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Badger sett recording in Yorkshire

The latest change in the law.

In August 1985, new legal provisions atfecting
badgers (Meles meles) came into operation. Previously, cases
of badger digging had failed because defendants had claimed
that they were digging for foxes. The onus of proof has now

shifted so that anybody, including owners and occcupiers
(unless licenced by the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries
and Food) found behaving suspiciously near a badger sett can
be presumed guilty until proved innocent. This shows how
seriously Parliament regards badger digging. For the police
to prosecute successfully, however, they have to have a
certain level of detail about badger setts in their
locality.

Is badger digging a problem?

Badgers have been persecuted through the
centuries, even giving rise to the verb "to badger™ someone.
When it was done on a village basis once or twice a year, it
made littie impact to the badger population. The problem is
now a real one due to greater mobility, the increased
accurracy of digging out a badger with bleeper collars on
dogs, and the financial incentive (badgers dug out are
usually maimed and then taken to a baiting pit where
sideline bets are placed on a succession of dogs set to
fight). In the last 10-15 years there has been a great
upsurge in digging associated with the popularity of small
sporting dogs. There is also the i1llegal practice of lamping
at mnight, using lurcher dogs and stopping the entrances to
setts while the badgers are out foraging. Of the people
known or suspected to be badger diggers, nearly 100% have a
criminal record.

Yorkshire badger distribution.

The effects of this intensive persecution have led
to a dramatic decline in numbers. [t is not just the taking
and killing of badgers that is responsible, but dogs disturb
or kill baby badgers underground. Furthermore, trauma upsets
animal behaviour and almost certainly badger disturbance
cauges abortions and interferes with the reproductive cycle.

In South and West Yorkshire the number of active
setts has dropped to a third of the level of 10 years ago
and the number of animals has declined proportionately at
the remaining setts. Even in those undiggable setts in old
mine workings, badgers are not immune to disturbance, for
the diggers put dogs down to accustom them to going down
badger holes.

Most diggers come from the conurbations. They are
able to travel and having dug out most accessible setts in
South and West Yorkshire, they are now digging much further
afield, even remote setts in the North Yorkshire HMoors have
been dug. Thus all setts in Humberside and Yorkshire are at
risk.

The badger, nationally, is not under threat. The
MIASESERS S gassing and trapping measures, against TB,

carried out since 1974 have only reduced the population in
Gloucestershire and Cornwall by 1%. In Yorkshire, however,
with illegal gangs roaming around, there has been a 66%
decline.

What next?

The law now gives added protection and there are
special implications for land owners, for instance, it is
illegal to give permission to someone to interfere with a

badger sett. It can even be regarded as aiding and abetting
if, in giving permission for foxing and rabbiting, a land
owner fails to mention the presence of a badger sett and
people are caught digging there. The police are anxious to
see the law enforced, and certainly do not want it brought
into disrepute. Already successful prosecutions have
resulted in substantial fines and many police forces have
appointed wildlife liason officers.
How Yorkshire Mammal! Group can help.

Members of the Yorkshire Mammal Group are
encouraged to report any setts known to them, to the local
police station or the wildlife liaison officer at a County
Police HQ (see address below). A record of a badger sett

before any incident occurs is useful, and knowledge of the
whereabouts of the setts and of land ownership/occupation is
invaluable to helping the police to act quickly. It would

also be helpful for the police to have some basic data about
their local setts, eg. the number of entrance holes, whether

foxes are living in the setts and whether it has been
disturbed before. Eventually it is hoped that there will be
photographic record of all badger setts in Yorkshire and

Humberside.

A% North Yorkshire Police HQ, Newby Wiske,
Northallerton....0609-3131. Chief Superintendent Gray
(Administration).

2. Humberside County Police HQ, Queens Gardens, Kingston

upon Hull...0482-26111 Ext.3436. Wildlife Liaison Officer -
Chief Inspector Gillingham.

3.West Yorkshire Police, Aldams Road,
Dewsbury....0924-466181. Wildlife Liaison Officer =
Inspector Vernon Clegg.

4.South Yorkshire County Police HQ, Snig Haslsly

Sheffield....0742-78522 Ext. 3573. Wildlife liaison Officer
- Chief Inspector Brian Modew.

This article has been prepared jointly by N.F.U., CEL AT
West Yorkshire Potlice, RS EIRING A West Yorkshire County
Counci | and Yorkshire Wildlife Trust.
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