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Opening comment

“Captivity for wild animals rarely meets all of the basic welfare needs, particularly 
social and behavioural needs, the most important for mental wellbeing. 

Captivity for birds I find the hardest to come to terms with. Being denied flight, 
the chance to escape stressful situations and the choices that come with that is 
unacceptable on welfare grounds. 

This investigation also found shocking deficiencies in the provision of the right 
environment and even food and water for these animals. Simply put, birds do 
not belong in cages and this practice should be stopped.” 

- Dr Emma Milne BVSc MRCVS, Vet and author

This report summarises the findings from a study researched and written by an 
independent consultant, Laura Tomlinson, on behalf of Freedom for Animals. The 
report ‘Examination of the Licensing, Welfare and Other Issues Relating to Bird of Prey 
Zoos in the UK 2018’ can be accessed on the Freedom for Animals website.

This report adds to previous research carried out by Freedom for Animals (then known 
as the Captive Animals’ Protection Society): ‘Birds in Zoos in England: An Assessment of 
Welfare, Conservation and Education in 2013’.

PO Box 591, Manchester, M12 0DP 
Phone 0845 330 3911 (local call rate)
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Freedom for Animals is a registered charity in 
England and Wales no.1124436
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Bird show image page 16, Orca image page 23.

Our Mission 
1. We take action to end the captivity 

of animals, especially those used for 
entertaining the public in zoos, circuses 
and the media industry.

2. We carry out investigations and 
research to provide a solid evidence 
base for our campaigns and political 
lobbying.

3. Our educational work and 
awareness raising promotes a 
more compassionate attitude and 
relationship between humans and 
other animals.

4. We undertake high level work to 
educate policy makers whilst continuing 
to support grassroots activism, the very 
foundations of Freedom for Animals.

5. We work in partnership with 
organisations that share our values and 
amplify our campaigns.

Freedom for Animals is a 
UK-based charity leading 
the campaign to end 
the captivity of animals, 
especially those used for 
entertaining the public 
in zoos, circuses and the 
media industry.
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Introduction

Many of us will have seen birds of prey in captivity. As well as in zoos, bird of prey displays 
feature at historic homes and castles, summer fetes and increasingly even in town centres. 
Birds of prey are often used in film and TV, appearing in medieval and fantasy themed 
productions, such as the Harry Potter series. 

The image of a bird of prey sat on the falconer’s glove may give the impression of a bond or 
close relationship between the bird and the person holding them. Surely, to be able to tame 
a bird, to be able to fly the bird and for the bird to return, gives the impression of freedom of 
choice for the bird.

Sadly, there is a darker side to this relationship and to this industry. 

In traditional falconry, birds of prey such as falcons and hawks are trained to hunt other 
animals for humans (Fox and Chick, 2007). This is believed to have started thousands of years 
ago (Epstein, 1943; Bolton, 1997). Nowadays, using birds for hunting continues, but falconers 
have found a wider range of ways to use birds, increasingly for profit. As well as hunting days, 
the public can pay to have a bird sit on their lap, to have their photo taken with a bird, even to 
have birds fly down the aisle at their wedding and deliver the rings. Zoos which house birds 
of prey offer a wide selection of shows and ‘experiences’ for paying customers. Even though 
there have been some changes in the way birds are used, many of the traditional training and 
husbandry practices continue, with little scrutiny to assess if they meet modern expectations of 
animal welfare. 

What is life like for a wild bird living in captivity?
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This report outlines the findings of a seven month investigation into bird of prey zoos across 
the UK. We commissioned an investigator to carry out research into 95 zoos and filmed 
undercover at 24 of them. Staff were asked questions and research was carried out into bird of 
prey welfare, husbandry and training practices, and the trade in birds. 

The number of individual birds recorded across the zoos totalled a minimum of 4,252 birds 
from a range of 170 species. This included owls, eagles and hawks.

What we found at these zoos gives a deeper insight into the use of birds of prey both in zoos 
and also within the wider falconry industry, and the troubling methods they use to keep wild 
birds captive.

This included the widespread use of some highly controversial practices, many of them very 
outdated, and a lack of adherence to welfare guidelines. This investigation aims to shine a light 
on these practices and fuel urgent action to end these methods.  

Methodology
The 95 zoos assessed within this study were selected as they predominantly housed birds of 
prey and were open to the public (apart from 1) for more than 7 days a year, which satisfies the 
definition of a zoo. However, not all were licensed under the Zoo Licensing Act, which may be 
unlawful. 

Full details of research methodology can be found in the full study report and is summarised as 
follows:

• Information was gathered on all 95 zoos through requests under the Freedom of 
Information Act 2000. This included information regarding any licences or registrations held 
by the zoo, copies of inspection reports, stocklists, and correspondence between the zoo 
and local authority.

