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SUBJECT: INHUMANENESS OF FREE-SHOOTING BADGERS 

Licences for badger culling in 2019 will be made public any day now so we would 
like to take this opportunity to look at the current position of free-shooting 
badgers during the culls. 

In a statement made on 28 May 20151, the BVA withdrew support from free 
shooting badgers (also called ‘controlled shooting’) on the grounds that the 
method had been proved inhumane by the Government’s own Independent 
Expert Panel.2  

The BVA stated:  

• “… culling should only be carried out using the tried and tested method of 
cage trapping and shooting”.   

• “It is difficult to argue that the use of controlled shooting for badger culling 
is ethical when another more humane and effective method is available. 
We therefore continue to urge Defra to complete the pilots using cage 
trapping and shooting only and to roll out badger culling to other areas 
using this method.”  

• “The Government’s rationale for the continued use of controlled shooting 
is based on a comparison with the control of other wildlife, but these are 
not the parameters that the Government set itself at the start of the pilots.” 

In response, the Government has ignored these statements. In fact, the opposite 
has occurred. As shown in the table attached, since 28 May 2015 over 60% of 
badgers are now killed by free shooting compared to those cage trapped and 
shot  

As a result of the Government’s and, arguably, the farming sector’s intransigence, 
we would like the BVA to clarify its position on free-shooting badgers urgently 
and explain why the organisation has not done more to ensure badgers do not 

 
1 https://www.bva.co.uk/News-campaigns-and-policy/Newsroom/News-
releases/BVA-responds-Defra-decision-controlled-shooting-pilot-badger-culls/ 
2 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment

_data/file/300388/humaneness-report.pdf 

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/300388/humaneness-report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/300388/humaneness-report.pdf


suffer as much as they currently do. The Code of Professional Conduct for 
Veterinary Surgeons in this country includes this professional responsibility as its 
priority: 

“Veterinary surgeons must make animal health and welfare their first 
consideration when attending to animals.” 3 

 

The lack of monitoring individual incidents of badgers that are killed by free 
shooting has dropped considerably. Now, as the attached table shows, since the 
BVA withdrew support for free shooting less than 1 per cent of badgers free 
shot have been monitored each year. This trend is increasing year on year and 
in 2018 only 0.4% shooting incidents were monitored. Such a small sample 
size cannot justify the Government’s statement that free shooting is humane.   

The Government states in its summary of ‘badger control monitoring’ that 

“Misses and woundings will occur on occasion in any wildlife management 
control programme where firearms are involved. The contractor has control over 
the condition of his firearm, the ammunition used, the zeroing of the rifle and his 
shooting technique. Once the trigger is released, external parameters outside of 
the contractor’s control come into play. The most common reason for misses and 
woundings outside of the contractor’s control is movement of the target species 
simultaneously with trigger release” 4 

This statement emphasises the need for adequate monitoring of individual 
badgers shot rather than contractors since a contractor could generally be 
considered competent but not always. 

In 20165 the Government’s summary of the badger cull operation included this 
statement for the first time  

“The likelihood of suffering in badgers is comparable with the range of 
outcomes reported when other control activities, currently accepted by 
society, have been assessed” 

 
3 https://www.rcvs.org.uk/setting-standards/advice-and-guidance/code-of-
professional-conduct-for-veterinary-surgeons/ 
4 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachmen
t_data/file/578146/summary-badger-control-monotoring-2016-annexb.pdf 
 
5 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/578436/s

ummary-badger-control-monitoring-2016.pdf 
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This statement has subsequently included in the summaries of the badger cull 
operations for 20176 and 20187 and is based on a level of accuracy that  

… “compares favourably with a published study of controlled shooting of rabbits 
in Australia which is the only other study which uses this method of assessing the 
accuracy of controlled shooting” 

The phrase ‘currently accepted by society” applied to the suffering of badgers 
free shot during badger control operations means little. And evidence shows that 
this is probably not the case 

Targeted ads from the Vote Leave campaign revealed that a strong belief in 
animal rights is a core issue that guides many people within our society8 As one 
of the key co-ordinators put it, “the most successful message in getting people 
out to vote had been about animal rights. 9 

The Independent Expert Panel (IEP), unable to measure ‘pain’ or ‘suffering’ of 
badgers during free shooting, decided to measure ‘marked pain’ in order to 
assess if free shooting was humane. 

As a result of the considerable public interest in the welfare of animals, we have 
decided to publicise the ‘marked pain’ of one badger observed by a monitor for 
the Independent Expert Panel during 2013.  Surviving for 13’43” after the first 
shot, we suggest the observations record that this badger – along with an 
unknown number of others – also experienced considerable fear and suffering.  

The video can be seen here: 

It may be that the lack of monitoring, transparency and clarity surrounding the 
badger cull has helped to obfuscate the painful issue of a number of badgers 
suffering pain, fear and marked pain similar to this. 

It is probable that the British public would not condone badgers suffering in this 
way. Instead, we suggest that It will neither forgive nor forget that the farming 
sector and Government has – and is - condemning so many badgers to such 
unnecessary and appalling suffering in the pursuit of a policy that is based on 
prejudice and political manoeuvring.  

Such a brutal treatment of a species that should be respected as a vital part of 
our natural heritage will brutalise those taking part. And it does much to 
undermine our society as a whole particularly now when the planet and its wildlife 
is under assault from our species yet deserves so much better. 

 
6  
7  
8 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-44966969 
9 https://www.libdemvoice.org/public-mind-manipulation-61709.html 
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