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EDITORIAL

This Newsletter number thirteen of the Woodcock and Snipe
Research Group (WSRG) shall inform about research going on
and sheduled, preliminary. results, short notes of interest
and recent publications.

Meetings

During the 33rd Board Meeting of the International Water-
fowl Research Bureau (IWRB), May 26, 1987 at Regina (Ca-
nada) coordinator and joint coordinator of the WSRG were
reelected for another three years. As time was very limi-
ted during this meeting because of the Ramsar Convention
Conference, a written report of the group's activities was
submitted to the board. _

At the 34 th General Assembly of the International Council
for Game and Wildlife Conservation (C.I.C.), June 1.to 6,
1987 at Budapest (Hungary) the coordinator reported on pre-
liminary results of the International Woodcock Research Pro-
ject (see below), which was mainly financed by CIC. He ex-
pressed sincere thanks to the representatives of 8 CIC-dele-
gations and organisations sharing in the costs.

During the Sympsoium for Counting Waterfowl, organized by
the Italian Hunting Federation, July 2 to 3, 1987 at Ferrara,
Italy, the joint coordinator reported on recent and future
aims of woodcock and snipe research, on methods applied and
some results gained already. As this paper includes many
aspects of general interest and importance it is given in
full length in this issue (p. 2 to 7£).

Research

During 1987 the International Woodcock Project has been
carried on mainly by the joint coordinator, assisted by
John Ellis in the British study area (Whitwell Wood). 22
adult woodcock had been caught in 1987, including 5 retraps.
Only two nests were found and 8 young birds ringed. Along
with earlier recoveries these data allow preliminary annual
'survival estimates that are calculated now. Wintering wood-
cock are studied at Cornwall in SW-England, where 40 birds
were ringed this winter. Calculation of harvest rates is
one of the targets of this study.

Unfortunately we could not yet get hold of the ringing data
of the French study area (Forest Compiegne). Due to the co-
ordinator's several month stay in Alaska the German part of
the project so far only comprises stomach analyses of birds
shot. ]
Some results of the Whitwell Wood study area are presented
by two publications of the joint coordinator (see Biblio-

graphy, p. 7§ ).

Woodcock wing sampling is carried on in several European
countries, mainly Denmark, France, and Great Britain, and
coordinated and evaluated by Dr. Harradine (Marford Mill,



England).

Extensive woodcock studies under several aspects are con-
ducted in France by the Office National de la Chasse (ONC).
A review of the most recent activities is provided by
Fadat & Ferrand in this issue (p. 7 ).

Publications

Proceedings of the Second Woodcock and Snipe Workshop (1982)
are still available and can be ordered from the coordinator.

Proceedings of the Third Workshop (1986) are however still
in print, but hopefully available in 1988.

Dr. Herby Kalchreuter (HK) Dr. Graham Hirons (GH)

Coordinator Joint Coordinator
D-7823 Bonndorf-Glashitte Dept.of Zoology, Edward Grey Institute
F.R.G. South Parks Road :
‘ ’ Oxford OX1 3PS
U.K. ’

THE IWRB WOODCOCK & SNIPE RESEARCH GROUP, ITS AIMS AND METHODS
(Paper presented at Ferrara, July 3, 1987) '

Graham Hirons
ABSTRACT:

Woodcock and snipe are among Europe's most important and
widespread migratory quarry species, yet only a decade ago
neither species had been intensively studied here. In 1974,
a Woodcock and Snipe Group was established within the IWRB
to encourage and co-ordinate research interest in the two
species. The intensive field studies which resulted have
provided a good description of the woodcock's general bree-
ding biology, ecology and behaviour, and our knowledge of
this species probably now matches that of snipe. In contrast,
our understanding of population dynamics (eg. national popu-
lation trends, mortality due to hunting and other factors,
productivity and the factors -influencing it etc.) remains
fragmentary for both species. Much further research needs

to be undertaken before rational management of woodcock and
snipe populations on a European scale can be contemplated.
This will continue to require close cooperation between
hunters and game biologists.
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INTRODUCTION
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In Euwrope, only two waders are important quarry species
throughout their range, the woodcock {(Bcolopax rusticola) and the
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snipe (Ballinago gallinago). Both are migratory and widespread ,
both differ markedly in appearance from other shorebirds and both
have long associations with folklore which has helped make them
equally fascinating to hunters and naturalists alike. In spite of
all this, until comparatively recently neither species had been
intensively studied in Euwrope, and for the woodcock especially,
many basic aspects of its biology were entirely unknown (Bhorten

1974) .

