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Bird Trapping in Cyprus - Autumn 2009

Report on the latest findings of BirdLife International’s continuing monitoring of illegal bird trapping in Cyprus 

By BirdLife Cyprus Campaigns Manager Martin A. Hellicar

Main Findings & Conclusions 

· As we approach 2010, the international year of biodiversity, a 35% increase in mist netting in autumn 2009 shows that Cyprus is now seriously loosing ground in the battle against bird trapping, an illegal and indiscriminate practice that threatens many bird species of conservation concern, and migrants especially. With the well-documented, combined effects of Climate Change, habitat loss and degradation already hitting migrant birds hard, this is an added pressure this vital portion of biodiversity can ill-afford. 

· A decisive and immediate response is required from the relevant UK and Cyprus authorities if this backsliding - which threatens to undermine the significant enforcement gains made since the start of the 21st century - is to be arrested and reversed. At stake are the obligations of these two member states under the EU Birds Directive.  

· BirdLife monitoring of autumn bird trapping continued for the 8th successive year, with data gathered systematically in the field by a trained team of surveyors and all evidence of trapping relayed to the relevant enforcement authorities. 
· The field evidence points clearly to a rise in trapping activity in autumn 2009 – an alarming one in the case of mist netting. A total of just over 3 km of active net rides were located by the survey team – a 35% increase on the autumn of 08, which was the worst trapping season for five years. The autumn 2009 finds included 22 in situ nets – an increase of over 60% compared to autumn of 08, suggesting trappers are becoming less wary of enforcement. 
· Netting levels were particularly high in SBA areas, notably on the Pyla Range.  A British-army backed sweep operation in this area in early October was a welcome first step in tackling ‘industrial’ trapping on the Range. Limestick use was also up in autumn 2009, and was largely the preserve of the Republic areas. In keeping with the pattern of recent years, there was widespread evidence of many restaurants in the Republic serving illegal trapped bird delicacies (ambelopoulia), and no reports of effective enforcement action against these. 
· Hundreds of thousands of birds can be estimated to have fallen prey to trappers in autumn of 2009 - an unacceptable toll.

· These findings obliterate the cautious optimism created by the reduction in trapping levels recorded in spring 2009, especially as autumn is always the principal trapping season. 
· A group of MPs from the trapping ‘heartland’ of Famagusta made a repeat (if failed) attempt to push through parliament a bill slashing penalties for trapping. The ‘Friends of the Limestick’ association meanwhile managed to secure a meeting with top-level Interior Ministry officials. More encouraging was a high level of media coverage of the issue, most all of it sympathetic to BirdLife’s anti-trapping campaign.
· Detailed evidence of fines handed down by SBA courts to convicted trappers showed penalties (fines ranging between €260 and €735) to be anything but deterrent, especially given the gains to be had from trapping (ambelopoulia were selling for between €50 and €80 a dozen in restaurants in November 2009)
· Top-level political decisions are now urgently needed to re-double the enforcement effort and bolster the enforcement bodies (Game Fund, Cyprus Police anti-trapping unit and SBA Police). Repeats of the October 2nd large-scale sweep operation of the Cape Pyla trapping ‘black spot’ must become the norm. Nicosia must at long last decisively tackle the restaurants fuelling trapping by serving ambelopoulia. Such political decisions could begin to have an effect on ambelopoulia consumption (which remains popular) and even a knock-on effect on courts, leading to deterrent sentencing of convicted trappers.
Background

Bird trapping in Cyprus is an indiscriminate and illegal practice that threatens many bird species of conservation priority for the EU. The trappers are mainly after migrant blackcaps (Sylvia atricapilla) and other small songbirds for home consumption or to be served as expensive ambelopoulia delicacies in local restaurants. In addition, many ‘non-target’ birds are known to die in the mist nets and on the limesticks trappers use. Among these are shrikes, owls, flycatchers and the endemic Cyprus warbler Sylvia melanothorax and Cyprus wheatear Oenanthe cypriaca. In all, some 122 species 
 are known to be vulnerable to trapping and 57 of these are either listed in Annex 1 of the EU Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) or classified as Species of European Conservation Concern (SPECs) by BirdLife International, or both.  

