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1 INTRODUCTION 

CABS started collecting information on alleged ortolan bunting trapping in Les Landes in autumn 2010 when an article
1
 

was found on the internet with alarming data in relation to a derogation issued by the prefect of Les Landes which 

allowed the capture of dozens of thousands of ortolan buntings by the 1,581 authorised trappers. The article 

described the negotiation made by the MP Carrère in order to agree with local authorities on a maximum number of 

live decoys, traps and bag limits. CABS was aware that no derogation could be issued for a species like Emberiza 

hortulana who suffered a large decline in Europe and that the Commission did not receive any official data about this 

alleged derogation: the article portrayed an unusual scenario. During the First Conference on “Illegal killing, trapping 

and trade of wild birds”, held in Larnaka in 2011, an informal meeting between LPO Aquitaine and CABS resulted in 

additional information on this complicated issue. According to LPO, local hunting associations asked for, and regularly 

received, an “oral derogation” for the trapping of this migratory species. Each trapper could employ up to 5 live 

decoys, 30 traps (the so called matoles) and catch up to 20 birds in the 30 days of migration (20
th

 August-20
th

 

September). This agreement was not written anywhere, but law enforcement agencies, namely the Gendarmerie and 

the ONCFS, had clear orders not to undertake any action in cases where a trapping site was detected within this 

“tolerance” limit. According to LPO, each season 30,000-50,000 birds were caught and killed by trappers when the 

species had been “forgotten” from the list of protected species in France, which it only joined in 1999. (The current 

figure is now likely to be lower (an estimated 10,000 birds), mainly as an effect of the sharp population decline 

observed in the 2000’s.)  

CABS sent three volunteers in August 2011 to investigate the matter on the ground and without previous research 

they were able to locate 11 trapping sites, out of which 4 were pinpointed by LPO. 23 birds were freed and 170 traps 

located and partially dismantled. During the last day of the “Survey Camp” the CABS group was contacted by the 

Gendarmerie in the field, who asked for non-violent actions and demanded that each trapping site was reported to 

them for further prosecution. In 2012 contacts with the Gendarmerie were taken in advance and we agreed on a 

common strategy: instead of freeing the illegally caged birds and destroying the matoles, we should avoid any contact 

with trappers and report sites to the brigades. We followed the procedure for the first 5 days, reporting 8 active 

trapping sites. When we rechecked them, it was clear that no action has been undertaken by authorities and the 

trapping sites were still active threats to the endangered ortolan population. The Gendarmerie of Tartas later revealed 

to us that they could not intervene against trapping if the poacher “respected the tolerated limit”. None of our cases 

was investigated.  

CABS teams decided to go back to the disruptive action on their own, but without destroying traps or cages to avoid 

an escalation of the tension and the claims hunters were setting against us for stealth. The situation did not improve 

in the following days: hunters stalked us by car 10 minutes after we left the police station (from 4 to 12 cars), tried to 

block our vehicle on a crossroad and eventually followed us back to the police station, where they threw pig urine on 

us in front of the Gendarmes, shouting abuse; they gathered everywhere when they knew we were around and 

eventually blocked our parked car and slashed the tyres (even though they had summoned the Gendarmerie there). 

The same patrol which was summoned there had to ask our team to leave its hide far away from the parked car to 

avoid any confrontation with the hunters. Eventually the prefect, who had promised in a formal meeting with the 

Minister of the Environment to interrupt this policy of tolerance and apparently did not (the Gendarmes justified this 

situation in the brigade saying in front of numerous witnesses that “the Prefect is entitled to make small and non-

written changes in the law to preserve an old tradition”), unable to master the aggressiveness of hunters, expelled the 

8 CABS volunteers from the Department with the accusation of “pénétration sur propriétés d’autrui et dégradation de 

bien appartenant à autrui”, meaning the open fields and the traps.  

After the camp LPO and CABS shared the information they had collected to that point. Among them the NGOs had 

located 50 active ortolan trapping sites and another 140 sites still had to be checked. Some mail exchanges between 

LPO/CABS and ONCFS/Gendarmerie, where law enforcement agents admitted the existence of the “tolerance” or “de 

facto oral derogation” were collected as written proof of this infringement of the Bird Directive. All available 
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documents were sent to the European Commission. In January 2013 the Commission opened an infringement 

procedure against France for the trapping of ortolan buntings. As far as we know France has not denied the charge, 

but has promised to restore for the forthcoming season (year 2013) a zero tolerance policy against trapping of this 

protected species. CABS and LPO have sent three teams of volunteers to monitor the developments of law 

enforcement in the field in August and September 2013. In this report we summarize the results of our observations. 