• Visits to 25 randomly sampled zoos were carried out to assess welfare, husbandry, 
educational information and conservation contribution. Discussions were carried out with 
staff members. (One of the zoos did not allow public onsite, despite holding a zoo licence, 
so did not form part of the welfare analysis).

• To further examine the various ways in which birds are used in these zoos, 8 ‘experiences’ 
were attended. These included handling sessions and ‘hawk walks’.

• Further research was carried out into training methods involved in falconry and the 
breeding and trade of birds via online research.

• Findings were compared against the Zoo Licensing Act 1981 requirements, Government 
and industry guidelines. 

Key findings
Tied down

• Birds were tied down (tethered) by a rope in three quarters of all zoos, to prevent them 
escaping. 74% of tethered birds were tied down both day and night meaning that they 
were permanently tethered unless flown, often for short periods (if at all), or moved 
for weighing or other husbandry needs.

• 23% of birds tethered were nocturnal (active at night), yet were tethered in daylight 
hours in full view of visitors.
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• Three quarters of all birds who were tethered day and night were not flown during 
visits. 

• Owls were routinely tethered despite industry recommendations that they should 
never be.

Poor living conditions
• Over a third of aviaries did not meet the recommended size, allowing three wingspans 

of a bird. Some birds lived in such cramped conditions they could not even stretch out 
their wings.

• Less than half of enclosures provided suitable housing conditions to allow comfort 
and positive well-being, which includes sufficient temperature, ventilation and lighting 
levels.

Welfare
• A third of all enclosures did not have access to clean drinking water.
• Stress was visible in birds including bating (attempting to fly when tied down), chewing 

at leg straps, body posture changes and beak clapping. 
Training methods

• Many birds, particularly owls, were intentionally reared to ‘imprint’ on humans so they 
could be trained, depriving them of many natural behaviours and interactions with 
their own species. 

• In one method of training used across the industry, handlers starved birds of food, 
sometimes for days at a time, to make them perform desired behaviours.

Shows and experiences
• Visitor interactions during shows and experiences revealed extensive direct contact 

between visitors and birds at 72% of zoos visited.
• Some zoo staff encouraged visitors to touch owls and other birds despite the damage 

this can do to their feathers. 
• At the displays watched, birds spent on average just 11 minutes, 18 seconds flying.

Lack of regulation
• Over 40% of zoos examined within this report currently do not hold a zoo licence 

despite meeting the criteria to require one. 
• Zoos were found to often ignore legislation, Government and industry guidelines.
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Tied down

On a visit to a bird of prey zoo, as well as seeing birds housed in cages, you will probably notice 
one of the most concerning and ethically questionable practices used to keep birds of prey 
captive: ‘tethering’. Tethering involves tying birds down by one or more of their legs to a perch. 
Birds can be tethered for long hours, some even for days at a time.

In tethering, ‘jesses’, a thin strap, are attached to the bird’s leg(s) which are then attached to a 
‘perch’ via a leash (International Association of Avian Trainers and Educators (IAATE), 2008a). 
This form of restraint is primarily used for raptors including hawks, eagles and falcons but 
also for owls, despite Government recommendations that they should never be tethered 
(Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), 2012a).

Of the zoos visited 75% were tethering birds. 
The purpose of tethering, or tying the birds down, is to stop them flying away. Birds of prey are 
wild animals who would be very unlikely to choose to stay on a perch all day. In the wild a bird 
chooses to fly as we choose to walk; they would naturally be flying off to find food, find shelter, 
rear young or whatever else they may choose. Tethering is one method used to prevent birds 
from having this freedom. 

Tethering birds allows zoos to put the birds out on direct display for visitors, as birds can easily 
be tied to a perch out in the open. It may give the impression that these birds are living more 
naturally, out in the open air, but of course the bird can only move as far as the tether allows 
them to, which is not very far at all. Many birds were witnessed repetitively pacing back and 
forth at the end of their tether. 

Tethering also allows handlers to easily approach and pick up birds. A bird that is free to fly in 
an aviary is harder to catch.

These birds are tied down out in the sun. They are unable to reach shelter.



7

Tied down and locked up when she should be flying free.

Bird of prey zoos will often have birds tethered to perches out on ‘weathering lawns’. It is 
argued that this ‘weathering’ is done to provide the birds with access to sunlight, which they 
need for Vitamin D. However, this seems questionable when birds housed in aviaries should 
have access to direct sunlight and when other species of birds are housed in aviaries without 
the need to be weathered. 

During the visits, birds were seen tethered for long hours with no shelter, even on very hot 
days. Some were even seen panting and dropping their wings, which is a typical response in a 
bird to being very hot (Weathers et al., 2001).The Hawk Board (2011) write that extreme heat 
can cause death through overheating, dehydration and heart failure.