Most of the affected species are migrants using Cyprus as a stepping-stone during migration between Europe and Africa and the Middle East. Trapping activity is concentrated in the autumn season, when the largest numbers of birds pass through the Island. Autumn migrants are also more attractive to trappers because they carry more fat reserves in preparation for their trans-Mediterranean flight to Africa.  Trappers are however also active during the spring and winter. 

Mist nets can generally catch many more birds than limesticks, though experienced limestick users, with expert knowledge of how to prune trees or bushes for optimum placement of the glue sticks, can probably catch as many birds as a mist net users. The catch is significantly increased by the now widespread use of tape lures, which draw migrants into areas set with nets or sticks. Mist net use became widespread in the 1980s, while the extensive use of tape lures began in the 1990s. Nets are often erected in established plantations of citrus, olives, figs or other fruit trees. In other cases, however, large areas of land have been planted with non-native acacia bushes specifically in order to create good bird trapping habitat. Cape Pyla, in the Eastern British Sovereign Base area (ESBA), is the most obvious example of extensive habitat management for trapping.   

Though bird trapping has been illegal in Cyprus for over 30 years, the practice was widespread and largely blatant prior to a clampdown by authorities in the new millennium. Financial gain is the main motivation for illegal trapping. Determined poachers can make thousands of Euros a year by selling ambelopoulia for home or restaurant consumption. 

Trapping has become increasingly covert in recent years in response to increased enforcement, with trappers no longer leaving their nets out during daylight hours.  It is generally acknowledged that the remaining trappers are a hard-core of well-organised and often ruthless criminals.

In the autumn of 2002, concerns about the conservation impact of bird trapping in Cyprus led the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (the RSPB, BirdLife in the UK) and BirdLife Cyprus (BirdLife in Cyprus) to launch a groundbreaking joint project to monitor the illegal activity. Monitoring has subsequently been carried out every spring and autumn season, and since 2007 in winter too.  
Autumn 2009 surveillance

The autumn 2009 Cyprus bird trapping surveillance project began on 31st August and ended on 30th October (inclusive). Two observers were employed to carry out field investigations aimed at monitoring illegal bird trapping activity. The target is to produce accurate reports on the issue and arrive at reliable estimates, relative to previous seasons, of levels of illegal trapping. 

The monitoring is concentrated in the two main trapping areas on the Island - the SE corner of the island, covering Paralimni, Ayia Napa, Cape Greco and Cape Pyla in the Famagusta and Eastern Larnaca Districts, and the Ayios Theodoros and Maroni valleys west of Larnaca.

The project was, as in previous seasons, undertaken with the close co-operation of the authorities in the Republic of Cyprus (the Cyprus Game Fund Service and the Cyprus Police) and the British Sovereign Base Areas (SBAs) - the SBA Police. On finding trapping evidence, the observers immediately contacted the relevant enforcement authorities. The observers never confronted suspected trappers and never removed trapping paraphernalia.
Field Survey Protocol

Survey area and sampling strategy

The surveilance project began in 2002 with coverage of 60 sample squares (each 1x1 km) chosen at random from within a 261 km2 study area, which covered most of the Famagusta/E Larnaca area and the Ayios Theodoros – Maroni area. 

In 2005, the monitoring became more targetted, homing in on habitat suitable for trapping. Each 1 km square within the study area was classified as either a ‘possible bird trapping area’ or ‘unlikely bird trapping area’ based solely on the presence or absence of vegetation suitable for setting of limesticks or nets. Surveillance subsequently tok place in “possible’ squares only. Some 44 of the original 60 sample squares were ‘possible bird trapping area’ squares under the new classification. These 44 squares were kept, with another 16 new squares chosen randomly to bring the total sample to 60 again.

In 2007, the survey area was expanded to cover 295 km2 for Famagusta/E Larnaca area and 111 km2 for Ayios Theodoros – Maroni area (406 km2 in total) after preliminary surveys in autumn 2006 found evidence of extensive trapping on the margins of the original survey areas. The sample size was expanded to 100 squares (40 new squares were randomly chosen) to allow for this extension of the survey areas. 