 

2 AUTUMN 2013 BIRD PROTECTION CAMP DATA AND RESULTS  

2.1 PARTICIPANTS 

Seven CABS volunteers – five from Italy and two from Germany - participated to the 3
rd

 Bird Protection Camp in Les 

Landes from 29
th

 August to 7
th

 of September. Six of them had previously been in the area and knew how to find 

trapping sites and to deal with potentially dangerous situations. The operations were planned and agreed in advance 

with LPO and two volunteers from LPO Aquitaine participated in the Camp. On Saturday 31
st

 August a group from LPO, 

including the national president of the organisation, joined the Camp with a TV crew and conducted a special action, 

raiding trapping sites and reporting trappers on the spot with the presence of the Gendarmerie.   

2.2 WORKING SCHEDULE AND STRATEGY 

The agreed strategy was to only locate and report trapping sites to the Gendarmerie and ONCFS without undertaking 

any direct action (no dismantling of trapping sites, nor liberation of caged birds). This strategy was planned to avoid 

escalating the already violent reaction of trappers, to give the local authorities the opportunity to prove their good will 

to tackle illegal trapping and finally to provide the EU with reliable documents in relation to the alleged change of 

attitude in the policy of the Department. Two to three teams were sent out on daily base from late morning to the 

evening with the task to locate already known and suspicious trapping sites and to report those active to the 

responsible brigade of the Gendarmerie/ONCFS.  

2.3 SITES CHECKED 

On the basis of information gained in the previous years by LPO and CABS, the associations had to check 50 known 

active ortolan trapping sites plus 40 potential ones (“prepared but not in use”, “abandoned but not definitely”, “to be 

checked again”). In addition there were about 100 more favourable locations to check. The area checked by the teams 

was mainly the territory delimited by the municipalities of Dax, Mont-de-Marsan, Aire-sur-l’Adour and Momuy. 

Outside these broad areas, sites were checked in Capbreton, Castets, Luglon, Villeneuve-de-Marsan and Morcenx.  

2.4 RESULTS 

In 7 days of field work our two teams were able to check 84 trapping sites, among which some were found to be 

active in previous seasons, some were reported to us from the public and some were suspected to be trapping sites. 

Twenty-eight (33%) sites were found with signs of activity: 22 had traps and live decoys and 6 were prepared for 

trapping but had no traps. All trapping sites but two were within the “tolerance” limit: not more than 30 traps and 5 

live decoys. In two cases (Mugron and La Freche) we observed 6 live decoys. Obviously the number of sites checked 

and those found active could have been higher if our volunteers had not been banned from the Department by the 

prefect 4 days before the end of the camp, on a fabricated reason, and if they had not spent much of the time 

reporting trapping sites to the brigades and adjusting to the opening times of each station. Considering that after the 

first day a large part of the time was spent reporting and following up the detected active trapping site, we can affirm 

that on average only 3 hours a day were spent on detecting further trapping sites. 
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Among the 22 active trapping sites, 15 have been reported to the responsible brigades of the Gendarmerie, one 

trapping site has been dismantled by LPO together with the Gendarmerie and 1 trapping site has been reported to 

ONCFS. Four trapping sites could not be reported due to lack of time and 1 was dismantled by the trapper himself in 

front of the LPO team and a TV crew. 

3 ORTOLAN TRAPPING IN LES LANDES: PATTERN AND NUMBERS  

To the best of our knowledge there is no serious estimate of the number of trapping sites in Les Landes. According to 

the information gathered by journalists during the meetings of the association for traditional hunting, there should be 

a maximum of 1,600 trappers, which means a maximum of around 1,000 trapping sites (considering that often more 

than one trapper shares the same trapping site, but that on the other hand some trappers have several sites, 

especially when they are involved in trading). Despite the fact that locating trapping sites in the North of the 

Department is almost impossible, since trappers set their installations in clearings made in pine woodlands, which 

cannot be detected, and despite the fact that many installations in the agricultural landscape of the South are well 

hidden behind or between crop fields (ripe and high in August), we do not believe that the number of trapping sites is 

still so high. According to the density that we have recorded in well monitored areas, we believe that 300-600 trapping 

sites are active in the Department. Further field work in the next few years could shed more light on these figures. 

Ortolan trapping takes place “officially” from the 20
th

 of August to the 20
th

 of September with the peak migration in 

the last days of August and the first week of September. In absence of any disturbance traps (usually between 20 and 

30) and decoys (1 to 6) are left 24h on the trapping sites, whereas the decoys are often stored during midday and in 

the afternoon. The best time to trap ortolan buntings is in the early morning. In some cases the trapper sits in a 

hunting hut by the trapping site and observes the birds lured and captured.  