Government zoo licensing guidance (DEFRA, 2012a) states that “owls and vultures… should 
not be kept tethered” as “they can easily be trained to fly from pens and this is the preferred 
way to house them”. Despite this, there were a high number of owls tethered. EAZA (European 
Association of Zoos and Aquaria, 2016) states that owls are secretive by nature due to most 
species being nocturnal, and that being tethered in full daylight goes completely against the 
instincts of most owl species. 

Zoo guidelines state that birds should not be permanently tethered (DEFRA, 2012b; Hawk 
Board, 2018) and that an aviary must be available for rest periods or during moult - when birds 
shed feathers and grow new ones, which can happen at least once a year. During visits it was 
very noticeable at some centres that there were not enough spare aviaries to house all the 
tethered birds.

This barn owl is tethered despite DEFRA 
guidelines stating owls should never be.

Trying to escape
Many birds were seen chewing at the leg straps they were tied with, trying to escape. Many 
were trying to fly from the perch or a handler’s arm to get away, a behaviour called ‘bating’. 
As well as being a natural stress response to a wild bird being restrained, bating can occur for 
reasons such as being startled, curiosity, impatience, or wanting to fly (Ash, 2018). 

Injury can occur if the leash length is wrong which can then tangle around the perch and cause 
the bird to become caught. The substrate of the ground is important too, as if it is too rough or 
sharp this can again lead to injury as the bird jumps. 

Birds that were seen bating from the falconer’s glove (which results in the bird hanging upside 
down by their tether), were often ignored, with the handler waiting for the bird to correct 
themselves. Very few members of staff were seen correcting the birds.
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Case Study - Tethered barn owl (Tyto alba)
At one zoo, a barn owl only weeks old was being tethered for the first 
time. The young bird seemed stressed and was repeatedly bating. 
Young birds have fragile bones that have not fully formed and so they 
should not be tethered; attaching jesses to growing birds could lead to 
fractures and injuries (Habben et al, 2016).

Flight a rarity
When you think of falconry you may think of birds flying in a display. Although there are many 
ethical and welfare issues with the flying displays carried out at zoos, you would think at least 
they give the birds a chance to fly. However, our observations suggest most don’t get much of 
a chance at all. During our visits, nearly half of all zoos did not put on a flying display and of 
those that did, only a small number of birds would actually be given the chance to fly, often for 
short periods of time. Some other zoos put on ‘experiences’ instead which largely consisted of 
birds flying between people or being passed around to be held. 

Three quarters of tethered birds were not flown during visits to the zoos. The Hawk Board 
(2011) and EAZA (Habben at al, 2016) both clearly state that ‘if a bird is tethered it must be free 
flown daily’. Many of the zoos visited did not appear to have enough staff to fly all tethered 
birds. In addition, our investigator asked some members of staff if they allowed the tethered 
birds to fly in an aviary overnight (called ‘free lofting’) or if they are tethered during the night 
too. According to those staff members only 26% of birds who are tethered in the day are free 
lofted in aviaries overnight. The other 74% are tethered overnight as well as during the day, 
meaning they are permanently tethered unless flown or moved for other reasons.

At the displays watched, birds spent on average just 11 minutes 18 seconds flying. 

This tethered falcon is bating from her perch. 
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A bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) who was 
permanently housed by tethering was only flown for 1 
minute 20 seconds. When a bird may only take part in 
one display a day, this means they could spend over 23 
hours a day tied down. 

Some birds could be tied for 24 hours if they did not get a chance to fly at all. 

Imagine life for that bird. An individual who was born to fly free through the sky is almost 
constantly tied down. To sit on a perch, in a cage or on a field on display, never having the 
choice to flap their wings and fly free, unless told to by their human captors. And then to only 
get to fly for less than 15 minutes. Most people would walk their canine companions for much 
longer than this in the recognition they need exercise for good health and wellbeing, so how is 
this acceptable for a wild animal? 

When one of the ‘Five Freedoms’ in the Animal 
Welfare Act states animals should have the 
‘freedom to express natural behaviour’ we 
would argue many bird of prey zoos are in 
contravention of this. And when flying is so 
fundamental to the very essence of being 
a bird, this has grave consequences for the 
wellbeing of these animals. 

Nature vs captivity
Flight is a fundamental part of being a bird. 
Arguably it is even more important in those 
species of birds of prey which migrate. One 
falconer explained how he lost a lanner falcon 
(Falco biarmicus) after it took off, seemingly 
exercising its natural instinct to migrate. 

However, members of staff at many of the 
zoos had a different view of the birds under 
their care. Some claimed that the species of 
birds did not fly very much at all, that these 
birds are “lazy” and that they need to conserve 
energy so do not fly often. This seemed to be 
the justification for the restriction of these 
birds, unable to do what is most natural to 
them – to fly.

Most, if not all birds were forced to have 
activity patterns that do not match those they 
would naturally have in the wild. As well as 
removing flight and freedom of choice, 23% of 
tethered birds were nocturnal (active at night) 
but were put out on display for the public 
during the day. None were given any form of 
escape from the public. This shows a huge lack 
of regard of the natural biological functions of 
these species.

Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus), 
Also known as the wanderer. Found 
almost globally. The average daily 
range has been found to be 22.8 km2

Golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) 
Has a large territory depending on 
proximity of neighbouring eagles. 
Prefers to stay close to the centre of 
their territory traveling around 2-3 km 
but will fly up to 9km away, reaching 
altitudes of 150-500m 

Eurasian buzzard (Buteo buteo)
Often seen soaring through the sky 
using thermals to reach heights on 
average of 400m. They can reach 
heights of up to 1000m
 
Barn owl (Tyto alba)
Found almost everywhere worldwide. 
Has a home range of up to 4km 
in winter and 1km in the breeding 
season

Great grey owl (Strix nebulosa)
Habitat includes areas of Canada, 
Alaska and Scandinavia. Has a 
territory of 13km2 with a range of 
6-22km2 
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Poor living conditions

Given that these birds spend most of their time in cages or tied down, it was even more 
concerning to see the conditions many of them had to endure. 

Housing for birds of prey is generally known as mews, either ‘traditional’ or ‘free lofted’. Free 
lofted mews - or ‘aviaries’ - house birds who are not tethered. Traditional mews generally 
house tethered birds at night, who would have remained in there during the day or been out 
on weathering lawns. 

There seemed to be many inconsistencies between which birds would be housed in which 
style of mews between the zoos visited. The assumption was that this would be based on the 
suitability of the species however some birds, such as owls who should not be tethered, were 
seen tethered and kept in traditional style of mews. Some zoos were also keeping birds in 
traditional mews during the daytime. 

The legal size limit of any type of housing for birds is that the bird must be able to fully stretch 
their wings. Some zoos failed to provide this space, and were therefore in breach of the Wildlife 
and Countryside Act 1981. 

Over a third of aviaries did not meet the industry’s own 
standards set by the Hawk Board (2011), of a minimum 
of three wingspans wide. 

90% did not meet the Global Federation of Animal Sanctuaries’ recommended minimum of 10 
wingspans (GFAS, 2011).

Traditional mews.

Free-lofted mews.



11

Enrichment
For any animal a life of captivity is one of restriction. To make life more interesting for animals 
held captive and give them a better quality of life, enrichment such as places to perch, 
materials to build nests with, opportunities to burrow and ‘toys’ to play with, should be provided 
and would vary greatly between species (King, 1993; Swaisgood and Shepherdson, 2005; Tyler, 
2017). Aviaries throughout this study were noted as having poor or minimal enrichment levels. 
For over a quarter of all aviaries it is questionable whether any attempt had been made to 
consider the physiological needs of those held captive, as they were not provided with any 
enrichment at all. Only a fifth of all aviaries were provided with good to exceptional enrichment, 
containing branches, nest boxes, burrows or vegetation.

Half of all the aviaries in one zoo had nothing but a single branch for perching and no place for 
the bird to hide.
Another issue that needs to be considered is the lack of enrichment for any of the tethered 
birds. A tethered kestrel was playing with a feather she had found on the ground. This was 
clearly the only form of enrichment this bird had to occupy herself with.

Enrichment of aviaries is important for providing birds with the ability to express their 
behavioural repertoire as fully as possible (EAZA, 2014). When considering this alongside the 
fact that most (if not all) tethered birds were provided with no enrichment at all, it seems likely 
that stress levels, boredom and behavioural problems will be intensified.

This kestrel was playing with a feather she had found on the ground. 
Tied down, this was all she had to entertain herself.
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Lack of access to water
A third of all enclosures did not have access to clean drinking water. Birds also require water 
for bathing. Birds of prey will place their feet in water to cool down when too hot. When water 
is in little supply, birds are at risk of kidney failure (McKay, 2010).

Only two zoos of those visited provided clean water to all enclosures. Two other zoos provided 
no water at all to any of the birds housed, including both aviaries and tethered birds. 

Zoo guidelines and the Hawk Board (2018) state that fresh clean water must be provided. Birds 
not having access to water is in breach of legal requirements. 

Many aviaries had water containers which were either soiled or had not been cleaned. While 
some were dirty due to birds using them for bathing most had a marked build up of algae, 
which takes significant time to grow and highlights how long some birds had been denied fresh 
water.

Nowhere to hide
Zoo guidelines clearly state that enclosure design should provide areas of escape from the 
public. Nearly half of all aviaries were not equipped with a refuge area. 

None of the tethered birds on the tethering lawns were given any provision for escape, as all 
were tied down in full view of the public.

This buzzard was seen standing in a dry water bowl.
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Training

Wild birds would not gladly fly to a human’s hand and perch there. They would not normally 
allow humans to ‘pet them’. They would not normally allow someone to tie them down. All 
birds used in the industry for displays and for public contact will have been trained to do so. 
Humans train them using a variety of sometimes cruel methods, depending on the species and 
their desired ‘use’.