The random selection of sample squares is stratified to ensure representative coverage of areas under SBA, Republic and “joint” jurisdiction. 

Of the 436 1 km squares 
 in the expanded survey area, 301 are classified as ‘possible bird trapping area’ squares.  The 100 sample squares covered every autumn since 2007 thus represent 33% of the total suitable trapping area within the stdy sites. 

This report looks at field data from the 100 sample squares covered since 2007 to identify short-term trends and then uses data from the sub-sample of 44 squares covered every year since 2002 to identify longer-term trends.  

Surveying for trapping activity

Surveying consisted of systematically searching for evidence of illegal trapping activity in the 100 randomly selected one-kilometre squares, which have been systematically surveyed since 2007. The time taken to survey each square was recorded, as were weather patterns and the presence or absence of large numbers of migrant birds. 

For safety reasons (avoidance of possible confrontation with trappers) the observers did not go out in the field at dawn, which is the main period of trapping activity, but carried out surveys between 09:00 and 17:00 (but see under ‘Limesticks’ below). Each sample square was surveyed only once each season, partly for safety reasons (minimising the risk of the observers becoming known to trappers) and partly because repeat sampling of each square has no particular value when it comes to analysis of the gathered data.

Opportunistic observations were also made at extra sites where mist netting was suspected.  

Mist nets

The two observers carried out a thorough search of all habitat patches suitable for the setting of mist nets (i.e. all areas with bushes and/or trees) within each sample square. The observers recorded all direct and indirect evidence of mist net and tape lure use and of net ride preparation and use (e.g. cleared corridors within vegetation for putting up nets, presence of pole bases). The codes used for the various categories of mist netting activity and tape lure use are given below, as are the codes used for recording the type of habitat where trapping activity is detected 
. The surveyors noted instances where they came across enclosed (fenced) areas that they could not see in to, or could not see into well enough to fully survey.   

Key to survey codes used in field  
	Net code

O – old ride

P – ride recently prepared

ANN – active no nets present

AUN – active unset net present

ASN – active set net present

IUN – inactive unset net present
	Habitat code

A – acacia                     C – citrus               E – eucalyptus             F – fig
                       J – mulberry                 O – olive                        M – maquis               P – pomegrana K – Carob                     Cy - cypress


	Tape lure code

P – tale lure present, playing

L – loudspeakers present

Y – tape lure present, not playing
   U – unknown

W – electrical wires associated with tape lures 

B – car battery present


Limesticks  

While the main effort of observers was to locate evidence of mist netting, all evidence of limestick activity was also recorded. Limesticks are much harder to locate in the field than mist nets and are often set in different habitat to mist nets. In addition, incidental evidence for limestick use is hard to detect (though trees pruned to hold limesticks are readily identifiable). It is impractical to search entire 1 km sample squares for limesticks due to the time consuming nature of the task. The protocol was therefore for the observers to look out for limesticks while concentrating on surveying for mist netting activity.
Autumn 2009 findings

A full breakdown of survey finds is given in appendix 1. Overall, some 53% the 100 survey squares contained evidence of trapping activity in autumn 2009  – 10% higher than in autumn 2008. 

Mist nets 

	The survey team located a total of 3,098 metres of active net rides - a 35% increase on the autumn of 2008. This included 407 metres of set or unset nets (22 in situ nets in total) – a 64% increase on the autumn of 08.
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The field team also found many more net poles (rather than pole bases alone) left in situ in net runs than in previous seasons. The increase in set nets and set poles both suggest a reduced fear of enforcement action. A further 200 metres of active net ride (including 7 in situ nets) were located during opportunistic searches beyond the survey squares (see table 2 in appendix 1). 

The recent trend in average detected levels of autumn mist netting is shown in figure 1 (left). It does not make good reading for 2009.

	Scaling up the total active net ride finds (3,098 m) on the basis of the proportion of ‘possible’ trapping squares that were surveyed (33% - see under ‘survey area’ above), suggests that over 9km of net rides were active within the survey area as a whole during autumn 2009.