In 1974, in order to rectify this lack of knowledge and to
harness the widespread interest in these two groups, a woodcochk
and snipe research group was established under the auspices of
the International Waterfowl Research Bureau. Soon afterwards
major research projects on woodcock were initiated in Ireland
(wintering behaviour), Great Britain (breeding biology,) and
France (ecology, impact of hunting, collection and analysis of
bag statistics). In addition, in several countries annual
collections of wings from hunters were begun to provide an  index
to the woodcock's breeding success the previous summer. The snipe
has aroused rather less interest, and to date there has only been
one major study of its breeding biology in Euwrope (in Britain, by
Dr. R.E. Green of the R.S5.F.B.).

One of the original aims of the Research Group was to overcome
the isolation of national research efforts. Since the Group's
inception, members have maintained contact by means of an annual
newsletter which gives wup to date reports of research in
progress and reviews of recent publications. In addition, three
Workshops have been organised to allow direct exchanges of
information between researchers in different European countries.

In this report, I summarise the results of the recent research on
woondcock  and describe some of the more interesting methods used
to unravel its life-history, ecology and behaviour. I then
identify what further research is needed to provide a scientific
basis Ffor the effective management of woodcock and snipe on &
Ewropean scale.

RESEARCH ON WOODCOCK : THE FROELEM

The combination of perfect camouflage, lack of sexual dimorphism,
a solitary woodland existence and crepuscular habits make the
woodcock a challenging species to study. Except for the male’'s
conspicuous dusk and dawn display flights, direct observation of
woodeock is  very difficult precluding conventional marking
techniques for individual recognition. For these reasons some of
the most elementary facts were either missing or misinterpreted
in earlier accounts of the woodcock’'s life history, ecology and
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behaviow . For edample, for a long time there was uwncertainty
over the function of roding {(the male’'s characteristic aerial
display flight), whether pair bonds were formed, the number of
broods produced per female per season, the age of first breeding
etc.  Even the habitats where feeding took place were open to
doubt, hindering interpretation of the woocdcock’'s habitat
requirements.

INTENSIVE FIELD STUDIES - METHODS

Many of these basic questions concerning the woodcocks® biology
have been answered by intensive field studies of birds eqguipped
with miniatuwe radio transmitters. In Britain alone over 100
birds have been marked in this way during the breeding season and
about 20 duwring winter. The latest design of transmitter pachkage
weighs about 4.5 g in total (ga. 1.35% of body weight), and has a
life of about 50460 days. Transmitters are glued to the back
feathers between the wings by means of - ‘superglue’. The range
over which transmitted signale can be detected can vary between
200m for a bird in thick cover to several kilometres foilr a flying
bird. :

Stationary woodoock can be located visually at close  range
without Flushing them. This enables their position to be
determined exactly whenever necessary, for example to locate
nests, broods and Ffeeding sites and to collect the fasces of
individual bhirds to determine their diet.

The activity of individual radio-marked woodcock has been
monitored remotely throughouwt  the 24 hows by the use of
‘Rustrak’ recorders. This has enabled incubation and brooding

rhythms of radio-tagged females and boute of feeding activity to
be determined accurately (Hirons & Ouwen 1982).

Capture of woodcock

In winter, probably the most efficvient method of capturing
woodcock is by dazzling them on fields at night with a strong
light (Gossmann et al. 1987). BRirds can also be caught as  they
retuwn to woodland at dawn in mist-nets set at regularly spaced
intervals {(ca. 20m) across rides. Thie method can also be used to
catch roding males. These can also be caught with & decoy:  when
the roding bird comes within site of the observer hidden in a
hide the decoy (either a bantam (Hirons 1983), or a small duck
{Bouckaert 1987)) is tossed out. Froviding it is reasonably dark,
males seeing the decoy immediately fly fast towards it and are

caught in mist-nets set around the hide. Female woodcock are
difficult to catch in  summer; trapping them on the nest
invariably causes desertion and most have been caught

fortuwitously in mist-nets set to catch roding males.