4 COOPERATION AND CONTACTS WITH AUTHORITIES 

The main aspect of CABS’ work in trapping hotspots in Europe is to seek and establish a form of cooperation with law 

enforcement agencies, which the association assists by scouting and reporting illegal trapping activities, in order to 

optimize the efficiency of the anti-poaching units. In Les Landes this process was started by CABS in 2012 and was 

pushed forward in 2013. The LPO had already tried the same strategy in 2008 without any success. Before the start of 

the camp, CABS was contacted by the Gendarmerie in relation to the time frame of the forthcoming operations. CABS 

replied by e-mail on the 27
th

 of August saying that the Camp was about to start, but the mail was not read in time due 

to logistical problems (as we were later informed). 

The authorities were thus made aware of the presence of volunteers two days later, when a group of trappers blocked 

the rental car of two volunteers with their tractor on a public road and “kidnapped” them for one hour. Gendarmes 

were called to the spot by both trappers and CABS volunteers, but instead of immediately releasing them they kept 

the volunteers waiting for another hour, even though no illegal action had been committed, nor was there any 

suspicion of that. Volunteers were invited to follow the patrol to the brigade of Hagetmau where their IDs were noted.  

On the evening of the 29
th 

CABS received a telephone call from the Gendarmerie who asked for a meeting the 

following morning. The meeting took place on the 30
th

 at 10 a.m. between two representatives of CABS, the officer in 

charge of the Gendarmerie and the officer in charge of the Police Nationale. The first welcoming words were: “You are 

not welcome here and you should leave immediately” and the following discussion - which was expressed by the 

Police Nationale much more as a threat than a proposal of cooperation - can be summarized as follows:  

There are orders from the prefect, according to which volunteers will be followed by one or two police patrols 

wherever they go, that volunteers are not allowed to engage in any action and the law enforcement agencies will 

bring them in front of the Court for any infringement or offence they commit (meaning dismantling of illegal traps, 

freeing of protected birds). Volunteers will not have the protection of the Gendarmerie this year and the patrol 

escorting volunteers – in civil clothes -  will not act either against trapping installations nor against trappers, but will 
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instead report any offence committed by volunteers. If they wish, they will have to report trapping sites only to the 

brigades. The authorities will only act in the case of big trapping installations. The tolerance is still effective and a lot 

of people (powerful people, it was stressed) have federated against volunteers. Any intervention is therefore 

“suicidal” for volunteers, since trappers wait for them with weapons. Ortolan buntings come from a healthy 

population in Russia and trappers are old people who only practice an old tradition. 

Later on the afternoon of the 30
th

, the officer in charge of the Gendarmerie also called the President of LPO Aquitaine 

to find out where the second joint LPO/CABS team was and during the telephone call also confirmed that the 

“tolerance policy” was still effective and that the Gendarmerie and the Police were only responsible for our safety. The 

President of LPO Aquitaine remarked that LPO and CABS were very confident this year because of the promises made 

by France to the EC, that therefore our strategy was to make simple visits, with no destruction but only as citizen 

witnesses of how things evolve in the field. The President of LPO Aquitaine stated on the telephone that it was 

amazing that the poaching was still going on and that the authorities were watching it just as before the promises. But 

it was shocking to realize that instead of stopping trappers, the authorities were asking volunteers to stop their citizen 

vigilance and/or limit their action.  

In the same afternoon both LPO/CABS team were caught up by the escorting patrols and started reporting the first 

located active trapping sites. The team leaders also confirmed from the first day that the Gendarmerie was saying it 

was not in its attributions to intervene when he would report a trapping site. The team leader also engaged the ONCFS 

(calling the Departmental chief of the Service) who said that although he could not move his teams' agenda they 

would come and see "later". 

From the afternoon of the 30
th

 until the 4
th

 around midday both LPO/CABS teams were therefore escorted by a car of 

the Gendarmerie and/or the Police. Even when we parked the car 200 meters from the active trapping sites, 

gendarmes refused to take any action: their orders were to ensure only our safety. They stayed by the cars protecting 

them and volunteers walked to the trapping sites alone to assess whether they were active or not.  

On the 2
nd

 of September – after several reports of active trapping sites and one encounter with angry trappers - the 

officer in charge of the Police Nationale called the President of LPO Aquitaine and kindly suggested to stop any action 

to avoid troubles. On the 3
rd

 the officer called CABS at 6.30 p.m., again expressing his concern for our safety. He told 

us that hunters were angry because of our presence and the fact that we reported illegal trapping sites (even if we did 

not take any direct action) and that they were organizing a violent action. He said it would be wise to immediately 

stop our monitoring.  

On the following morning, before we started our monitoring trip, the Gendarmerie stressed again that it would be 

advisable to stop the operation immediately and to make further searches in the neighboring Department Gers. If we 

did not leave the Department on our own initiative, the prefect might decide to issue an arrêté de mise en demeure 

de quitter Les Landes . 