This 9 km of prepared net ride could hold over 750 12-metre nets, each capable of catching an average of 20 birds a day 
. If the we take the autumn trapping season to be 60 days long (a conservative estimate) and assume that prepared (P) rides (39% of the total located) were active only every other day and active net rides (ANN, ASN and AUN  - see under net codes on page 4) every day, then we can estimate that around 700,000 birds were caught in nets in the study areas (which do not represent the sum total of such activity in Cyprus) during the autumn of 2009. 

This toll is but an estimate and includes a number of assumptions, but the numbers of birds killed is without doubt in the hundreds of thousands – a totally unacceptable toll. 

Limesticks 
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Figure 2 (right) shows the recent trend in levels of autumn limestick use. There has been little variation over the 3-year period. 

Some 225 limesticks were located in the field in autumn 2009 – a slight (13%) increase on autumn 2008. In addition to this, clear evidence of limestick-making or of trees having been prepared to take sticks was found in 10 survey squares – much higher levels than in autumn 2008.  An additional 25 limesticks were located during opportunistic searches beyond the survey squares (see table 2 in appendix 1). 

Other evidence suggests – not unexpectedly given where the field search effort is focused - that the BirdLife monitoring seriously underestimates limestick use. The enforcement authorities recovered high numbers of glue sticks (see under ‘enforcement activity’ later in this report) and evidence of widespread limestick use is provided by a related and striking incident from mid-September 2009. BirdLife received a tip-off about a man in a Larnaca area village making limesticks in his back garden and passed the information to the Game Fund, who arrested a 70-year-old man with almost 1,000 limesticks in his garden “workshop”.  Two days after being arrested and charged, the same man was back making limesticks in his garden again.

	Limestick use is clealry underestimated by the BirdLife monitoring and non-survey evidence suggests it is widespread.


Fenced areas

In keeping with the recent trend for trapping taking place, increasingly, within fenced (and often screened) enclosures, about half (53%) of the active net rides were found within enclosures. Notably, almost all in situ nets (19 of the 22 located) were found in such fenced areas. For limesticks the pattern was the opposite, with most finds (58%) being made in unfenced areas. 

	It is worth noting here that some 145 fenced areas within the 100 survey squares could not be fully checked by the BirdLife survey team (which does not enter such enclosures). Some 42 of these enclosures could not be checked at all. This is a potentially serious source of underestimate of trapping levels.


The BirdLife field team again faced aggressive reactions from suspected trappers during their work. This also hampered the survey effort. 

	Overall, the field evidence points clearly to a rise in trapping activity – an alarming one in the case of mist netting – compared to the autumn of 08. This finding obliterates the cautious optimism created by the reduction in trapping levels recorded in spring 2009. Autumn is always the main trapping season and the latest field data for the season show the situation is deteriorating badly. An immediate and decisive response is called for from the relevant authorities if Cyprus is to meet her obligations under the Birds Directive (79/409/EC).


Long-term trends in trapping activity

This section examines the longer-term trends in trapping, using the smaller sub-sample of data taken from the 44 repeatedly surveyed squares. The full data sample of 100 squares is more reliable when looking at recent trends (figures 1 and 2 in above section), but the data from the 44 squares provide a good overall picture of the trends since monitoring began in 2002 (figures 3,4 and 5 below).  

The long-term averages from the 44 squares sub-sample suggest a drop in mist net use in autumn 2009 (figures 3 and 5); the opposite of what the data from the 100 squares shows (figure 1). As already noted, larger sample size makes the pattern in figure 1 (showing a sharp increase in autumn 2009 net use) more reliable than that figures 3 or 5, but there is also another factor that could be coming into play here. This is BirdLife’s consistent reporting to the authorities of trapping activity within the 44 repeatedly surveyed squares over the past 8 years. This reporting will likely have resulted in more enforcement in these 44 squares compared to the additional 56 squares (some of which have only been surveyed for the past three years). This could well have prompted net users to move out of the 44 repeatedly surveyed squares. Backing this theory up, SBA Police have indeed noted a pattern for trappers spreading to new areas in recent years. It would make sense for this not to hold true for limesticks (the pattern seen when comparing figures 2 and 4) simply because BirdLife does not focus on finding and reporting limesticks.
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Figure 3 (left) shows how autumn mist netting levels have varied since monitoring began, and shows a recent increase in mist net use (2007 onwards) compared to the encouraging downward trend of the period 2004-06. 

