sea eagles are known to prey on grazing sheep on Scotland’s west coast. The beams,
it’s hoped, will frighten the eagles.

Vicki Mowat, a representative of SNH, tells Modern Farmer that there has been some misreporting of the plan—this is currently just an idea;
no tests involving lasers have been undertaken. “We haven’t even decided if we’ll do a trial of the laser scaring yet,” she says.
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From our partners at 

According to Ross Lilley, SNH’s Sea Eagle Project Manager, the lasers are only one option being considered and that any trials that do take
place will be carefully monitored “to make sure lasers are a safe and effective method before we proceed any further.” Other options are being
considered, like using recorded sounds to frighten the birds. 

The white-tailed sea eagle has managed to make a dramatic comeback in the UK, especially in Scotland, where the birds were hunted into
extinction by 1918. Sea eagles were reintroduced to the country in the 1970s. By 2015 (the most recent data available), 106 breeding pairs
called Scotland home and conservationists believe their numbers will continue to climb. But with this growth has come complaints from
sheep farmers about losing livestock to these massive birds of prey, which can have a wingspan of more than eight feet. 

SNH has acknowledged the problem and has been working with farmers and others on the issue, but has said in the past that studies turned
up no evidence of “widespread significant predation on live lambs” by sea eagles.

In November, the agency allowed two trees that sea eagles had previously nested in near the town of Oban to be cut down in an attempt to
discourage the birds from hunting in the area.

“We understand the serious concerns some farmers and crofters have about the impact of sea eagles on their livestock,” says Lilly. “Therefore,
SNH, in agreement with the National Sea Eagle Stakeholder Group, has begun trialling a number of techniques to find a balance between
livestock farming and wildlife, recognizing the benefits that both bring to us all.” 
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