
 

Implementation of the No Net Loss principles  
by European Hunters 

 

Introduction 
 

Action point 7b) of the EU Biodiversity Strategy 2020 requires the European Commission to carry out 
further work with a view to “proposing by 2015 an initiative to ensure there is no net loss of 
ecosystems and their services (e.g. through compensation or offsetting schemes)” (action 7b). 
The Mitigation Hierarchy is comprised of 4 steps; each of them being necessary to ensure 
environmental damage is prevented; skipping one or more steps could result in increased costs and 
will result in poorer mitigation of damage and a net loss of biodiversity. 
If conducted in order, the Mitigation Hierarchy represents a relevant method for achieving no net 
loss, and possibly achieving net gain of biodiversity from development.   
Hunters conduct the steps of the Mitigation Hierarchy often without knowing it, and the work they 
do represents an added value that contributes to the achievement of the No Net Loss principles. 
 
More information on the Mitigation Hierarchy from a hunting perspective is available here: 
http://www.face.eu/sites/default/files/attachments/nnl.pdf 

 

Step 1: Avoidance & Step 2: Minimisation 
 

If damage to the natural environment can be avoided it is important that this is done as first stage, 
and if impact cannot be avoided entirely, it must be minimised as much as possible.  
Reducing initial damage to the natural environment is much easier, less expensive and more effective 
than reversing damage or attempting to rebuild complex ecosystems after biodiversity has been lost.  
The principles of avoidance and minimisation are often put into practice by hunters as they monitor 
the population levels of game species to ensure the population size is healthy.   
These two principles are further practiced by hunters through the principle of sustainable use, as 
hunters ensure that the numbers of individuals of a species hunted does not negatively impact on 
the population and does not cause the species population/conservation status to suffer. 
 

Step 3: Rehabilitation and Restoration 
 

If damage to the natural environment cannot be avoided and minimised, then it must be restored.  
Hunters are experienced in restoration of habitats and ecosystems and have been conducting such 
projects for many years in order to reintroduce the wildlife that had been lost from a site; as a result 
many examples exist in Europe of their work in wetlands, grasslands and forests.  More information 
on hunters’ contribution to habitats’ restoration can be found here: 
http://www.face.eu/wildlife-conservation/no-net-loss 
 

Step 4: Offsetting 
 

Offset activities are to be undertaken if residual impacts remain after avoidance, minimisation and 
restoration actions have been carried out. While it is crucial to deal with all the biases, limitations 
and risks, offsetting measures become relevant for tackling the remaining negative impacts (the 
residual impacts) that could not be avoided, minimised or restored, and therefore can contribute to 
biodiversity conservation.  
Usually, when conducted sustainably, hunting activities contribute to the first three steps of the 
mitigation hierarchy. However, hunting reserves and areas managed for hunting could be seen as 
potential offsets, carried out cost-effectively through voluntary engagement by hunters.  
For more information on hunters’ role in offsetting, please see:  
http://www.face.eu/wildlife-conservation/no-net-loss 

http://www.face.eu/sites/default/files/attachments/nnl.pdf
http://www.face.eu/wildlife-conservation/no-net-loss
http://www.face.eu/wildlife-conservation/no-net-loss
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This document aims to provide an overview on how hunting activities already contribute to the 
principles of No Net Loss through understanding the potential impact, monitoring activities, 
minimising the disturbance, etc. 
 
This document will focus on the two first steps of the Mitigation Hierarchy (i.e. avoidance and 
minimisation) as a lot of actions related to those topics are undertaken by hunters.  
It will also highlight how, by following sustainable principles, hunting activities avoid and minimise 
their impact on wildlife.  
 
Hunters’ involvement with the last two steps of the Mitigation Hierarchy (i.e. rehabilitation and 
restoration, and offsetting) is presented in the following documents: 

 http://www.face.eu/sites/default/files/attachments/restoration_en.pdf 

 http://www.face.eu/sites/default/files/documents/english/offsetting_measures_and_huntin

g_the_risks_and_opportunities_-_final_en_design.pdf 

 

 

Hunting is Highly Regulated 
 
Before going into the details of how hunting activities contribute to No Net Loss principles, it is worth 
noting that hunting is already a highly regulated activity based on the sustainable use principles both 
at EU and national level. 