Figure 4 (below) shows how autumn limestick use has varied over the period 2002-09, suggesting a sharp rise in 2009 (broadly consistent with patterns shown in figure 2).
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Figure 5 (below) shows how levels of mist netting over the eight-year survey period have varied compared to pre-survey (1990s) levels. The data is taken from the 44 repeatedly surveyed squares, for which a baseline (1990s) netting level is derived from the total of active and inactive (old) net runs detected within these squares in the first (autumn 2002) survey, which was 6,817 metres of net ride. 

While mist net use is, thanks to increased enforcement, much lower than it was in the trapping ‘heydays’ of the 1990s, when millions of birds were being killed every year, the recent upsurge (evident in both figure 5 and figure 1) should be a source of serious concern for the relevant authorities. 

A 1990s baseline for limestick use is not available, so the equivalent of figure 5 cannot be reproduced for this. Though limestick use has clearly dropped since the 1990s, there is, again, an upsurge in evidence now. 

	The long-term trend in trapping activity points to a significant increase in the last three years.


Trapping levels under different jurisdictions

A major concern that came to the fore for BirdLife during autumn 2009 was the growing evidence for a return to large-scale, organised mist netting in the acacia plantations on Pyla Range, within the ESBA. BirdLife visited this area with a team of SBA Police officers and SBA Administration officials in mid September. Evidence of net ride preparation and use among the irrigated acacia bushes was found on an alarming scale. This at least in part explains the pattern in distribution of trapping activity shown in Figure 6 (below), with netting activity in SBA areas 240% higher than in Republic areas.
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Figure 6 also shows high levels of trapping in areas where the two jurisdictions meet (‘joint’ areas). This is in keeping with the pattern in previous seasons and years and points to an enforcement “gap” in such areas, despite the reported increased cooperation between the Game Fund and SBA Police in recent years. It should be noted here that the sample size for ‘joint’ areas is relatively small, at five 1km survey squares. 
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Figure 7 (left) points to consistently higher netting levels in the SBA over the past three years and an alarming upsurge in netting activity within the SBAs in autumn 2009. 

An enclosures issue?

Enclosures are more common in Republic areas than SBA areas and netting activity was more frequently found within fenced enclosures in the Republic areas than within the Dhekelia SBA. Some 40% of net rides identified within the SBAs were in enclosures, whereas for the Republic areas the proportion was 62% (overall, 53% of active net rides were found in enclosures).  Enclosures are certainly harder to monitor than open areas such as the Pyla Range acacia plantations, and the relative scarcity of enclosures within the SBA could arguably be having some influence on the higher levels of netting recorded for the SBA areas. However, a detailed examination of the incidence of enclosures that could not be searched at all, or could not be fully searched, by the survey team during autumn 2009 shows no significant difference between SBA and Republic areas. There was an average of 1.5 such “difficult” or hard-to-survey enclosures per sample square in the Republic areas compared to an average of 1.4 in SBA areas. This suggests the enclosures factor is not a serious one when comparing detected netting levels in Republic and SBA areas. It is also worth noting here that increased visibility and easier access should make mist netting activity in open areas easier to deter than in enclosures. 
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The recent rise in netting activity within the ESBA is particularly disappointing given that such activity had, till a few years ago, been reduced to a minimum within the Bases (see figure 8 below). Note that the long-term data in figure 8 relate only to the 44 repeatedly surveyed squares and thus show a different pattern to figure 7 (above), which derives from data for all 100 survey squares and shows the 2007-09 trend more reliably.  
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But the areas under Game Fund and Cyprus Police jurisdiction are far from blameless, hosting as they do almost all the limestick-setting activity, as evidenced by figure 6 and figure 9 (below). No limesticks were found in SBA areas by the BirdLife team during autumn 2009, though the ESBA Police did recover glue sticks (see under ‘enforcement effort’ later on) and the highest incidence of limesticks was in ‘joint’ areas. The sharp rise in limestick use in ‘joint’ areas in autumn 2009 is striking (see figure 9, left). 

