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Enforcing a ban on hunting

The Hunting Bill, introduced by the Government in December 2002, was
a culmination of many previous bills (both backbench and Government 
sponsored) to ban hunting with dogs. It was carefully scrutinised by some 
of the country’s leading legal experts, animal welfare organisations,
Defra draughtsmen, committees and individual MPs to ensure that it
would be workable when implemented.

The Bill, if passed, could ban the cruel and unnecessary “sports” of fox hunting, terrier work, deer 

hunting, hare hunting, hare coursing and mink hunting. Although there will be limited exemptions 

to use dogs below ground to flush foxes out.

The Bill does not ban hunting rats or rabbits with dogs or falconry. Neither does the innocent dog 

walker have anything to fear from this legislation. 

What the Bill says

The Hunting Bill is now a clear “banning bill” and therefore it is a much easier Bill to enforce. 

Hunting activities are either exempt and permissible or banned and illegal. This makes the legal

enforcement of the Bill far more precise than following the grey minefield of a licensing system

where activities may be legal in one instance and illegal in another.

The Bill specifically bans deer, hare, mink and fox hunting and hare coursing. Therefore if any hunt 

is looking for wild mammals with the intention of chasing them or killing them with dogs they would 

be committing an offence and be liable for prosecution. Furthermore, anyone using dogs below

ground to flush out foxes (apart from the limited exemption) would also be conducting an illegal

activity and if caught then they too would be liable for prosecution.

Practice

The ban would be enforced in exactly the same way as existing legislation that protects animals from 

cruelty. Following reports of any hunting-related offence, the police and RSPCA inspectors would

respond as they do currently to allegations of cruelty. They would attend the scene, speak to suspects,

investigate the matter – working alongside each other. Police would, make arrests and seize evidence 

where appropriate and, where individuals are charged, a report would be sent to the Crown Prosecution

Service (CPS). 

There have been individuals voicing concerns about the enforceability of the Bill, however CPHA

believes that these concerns are unfounded and should not be used as an excuse for allowing such a

cruel “sport” to continue. The general public, by and large, are not law-breakers and they understand

right and wrong. As Alistair McWhirter (Chief Constable of Suffolk Police) said: “…when wearing

of seatbelts became mandatory, it was expected to lead to mass flouting of the legislation. In reality,

the public knew it made sense and now, almost universally, comply with it.”1

Indeed at the 2003 Standing Conference on Country Sports (29 October 2003) Mr McWhirter stated 

that: “…whatever legislation Parliament passes will be enforced by the police. Those who are currently

proposing civil disobedience need to fully understand that we will take action.”
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He also noted that in his experience the: “policing [of] hunts and rural communities over the last 26 

years, has been that rural communities are just as split on this issue as urban communities, and that, 

if legislation is passed, there will be those who will be pleased and those who will blame the police 

as the enforcers of legislation.”

Threats to break the law
Concerns that significant numbers of people will flout the law have been raised. CPHA would 

whole-heartedly and unreservedly deplore such threats. Having spent many years campaigning 

within the law to change the law, we expect those who support hunting to take the same approach 

to their campaigning. 

If the majority of hunters are the upright pillars of the community that they regularly claim to be it is 

highly unlikely they will be more inclined to break the law than any other member of that community. 

Similarly, responsible landowners are unlikely to risk fines by permitting hunting on their land. The

majority of hunters are more likely to convert to another equestrian activity. Those who deliberately

break the law must face the consequences of their actions – just as anyone else who breaks the law

must do. Indeed it is likely that it will only take a few test cases to discourage other hunters and

landowners from breaking the law. 

Initially there may be a little resentment in certain areas, but police officers by and large have a 

good working relationship with their local communities. There is no reason to believe that this would

be any different in the event of a ban. Indeed a MORI poll conducted in 2000 on attitudes towards

fox hunting among countryside dwellers showed that in the countryside, there was a majority in

favour of a ban of almost two to one – 52% for, 28% against. Chief Superintendent Watson McAteer

of Lothian and Borders Police notes on the Protection of Wild Mammals (Scotland) Act 2002: 

“The individuals involved in the hunts are mainly country people who, traditionally, have been 

supportive of local policing and have been willing to help whenever assistance has been requested. 

The Act brought some tension to this relationship but, almost a year on, policing of the rural 

communities remains positive.”2

Seizure of animals

Concerns about seizure of animals are also exaggerated. Firstly, it would be nigh on impossible to 

prepare dogs, horses and riders to go out hunting live quarry without going unnoticed. Intelligence-

led operations could simply prevent a meet taking place where reports of illegal hunting are received.

It is not necessary to seize dogs and horses to enforce this legislation.

It is common practice for many police forces to involve the RSPCA from an early stage in 

investigations concerning animals. An RSPCA inspector will assist officers during their work – 

dealing with the animals, assisting with the investigation, and providing specialist advice.

Identification

Difficulties surrounding the identification of suspects and obtaining evidence would be no different 

to that faced by investigators into any offence. The successful prosecution of offenders is often

reliant on information from members of the public, and there is no reason to suspect this will change

with regard to the Hunting Act.

Resourcing the ban

Obviously the Hunting Act will not be a number one priority for chief constables. This will be 

defined at national and local level and cover areas such as anti-social behaviour, vehicle crime, 

burglary, robbery, domestic violence, drug-related crime, etc.3 However, once passed, the Hunting

Bill will be another piece of legislation that the police will be able to implement. 
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Police forces around the country have spent a considerable amount of time and effort over the last 

30 years policing hunts during the season and keeping the peace between the hunters and the protesters.

This has put many officers in an impossible situation where the opposing sides claim that officers 

are being anything but impartial. It has been a drag on some police force resources, particularly in

the more controversial hunt countries. Therefore a clear ban on hunting will offer a light at the end 

of the tunnel for many police forces. If anything, it is likely that less police time would be spent on

this issue in the event of a ban because they would be responding to individual allegations of illegal

hunting rather than regularly attending meets. If incidents are reported to officers then they can refer

to the law and accurately assess if a crime is being committed and if they are satisfied that is the case

they then take appropriate action.

Conclusion

This piece of legislation need not be any more difficult to enforce than any other that is presented to 

police forces year in and year out by Parliament. A positive attitude and constructive approach to it

should ensure this. Test cases will provide the case law to which officers can refer for advice on the

intricacies of the law and how to deal with alleged breaches. 

1 Battle Lines by Alistair McWhirter, Police Review, 11th July 2003.

2 In Pursuit by Chief Superintendent Watson McAteer, Police Review, 18th July 2003.

3 The National Policing Plan 2003–2006, Home Office, November 2002.