Fopulation studies of woodcock are hampered by the difficulty of
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finding nests. 'ledmsearching/ is very time-consuming and
becomes impossible once the ground vegetation has grown-up.
Searching with trained dogs is more efficient but can cause
disturbance and success rates will vary according to the
individual dogs used, weather, cover-type, time of day etc. In
Britain, several nests have been found by locating Female
woodcock radio-tagged previously. Unfortunately, females are
much more difficult to catch for radio—attachment than males, and
once marked prove to be far more mobile during the breeding
SRASON.

One potential way of ‘unmasking’/ well-camouflaged incubating
woodcock is  to scan the woodland floor with a thermal imager.
This provides a thermal pictwe in which, at low ambient
temperatures, ‘'hot’ objects, such as an incubating woodcock, will
stand out against their cooler surroundings. However, the results
of initial trials with such a device were disappointing (Hirons &
Linsley 1986).

FRINCIFAL RESULTS FROM INTENSIVE FIELD STUDIES OF WOODCOCK

Male woodcock do not maintain exclusive territories (contra
Tester & Watson 1973). Instead they display solitarily over
extensive areas (sometimes over 100 ha) until attracted down by &
receptive female. The male then remains constantly with the
female for a short period (usually 3-4 days) until the clutch is
laid, probably to ensure that he alone copulates with her, before
resuming display {(roding) flights. In one study area in Britain
(Whitwell Wood, Derbyshire) , males were found to differ
significantly in their ability to locate and mate with receptive
females (from O to at least 4 among the males studied, Hirons
1283). The most successful males were those that displayed for
longest over the most suitable nesting habitat. At Whitwell, most
first-year males did not display or take part in breeding.
However, in a Swedish study (Marcstrom 1987) first-years made up
a large proportion of the roding population. In Britain at least,
females breed in their first year (Hirons 1983).

Roding males, once established, are very {faithful to a particular
area during the breeding season; sixty—three percent of adult
males marked in Whitwell were retrapped in a subseqguent season.
Females are less site-—-faithful and usually change woods following
an  unsuccessful breeding attempt {(maximum movement recorded 9.6
km) .

Examination of the gonads of woodcock shot in Ireland indicated
that few birds are reproductively active before the beginning of
March (Stronach 1983). In Britain, egg-laying begins in March,
peaks at the end of March/early April and continues until late
June or even July (Shorten 19743 Hirons 1983). In Whitwell, at
least some of the clutches laid after April were replacements
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following egg-loss. Females can also relay after losing broods,
sometimes beginning incubation of the repeat clutch only 12 days
later. This suggests that in Britain some females may be able to
rear successfully two broods in a season. In Whitwell, the
estimated overall nesting success (ie. proportion of nests
surviving to hatching) is 41% (n=45); 47% of nests were lost to
predators. The female alone cares for the chicks. These can fly
at 19-20 days and become independent at about 33 days old.

In Whitwell roding stops earlier in the season in dry summers
{Hirons 1983) and the voung to old ratio is lower among woodcock
shot in the area in the subsequent winter (Hirons 1987a);
presumably breeding ends earlier when summers are dry, as in
snipe (F.E.Green pers. comm.).

Studies in Ireland, France and two separate areas of England have
-shown that in winter, woodcock fly out to pasture fields at dusk
(Wilson 198%; Ferrand % Gossmann 1987; Gossmann gt al. 19873
Hirons 1982) where their principal food is earthworms (Hirons
19823  Granval 19872 . In all these studies individual woodcock
were extremely faithful to the particular areas of cover where
they rested by day and to the particular fields where they fed at
night. These two areas may be 100m -~ 2km apart. In Whitwell, it
was shown that as the breeding season progresses, woodoock
gradually switch to feeding during the day and roosting at night
in either open or cleared woodland, or on arable fields. From
April onwards, the distribution of woodcock within Whitwell
corresponds closely with the abundance of garthworme (Hirons
1983) .