It should also be remembered that with few exceptions, the restaurants serving trapped birds (ambelopoulia) are within the Republic areas. This is a major causative factor for continuing trapping that the Republic authorities are failing to tackle with any effectiveness (see under ‘restaurants’ later on in report). 
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Figure 10 (left) shows how trapping activity was distributed between the two geographical areas covered by the study. Mist netting was once again concentrated within the Famagusta (and E Larnaca) District, but there was a noticeable increase in netting in the Larnaca District (Ayios Theodoros – Maroni areas) compared to recent years, where relatively little netting or limestick activity was detected in this more westerly study area  (see autumn 06, 07 and 08 trapping reports). When it comes to limestick use, our data suggests the W Larnaca area has suddenly overtaken the Famagusta/E Larnaca district. 

	There is clear evidence for a recent spike in netting activity within SBA areas, while Republic areas have a limestick use problem and are also “home” to the restaurants providing the financial incentives for trapping by persisting in serving ambelopoulia 


Enforcement activity

On October 2nd, following on from the mid-September visit to the Pyla Range area by SBAA officials, ESBA Police and BirdLife, a massive sweep of the Range was organised by the SBA authorities. The ESBA Police headed the sweep, which focused on clearing trapping paraphernalia from the Range, but the British Army provided most of the manpower. Some 5 lorry-loads of pole bases, carpeting and other trapping equipment being collected and removed from the Range! 

Ahead of the operation, during both a round-table meeting called at the ESBA Police HQ and a constructive September 23rd meeting of the Joint anti-trapping Steering Committee (JSC), all stakeholders, including the Mukhtar (Community leader) of Xylophagou village, just North of the Pyla Range area, had agreed the large-scale anti-trapping operation was desirable. 

BirdLife Cyprus considers the October 2nd operation a welcome and decisive - even if long overdue - step in tackling the systematic and industrial-scale trapping on Pyla Range. It was disappointing to see however, that many of the busiest trapping patches on the Range had been cleared of equipment before the raid took place, as trappers had obviously caught wind of the operation. Subsequent checks by the BirdLife team showed these netting operations were up-and-running again days after the October 2nd sweep. If the strategy of tackling mist netting by removing paraphernalia is to succeed, then sweeps have to occur repeatedly and regularly throughout the autumn, winter and spring seasons.  

For its part, the Game Fund reported confiscating 203 mist nets, 439 limesticks and 63 calling devices during the period June 1st to 23rd November 2009. Most of these seizures took place in the autumn season. A total of 127 trapping-related cases were opened during the same period, bringing the total for the calendar year to 138. 
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Figure 11 (left) shows how the number of trapping-related cases opened by the Game Fund for the key trapping districts has varied over the past decade (2009 data up to 23rd November). Comparison with the trapping activity levels shown in figures 1 to 5 suggests enforcement has broadly tracked infringement. The Game Fund’s policy is to focus on securing arrests (opening cases) rather than on confiscation trapping paraphernalia, which is what the ESBA Police tends to focus on.  

The Cyprus Police anti-poaching unit has also been active in anti-trapping enforcement in the last 2-3 years, but relevant data were not available.

The ESBA police confiscated 480 mist nets and 409 limesticks between August 1st and 22nd November 2009. Some 572 mist net poles and over 2 ½ km (2631 m) of wires used for calling devices (of which 104 were recovered) were seized over the same period. Much of this paraphernalia was collected during the October 2nd sweep described above. Some 1,487 birds were released from nets and glue sticks by the ESBA Police over the autumn (September – November) period. 
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Figure 12 (left) shows how seizures of mist nets and limesticks by the SBA Police have varied over the past decade (2009-10 data up to 22nd November 2009). 
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Figure 13 (below) shows the trend in trapping-related arrests within the ESBA over the same period. Note that the Game Fund reports enforcement activity on a calendar year basis, whereas the SBA Police uses a financial year (April to March) format.