On the same day at midday, after an incident took place in Campagne where two CABS volunteers (a man and a 

woman) were kidnapped, sprayed with pig urine and several goods robbed from their car by a large group of hunters, 

and the officer of the Police Nationale was punched and suffered some bruises, the Prefect issued the arrêté and all 

CABS participants of the camp were forced to pack their luggage and leave the Department immediately. Two cars of 

the Gendarmerie escorted them to the limit of the Department.  

On the 11/11/2013 MEP Andrea Zanoni tabled a parliamentary question to the European Commission (E-012752-13): 

“Continuing poaching of ortolan bunting in the Landes region of France, in breach of the Birds Directive 2009/147/EC, 

and violence against members of CABS”, where he informed the Commission about the results of the Bird Protection 

Camp, denounced the benevolence of French local authorities towards trappers/poachers and the aggression against 

NGO volunteers
2
. 
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5 REPORTED TRAPPING SITES AND FIRST FEEDBACK 

In the operational plan drafted by LPO and CABS, the two volunteer teams were expected to detect active trapping 

sites, call the Gendarmerie or the ONCFS – the two responsible law enforcement units – on the spot and achieve a 

straight prosecution of the trapper, being the owner of the field responsible for an illegal trapping installation which is 

set on his field. If the gendarmes or the ONCFS guards were not ready to attend the call (which is unacceptable in 

itself), volunteers would go to the brigades to file a complaint and recheck the trapping sites 2-3 days later to see if 

any police action had taken place.  

The two NGOs very soon realized that this plan was by far too optimistic. The ONCFS was contacted three times by  

telephone (the departmental Chief of the Service), on the 30
th

 August in the late morning, on the 31
st

 August at 5.40 

p.m. and on the 2
nd

 of September on late morning for the same case reported in the 30
th

.  He answered the first call 

saying he could not change the agenda of his patrols. He wrote down the coordinates of the active trapping site in 

Herm and said they would check “later”.  When he was called the following day for another trapping site in Saint-

Sever, he did not answer the phone. A message was left on the mobile phone with the information on the location of 

a new active trapping site but he never called back. On the 2
nd

 he was called again for the trapping site in Herm which 

was still active (3 days after the first report) and he did not answer the phone, nor did he call back.  

The major efforts to engage the policemen were made though with the Gendarmerie. In 2012, when our teams 

located trapping sites, the gendarmes did not leave the office, but asked us to make a written complaint in the 

responsible brigade. Since we had the Brigade Recherche all the time with us, we hoped at the beginning that in front 

of the blatant offence of trapping, they would have to intervene to stop it. Already on the afternoon of the 30
th

 we 

realized that they had clear orders not only to avoid engagement (which is not written in the French law, since a 

policeman must stop an offence and prosecute the offender), but even to stop other brigades from doing so. 

This procedure forced our teams to waste an incredible amount of time to fit our daily schedule with the opening 

times of the different brigades (according to what we were told, only the brigade responsible for the municipality 

where the trapping site was located could receive the complaint, which other gendarmes later denied). The 

impression we had was that the brigades were trying to avoid receiving the complaints. 

Site n° 117 

The B.R. does not intervene and in addition prevents the patrol of Hagetmau from coming, but at 5.20 p.m. it is too late to 
make a written complaint. Complaints can be made 8-12 a.m. 3-6 p.m. We are told to be in Mont-de-Marsan in the 
afternoon of the following day. On the following day at 5.10 p.m. the team is in the brigade of Mont-de-Marsan for the 
complaint, but the brigade is closed because it is Saturday. Nobody answers at the given telephone. Eventually a 
gendarme tells us to go to the brigade of Saint Sever on the following morning. 

Sites n° 128-129-12 

The escorting gendarme, with a trapping site 200 meters away, cannot intervene but calls the brigade of Hagetmau to 
come. The brigade refuses to go out. After 2.00 p.m. we are invited to the brigade to report 3 trapping sites, but the 
brigade only accepts two of them, because the third one is located under Aire-sur-l’Adour. At 5.00 p.m. we manage to 
report the third case. 

Site n° 3 
At 12.50 we locate the trapping site and call the Gendarmerie of Tartas. They refuse to go out, but write down the 
coordinates. They say at 2.00 p.m. they will go out to check and call CABS at 3.00 p.m. for the written complaint. From 
3.00 to 5.00 p.m. the team is kept in the station for the complaint.  

Site n° 47 
In the morning we go to the brigade of Saint-Sever to lodge a complaint, but after one hour of waiting we are asked to 
come back in the afternoon. 

Site n° 110 
In the brigade of Tartas the team is expected to report trapping sites. In the morning it is not possible. In the afternoon 
more than 1.35 hour is necessary for the complaint. 

