
 

 

NGO Member Advice - Saboteurs 

The start of the grouse season was marred by saboteur attacks on shoots across North 

Yorkshire and the Peak district, with this we thought that it would be prudent to give some 

advice on what to do if your shoot comes under attack. The NGO on behalf of its members 

have contacted the respective forces to ask for an explanation as to why there was no action 

to protect the people who were going about a lawful activity. 

Whenever shooting takes place, there is a potential problem from people who may have 

different interests, hold opposing views or misunderstand what is happening. These include 

not just committed animal rights activists, but anyone else who is on land without lawful 

authority. 

None of these have any rights on private land where there is no legal access. In these 

situations it is the keeper who should be asking questions: “who are you?”, “can I help you?”, 

“what do you want?” “are you aware that this is private land and not open to the public?” 

He/she (the keeper) should obtain information not provide it.  

On private land it is a criminal offence (aggravated trespass) to obstruct or disrupt anyone 

pursuing a lawful activity. It is also an offence to intimidate someone so as to deter them 

from taking part in that activity. Blocking an access road, walking in front of the Guns, 

threatening or attacking the Guns can all be criminal offences. 

The police have the power, in most circumstances, to arrest anyone committing a criminal 

offence anywhere. 

Saboteurs  

Very often saboteurs will not be seen at all as they have attended prior to the shoot and by 

various means have driven the birds away. The absence of birds might mean that saboteurs 

are still in the vicinity but they may well have moved on. Rook scarers (fireworks) may have 

been left burning on an hour-long fuse that will set off explosions every few minutes once 

they are ignited. 

The appearance of saboteurs during the shoot is particularly risky as they will be intent on 

stopping the shooting and there may be inexperienced guns present. An accidental shooting 

of someone in the line or one of the beaters, due to the saboteurs actions would be 

disastrous. 

Briefing the guns before saboteurs appear as a matter of precaution is advisable so that 

instructions to stop the shoot and unload will be better understood and followed immediately.  

In the event that saboteurs turn up whilst the shoot is in progress the main thing to 

remember is that you must keep yourself and everyone else on the shoot safe, so there is a 

protocol to follow when you see that you have been joined by saboteurs. The protocol is: 

• Make sure you have a current risk assessment in place. 



• At the start of the day all Guns, Beaters Pickers up etc. should be briefed on what to 
do in the case of an attack. 

• When you arrive at a drive, make sure that all vehicles are locked and no dogs are 
left in the car. Do not leave personal possessions or items with your address on show 
in the car. 

• At the first sign that there is a problem, unload all shotguns and place all shotgun(s) 
inside slips. 

• Call the police (999). Tell the operator that “there are people disrupting a lawful / 
legal activity and they are committing aggravated trespass and you are being 
intimidated. At this point your being able to give your location is critical. What3words 
is very useful. 

• Gather all equipment, guns, ammunition, put dogs on a lead and make your way to a 
shoot vehicle, keep all equipment locked in the vehicle, as these could disappear 
with conscious attention and the loss or damage to these items could be a problem. 

• Stay together, do not rise to any abuse, this is what they want.  
• The Gamekeeper or Shoot Captain should be the only people to talk to the 

Saboteurs, they should not do this alone, and they must not be carrying a 
firearm.  The Saboteurs should be informed that they are committing aggravated 
trespass and should leave the land immediately and the police have been called. The 
keeper or shoot captain should tell them that they are being video recorded. At this 
point there should be no further engagement, as any further discussion could lead to 
an argument where you are seen as the aggressor. 

• If you are a gun, beater or picker up you must stay calm and wait for instructions from 
the Keeper or organiser. 

• Note ant suspicious activity before the shoot day, people watching the area, drones, 
get to know your local police rural crime team and keep them updated on all 
suspicious activity. 

• Remember you are participating in a legal lawful activity and you are in the 
right, Do not give the protesters the upper hand. 

 

Gathering Evidence 

If possible and you think that you can do it without escalating the situation, try to film the 
saboteurs. Photograph the vehicles that they are using along with the registration plates.  

Try to photograph the drivers of the vehicles or any that are not wearing face masks so that 
they can be identified later: Do not push however push phones into peoples’ faces, as 
this could be seen as aggressive. 

Any that are wearing face masks try to photograph their clothing including shoes, they can 
change jackets etc. but footwear is more difficult and is often overlooked. 

Typical offences committed by saboteurs are likely to be criminal damage to vehicles, cage 
traps etc. public order offences (ie. Verbal abuse and / or threats) and assaults. 

If you witness aggressive behaviour, vandalism or criminal damage or verbal / physical 
abuse try to photograph or video the perpetrators and the offence or damage caused. 

Make notes about individuals that are being aggressive, note how the protesters reactions 
made people feel, record the date and time of each incident. 

 

The Offences 

There are two offences that may be encountered, both can be difficult to prove and the 
police are reluctant to properly investigate them, but in a country sports context they should 
not be overlooked. These are: 

• Harassment, under the protection from harassment Act 1997, where conduct is 
repeated on a number of separate occasions over a period of time. This might 
include name calling, intrusive or persistent following of keepers and their families 
going about their routine business. 



• Aggravated Trespass, under section 68 of the Criminal Justice and Public Order 
Act 1994, where a person enters private land without authority and engages in the 
conduct intended to disrupt or disrupt a lawful activity. 

