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Alan Beynon BVM&S MRCVS looks at the importance 

of performance assessment at picking up early 

indications of disease.

Feature

Bird performance on shoot days

WITH THE PHEASANT SHOOTING SEASON WELL 
under way, one would have thought that 
life as a gamebird vet would be quieter, 
although there are several projects that 
have captured my imagination.

Throughout the winter period of 
shooting, it is important to look out 
for signs of disease in your birds. This 
information can be gathered from many 
different sources.

As well as the keepers, I often speak to 
the beaters and they often are the first to 
notice weak birds: “birds not making it 
to the guns” or “not getting up”.

The beaters will also notice the birds’ 
droppings and any changes in this may 

be associated with a change in the 
weather pattern or a period of increased 
shooting pressure. 

The keepers will be aware of flying 
ability and this may be as a result of 
unfavourable wind or high air pressure, 
but in some cases, it can be an early 
indication of disease. The keeper will also 
be aware of how much food is being used 
and, if very vigilant, may be recording 
this. Clearly, as each day’s shooting is 
finished, the volume of food used will 
drop, but sudden drops can be an early 
monitor of problems.

My last port of call is the game cart. It 
is here that I can gain a lot of knowledge. 

Examining the breeds shot 
is very revealing in itself and, 
along with the drives shot and the shot 
ratio, you can gather a lot of information 
as the season continues as to what breeds 
perform best on which drives. Where 
mixtures of breeds are used, one type 
may perform in a certain way that draws 
another breed faster or higher. It might 
be that the first breed is shot out earlier 
in the season and the second breed is still 
available for shooting after Christmas. As 
a vet, I notice strong breed disease charac-
teristics and am able to predict which 
problems are more likely to occur in 
certain environments.

By monitoring the dead game on your 
cart after each day’s shooting and distin-
guishing what has been shot throughout 
the season, it may well help decide 
what breed produces the best returns in 
certain drives.

I also examine the body condition 
and score this on a 1-5 basis. Finally, 
any poor or obviously diseased birds 
can be examined and a diagnosis made 
and measures put in place to control a 
developing problem.

We are carrying out a simple survey at 
the moment looking at worm egg counts 
on birds on shoots with low, medium 
and high performance birds to assess the 
impact of low levels of worms on birds’ 
flying abilities.

This is carried out routinely in racing 
pigeon lofts and there is a direct correla-
tion with flying performance and subclin-
ical disease, ie. the birds are carrying 
an infection but do not show any 
signs of disease. Many other problems 
can be identified such as coccidiosis, 
mycoplasma and hexamita (spironucleus) 
and these can also have an impact on 
performance.

Of course, there is nothing that can 
be done to treat these birds in the 
shooting season as any medication has a 
withdrawal associated with it. Instead, 
we are trying to assess the health of the 
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birds now in preparation for any changes 
that may need to take place in next year’s 
rearing and release programme.  

Most of the changes that we would 
suggest would be to management. For 
example, high worm burdens require a 
change in the way birds are fed as much 
as the product or frequency of treatment. 

Traditional practices such as whistle 
feeding encourages birds to eat from the 
ground in the same area each time and 
in many cases, we see the same area of 
feed ride used each year. Analysis of this 
environment shows massive numbers of 
worm eggs. 

Similarly, trail feeding the centre line 
of a road or track will concentrate birds 
along this area, but feeding one metre 
each side will attract the birds to a 
relatively worm-free environment.

Other suggestions involve moving 
feeders and drinkers regularly or 
considering wire mesh stands or raised 
systems for feed stations. There is strong 
evidence that wild birds, especially 
corvids, are important vectors in worm 
egg transmission into shoots. I have 
examined droppings from several 
and there is often a high incidence of 

gapeworm, although all the birds look a 
very healthy population! 

All of these suggestions will reduce 
worm egg intakes by birds as the eggs 
persist from year to year.   

I am a firm believer that whatever 
the symptoms of sub-performance, we 
must try to understand whether there 
is a disease process involved through 
careful examination. Once it has been 
established that it is a disease issue (and 
not other factors), we have to put in 
place a management system to control 
that problem. 

Medication in the pursuit of perform-
ance is expensive, short-lived and 
unsustainable as nature will adapt to the 
disease problem and you will generate 
another set of issues.

Nowhere is this more evident than the 
control of worms in grouse populations 
and the use of medicated grit. It appears 
that one disease has been controlled and 
another has appeared.

Careful observation of birds and their 
performance, keeping accurate records and 
an enquiring mind all help monitor and 
prevent sub-performance in your birds 
and enhance your shooting experience.

ST DAVID’S AND ALAN BEYNON

St David’s Poultry Team is one of the 
largest poultry practices in the UK, run 
by dedicated poultry vets and staff, to 
offer the highest standard of care. Its 
head office in Devon covers England 
and Wales, with further branches in 
Scotland, Ireland and Northern Ireland. 
St David’s Game Bird Services was 
developed as a specialist division by 
partner Alan Beynon in the late 1990s. 

The practice offers: hatchery 
management, health planning and 
disease control, post mortem examina-
tions for diagnostic and routine 
monitoring purposes, disinfection and 
biosecurity measures, water testing and 
analysis, modern dispensary services 
and, importantly, close communication 
between rearer and keeper to identify 
and rectify issues quickly.

FOR MORE INFORMATION, CONTACT 
ALAN ON 01392 872932 OR 
EMAIL GAMESERVICES@
STDAVIDS-VETS.CO.UK OR VISIT 
WWW.STDAVIDS-GAMEBIRDS.CO.UK

DRY PLUCKING MACHINES,
SPARES & GAME
PROCESSING EQUIPMENT

Whether you are looking for a COMB, BINGHAM, BAYLE or
SENESI DRY PLUCKING MACHINE, need Spare Parts or
have a Machine to service or sell – we can help. Twin motor
machines from £1,450 +VAT.

PACKAGING EQUIPMENT – overwrappers, freezer films,
wide selection of sizes & colours of trays, plastic bags &
Victorinox knives etc.

SPECIAL OFFER One Overwrapper, one roll 430mm x
1000m Freezer Film & 500 Pheasant Trays, 
delivered price £248 +VAT

WAX & WAX TANKS inc. Wax 
Starter Kits. 

SERVICE WORK NOW BEING
UNDERTAKEN

For all your plucking and 
processing requirements call

Storey Poultry Supplies
Tel: 01473 823598 day, eves 
and weekends
Fax: 01473 829386 Email:
storeypoultrysupplies@btopenworld.com

Storey
Poultry Supplies Ltd

Email: gameservices@stdavids-vets.co.uk

Nutwell Estate, Lympstone, Exmouth EX8 5AN
www.stdavids-poultryteam.co.uk

National coverage, local expertise
South / South West Alan Beynon Tel: 07831 590162
South / South East Kim de Vries Tel: 07795 276598
Scotland Barry Thorp Tel: 07826 916924
North / Midlands Barrie Fleming Tel: 07826 916920
Ireland Mike Alcorn

Kenny Nutting
Tel: 07721 424950

South / South East Tel: 07544 852410

Preventive health care to maximise bird performance

On farm visits � unique and independent service
from hatching to release

Dedicated poultry laboratory for fast, efficient
disease investigation

Get the best from 
your game birds