At the European Level 

The Birds Directivei (2009/147/EC), developed in 1979, was the very first legal instrument of the 
European Community (the predecessor to the EU) specifically dealing with nature conservation, 
relates to the conservation of all species of naturally occurring birds in the wild state in the Union. It 
covers the protection, management and control of these species and their habitats and lays down 
rules for their exploitation, including through hunting. 
 
In 1992, the EU governments adopted the Habitats Directiveii (92/43/EEC) aiming at conserving EU’s 
most threatened mammal species and natural habitats. This Directive, along with the Birds Directive - 
commonly known as the EU Nature Directives – is at the heart of EU nature policy, and it remains the 
cornerstone of Natura 2000, the EU’s vast network of protected areas.  
Both of these Directives recognise the role of sustainable hunting, while specifying limitations with 
regard to which species can be hunted, when hunting can take place and which methods and tools 
can be used. Decades of infringement procedures and case-law have created a strong legal 
framework regulating hunting all across the Union. 
 
In addition to the Birds and Habitats Directives, several initiatives were launched and undertaken at 
European level: 
In 2001, the European Commission launched the ‘Sustainable Hunting Initiative’ aiming to improve 
the understanding of the legal and technical aspects of the Directive’s provisions on hunting while 
developing an awareness raising programme to promote sustainable hunting in accordance with the 
Directive. iii 
 
In 2004, BirdLife International and FACE (the Federation of Associations for Hunting and Conservation 
of the EU) reached an agreement on ten points enabling hunting to continue within a well-regulated 
framework while ensuring the implementation and following the provisions of the Birds Directive.iv 
 
In 2007, the annual meeting of the Parties (Standing Committee) to the Convention on the 
Conservation of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats (Bern, 1979), adopted the European Charter 

http://www.face.eu/sites/default/files/attachments/restoration_en.pdf
http://www.face.eu/sites/default/files/documents/english/offsetting_measures_and_hunting_the_risks_and_opportunities_-_final_en_design.pdf
http://www.face.eu/sites/default/files/documents/english/offsetting_measures_and_hunting_the_risks_and_opportunities_-_final_en_design.pdf
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on Hunting and Biodiversity. This charter aims to reinforce the implementation and coherence of 
global and European biodiversity instruments such as the Convention on Biological Diversity and the 
Birds and Habitats Directives.v 
 
In 2008, the European Commission developed the Guidance document on hunting under Council 
Directive 79/409/EEC on the conservation of wild birds “The Birds Directive” vi providing guidance on 
how to implement the rules and hunting provisions under the Birds Directive. While not being legally 
binding, the guidance provides concrete figures and measures to be implemented in order to be in 
line with the requirements of the Birds Directive. 

At the National Level 

At a national level, hunting is highly regulated, both through governmental legislation and through 
voluntary self-regulation by hunters, preventing the loss of biodiversity and ensuring its 
sustainability.   
 
Several examples can be presented to illustrate this regulation:  
In northern Finland, governmental legislation states that, while local people have the legal right to 
hunt freely on state land within their home municipality, non-local hunters must apply for a licence, 
with regional quotas set for licence numbers. Sustainability is then ensured by balancing the 
allocation of non-local licence-holders with the number of local hunters while game populations are 
monitored each summer and winter.vii 
 
In Portugal, the numbers of hunting days and the daily bag per hunter are controlled by the 
government. On one hand, newly-created hunting areas must possess a government-approved 
annual hunting plan which determine total annual bag quota per species for resident birds. On the 
other hand, bag quotas for migratory birds are controlled by limiting hunting days per week and 
governmental control on the daily hunting bags.viii 
 
In France, departmental game management plans exist for all sites; most species have bag limits 
imposed at departmental level and those that don’t often have limits placed on the number of days 
where hunting is allowed, seasonal bag limits, closed hunting areas, and restrictions on the hunting 
of females of certain species.vii 
 
In Eastern European countries, local government set annual bag limits, however in Poland long term 
hunting plans and bag limits are set by Regional Forest Directorates.  Furthermore, in Poland all 
hunting clubs must employ a gamekeeper to manage the land and wildlife and ensure adherence 
with the law on each territory. vii 
 
Hunting in much of Europe is also regulated through the requirement of passing a mandatory hunting 
examination which often involves:  

 A theoretical section testing ecological knowledge including diseases, species identification, 

conservation principles; 

 Knowledge of hunting legislation, and  

 A practical section testing accuracy.  

