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Widespread revulsion at the illegal poisoning of rare, protected 

Hen Harrier in Co. Meath 

Conservation groups in Ireland, UK and Isle of Man unite to condemn this heinous crime. 

30th January 2020 – for immediate issue 

BirdWatch Ireland, Ireland’s largest conservation charity, is utterly appalled by the illegal killing of 

yet another protected bird of prey in Ireland. The victim this time was a female Hen Harrier called 

Mary, who hatched in the summer of 2019 from a nest on the Isle of Man and met her tragic end in 

a field in Drumconrath, Co. Meath. She was fitted with a tracking device as part of the EU Hen 

Harrier LIFE project, which Manx BirdLife and the RSPB, our UK BirdLife International partner, had 

been using to monitor her movements and survival. 

There was great excitement when the tracking data revealed that Mary had flown westwards from 

the Isle of Man to Co. Meath. Unfortunately, on 2nd November the data from her tracking device 

revealed that she had died suddenly. RSPB Investigations and the National Parks and Wildlife Service 

(NPWS) found her body on land managed for pheasant shooting. The NPWS investigation revealed 

that she had been illegally poisoned: a dead pigeon, which had been laced with the banned toxin 

Carbofuran, which is dangerous to animals and humans, along with poisoned chunks of meat were 

also found at the scene. Pieces of poisoned meat were also found in Mary’s body, proving that she 

had eaten some of the bait and succumbed. The use both of Carbofuran and of poisoned meat bait, 

are serious criminal offences. 

Hen Harriers are fully protected in Ireland under the EU Birds Directive and under the national 

Wildlife Act 1976 (as amended), to kill or injure one is a criminal offence. Despite this, Hen Harriers 

and other protected birds of prey continue to be killed, or disappear in suspicious circumstances. 

John Lusby, Raptor Conservation Officer at BirdWatch Ireland, said, “It is devastating to learn of the 

fate of this bird. Each Hen Harrier is precious, and particularly those from the Isle of Man and from 

Britain, where their numbers have been decimated by illegal killing. 

“For this bird to have travelled to Ireland, with so many people invested in its survival and eagerly 

following its journey, only to suffer the same fate at the hands of wildlife criminals is truly 

devastating. We are appalled, but sadly not surprised, as this is far from an isolated incident. The 

fact is that, of the small number of birds of prey that have been fitted with tracking devices in 

Ireland or which have travelled here, a high proportion has been found in similar circumstances to 

Mary. We urge the National Parks and Wildlife Service and Gardaí to take the appropriate steps to 

bring the perpetrators to justice, and we offer our assistance in this regard. 

NPWS is responsible for recording and investigating incidents of wildlife crime, and established the 

RAPTOR (Recording and Addressing Persecution and Threats to Our Raptors) protocol for this 

purpose, to which Lusby commented,  “The NPWS has recently stepped up efforts to record 

incidents of illegal killing of birds of prey, but there needs to be more effective investigation and 

enforcement of wildlife crimes, and better liaison with the Gardai, otherwise we should expect that 

the horrific killing of protected birds of prey, such as this one, will continue”. 



“Mary was a particularly special bird,” said Niall Hatch, Public Relations, Branches and Development 

Officer with BirdWatch Ireland. “So many people were invested in her survival and followed her 

journey from her nest on the Isle of Man to her arrival in Ireland. That she was illegally killed is 

incredibly damaging to Ireland’s reputation, and highlights that the illegal poisoning of raptors 

remains a disgusting and sinister element in our countryside and continues to affect our wildlife.” 

Neil Morris, Managing Director of Manx Birdlife, said, “Despite a great deal of effort by many 

dedicated individuals and agencies, including the Manx Ringing Group and RSPB, little is known 

about the movements of Manx Hen Harriers. We know our young birds have a tendency to wander, 

in common with other bird of prey species, but none has yet survived long enough away from the 

Isle of Man to either settle to nest or to return to the island. We applaud efforts to understand the 

circumstances of Mary’s premature demise and to demand a full and transparent investigation.” 

Martin Harper, Global Conservation Director at RSPB, said, “Here is another Hen Harrier which has 

failed to make it through its first year, thanks to the spectre of illegal persecution. Time and time 

again, satellite-tagging is pinpointing illegal persecution and critically proving that young Hen 

Harriers are being killed before they have the chance to breed and bolster the fragile British 

population. Raptor persecution in connection with land managed for shooting is the number one 

threat to the Hen Harrier in Britain.” 

The Hen Harrier population is under significant pressure in Ireland too, and the species’ population 

declines here have been well documented. Conservation efforts to protect Hen Harriers and restore 

their populations have been established, funded by taxpayers’ money. The actions of the criminals 

responsible for the illegal killing of this bird compromise such efforts, damage Ireland’s reputation 

internationally and have a devastating effect on our wildlife: they cannot be tolerated. 
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1. For the video on the recovery of the body of Mary the Hen Harrier please click here: 

https://youtu.be/kLYsBCVOU-U 

 

2. For more details about Hen Harriers in Ireland, visit: 

https://birdwatchireland.ie/app/uploads/2019/04/Hen-Harrier-Fact-File_Final_version-for-

Print.pdf 

and https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nqQk711V4Vc&t=95s 

 

3. For more information or to obtain photographs, please contact: 

John Lusby, Raptor Conservation Officer, BirdWatch Ireland 

jlusby@birdwatchireland.ie 

085-7201892 

 

Niall Hatch, Public Relations, Branches and Development Officer, BirdWatch Ireland 
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nhatch@birdwatchireland.ie 

086-3908952 

or 

Jenny Shelton, RSPB Investigations Liaison Officer in the UK 

Jenny.shelton@rspb.org.uk 

00441767 693024 

 

4. BirdWatch Ireland is the largest independent conservation organisation in Ireland. 

Established in 1968, it currently has over 15,000 members and supporters and a local 

network of 30 branches nationwide. It is the Irish partner of BirdLife International, a 

worldwide partnership of nature conservation organisations. www.birdwatchireland.ie 

 

5. The RSPB is the UK’s largest nature conservation charity, inspiring everyone to give nature a 

home. Together with its partners, it protects threatened birds and wildlife so the UK’s 

towns, coast and countryside will teem with life once again. It plays a leading role in BirdLife 

International, a worldwide partnership of nature conservation organisations. 

www.rspb.org.uk 

 

6. Manx BirdLife is a conservation charity based in the Isle of Man working to protect the 

island's wild birds and the habitats on which they depend. www.manxbirdlife.im 
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