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Introduction

As a planet we are enduring a fifth mass extinc-
tion, with at least 550 known animal species ex-
tinct in the last 300 years, and an estimated 1 
million more species facing the possible threat1. 
There is a plethora of contributing factors to this 
phenomenon, nearly all with an anthropogenic 
cause, including invasive species. The term in-
vasive or alien species refers to species that has 
invaded a foreign environment and consequen-
tially caused adverse effects on the native eco-
systems. Although this process is not uncom-
mon in the natural world when considering the 
historic movement of species, the current abun-
dance and scale has undoubtedly been exac-
erbated by humans. It aligns with the globalisa-
tion of our own species as we open up wildlife 
corridors2. And as such, it seems only conse-
quential that laws be employed to counter the 
devastating effects of invasive species. Notably 
one of the cheapest and most rapid methods is 
extermination, which raises the moral dilemma 
as to the justifiability of devaluing the life of one 
species in the bid to protect another.

UK legislation on ‘invasive’ species

The authoritative UK law that tackles the wide-
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spread issue of invasive species is enshrined 
in the Invasive Alien Species (Enforcement and 
Permitting) Order 2019 along with the EC Hab-
itats Directive, the Convention on Biological Di-
versity and the Bern Convention amongst oth-
ers. The approach of the legislations highlights 
the need for prevention- s.3 of the Invasive Alien 
Species  (Enforcement and Permitting) Order 
2019 lists native species where it is an offence 
to release them into the wild-and immediate re-
sponse, namely extermination3. 

It is interesting to consider that studies have 
proven the most effective way of protecting na-
tive wildlife is through prevention methods and 
worth noting that many of the methods em-
ployed in the UK to eradicate one species are 
not able to ensure the protection of others. A 
pinnacle example is the culling experiments 
authorized by the British Government in 2013 
on Eurasian badgers. It was demonstrated they 
were ineffective at reducing the spread of TB 
amongst cattle, nor did they reach the standard 
of humaneness expected4. Nonetheless, culls 
continue to be used and expanded, with approx-
imately 164,000 culled since the experiments 
began5. When considering UK law, introductions 
of new species are not strictly prohibited, only 
regulated6. S1.18 of The Bern Convention only 
necessitates strict control7, which questions 
whether the drastic extermination provisions 
are justified when methods of prevention are 
not of an equal (if not greater) magnitude. The 
Invasive Alien Species Order stresses the need 
for emergency eradication procedures where 
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prevention methods fail8. It seems indefensible 
that the efforts and regulations are not weighted 
more towards the altogether prevention, where 
the resulting effect is one of such inhumane pro-
portions- the mass culling of entire populations.

The threat to native wildlife

It is widely accepted that extinction is as much a 
natural process in our world as evolution, how-
ever as we are living in the fifth cataclysmic 
event the world has seen, the rate at which it is 
unfolding is unprecedented. The loss of a single 
species can result in resounding impacts on the 
ecosystem functioning, particularly with regards 
to keystone species. Take pollinators for exam-
ple, like the bee, whose extinction would rever-
berate throughout the food web. 

The UK’s wildlife is one of the most deplet-
ed in the world, it has seen reductions of 60% 
in some of our most endangered species since 
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19709. Invasive species hold some of the blame 
for this tragedy, which recent studies pinpoint-
ing them as a contributing factor to nearly half 
of all endangered species10. There are currently 
an estimated 193 non-native species in Britain 
that are impacting the local wildlife11.  We have 
witnessed the grey squirrel drive the red to the 
brink of extinction, the American mink dominate 
lotic ecosystems, and cane toads poisoning en-
tire food chains. Protecting indigenous species 
is paramount in their survival and eradication is 
considered by many to be the lesser of two evils. 
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Alternative approaches

However, there are humane options available 
that have been proven to be equally, if not more, 
effective. During a global extinction epidemic, 
can we justify killing one to prevent the death of 
another? I am of the view that all animals need 
to be treated as what they are, a life, a vessel of 
their species genetics, and a part of the contin-
uation of that species- a species that is no less 
important than another. There are viable humane 
methods at our disposal such as immunocon-
traception, co-habitation promotion and capture 
and relocation programmes- they should be our 
absolute frontline defence where prevention has 
failed12. It would be unwise and unjust to contin-
ue down a path of destruction in a world that is 
going extinct. There is undeniably the financial 
issue concerned with more humane methods, 
however if we refer to the costs incurred by in-
vasive species at 1.3 billion in England and 125 
million in wales, effective management of any 
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kind would have an overall positive effect on 
the economy13. Humane methods are also less 
harsh on the native wildlife, as eradication meth-
ods can not be 100% targeted at the alien spe-
cies alone. The extermination programme of the 
topmouth gudgeon consisted of the poisoning 
of entire river ecosystems with pesticides, all lo-
cal wildlife is impacted during this process14. 

The dispersal of species into novel environ-
ments is not an unfamiliar concept in the nat-
ural world. Whether it be Japanese sea crea-
tures carried across the Pacific by the Tohoku 
tsunami of 201115, or marine iguanas floating to 
the Galapagos millions of years ago; history is 
punctuated with these species that have moved 
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and successfully flourished in their new envi-
ronment. Least to say, the most notorious and 
successful of all being the human. It could be 
argued we should let ‘nature’ take its course 
and allow the survival of the fittest to prevail. 
This will undeniably result in some animals be-
ing out competed. Yet these alien species often 
take up the ecological function of the ones they 
drive out, and in some circumstances allowing 
another species to flourish. Animals have also 
been known to adapt to the introduction of in-
vasive species. Australia has witnessed the cane 
toad eliciting morphological changes to occur in 
native snakes16, demonstrating the extent of the 
durability of nature and its unrelenting ability to 
adapt and overcome the harsh conditions it may 
face. This outcome, is surely, more favourable 
then wiping out an entire population. 

Conclusion

The law cannot justify the pursuit of the protec-
tion of our self-constructed hierarchy of animals 
and choose who dies an often-agonising death, 
so another has an uncertain better chance of 
survival17. It is an unjustifiable ideology that it-
self needs to become extinct. This problem is a 
man-made one, and yet to no surprise the an-
imals are the ones to suffer. Strict regulations 
should be imposed on regulating human activ-
ity more. The root cause should be resolved in-
stead of killing the animals we have caused to 
be here. UK law should be altered to a more hu-
mane and justified approach to redirect the fo-
cus and funding towards preventative measure. 
Regarding already existent invasive species, a 
compassionate balance can be struck. Humane 
long-term control such as those discussed and 
co-habitation strategies instead of extermination 
programmes should be favoured, for the preser-
vation of all life; native and non-native alike. 
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