Mandatory tests such as these exist in the Nordic countries, France, Germany, Austria, the BeNeLux 
countries, Estonia, Hungary, Poland, Czech Republic, Latvia Bulgaria, Portugal, Italy and much of 
Spain.ix 
 
Through both national and European legislation, hunting in Europe is very tightly regulated in order 
to not impact nature and its wildlife.  These regulations on hunting help maintain its sustainability 
and help ensure that hunting in Europe continues to not threaten biodiversity.  
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Populations monitoring and hunting’s disturbance 
 
Prior to implementing the Mitigation Hierarchy, it is crucial to evaluate the impact of a specific 
human activity and follow the impact trends on a long-term basis. 
In the case of hunting, some countries have a long-standing recording of the fluctuation of game 
populations (for example the UK’s National Gamebag Census)x. Data from monitoring and 
sustainability surveys are used to formulate policy, and are often implemented via hunting 
management plans.   
An example of this process is the Finnish wildlife triangle counting method, whereby population 
estimates of game and non-game species are used to determine next year’s hunting quotas and 
make conservation decisions.xi  Actions such as this ensure that damage to natural populations is 
reduced as much as possible in order to maintain a sustainable hunt over many years. 
Furthermore, local hunters often contribute to monitoring programmes of game species (through 
bag data recording and field monitoring) which aims to identify the appropriate quotas ensuring that 
hunting is sustainable and do not negatively impact game populations. 
An example of bag data collection schemes such as this is found in Estonia, where hunters submit 
samples from each shot wolf (Canis lupus), bear (Ursus arctos) and lynx (Lynx lynx) to researchers to 

better understand the status and trends of large carnivore populations.xii
 

However, huntable species often coexist alongside non-huntable species.  Non-target species may be 
disturbed by hunting activities and these disturbances may impact upon their conservation status.  It 
is therefore important that hunting can demonstrate that its activities do not pose a threat to the 
conservation status of non-target species as well as target species. 
 
FACE has developed a literature review on the effects of hunting disturbance on non-huntable 
species. This review reveals that hunting disturbance unequivocally has an effect on wildlife by 
causing behavioural responses and displacement of populations.   
A study of ungulate escape responses showed even non-hunted species responded to hunting 
disturbance,xiii and in birds disturbance has been shown to cause behavioural responses in a wide 
range of species.xiv,xv,xvi  However, limited evidence exists to say that disturbance causes impacts to 
population size or has negative consequences for conservation status.   
A study of non-hunted roe deer (Capreolus capreolus) suggested that hunting disturbance was 
responsible for the low survival rates during the hunting season compared to the non-hunting 
season,xvii however no other studies could be found that concluded hunting disturbance affected the 
population size of non-target ungulates. 
In birds, the scientific literature suggests that hunting disturbance does not affect the population size 
nor the conservation status of non-target species. ix,xviii,xix,xx,xxi,xxii 
 
The review on the effects of hunting disturbance on non-huntable species notes that displacement of 
populations does not have an impact on the population when refuge habitats are available. On the 
other hand, the scientific literature shows that disturbance during times of high energy stress (while 
reproducing, migrating or in winter) has the greatest impacts on populations.  It therefore 
recommends that: 

 Hunting should be limited in intensity through use of spatial restrictions or time intervals 

between hunting events 

 Hunting should not occur during times of high energy stress. 

The review also highlights that these recommendations are already implemented in most of Europe; 
greater implementation and stricter enforcement of these rules would minimise disturbance further. 
 