Two of the cases already mentioned should be described more in detail, because they show the paradoxical situation 

in which volunteers were caught: 

CASE 117 
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On the 30
th

 at 4.00 p.m. site 117 (Hagetmau) is located by foot 300 meters further away than it was in 2006. The team 

goes back to the parking lot and tells the Brigade Recherche (B.R.) that a trapping site is active with traps and birds not 

far away and can be seen from a gravel road. The B.R. confirms they cannot drive to the point, but we have to call the 

responsible Brigade of Hagetmau. CABS team calls Hagetmau and we agree to meet up at the parking lot to show 

them the place. When we tell the B.R. that we have to wait there for the patrol to come, the B.R. makes a private 

telephone call and then tells us to leave the place. We claim we cannot leave because of the meeting. They tell us the 

brigade of Hagetmau is not coming anymore and we should go there for a written complaint. But, since it is now 

around 6.00 p.m. and the brigade is closing and we should leave it for another day. 

CASE 129 

On the 1
st

 of September at around 11 a.m. we locate an active trapping site in Horsarrieu. The two cars with the 

escorting gendarme are spotted by hunters who surround the site and behave aggressively towards volunteers. The 

trapping site is only 200 meters away. CABS stresses that, since we have been detected, trappers are likely to remove 

traps and birds and spoil the case. The gendarme agrees, and calls the brigade of Hagetmau, but the brigade refuses 

to go out. We can go and report the site only after 2.00 p.m. when the brigade is open again. 

Out of the 16 cases reported to the authorities, to the best of our knowledge, only one was solved successfully, 

namely when the presence of a TV crew and of the President of LPO Nationale, Mr. Bougrain-Dubourg, forced the 

Gendarmerie to act on the spot. In this case traps were removed, birds were freed by the gendarmes and a complaint 

was filed against the owner of the field where the trapping site was set. 

In 7 reported cases neither the Gendarmerie nor the ONCFS had undertaken any action after 4-5-6 days, according to 

monitoring made by a LPO team after the camp had been forced to stop. In 6 cases it was impossible to re-check the 

trapping site, because CABS was banned from the Department and the LPO team could not locate the trapping sites 

due to lack of time. In 2 cases LPO managed to find the trapping site, but it had been dismounted. Only an official 

feedback from the authorities could explain if the Gendarmerie eventually took action. 

An unofficial feedback given to CABS from the Gendarmerie on the 4
th

 – when volunteers were asked to sign the 

arrêté of the prefect – was: “do not worry about the trapping sites, because the gendarmes have followed all 

complaints and have seized the traps. Unfortunately they found no live decoys there.” The survey from LPO two and 

three days later shows that this statement was at least partially wrong. 

In the following table we summarize all information available for detected and reported trapping sites:  

Site n° 17 – La Freche Found active on the 03/09 Reported to Gendarmerie of Villeneuve de Marsan 
on the 03/09 

Gendarmerie calls us on the 
07/09, telling us the trapper 
found his site raided on the same 
morning by unknown people and 
made a complaint to the 
Gendarmerie 

Site n° 8 – La Freche Found active on the 03/09 Reported to Gendarmerie of Villeneuve de Marsan 
on the 03/09 

Gendarmerie calls us on the 
07/09, telling us the trapper 
found his site raided on the same 
morning by unknown people and 
made a complaint to the 
Gendarmerie 

Site n° 103 - Luglon Found active on the 01/09 Reported to Gendarmerie of Sore on the 01/09 Survey by  LPO on the 06/09: 
traps and decoy birds were still 
present 

Site n° 129 - Horsarrieu Found active on the 01/09 Reported to the Gendarme escorting the team. 
Since hunters are around our cars and our presence 
is discovered, we suggest calling the brigade 
immediately to prevent the hunters from 
dismantling the site. The Gendarme calls, but the 
Brigade refuses to intervene and insists on a 
written complaint. Reported to the Gendarmerie of 
Saint Sever on the 01/09 

No survey possible 

Site n° 3 – Souprosse Found active on the 02/09 Reported to the Gendarmerie of Tartas on the No survey possible 
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02/09 

Site n° 11 - Mageste Found active on the 01/09  Gendarmerie dismantles the site 
in front of LPO and TV crew 

Site n° 12 – Fargues Found active on the 30/08 Reported to the Gendarmerie of Aire sur L’Adour 
on the 01/09 

No survey possible 

Site n° 17 - Bénesse Found active on the 30/08 Reported to ONCFS on 31/08 Survey by  LPO on the 06/09: 
traps and decoy birds were still 
present 

Site n° 47 – Cauna Found active on the 01/09 Reported to the Gendarmerie of Saint-Sever on the 
03/09 

No survey possible 

Site n° 93 - Herm Found active on the 29/08 Reported to the ONCFS on the 29/08 Survey by  LPO on the 02/09: 
traps and decoy birds were still 
present. The owner of the site is 
interviewed by TV crew 