Who am I? 
A practice highlighted from this study is how trainers of the species observed manipulate the 
rearing of birds to their advantage, using ‘imprinting’. Imprinting refers to a critical period of 
time early in an animal’s life when they form attachments and develop a concept of their own 
identity. This is usually carried out on those species of birds which would not respond well to 
other forms of training, for example owls as well as other species such as Eurasian buzzards 
and various eagles. 

To ‘imprint’ a bird to a human, they are removed from their parents whilst in the egg or before 
they open their eyes. They will generally be taken home by staff to acclimatise to human 
environments. This makes the bird believe that the human is their parent and they learn how 
to behave from their human handler. They are taught to recognise humans as their own, not 
other members of their species. Sadly, these malimprinted birds do not know how to truly be 
the species they are (Park, 2003). 

All of the zoos visited had birds imprinted to humans. 

To be controlled, he is taken away from his own kind and hand reared by humans.
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One falconer showing a barn owl stated: 

“Ronny is an imprint owl… from the moment her eyes 
opened up, the first thing she has ever seen has been 
people… Ronny does not understand she is actually 
an owl… The way her brain works, the way her self 
perception works, she actually thinks she is human”.

It is argued that imprinting birds to humans that will be used in displays is better for the bird as 
it is less stressful (Habben et al, 2016). Trying to tame and train a bird who has been reared by 
its biological parents can be difficult as they are naturally wary of humans. However, we must 
question why we want to train the birds in the first place. Or whether we should be training 
wild animals at all. 

This practice is of particular concern, for as well as birds not being able to express their natural 
behaviour, it also leads to various behavioural problems. As they do not recognise members of 
their own species, they can be aggressive towards other individuals. As they mature, they will 
see humans as mating partners and attempt to mate with them (Park, 2003), or attack other 
humans they see as rivals.

It was noted during some visits that owls in particular would be regularly trying to mate with 
the staff during displays. This was repeatedly treated as a normal occurrence and not the 
disturbing example of a psychologically confused individual.

Wildlife who are malimprinted should never be released back into the wild as it is unlikely 
they would know how to survive or how to rear their own young (Park, 2003). Best practice 
when rehabilitating or raising wildlife for release is to take precautions so the animal does not 
imprint on their human carer. Yet we see this process used widely in zoos, to enable humans to 
control birds. 

Starving birds
As one falconer said “birds of prey do not fly for fun, they fly for food”.

Another widely used training process is that of ‘manning’. In order to make the bird respond to 
humans, food is withheld, so birds are effectively starved, until they obey. Sometimes this can 
take several days. 

At one zoo staff talked through this training process with visitors. He explained how “naturally 
wild birds are terrified of humans” so would not automatically interact with humans. 

To get the bird to sit on the glove, food is withheld and 
then it is a matter of waiting until “appetite outweighs 
fear”. 

Forbes, a leading avian veterinary professional, states that during training birds can go without 
food for three days which can lead to dehydration and kidney disease (Forbes, 2018). 

One of the UK’s foremost bird of prey trainers has said: “Training birds is a very traumatic 
experience for the bird” (Parry-Jones, 1994). She recommends that on day one of training, the 
bird is only allowed food when she feeds from the fist; if she doesn’t then the food is put back 
in the bag and the bird returned to her perch. “By the third, fourth or fifth day she should feed”, 



15

although Parry-Jones had a bird go 
ten days before she fed.

Some birds will need to lose 20% 
of their body weight to reach what 
is known as ‘flying weight’. This is 
the weight at which the bird will 
have the energy and desire to 
fly on command, to gain a food 
reward from their handler. It is said 
that if a bird is too heavy it will be 
too unresponsive and have little 
motivation to hunt or return (Glasier, 
1998).

Food restriction continues 
throughout the bird’s life for as 
long as they will be used in public 
displays or public interactions. This 
is done to keep the bird responding 
to food from a handler and to not 
fly away when in displays looking for 
their own food. This is called ‘weight 
management’ (IAATE 2008b). Birds 
are generally weighed daily, before 
flight, to establish how much the bird 
is allowed to eat and whether they 
are the right weight to be flown. 

Weight management can impact on an animal’s welfare. Birds may feel excessive hunger, have 
stunted growth if used on young birds, develop water gorging and/or food seeking stereotypies 
and display persistent juvenile behaviours (Heidenreich 2014). 

In the wild, unless there is a reason, such as lack of food or adverse weather conditions, most 
birds, especially smaller ones, will eat daily (Barn Owl Trust, 2018; RSPB, 2018; University of 
Toledo, 2016). 