 

Public Rights of Way 

At this point it is worth remembering that a public right of way, such as a footpath, exists only to 

allow the passage from A to B. It does not give the right to demonstrate or indulge in any other 

activity. Aggravated trespass can take place on a public footpath or bridleway but not on a public 

road.  

The act of trespass is a civil matter, there needs to be a further act such as stopping a lawful 

activity or intimidation for the law of aggravated trespass to be used. 

 
With the attacks that happened in both North Yorkshire and the Peak district, when the 

police arrived, they were not keen on getting involved saying that there was nothing that they 

could do. This is incorrect, there is plenty that they could have done, but only if they chose to 

act. Sections 68 and 69 are the basis for the aggravated trespass laws but unfortunately, 

they are a power not a duty, meaning that an officer can choose to use it if he / she feels it 

necessary to do so. 

 

Section 68 of the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 2003 states: 

(1)A person commits the offence of aggravated trespass if he trespasses on land and, in 

relation to any lawful activity which persons are engaging in or are about to engage in on 

that or adjoining land, does there anything which is intended by him to have the effect— 

(a)of intimidating those persons or any of them so as to deter them or any of them from 

engaging in that activity, 

(b)of obstructing that activity, or 

(c)of disrupting that activity. 

Furthermore, the police have powers that they can immediately use to prevent such offences 

from being committed. 

Section 69 of the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 2003 states; 

(1) If the senior police officer present at the scene reasonably believes— 

(a)that a person is committing, has committed or intends to commit the offence of 

aggravated trespass on land or 

(b)that two or more persons are trespassing on land and are present there with the common 

purpose of intimidating persons so as to deter them from engaging in a lawful activity or of 

obstructing or disrupting a lawful activity, 

he may direct that person or (as the case may be) those persons (or any of them) to leave the 

land.  

(2)A direction under subsection (1) above, if not communicated to the persons referred to in 

subsection (1) by the police officer giving the direction, may be communicated to them by 

any constable at the scene. 



(3) If a person knowing that a direction under subsection (1) above has been given which 

applies to him— 

(a)fails to leave the land as soon as practicable, or 

(b)having left again enters the land as a trespasser within the period of three months 

beginning with the day on which the direction was given, 

he commits an offence and is liable on summary conviction to imprisonment for a term not 

exceeding three months or a fine not exceeding level 4 on the standard scale, or both.  

(4) In proceedings for an offence under subsection (3) it is a defence for the accused to 

show— 

(a)that he was not trespassing on the land, or 

(b)that he had a reasonable excuse for failing to leave the land as soon as practicable or, as 

the case may be, for again entering the land as a trespasser. 

(6) In this section “lawful activity” and “land” have the same meaning as in section 68. 

 

Aggravated Trespass is only committed where persons engaging or are about to engage in 

the lawful activity are physically present on land at the time of the trespass. Pre-beating a 

shoot, for example, to rid an area of pheasants before the guns arrive, would probably not be 

covered. The offence also depends on the activity itself being “lawful”. In 2008 a prosecution 

in volving saboteurs of the brindle shoot in Lancashire collapsed because the shoot, which 

employed five or more employees, had failed to carry out a health and safety risk 

assessment. This case demonstrates the importance of complying with the legal 

requirements, but a minor breach of health and safety legislation does not automatically 

render an activity unlawful. The NGO can help in creating a shoot risk assessment, contact 

the NGO office for assistance.  

The fundamental activity may still be lawful despite breaches of the law in the way it is 

carried out (e.g. Hibberd v DPP, 1966) 

 

Section 4A Public Order Act 1986 states that; 

(1)A person is guilty of an offence if, with intent to cause a person harassment, alarm or 

distress, he— 

(a)uses threatening, abusive or insulting words or behaviour, or disorderly behaviour, or 

(b)displays any writing, sign or other visible representation which is threatening, abusive or 

insulting, 

thereby causing that or another person harassment, alarm or distress.  

(2) An offence under this section may be committed in a public or a private place, except that 

no offence is committed where the words or behaviour are used, or the writing, sign or other 

visible representation is displayed, by a person inside a dwelling and the person who is 

harassed, alarmed or distressed is also inside that or another dwelling. 

(3) It is a defence for the accused to prove— 



(a)that he was inside a dwelling and had no reason to believe that the words or behaviour 

used, or the writing, sign or other visible representation displayed, would be heard or seen 

by a person outside that or any other dwelling, or 

(b)that his conduct was reasonable. 

(4) Repealed. 

(5)A person guilty of an offence under this section is liable on summary conviction to 

imprisonment for a term not exceeding 6 months or a fine not exceeding level 5 on the 

standard scale or both. 

Your officers should all be aware of the considerable powers available to them to obtain, 

record and preserve evidence also to arrest offenders under Section 24 of The Police and 

Criminal Evidence Act 1984. 

 

If you are dissatisfied with how the police response do not be afraid to complain to the chief 

constable or Police Crime Commissioner, again the NGO can help you with this. Your 

correspondence should highlight the damage caused, they can go and visit individuals at a 

later date if the evidence gathered by you and your team allows for individuals to be 

identified.  

Finally, the main objective is to keep you and others who are enjoying the day with you safe, 

any reaction isn’t worth risking your firearms / shotgun certificate, keep calm, there will 

always be other days.  
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