Most studies of woodcock diet have relied upon the examination of
stomach contents of birds shot in winter, when earthworms are
clearly the major food taken. However, the diet is probably more
diverse in summer. There is also some evidence of a sexual
difference in diet, with females taking more insects (Branval
1987b), perhaps because they tend to occupy slightly different
habitats to males outside the breeding season (Imbert 1987).
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Habitat preferences of woodcock in the breeding season have only
been quantified at Whitwell (Hirons % Johnson 1987), a 171 ha
mixed woodland in Derbyshire, England. BRoth feeding sites and
nests occur disproportionately in  stands of sycamore (Acer
pseudoplatanus). Areas where beech {(Fagus sylvaticus) and pine

(Pinus sylvestris and F. nigra) dominate the overstorey tend to

be avoided by feeding birds and no nests have been found under
beech after April. Feeding sites tend to be in younger stands
with a higher percentage ground cover of dog’'s mercury

(Mercurialis perennis) and consistently high values for pH  and
earthworm biomass {on average 82% greater than in random plots).
Roding intensity also differs significantly between different

areas of the wood, partly because some individual males display
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more over some parts of the wood than others (Hirons 1987). The
area over which most birFds display consists largely of sycamore
and has contained 71% of the nests located in Whitwell so far
(n=4%5). The results of this study indicate that habitat type and
structure, and food availability all influence where woodcock
feed, nest and display during the breeding season.

Diurnal habitat preferences of woodcock in winter have not been
quantified although there is some indication that females are
more likely to be found in wetter areas by day eg. valley bottoms
(Granval 1987b; Imbert 1987). At night most birds visit pasture
fields having a high availability of earthworms (Hirons 19835;
Ferrand & Gossmann 19873 Granval 1987a).

EXTENSIVE &TUDIES

The recent Ffield studies described above have provided a gbud
understanding of the woodcock’'s general breeding biology, ecology
and behaviour. In contrast, ouw knowledge of its population
dynamics is fragmentary. Given some of the difficulties of
studying woodcock, it is certain that many of these wider
questions will only be answered by close cooperation between
hunters and game biologists. As woodcock are migratory throughout
Europe, the IWRE Woodcock and Snipe Research Group has encouraged
the international cooperation necessary to increase our
understanding of woodcock population dynamics. Here, I review
extensive research on woodcock.
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From estimates of the number of woodcock harvested and the
proportion eshot (derived from ringing results) in each country,
Hepburn (1983) tentatively estimated the total Ewopean autumn
population at between 14.8 and 37 million birds.

No field census method has vet been developed for woodcoock in
winter, and the only indication of trends in the size of the
wintering population comes from bag statistics.

In Denmark, all holders of a hunting licence must by law submit
information on their personal game bag each season (  see
Strandgaard % Asferg 1980). Unfortunately, there is very little
objective information on the size of the annual bag of woodcock
in other European countries. In Britain, the hunting bag is
estimated by the National Game Census organised by the Game
Conservancy . Interested owners of shoots report their annual bag
and extrapolation of this data suggests an increasing bag in
Fritain estimated at around 200,000 birds per season (Tapper &%
Hirons 1983). Although the number of woodcock shot in Britain is
almost certainly increasing, the Ffigures derived from the
National Game Census probably do not accurately reflect the
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number of woodcock overwintering in RBritain. Most woodcocock in
Britain are shpt on pheasant shoots and since the latter have
been increased by hand-reared birds, the higher woodcock bag may
just be the consequence of more days spent shooting pheasants.
What impact this increase in shooting pressure might be having on
woodcock populations is not known. This example illustrates the
difficulty of ascertaining population trends from bag records
alone.

In France a relative index to the abundance of woodcock each
seasaon  has been calculated since 1976 from intormation supplied
to the Office National de la Chasse (Section Becasse) by hunters
shooting over dogs (Fadat 1979) . This index {(Indice Cynegetiqgue
d ' dbondance - 1.0.A.), based on information summed for a large
number of hunters, 1is the product of the average number of
woodcook killed per hunting trip and the proportion of outings on
which at least one woodcock was killed. The I.C.A. reflects
variation in hunting success rates and therefore should be more
sensitive +to annual variation in woodcock densities than schemes
which estimate the total number of woodcock shot per season
alone. There are no comparable schemes in  other Buropean
countries, ‘

In the 10 yvears since the French scheme started, the number of
woodocock  hunters has increased by an estimated 134 and the
I.C.A. has shown a corresponding tendency to decrease at a rate
of 3I.3% per annum. Unfortunately there is no information on
changes in  survival or harvest rates of woodcock over the same
period.