Site n° 93 - Herm Found active on the 02/09 Reported again to the ONCFS and later to the 
Gendarmerie of Dax on the 02/09 

Survey by LPO on the 07/09: site 
no longer active (maybe poacher 
could have dismantled traps after 
TV crew was there) 

Site n° 48 - Mugron Found active on the 02/09 Reported to the Gendarmerie of Mugron on the 
03/09 

No survey possible 

Site n° 51 - Hagetmau Found active on the 03/09 Reported to the Gendarmerie of Saint-Sever on the 
03/09 

Survey by LPO on the 07/09: site 
no longer active 

Site n° 131 - Sabres Found active on the 01/09 Reported to Gendarmerie of Sore on the 01/09 Survey on the 07/09 traps and 
decoy birds were still present 

Site n° 128 – Hagetmau Found active on the 01/09 Reported to Gendarmerie of Saint Sever on the 
01/09. They say they will proceed on the following 
day 

Survey on the 07/09: traps and 
decoy birds were still present 

Site n° 110 – Saint 
Yaguen  

Found active on the 02/09 Reported to the Gendarmerie of Tartas on the 
03/09 

Survey by LPO on the 07/09: site 
no longer active 

Site n° 117 - Hagetmau Found active on the 30/08 Reported to the Brigade Recherche on the spot, 
who refuse to intervene. We call the Brigade of 
Hagetmau, who say they are coming. The Brigade 
Recherche calls them back and tells them not to 
come. We report the site to the Gendarmerie of 
Saint-Sever on the 01/09 

No survey possible 

 

6 THE SOCIAL CONTEXT: THREE LIES 

LPO and CABS engaged the media in the campaign to raise awareness in the public on the issue of ortolan trapping. 

The national channel (France2) framed the LPO/CABS bird protection camp very positively, with a long report on the 

special operation conducted by LPO chairman Allain Bougrain Dubourg at the beginning of the camp
3
. The 

Gendarmerie also reacted positively, giving room for hope, when they not only followed the LPO team and the TV 

crew, but also engaged directly in dismantling a trapping site in Mageste and allegedly prosecuted a trapper (“la loi 

reste la loi”)
4
. But after this special case – when this regional issue was submitted to a national audience – things 

turned worse. The local press, particularly the local newspaper Sud Ouest, took a rather neutral stance in the 

beginning, reporting on the developments of the operation almost on a daily basis, but swiftly switched into an 

aggressive attitude, backing up the, at least, contradictory politics of the Prefect. Remarkably, the regional newspaper 

never called CABS to cross check the information published and even refused, when contacted, to publish any 

amendments as requested by CABS.  

The Sud Ouest, like other regional media, accepted the official version that CABS had to be expelled from the 

Department because they started destroying traps and freeing birds. The version in the media is: “until now the 

activists only detected trapping sites [..] they never entered private properties nor destroyed anything. But in the last 

two days things took a swift turn: on Tuesday afternoon a commando entered into a trapping site in Souprosse. They 

destroyed 20 matoles and freed 5 decoys. Yesterday they tried to repeat their action in Campagne […] but they are 

seen moving in the corn. […] They are circled by hunters and urine is poured on them. [..] Now everybody is waiting for 

the decision of the Prefect”
5
.  
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What the media do not say is that our teams were escorted by the Gendarmerie/Police during each and every day 

(especially stunning was when a team had to leave on an early morning without giving notice, and was tracked and 

followed within five minutes, suggesting that some alarm and positioning system had been put in place by the 

Gendarmes). Therefore, the Gendarmerie could attest that Souprosse was not visited on Tuesday, nor that any raid 

was planned or done in Campagne, but it was only about monitoring (as the same press reported in all previous days). 

All media, except France3 who crossed the departmental to interview CABS members and tell their part of the story, 

tried to shed a bad light on volunteers (called “anti” or “anti-chasse”), portraying them as radical and blaming the 

responsibility for the prefect’s decision on them. The media forgot to say that trappers stole expensive digital 

equipment from CABS’ car, that they twice “kidnapped” the volunteers for hours and that they even punched a 

policeman in the face when he tried to protect the two elderly CABS volunteers. But mostly they failed to explain why 

the association “suddenly” changed strategy and started destroying traps, after having reported them for a week.  

Obviously, the local press tended to follow the communications and directives given by hunting associations and local 

authorities. This was the case also in relation to two other wrong pieces of information given by the press and broadly 

circulating as rumors in Les Landes: 

1) Ortolan buntings are trapped legally by means of a derogation in the Euskadi, in Spain. To the best of our 

knowledge there is no such derogation anywhere in Europe, including Spain. 