Though the number of seizures and arrests by the ESBA Police will undoubtedly increase before the end of the financial year (March 2010), the recent pattern in SBA Police net seizures and trapping arrests (period 2007-09) does not appear to be tracking the recorded upward trend in trapping activity (figures 1 to 5). 

The level of hostile reaction often faced by Police and Game Fund officers as they work to combat poaching was highlighted in September, when the car of a Game Fund officer was burnt in an arson attack. According to newspaper reports, investigators attributed the attack to poachers.  

	More full data on enforcement actions and enforcement effort is needed to give a clear picture of how effectively the authorities are tackling trapping. 


Court action

The SBA authorities provided a detailed breakdown of poaching convictions and penalties for 2008 and 2009. For the ESBA, there were 11 trapping-related convictions during 2008, with six fines of between €400 and €735 imposed for use of mist nets with calling devices, of €300 and €345 for use of mist nets alone and three fines of between €260 and €345 for possession of mist nets.  

During 2009, again for the ESBA, there were four trapping-related convictions: €900 for use of nets and calling device and possession of trapped birds; €400 and €300 for use of nets and calling device: €250 for net possession. 

Similar data was not available for court action in the Republic, but penalties are, with a few exceptions of higher fines, similar to the ones detailed above.  

The relevant law in both the Republic and SBA areas provides for a fine of up to €17,000 and/or up to 3 years imprisonment for poaching offences. As illustrated by the penalties detailed above, local courts rarely employ the full force of the law, with the result that a real deterrent is absent, especially when the illegal gains to be made from trapping are taken into consideration (see immediately below).

	Court penalties for the SBA areas are clearly far from deterrent for trappers and relevant data is needed from the Republic also if a clear picture is to emerge


Restaurants and ambelopoulia
All evidence pointed to trapped birds being very widely available as ambelopoulia delicacies in local tavernas during the autumn of 2009, in keeping with the unhappy pattern of recent years.  

BirdLife received reliable reports from a number of sources – mostly eyewitness – of ambelopoulia being offered in restaurants in traditional ambelopoulia areas such as Ayios Theodoros, Choirokitia and Paralimni, but also in other villages (Vryssoules, Mazotos, Liopetri) and in towns such as Nicosia and Larnaca. Ambelopoulia were also available in restaurants north of the island’s dividing line, in Coma tou Yialou and Ayios Sergios (reliable, first-hand reports).  

The reported prices for ambelopoulia ranged from €40 a dozen for lower quality (less fatty) birds up to €80 for ‘top-quality’ (very fatty) birds. Many establishments made jars of pickled birds available for ‘take-out’ as well as serving cooked ambelopoulia to customers. Given the restaurant prices for ambelopoulia, the extent of the profits available trappers runs into the thousands of Euros. 

According to newspaper reports, the autumn 2009 “code-word” used by those in the know for ordering ambelopoulia was “xortoudhia” (greens), but many tavernas offered the illegal delicacies openly and apparently without any fear of prosecution.  In Ayios Theodoros – the infamous “home” of ambelopoulia – restaurants continued to advertise ‘seasonal delicacies’ and, in one case, even ‘birds’ on their signs. 

In early November, Alithia newspaper carried a report on another dimension of the ambelopoulia supply chain. The daily reported that many Cypriots were now taking the ferry to nearby Lebanon in order to return with jars of pickled birds in their suitcases. The jars of Lebanese ambelopoulia are apparently sold openly at departure points and are available for much less than in Cyprus. 

There was no news of successful enforcement action against offending restaurants during the period. A late September raid by officers of the Cyprus Police Crime Prevention Unit (OPE), acting on tip-offs from BirdLife and other sources, failed to find any trapped birds. 

Even though the Game Fund report that most of the “known” ambelopoulia restaurants have been prosecuted more than once, the absence of a concerted and systematic campaign against offending restaurants remains a very major enforcement gap.  