For the snipe, Green {(1985) was able to guantify the relationship
between counts of displaying (drumming) males and nest density.
Mo such relationship has yvet been demonstrated for the woodcock,
although sample counts of roding males have been used freguently
to project both local and national estimates of the size of
woodcock breeding populations, usually expressed in pairs  (eg.
Fiersma 198&)!' These estimates are probably of little, if any,
value; males do not defend exclusive territories, some rode much
more than others and individuals canndgt be distinguished apart.
Furthermore, nests are very difficult to find and as yet no
constant numerical relationship has been demonstrated between the
number of males displaying over an area and nest density.

Immatwre woodcock can be distinguished from adults by the worn
tips of their outer primary feathers (Clausager 1973). Bince its
inception the I.W.R.E. Woodocock and Snipe Research Group has
encouraged countries to record the proportion of young in samples
aof woodcock wings collected from bunters in order to provide an
index to breeding success the previous SUMMEr . Fegul ar
collections of woodcock wings are made in Britain, Denmark,
France, Ireland and Italy.



Several Jfactors other than breeding successe in the previous
season  have since been shown to influence the age composition of
the woodcock bag: migration patterns, hard weather movements,
differences in spatial and temporal distribution related to age ,
rates of harvest etc. {(see Harradine 1983; Fadat 1987; Hirons
1987a) . For this reason, the usefulness of national wing
collections in providing an index to breeding success the
previous summer has been gquestioned by Fadat ((1987). However,
annual variation in the overall British age ratio correlates well
with fluctuations in the Danish ratio {(Harradine 1987) which in
turn  are believed to reflect variations in the breeding success
of Scandinavian and western Russian birds (Clausager 1983%), many
of which subseguently winter in Britain. Similarly, the
proportion of young in the bag in northern England is correlated
with rainfall in the previous summer, which is known to affect
wondcock breeding success {(Hirons 1987a).

Ideally, age ratios should be related to the size and composition
of the wintering woodcock population in order to investigate the
relative importance of production and adult survival in
influencing the size of that population from year to vyear, but
this has seldom been attempted. However, the rumbers of woodcock
shot each winter at one site in Cornwall, southwest England were
positively correlated with the age ratio in the bag for the whole
of S.W. England, even though the percentage of young in the bag
here is higher than elsewhere in Britain (Hirons 1987x). Thus, it
seems that although hunting pressure may aftfect the level around
which age ratios fluctuate, providing it remains fairly constant
from vyear to year, it will not obscuwre major variation in  the
proportion of young in the population. In France, where rates of
harvest are supposedly higher than in Britain, the overall
percentage of yvoung in the bag does seem to be correlated with
annual wvariation in woodcock abundance as revealed by the
I.C.A.(r = 0.780, P=<0.008; calculated from Fadat 1987, omitting
the hard winter of 1978-79). Many of the woodcock shot in France
originate pf Scandinavia and migrate through Denmark (Clausager
19@33%), and interestingly, the I1.C.A. each winter is also
positively correlated (r = 0,.728) with the age ratio in Denmark
the previous autumn.

THE WAY FORWARD

Owr understanding of the natuwral history of the woodcock probably
now matches that for the snipe. However, as shown above our
knowledge of its population dynamics eg. national population
trends, mortality rates due to bhbunting. and other factors,
productivity and the factors affecting it, migration routes ete.
are far too fragmentary for rational management of this important
quarry species on a Euwropean basis. The same can be said of the
snipe. Therefore, it is timely to ocutline what further research
needs be undertaken to provide a scientific basis for any
management proposal s. Although discussion will centre i
woodcock, most of the remarks apply equally well to snipe.
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The major stumbling block remains establishing relationships
between the number of roding observations {(roding intensity), the
number of roding males, and nest density.