2) Ortolan buntings trapped in France come mainly from Russia and therefore can legitimately be killed. This 

statement is allegedly based on the study on isotopes conducted by a Canadian scientist Dr. Hobson, according to the 

hunting federation and even from the ONCFS
6
. It is remarkable though that Dr. Hobson never gave any statement in 

this direction; rather he says: 

“I have NEVER claimed the birds taken in France were primarily from Russia. This was a complete misinterpretation of 

the isotope data. I have also never given my permission for any of these incorrect statements to have been 

disseminated” (see annex 1).  

A last proof of the negative frame and the lack of partiality of the press was given by the Sud Ouest again in 

November, when one day before the trial CABS/Prefet to discuss the legitimacy of the “arrêté de mise en demeure de 

quitter les Landes”, the Prefect withdrew his arrêté to avoid any judgment from the Court. Presumably because he 

knew it would not be in his favour. The press only mentioned that “volunteers could not be banned forever” since 

they did not commit “any serious offence” and that “illegal trappers of finches will not be happy about this decision”
7
 

(this article was written during the similarly infamous finch trapping season). 

7 THE “ARRETÉ” OF THE PREFECT 

From the very beginning CABS was officially told we were not welcome and that “you now have very powerful people 

allied against you” (representative of the Police Nationale during the meeting of the 30
th

). The authorities – the 

Gendarmerie and the Police Nationale, whom we were in contact with all day – made no mystery out of the extreme 

pressure made on them and on the prefect by politicians and hunters’ associations (various officers admitted privately 

that they were not comfortable with the contrast between the reality we were reporting – oral derogations to destroy 

an endangered and protected species - and any legal frame). Even if CABS and LPO expressly renounced to undertake 

any action of disruption of the illegal trapping sites, the bare presence of volunteers, the attention of the media and 

the work of reporting illegalities to the gendarmerie obviously caused stress to trappers, who said they were 

“exasperated” by this pressure. Twice the police, and once the Gendarmerie, kindly asked CABS to suspend the 

operations and move to another department, saying: “hunters are organizing a violent action against you”. Both 

proposals were rejected by CABS to oblige the Prefect to take a clear stance.  

In our opinion – unless a third NGO or individual volunteers not aware of the CABS/LPO strategy intervened only once 

on one single trapping site – trappers made the fake claim of the disruption of traps in Souprosse to give the Prefect 

the opportunity to ban CABS and get rid of the volunteers. Indeed, the following day the Gendarmerie told us that, if 
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we did not leave the Department on our initiative, the Prefect might decide to expel us. The aggression in Campagne – 

where our volunteers were victim of aggression and robbery - gave the final input for the arrêté.  

Eventually the Prefect was forced to allege an illegal activity from CABS’ side to back up his decision to expel the 

volunteers. When, on the afternoon of the 4
th

 of September, both CABS teams were called to the brigade of Hagetmau 

to be officially informed of the expulsion stated by the prefect, volunteers – after reading the arrêté – refused to sign 

the papers: the document (annex 2) was charging CABS teams with “numerous” violations of private properties and 

even dwelling houses, the disruption of traps. It even blamed CABS for the public order troubles in Campagne, where 

volunteers were non-violent victims of what seemed to be an organised attack: a mock trapping site at the 

“traditional” location to attract volunteers, surrounded by a violent crowd, while a few days later an LPO team 

confirmed that the actual trapping site, the active one, was a short distance away. The prefect seemed to forget that 

volunteers were escorted at all the time by Gendarmes and policemen and that nothing which he accused CABS of 

could have possibly happened. No investigation was made of whether allegedly “raided” trapping sites were the same 

ones visited by the escorted CABS teams or not, nor if the time of the visit matched with the time of the disruption. In 

addition, the Gendarmerie itself allegedly checked all the sites we reported and seized the traps (which we know to be 

impossible, since LPO found them to still be active some days later). The way the prefect handled this issue and forced 

the Gendarmerie to deal with it looked to CABS like a shameful “masquerade”, disrespectful of the professionalism of 

the volunteers and their willingness to support authorities in their duties, only aimed at pleasing the illegitimate and – 

it has to be said – violent requests of hunting associations. 

The doubtful legitimacy of the prefect’s decision was made even clearer when CABS took the arrêtés to the Court of 

Pau. To avoid a judgment, which he probably feared, the Prefect withdrew his arrêtés two days before the decision of 

the Court. CABS has nevertheless asked the Court to express a judgment on this matter, even if the arrêtés have been 

withdrawn. 

8 AGGRESSION FROM HUNTERS 

During the Camp there were three major episodes of aggression from hunters’ gangs and groups. 