Of course there may be instances when a bird may not eat for days in the wild if they cannot 
find food. However this is not a situation a bird would choose to be in. In captivity there is 
no excuse for an animal being deprived of food other than for medical or natural biological 
reasons. When this is being carried out to control an individual for human purposes, this is 
contrary to welfare and seems an extreme approach to take. 

Shows and experiences

Of course, all of this training and behavioural manipulation is undertaken to entertain visitors. 
Zoos offer shows or displays and ‘experiences’ for the public.

Shows or displays were often organised at allotted times over the day with a crowd gathering 
to watch. A typical show would include the handler standing in the arena while the birds were 
either flown around the arena or through the seating area. Most shows lasted half an hour to 
an hour but not all birds flew for the duration of the show, some only flying for a few minutes. 

Food can be withheld from birds for days, 
to get them to respond to humans.
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A typical bird show in front of a crowd.

Flying displays varied greatly between zoos in relation to the information given out about the 
birds and the way the birds were handled by staff and by members of the public. 

Two thirds of all zoos with shows had birds flying within the area where visitors were seated, 
including having birds flying over visitors’ heads and landing on benches between them. At one 
zoo birds landed directly on visitors. 

Shows often focused around close contact between visitors and birds, rather than any form of 
education for the public or flying opportunities for the birds. Public handling of birds of prey 
during the flying displays was noted to be extensive. 

Some shows had loud theatrical music playing through a sound system. Birds of prey have very 
acute hearing. Owls are often only active at night and have a highly developed auditory system 
to be able to hunt in the dark. For example, a great grey owl can hear a beetle running through 
grass 100 feet away or a mouse squeaking at a distance of half a mile (Firmani, 2018). 

When a bird has such highly tuned senses we can only imagine the experience of loud music 
and crowds of spectators. 

Direct contact between spectators and 
birds was extensive at many zoos

Birds were made to land on spectators, 
including on laps and heads
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Case Study - Seven-week-old Eurasian owl
After one flying display, a seven-week-old Eurasian eagle owl was 
brought out and placed on the ground. Visitors were encouraged to 
come over and meet the bird. This consisted of twenty or more people, 
mainly children, running towards him at the same time. Many were 
stroking him. He was noticeably stressed by this situation as he was 
very vocal and pacing around. 

When asked about stroking the bird, a member of staff said, “he doesn’t 
like running children and has freaked out before”. This bird endured 
this level of human contact for nearly twenty minutes before staff took 
him back to his aviary. 

Experiences
Some zoos offered separately paid for experiences such as handling sessions, hawk walks and 
photograph opportunities. 

A handling session comprised of various birds being placed on a glove worn and passed from 
visitor to visitor by a member of staff. Birds did not fly during these experiences. 

A hawk walk would consist of having usually a Harris’s hawk (Parabuteo unicinctus) flying free 
whilst the visitors walked around a field or through a wood, with the bird flying back for pieces 
of food. Visitors wore a falconer’s glove and pieces of meat were placed on the glove to entice 
the hawk to land on the visitor. Gloves were passed around all participants (usually two or 
three people). 



18

Whilst several visited zoos did not allow any contact between birds and members of the 
public, many actually encouraged this. Direct physical contact between members of the public 
and birds was carried out at 72% of all zoos visited. Further to this, 24% of zoos encouraged 
‘stroking of birds’. Due to oils on human hands, touching the feathers of some birds can 
remove their waterproofing and lead to damaged feathers. Not only does this inhibit their 
waterproofing, it can lead to reduced flight performance, excessive moulting and can cause 
bald spots that can take up to six months to regrow (Artuso, 2015). 

Case Study - Indian scops owl 
At one zoo an Indian scops owl (Otus bakkamoena) was brought out at 
least eight times to meet members of the public. Two separate groups 
of school children, a minimum of twenty in each group, all lined up to 
stroke the owl and have a photograph taken with her. This, combined 
with how many other visitors stroked this owl that day, totalled a 
minimum of eighty visitors having direct contact with this bird, which 
could have caused damage to her feathers.

A circus by any other name
In these zoos birds are trained to perform behaviours to entertain the public. It begs the 
question then, how different are these displays compared to animals performing in circus 
shows? 

Thanks to changing public opinion, very few wild animals remain in circuses in the UK. It 
is widely accepted that seeing wild animals taught behaviours to perform on command is 
degrading for that animal, teaches the wrong message about how we should interact with 
animals and impacts on welfare and causes suffering. 

Alongside this, many zoos have removed public shows using particular species, now deemed 
inappropriate to use in such a way. Twycross Zoo used to have shows using chimps, for 
example. Aquaria using whales and dolphins in shows have been severely criticised. However, 
we still see shows in zoos which use birds, especially birds of prey. 

Stroking owls can damage their feathers, 
yet many owls were passed around for 
different people to touch them.
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Whilst it may be argued that the birds are performing natural behaviours, such as flying, when 
we look at the training methods used in order to make birds comply we can see just how 
unnatural the process really is. Also, in order to provide this display, the bird is being restricted 
from free flight for the rest of their time held captive. 