Although nest density cannot yet be estimated from counts of
roding male woodcock, it may be possible to devise an index to
pepulation trends. In Whitwell the number of roding observations
per evening in any one area remains fairly constant from year to
vear and is highest in the area where most nests have been found
(Hirons 1987b). Most studies of roding woodcock have been
undertaken in  optimal habitats and there may be more annual
variation in counts of roding males in less favourable habitats
which could be related to annual  wvariation in woodcock
abundance. This kind of relationship underpins the annual singing
ground swvey of American woodcock (8, minor), the results of
which are used in management of this species in North America. In
France, counte of roding woodcock over an extensive area are
currently being made to investigate whether a similar scheme
could provide an  index to population trends in  the Euwopean
woodcack (Ferrand pers. comm.). Extensive studies relating roding
intensity to food availability across a range of different
woondl ands would also be instructive. '

Ringing recoveries

Maximum use has not been made of the Euwropean ringing recoveries
of  woodcock., A re-analysis of data held in the EURING data bank
should be undertaken to define guantitatively the wintering areas
of the breeding populations of the different BEwropean countries.
In addition any trends over time in the probability of recovery
due  to hunting, bard weather, changes in migration routes etc.
shouwld be determined. From information on the annual ringing
totals, harvest rates (see below) and estimates of the annual bag
for each country, it should be possible to derive a coloser
approdimation of the Ewopean wintering population than before.

Origin of shot birds

A pilot study should be undertaken to determine whether the natal
area of shot birds can be determined from X-ray analysis of trace
elements in their wing feathers. If so the proportions of the bag
contributed by different breeding populations could be quantified
and the results integrated with those from the analysis of
ringing recoveries.

The results of the above research would facilitate interpretation
of annual variation in age ratios revealed by wing collections.
" Data from the various national schemes need to be collated -and
then analysed in far greater depth than hitherto. If the natal
arazas Of the shot samples could be quantified (see above), then
trends in age ratios could be related to those meteorological and
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other factore operating on the breeding grounds which are thought
to influence breeding success.

Satisfactory estimates of harvest rates are not available for any
of the woodcock's range. However in France considerable effort
is now being made to catch and ring birds on the wintering
grounds {(Bossmann et al. 1987) in order to determine rates of
shooting. Similar studies shouwld be undertaken in other
countries. :
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Fopulation studies are being continued in Britain (Whitwell) and
France (Forest of Compiegne). 8Since many of the woodcock ringed
are recaptured in subsequent years, the data being collected will
provide reliable annual survival estimates for two mainly non-
migratory populations. In addition , rates of nesting success
will be compared in the two areas. However, further intensive
research, presumably involving radio-telemetry, needs to be
undertaken to determine predation rates on adults during the
breeding season, survival of broods, number of breeding attempts
per female per season etc. .If possible these studies should be
repeated in different parts of the species’ range.

.

At present these have only been quantified, as opposed to being
described in general terms, for one area of breeding habitat in
Britain. Similar studies should be carried out elsewhere,
particularly in Scandinavia, to identify the habitat needs of
breeding woodcock throughout its range.

Many of the fundamental management questions concerning woodcock
may best be answered by a computer modelling approach. The
studies outlined above would vield more precise estimates of
several of the key parameters eg. mortality factors, survival
rates, population densities at different stages of the lite
cycle. Also more research is needed to confirm the apparent
density-dependence in  the swvival of woodcock outside the
shooting season (Hirons & Fotts 198%). A model with this
assumption suggested that the rates of harvest thought to apply
in BEritain are considerably below the maximum sustainable (Fotts
& Hirons 1983): those elsewhere in Europe might not be.

CONCLUSION

The above research priorities need to be achieved before rational
management of woodcock populations on a European, o even
national, scale can be contemplated. However, it is doubtful
whether this would prevent consideration of any proposal to
introduce new regulations governing the hunting of woodcock. The
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T.W.R. B, Woodcock & Snipe Research Group will continue to
encow age and  co-ordinate research along the lines outlined
above, and is actiwvely seeking funds to support such studies
(I.W.R.E., International Woodcock Froject). '

)
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