1) On the 29
th

 of August two volunteers were driving on a public gravel road south of Hagetmau to check a trapping 

site in the area. The road unexpectedly ended up in the fields and the car had to make a U-turn to go back to the main 

road. The CABS team noticed that people from the farmhouses around have noticed their presence, and find that the 

road is now blocked with a tractor. When the two volunteers ask why the road is blocked, the farmers show an 

aggressive and inquisitive attitude, refusing to open the road until more people come. CABS called the Gendarmerie 

and after one hour – while 5-6 farmers have gathered – the Gendarmerie intervenes. Instead of asking the farmers to 

remove the tractor, they ask CABS volunteers for ID, inquire what they were doing there (on a public road!) and make 

numerous phone calls. At the same time farmers continue to loudly make death threats to the volunteers. Only after 

one hour do the Gendarmes ask the farmers to move the tractor and escort volunteers to the brigade. 

2) On the 1
st

 of September CABS parks the car in a parking lot in Horsarrieu, with the Gendarmerie escorting them. A 

man immediately comes to the spot and tells CABS to not dare to tread the non-cultivated fields which lie between 

the village and the trapping site. Volunteers leave, making a longer turn to reach the site from a different direction, 

while the Gendarmerie waits by the cars. Coming back, CABS observes that 4-5 people have gathered to the spot and 

are talking with the Gendarme. Two of them are young and behave very aggressively, addressing death threats to the 

volunteers and trying to make body contact. Volunteers avoid the provocations and leave. Twenty minutes later and 

in a different municipality, after a second check, CABS and the Gendarmerie are caught again by the same trappers 

plus a more aggressive one, who on the main road aims a huge hay fork at them, yelling: “come to my trapping site if 

you dare to. We have killed kings with these tools!” The volunteers leave. 

3) On the 4
th

 of September a two person CABS team, escorted by an agent of the Police Nationale, reach an area 

outside Campagne, where 3 trapping sites are recorded. They leave the car on the roadside with the policeman 
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watching over it. They take a path between two maize fields to get in sight of the trapping site, but when they come 

back to the road, after just 5 minutes, they find that hunters are gathering there. The whole account is reported in 

Annex 3, as stated in front of the Gendarmerie. It is worth noting here, that the two volunteers (50 and 70 years old) 

were pushed to the ground, had pig urine poured over them, insulted and threatened with death (“we hang you on 

poles”) by 10 people, and the policeman was beaten in face by a hunter. A tablet and various other goods were stolen 

from CABS’ car. To our knowledge, no-one has been prosecuted for these offences. 

9 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 

To use the same words we exchanged in our mails in the early days, both LPO and CABS were “astonished” about the 

way the Government in Les Landes was handling the ortolan bunting trapping issue after the infringement procedure 

opened by the European Commission. As the representative of the Gendarmerie repeatedly confirmed by phone, “the 

“tolerance” was still implemented in the field”, and the requests of the hunters/trappers’ community were fully 

satisfied by the authorities. The lack of direct action from the Gendarmerie and ONCFS, even when the trapping site 

was only few hundred meters away from the parking point, the lack of a reliable feedback on the reported trapping 

sites, the fact that most of them were found active 3-5 days after the complaint, show that the zero tolerance policy 

was never meant to be implemented. Furthermore, the authorities clearly boycotted the scouting and monitoring 

work of LPO and CABS. Under different conditions our teams could have detected more active trapping sites, 

increasing the research sample, but this did not seem to be the interest of the authorities, who slowed down our work 

by all matters and means. 

We could not convince ourselves that the Gendarmerie or the ONCFS brigades were more numerous, more active or 

more committed than the previous years: actually we did not see any difference, except our volunteers were actively 

followed at all times by Gendarmes who had a policy not to intervene in any case we reported to them, but apparently 

were only committed to making sure our volunteers would not trespass on any private property, which of course 

further constrained our witnessing.  

Clamping down on illegal ortolan bunting trapping in Les Landes is a very easy task: trapping sites are easily visible 

from the air and if the authorities arranged short flight surveys by the end of August, they could detect all active 

trapping sites in the Department in 2-3 days. Dismantling them and/or prosecuting the responsible persons, would be 

easier, since they are all located in cultivated fields (if not in fenced grounds) and, to our knowledge, the owner can be 

charged with the responsibility of having illegal trapping devices and destruction of protected species on his property.  

The fact that nothing has been done so far and that those who denounce this lack of political will are attacked in the 

field, politically and in the media – where the problem is also understated and the public opinion is misled with wrong 

information - only shows the continuous attempt to illegally legalize this hunting method. 

It should be noticed that a very similar situation holds for finches (officially, Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs and Brambling 

Fringilla montifringilla, but also concerning numerous other protected species such as goldfinches, linnets, 

greenfinches, robins, etc.), which are trapped illegally in November in the same areas, with the same techniques and 

with a very similar coverage by an “oral derogation” from the Prefect of the Landes.  
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10. ANNEX 1 
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11. ANNEX 2 
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12. ANNEX 3 
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