	Many restaurants continue to serve ambelopoulia and the lack of relevant enforcement action remains a huge gap in the anti-trapping effort


MPs attempt to slash trapping penalties

In October 2009 - in a move clearly showing the permissive attitude to trapping prevalent in sections of the political establishment - a group of Famagusta area MPs returned to parliament with a bill aiming to reduce trapping penalties to minor, on-the-spot fines. 

An original attempt to get such a bill approved was thrown out by the parliamentary environment committee in June 2008. Undeterred, the Famagusta MPs - their number boosted by new DISY MP Andreas Kyprianou, the former head of the Cyprus Hunters’ Association - returned with a revised bill proposing even more lenient on-the-spot fines. The bill debated before the parliamentary environment committee on 22nd October provided for a €1 on-the-spot fine per limestick, a €200 fine for mist nets and a €100 fine for use of calling devices. The proponents argued this would serve to streamline and thus help anti-trapping enforcement. The law currently provides for penalties of up to €17,000 and/or up to three years imprisonment for such offences. It also provides for a doubling of these maximum penalties in the case of a second conviction – a provision the Famagusta MPs’ amendment sought to abolish.

BirdLife Cyprus secured negative newspaper coverage for the proposed law change on the morning of the parliamentary debate, a leading Greek-language newspaper characterising the bill as an attempt to “legalise” trapping. The parliamentary committee gave short shrift to the amendment. The leader of the DISY parliamentary team, Christos Pourgourides, appeared before the committee to distance the main opposition party from the bill. The chairman of the committee, Andreas Fagontis, swiftly added that the bill did not represent the position of the main governing party, AKEL, either.  Last-minute attempts to amend the bill (removing the on-the-spot fine for nets) led to a procedural protest from Green party MP George Perdikes, upheld by the chairman. The representatives of relevant government services all spoke out against the amendment. The proponents of the amendment had to accept defeat, but vowed they’d be back with a revised amendment. Newspaper coverage the following day was scathing of the Famagusta MPs’ “legalisation” attempt.  

Another disturbing indicator of the permissive political climate was the organisation ‘Friends of the Limestick’ – an organisation supporting limestick use - securing a meeting with top Interior Ministry officials in September 2009.

Media coverage of the trapping issue
Coverage of the issue was regular and, with only one exception, uniformly anti- trapping. A total of 17 newspaper articles covering the issue – almost exclusively generated by BirdLife Cyprus – appeared over the autumn period (August to November), averaging at more than one article per week. The issue was also highlighted by BirdLife Cyprus in a number of radio and TV interviews over the period (six in total). 

Leafleting campaign

Following a September 16th stakeholder meeting arranged by the SBA authorities and the September 23rd meeting of the JSC consultative body, a leafleting campaign was launched focusing on the trapping ‘hot spot’ village of Xylophagou, just north of the Pyla Range area. The ESBA Police distributed all-colour anti-trapping leaflets prepared by BirdLife Cyprus and the Game Fund to all Xylphagou households in late September. 

Monitoring North of the island’s dividing line
BirdLife Cyprus worked with the Turkish Cypriot Bird Protection Society KUSKOR to start a first, pilot monitoring programme in the Karpaz peninsula in September 2009. Following a similar protocol to that adopted by BirdLife Cyprus, a two-man KUSKOR team – trained by BirdLife Cyprus – searched 40 randomly selected 1km squares on the remote peninsula. First results suggested very low levels of limestick and mist net use in the area compared to the main trapping areas South of the dividing line. Only 10 limesticks were found within the 40 survey squares (another 130 beyond the squares) and just 45 metres of active net rides (a further 75 beyond the squares). 

� See Magnin’s 1986 report to the ICBP.


� Note that not all 1 km squares within the survey areas contain a km2 of land, as many are located along the coast and cover expanses of sea. Therefore, the number of 1 km squares is higher than the total survey area in km2.  


� These codes are explained in detail in the Autumn 2002 Bird Trapping surveillance report


� See Magnin’s 1986 report to the ICBP
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