
 
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 
 
Petition Number: PE 1068
Main Petitioner: Mr John Ferguson 
Subject: Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Executive to investigate 
the public health risks associated with racing pigeons and to introduce 
measures to ensure that racing pigeon lofts are not situated within residential 
areas and that responsibilities be imposed upon the owners for dirt, damage 
and diseases to the public. 
 
Background 
 
The public health risks associated with racing pigeons1

 
There are essentially three diseases which, if contracted by racing pigeons, 
would constitute a public health risk. They are: 
 

• Psittacocis (Chlamydophila Psittaci) 
• Salmonellosis 
• Avian Influenza 
 

All are considered to be uncommon in the UK, and each one, if contracted, 
would generally be expected to make affected pigeons ill, if not kill them. This 
being the case, it is unlikely that these diseases would be carried by otherwise 
healthy birds. 
 
In terms of the more prevalent bird-specific diseases, paramyxovirus (PMV) of 
pigeons is a virus belonging to the Newcastle Disease (ND) group. PMV is 
notifiable under the Diseases of Poultry (Scotland) Order 2003 for its effects 
on bird health, although there are one or two reports of very mild symptoms – 
conjunctivitus – in heavily exposed people. In October 2006, there was an 
outbreak in game birds near Edinburgh. 
 
In March 2007, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs in the 
UK (Defra) published veterinary advice on methods to reduce the likelihood of 
the transmission of highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) for the gathering 
and flying of pigeons. The advice includes a section on pigeon racing, and in 
addition, a risk assessment which states that “…there is an uncertain level of 
risk that infected pigeons may spread HPAI following infection”. 
 
In cases where feral pigeons have gained access to a property and have 
caused a potentially serious public health problem, such as pollution of a 
water tank, the local authority would be able to take enforcement action 
against the property owners to remedy the problem. Racing pigeons, on the 
other hand, tend to be housed in designated pigeon lofts. These are typically 
purpose-built and well separated from any household water supply and so 
pose minimal public health risk. 
 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1068.htm
http://www.defra.gov.uk/animalh/diseases/notifiable/newcastle/index.htm
http://www.oqps.gov.uk/legislation/ssi/ssi2003/ssi_20030354_en_2
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Agriculture/animal-welfare/Diseases/SpecificDisease/newcastledisease/declaration13October2006/Q/ViewArchived/On
http://www.defra.gov.uk/animalh/diseases/notifiable/disease/ai/keptbirds/pigeons-ew.htm


 

It is estimated that more than 10,000 Scots regularly take part in pigeon 
fancying with clubs and associations existing from Shetland to the Borders. 
 
Regulations governing the ownership and keeping of racing pigeons 
 
There is nothing to stop someone keeping racing pigeons in their garden, 
provided there are no planning issues involved,2 and provided a previous 
conviction does not prevent the person from doing so. The same would apply 
to the keeping of most domestic pet birds and animals. 
 
However, owners of racing pigeons have a responsibility to ensure the health 
and welfare of the birds in their care and to seek veterinary advice if they 
notice signs of ill health. Under the Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act 
2006, it is an offence to cause any animal to suffer unnecessarily. Pigeons 
kept in a garden would be classified as protected animals under the Act.  
 
In the extreme event of an outbreak of either Avian Influenza or Newcastle 
Disease, the Diseases of Poultry (Scotland) Order 2003 stipulates that all 
pigeon racing activities will be prohibited in the surveillance and protection 
zones around a suspect case because of the possibility of racing birds 
spreading the virus. The effect is to avoid, as far as possible, racing pigeon 
owners’ chances of encountering the virus. 
 