There were also instances in some zoos where birds were being made to effectively perform tricks. 
Some zoos would ask visitors to loop their arms or put out a leg so that a bird, usually a Harris’s 
hawk, could fly through the gap. This trick was seen numerous times and posed a risk of injury to 
the bird’s wings as they hit the arms or legs of the visitor.

This, coupled with the fact that some zoos gave very little species or conservation information 
to visitors during displays, suggests that the training of these animals is largely for 
entertainment.

Case Study - Baby owls 
Three seven-week-old Eurasian eagle owls were brought out for visitors 
to handle. The falconer carried two of the young birds, one under each 
arm, whilst they flapped their wings trying to get away. They were 
being carried without any protection to their wings, which could have 
caused damage to their unformed bones. 

Visitors were told to sit on the bench and the birds were placed on their 
knees. The birds could be heard beak clapping, a sign of stress, and all 
their attempts to get away were being completely ignored by members 
of staff. 

These eagles owls were just seven weeks old. They were heard beak clapping - a sign of stress.
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Stress

“Practices such as 
tethering and forced 
interaction with the public 
inevitably cause suffering 
to birds exploited in UK 
bird of prey zoos.” Marc Bekoff, 
Ph.D., University of Colorado, Boulder.

In response to these unnatural living conditions, 
birds were seen exhibiting stress behaviours 
across the zoos visited. 

Birds of prey show signs of stress in many ways 
and these signs may also not be very obvious to 
those who would not be aware. Many of these 
signs of stress include bating, gular fluttering 
(panting), rapid changes to pupil size, changes 
to body posture including puffing up of body, 
erect feathers, beak clapping, hissing and 
other vocalisations. Stress responses are very 
different between species. Owls may appear 
sleepy or stoic as their response is to try to 
blend into their surroundings whereas raptors 
may be more obvious as they jump or flap 
around (Ford, 2008).

The photos shown here were taken during the 
visits and show some examples of the stress 
responses witnessed across the zoos. 

This white-faced owl is making himself long and thin, a species-typical response to a threat.

Striped owl puffing up feathers to 
appear bigger.

Eagle owl with puffed up feathers 
and open beak, signs of stress
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Unlicensed and uninspected

41% of the zoos investigated did not hold a zoo licence. Not only is this likely to be unlawful, but 
means that the licence regime is not being implemented, including regular inspections, therefore 
leaving the animals vulnerable. The zoo inspection process has many limitations, but it does 
allow officials to inspect the welfare of the animals and it also forces the zoo to submit stocklists 
to the local authority who licence them. 

From analysis of all the birds of prey zoos that were unlicensed, they all seemingly met the 
criteria for requiring a licence, as per the Zoo Licensing Act 1981:

• All of the zoos housed wild animals.
• All of the zoos were open for more than 7 days a year.
• All of the zoos exhibited animals. 

Businesses holding animals can be exempt from licensing under the Zoo Licensing Act if they 
meet certain requirements and obtain a ‘dispensation’. However the unlicensed zoos in question 
did not seem to meet the requirements for an exemption and therefore should have been 
licensed. 

Contact was made with the local authorities responsible for licensing these zoos. From their 
responses it was clear there were inconsistencies between the different local authorities and 
which zoos they believe should or should not be licensed. 

It is very worrying that so many facilities which in total hold hundreds of wild birds captive are 
not licensed, possibly due to difference of opinion or interpretation of the law. 

Furthermore, of those that do hold a licence, analysis of zoo inspection reports revealed that 
several zoos were overdue inspections, again leaving the birds at risk.

Conclusion

The photo of the barn owl on the cover of this report was chosen for a reason. This photo 
symbolises the bleak life birds of prey face in captivity. He lives alone in a barren cage, tied down 
day and night. He is imprinted onto humans meaning his world view is distorted and confusing. 
All of this to entertain humans. How can this be justified?

Birds of prey used in falconry and held in zoos are still wild animals. Despite being bred in 
captivity, these animals have not changed significantly from their wild counterparts and still have 
all their natural instincts and behaviours. Therefore, these animals still have the same needs as 
those animals in the wild. This includes being able to perform natural behaviours, arguably the 
most fundamental to them being flight. Surely then, denying these animals the ability to fly at will 
must impact significantly on their welfare? Yet we have found almost three quarters of zoos are 
tethering birds, some tying them down day and night. 

Historically there seems to be little public discussion on the ethics of this type of flight restriction 
which appears to persevere in the interests of tradition over animal welfare. 
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Across the zoos, enclosures housing birds were lacking in size. One third of zoos did not meet 
the minimum size standards, meaning birds are physically restricted even when not tied down. 
It was deeply concerning to see that many aviaries lacked access to clean drinking water, a clear 
and serious breach on animal welfare laws and guidelines, showing some zoos are failing to even 
provide minimum basic care. Enrichment was sparse with many aviaries providing not much 
more than a perching branch, demonstrating a complete lack of commitment by the zoos to 
provide fulfilling lives for the birds they hold captive.

