Marine and Wildlife Rescue halts swan calls in East Suffolk after council row over bird flu response
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A troubling incident has occurred in Oulton Broad, Lowestoft, following the discovery of two dead swans near the Commodore Pub. The situation escalated into a public outcry after Marine and Wildlife Rescue, which had been notified about the birds' condition, decided to stop responding to swan-related calls in the area. This decision came after a council officer allegedly discouraged the pub from contacting the charity for assistance, implying that outside intervention was unwelcome when it came to dealing with avian issues.
The sequence of events began when Dan Goldsmith from the Marine and Wildlife Rescue received a call from a concerned citizen about a swan behaving abnormally. Upon investigating, he was made aware of the two dead swans and took it upon himself to inform the East Suffolk Council. Test results later confirmed that both swans succumbed to bird flu, a life-threatening disease for waterfowl that has been wreaking havoc across the UK. Goldsmith noted that previous experiences with bird flu had cost many lives, pointing to an earlier situation where a swan exhibiting troubling signs did not turn out to be infected, which raises the stakes whenever a distressed bird is reported.
As the crisis deepened, the council's response became increasingly contentious. Goldsmith recounted that an officer visited the Commodore Pub and allegedly instructed the manager to rely solely on the council for handling avian-related issues in the future. This initiative raises questions about the protocols in place for managing wildlife health, particularly in light of strict biosecurity measures imposed by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) following what has been termed the worst avian flu outbreak in the UK's history. Since late 2022, wildlife groups, including the RSPCA, have undertaken the grim task of euthanizing birds that exhibit flu symptoms, reflecting the seriousness of the situation and the council’s position in mitigating risks to local bird populations.
The East Suffolk Council has since stated that it is satisfied with the integrity of its staff's communication, asserting that the conversation was informal and held in good faith. Nevertheless, Goldsmith expressed his frustration at being misrepresented, leading him to register an official complaint with the Animal and Plant Health Agency. The council's investigation concluded that no misconduct had taken place, remarking that the staff member had been misinterpreted, though Goldsmith remained unconvinced.
In light of these incidents, Marine and Wildlife Rescue has opted to refrain from taking calls related to swans in East Suffolk until the complexities surrounding their involvement can be properly addressed. Goldsmith maintains that while they will not halt their efforts completely, the council's stance has made collaboration untenable. He has called for an apology to restore professional integrity and rectify the narrative surrounding their vital work, which stands at the brink of deterioration.
Throughout the ongoing avian flu crisis, instances of avian death have surged, underscoring the need for effective wildlife management and communication. As the prevalence of avian flu intensifies, both local councils and voluntary organisations must cooperate to safeguard the wellbeing of affected species, ensuring that all parties are adequately informed and supported in their efforts to protect wildlife.
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