Legislation designed to protect the public from health risks and 
nuisance 
 
The Environmental Protection Act 1990 (as amended) creates in Scotland a 
regime of statutory nuisance. The definition of what constitutes a nuisance 
under Section 79 of the Act includes:  
 

(f) any animal kept in such a place or manner as to be prejudicial 
to health or a nuisance; 
(g) noise emitted from premises so as to be prejudicial to 
health or a nuisance; 

 
Local authorities are required to investigate complaints of nuisance under the 
Act so far as is reasonably practicable. If a local authority is satisfied that a 
nuisance exists, it has powers under the Act to serve an abatement notice to 
address the nuisance. The Antisocial Behaviour (Scotland) Act 2004 also 
contains powers for local authorities to apply to the courts for Antisocial 
Behaviour Orders (ASBOs) to help protect the public from nuisance. 
 
Action of the Scottish Government 
 
On 3 April 2001, the Scottish Executive’s Development Department (SEDD) 
(Inquiry Reporters Unit) adjudicated on an appeal case3 submitted by a 
pigeon fancier who had applied for retrospective planning permission to erect 
a pigeon loft on a communal area of land in a densely populated residential 
area of Edinburgh. Amongst the objections to the construction of the loft 
considered by the SEDD was the concern that the loft could possibly attract 
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http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/newspapers/sunday_times/scotland/article742898.ece
http://www.opsi.gov.uk/legislation/scotland/acts2006/20060011.htm
http://www.opsi.gov.uk/legislation/scotland/acts2006/20060011.htm
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/acts/acts1990/ukpga_19900043_en_1
http://www.opsi.gov.uk/legislation/scotland/acts2004/20040008.htm
http://search1.scotland.gov.uk/kbroker/scotland/scotland/search/search.lsim?qt=pigeons&sr=0&nh=10&cs=iso-8859-1&sc=scotland&sm=0&sf=&ha=1117&mt=0


 

vermin to the area. Although the SEDD dismissed the appeal, it did not do so 
on grounds of public health, concluding instead that the large size4 of the 
pigeon loft had “a detrimental effect on the amenity of the residents of 
neighbouring properties.” 
 
Action of the Scottish Parliament 
 
There is a history of debate in the Scottish Parliament concerning the 
interaction between racing pigeons and birds of prey, particularly peregrines 
and sparrow-hawks, in Scotland. In 2000, Scottish Natural Heritage published 
research which included 25 recommendations for progress on this issue.5  
 
Furthermore, in response to a petition from the Scottish Homing Union, and at 
the request of the Rural Affairs and Transport and Environment Committees in 
the Parliament, SPICe produced a Research Note entitled ‘Racing Pigeons 
and Birds of Prey’ in January 2000 which addressed the issue of the predation 
of racing pigeons.  
 
More recently, on 25 October 2007, the Royal Society for the Protection of 
Birds (RSPB) Scotland published a Parliamentary Briefing for the Scottish 
Government on the matter. What is evident is that neither the SPICe Briefing 
Note nor the more recent RSPB Briefing contains any significant public health-
related discussion with respect to the question of predation.  
 
Ian Lees 
Research Specialist 
26 October 2007 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petitions briefings with 
petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments on any 
petitions briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petitions briefings is correct at 
the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these briefings are not 
necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent changes. 
 
                                                 
1 Much of the information contained in this section was provided by Dr Dominic Mellor, the 
Independent Veterinary Consultant to Health Protection Scotland 
2 The Town and Country Planning (Scotland) Act 1997(as amended) gives local authorities the power 
to take decisions on applications for planning permission, including the power to revoke or modify an 
existing planning consent, and to require the submission of an environmental assessment to accompany 
an application for planning permission. The specific and extant planning legislation detailing 
restrictions on the development of pigeon lofts in Scotland, especially in terms of their physical 
characteristics and dimensions, is Schedule 1, Part 1, Class 3 (sections 1, 2 and 3) of the Town and 
Country Planning (General Permitted Development) (Scotland) Order 1992.  
3 Please refer to the Town and Country Planning (Scotland) Act 1997: Section 47 and Schedule 4. 
4 The reference to the size of the loft is consistent with the list of possible restrictions referred to under 
footnote 2. 
5 Report of the UK Raptor Working Group; Scottish Natural Heritage, 2000. 
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