Giving birds the opportunity to free-fly in a display is one way zoos can provide these animals 
with some exercise and enrichment. Yet birds seem to have very little opportunity to fly. When 
birds are lucky enough to be flown in displays or experiences, this can last mere minutes. Only 
then to be returned to their perch or cage to be restricted once again.

Some birds may be subjected to being handled by members of the public or being used for 
photos. Some zoos even encouraged stroking of birds, despite this potentially damaging their 
feathers and being stressful. These birds seemed to be reduced to mere props to be used by 
visitors rather than be the wild, living, breathing individuals they truly are. 

When we take a closer look at how humans manage to get these wild animals to comply it raises 
serious ethical questions. An open attitude about the process of ‘imprinting’ birds shows how 
normalised this artificial and troubling practice truly is. Rearing an individual to believe they are 
a different species has negative welfare consequences and deprives animals of crucial social 
interactions with their own species. Yet we see this being carried out widely at zoos across the UK 
to enable birds to be controlled. 

Effectively starving animals through the process of ‘manning’ to perform for human 
entertainment appears to be an extreme approach to training, especially when keepers have a 
legal obligation to provide food for animals. Again we see this carried out widely across UK zoos. 

It is not surprising then, that as a response to their treatment, stress behaviours in birds were 
widespread. These were seen in response to being tied down, to their environment, visitors, 
handlers and even to other birds. There was noticeably little response from staff to immediately 
address the triggers of these responses, with many portraying an attitude that these behaviours 
were somehow acceptable. 

Zoo visits have proven that many welfare guidelines have been ignored, including those from 
DEFRA, and industry guidelines from EAZA and the Hawk Board. This was often for the purposes 
of providing entertainment. Laws that are supposed to be adhered to, including the Zoo Licensing 
Act 1981, Animal Welfare Act 2006 and the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981, are routinely being 
contravened. 

This clearly isn’t helped when regulation of these zoos varies greatly amongst local authorities. 
These inconsistencies mean the same species of birds in different but similar establishments, are 
receiving vastly different levels of monitoring of their welfare. This urgently needs addressing by 
DEFRA to ensure all zoos are correctly regulated. 

Elephant or owl - isn’t the suffering the same?
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Overall, it is clear from this study that too often even the most basic needs have not been met 
and the birds are suffering as a direct result of the practices carried out at centres visited.

Instead of welfare, the widespread husbandry and training practices used in this industry seem 
to be geared towards controlling birds for entertainment. The training methods. The weight 
management. The tethering. The housing. All of this is carried out to make the birds controllable, 
so they can be used in whichever ways these zoos want them to, with a big focus around 
entertainment.

If we considered using these practices for this purpose for other species it would surely be 
deemed unacceptable. In the years of campaigning against the circus industry, images of 
elephants chained by the leg shocked the nation which in part led to a UK free of elephants in 
circuses. Those images evoke strong emotions, so why not the same for birds? Effectively birds 
are tied down to be held captive or held in cramped cages, to be put on display and many are 
only able to move freely when performing in a show. Just as animals are in circuses. 

Yet we do not see the same outpour of criticism against the captivity of birds as we have seen 
for some other animals, the restriction of whales in aquarium tanks for example. For whales in 
captivity, the general public can recognise that whilst these animals may live in water and have 
some room to swim around in, a barren tank is a sorry substitute for the wild ocean home they 
would naturally live in. Why then, are birds that are denied flight seen any differently? They too 
are intelligent animals, evolved to live in vast and diverse habitats. 

The ability to fly is often seen as a symbol of true 
freedom, yet we routinely prevent birds from having this 
freedom, for reasons which do not stand up to scrutiny. 

In the UK, we like to think we have moved on from the days of keeping animals in vastly 
unacceptable and unnatural conditions, purely for entertainment. Yet here we clearly see the 
existence of an industry based on old-fashioned training and husbandry practices, which based 
on our evidence, we believe is effectively an industry which exists to entertain humans. There is 
little we can see that is for the animals’ benefit; if anything, it is very much to the detriment of the 
animals held captive. 

Surely then, it is time that we seriously looked at this industry and encouraged open debate 
about the way in which birds are treated, and crucially, why they are treated as they are. At the 
very least further research into the impacts of flight restraint and imprinting would be a place 
to start, as well as an urgent need to correctly license zoos as highlighted in this study. We 
ultimately urge a stronger course of action - to end these archaic practices and ban the use of 
birds as entertainment, just as we have with animal circuses.

Whale or falcon - isn’t the suffering the same? 
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