For more information on hunting disturbance and the literature review, please see: 
http://www.face.eu/wildlife-conservation/species-action  

http://www.face.eu/wildlife-conservation/species-action
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Sustainable Use via Hunting Management Plans 
 
Hunters can also contribute to the Avoidance and Minimisation of biodiversity loss through the use 
of management plans that are tailored to sustainably use wildlife by incorporating strict regulations 
that safeguard the populations from overuse.   
It is vital that hunting of wild animal species (as allowed under Article 14 of the Habitats Directive 
and Article 7 of the Birds Directive) is not to the detriment of the conservation status of huntable 
species. 
In order to ensure that hunting remains sustainable, data collected from monitoring is used to create 
hunting management plans that minimise the damage done to game species by hunting while 
helping maintaining healthy populations year after year.  
 
Through the management plans, hunting can therefore contribute to No Net Los principles and 
examples of such management plans can be found all over Europe: 
 
On the Dyfi estuary in Wales (UK), a breeding population of the rare Greenland white-fronted geese 
exists, and migratory populations pass through much of Wales.  In response to the species’ decline, 
wildfowling clubs on the Dyfi estuary have been protecting the geese with an effective voluntary ban 
on shooting since the 1970s; this has been copied and at now all wildfowling clubs in Wales have a 
voluntary moratorium on shooting Greenland white-fronted geese.xxiii 
 
Hunters voluntarily self-regulate in Denmark, where a network of reserves was established in the 
1990s in response to falling waterbird bag sizes,xxiv granting the birds a safe area and improving 
hunting outside these reserves as the waterbird population increased in response.  
 
Italy is another example where when ISPRA (The Institute for Environmental Protection and 
Research) recommended limiting bag sizes of lapwing (Vanellus vanellus), skylark (Alauda arvensis) 
and turtle dove (Streptopelia turtur) with hunters voluntarily followed such advice.xxv 
 
In 2002-2005, Croatian hunters were involved in the establishment and implementation of a wolf 
management plan; following surveys of the wolf population hunters agreed to limit the bag quota to 
ensure the sustainability of hunting, as a result the population size was 190 in 2007, up from 50 in 
the 1990s.xxvi   
 
Furthermore, examples show that hunters accept the cancellation of a hunt that cannot be 
conducted sustainably: in 2004-2006 Slovenian hunters involved in the joint Slovenian-Croatian 
DinaRis project agreed that the lynx (Lynx lynx) population could not be sustainably hunted, so 
agreed to ban all lynx hunting activities.xxvii 
 
The activities described here are just a few examples of how hunting in Europe self-regulates to 
ensure sustainability and no loss of biodiversity. 
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Conclusion 
 
As shown in this document, the hunting community of Europe already contributes to all steps of the 
Mitigation Hierarchy: 
 

 To avoidance and minimization, through monitoring activities and the use of management 

plans ensuring sustainable use of natural resources, and through the strict national and 

European legislation that safeguards wildlife populations from overuse; 

 To rehabilitation and restoration, through the extensive habitat creation and maintenance 

work that occurs all over Europe and has done for decades (the 2015 report of the FACE 

Biodiversity Manifesto has identified projects ongoing since the early 1970s); 

 To offsetting measures through their local and voluntary skills in land management. 

Relevant information and best practice examples of hunters’ activities contributing to nature 
conservation can be found in the 2015 report of the FACE Biodiversity Manifesto. This report is the 
results of the implementation of the FACE Biodiversity Manifesto and is highlighting trends and 
assessment of 181 case studies.  
For more information please see http://www.face.eu/nature-conservation. 
 
Planning of the EU’s No Net Loss Initiative is expected to begin in 2016, with the target of creating 
further action to halt the loss of biodiversity within the EU in accordance with the goal of the EU 
Biodiversity Strategy to 2020. 
Hunters’ fundamental interest in the natural environment mean they support measures that 
safeguard nature while taking account of the social and cultural requirements of the human 
population that live in and use that landscape. 
 
It is extremely important that measures such as the Mitigation Hierarchy are implemented and 
enforced for activities and developments that threaten biodiversity and this document aims to 
demonstrate that hunting activities in Europe are already conducted following those principles. 
Therefore, hunting’s contribution should be acknowledged and hunters should be considered as 
relevant partners for the implementation of No Net Loss principles. 

http://www.face.eu/nature-conservation
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