Some key points to consider when catching pheasants in an aviary
John Corder
1. Remember that the bird will be extremely frightened – thinking you are likely to
kill or injure it. We should make the whole process as quick and painless as
possible for the bird.
2. Plan everything you intend to do with the bird before you catch it, so that you do
not have to keep the bird confined for longer than necessary.
3. Have a good catching place identified beforehand where you know you can
persuade the bird to go and where there are no obstructions when you want to
use the net. A corner of the aviary or somewhere where the bird is already
constrained, such as a night shelter or a safety porch, is usually best. If catching
the bird within such a small area, obviously only one person is needed, and
additional people usually just create further panic in the bird. If the aviary has a
slope, catching the bird at the bottom of the slope is usually easier.
4. Catching a bird by grabbing it when it runs past can cause severe injuries, or
even death. Do not catch hold of the bird by its head, its wings, its legs or its tail.
If you catch it by gripping around its body, it is very easy to bruise the ribs, or
even to break them. On most occasions when a bird is caught by grabbing it
around the body, it loses quite a number of feathers, which cannot be good for it.
5. Try to use a good catching net. The net should be about 60 or 70 cm wide and
almost a metre deep. It should have a padded rim so that it cannot injure the bird,
and the net material should be a strong black cloth. Black cloth will enclose the
bird in a dark environment. In this way it cannot see dangers and so it relaxes
and the stress is reduced. The net should have a short handle as this makes it
much easier to manoeuvre around bushes and shrubs in the aviary. Long
handled nets which attempt to intercept a bird in mid-flight are seldom successful
and often injure the bird.
6. When catching a pheasant within a large aviary, it is much easier and quicker to
have 2 people, one with the net and one walking in another part of the aviary to
help drive the bird to the catching site you have already decided upon. Do not
chase it around the aviary like trying to catch a butterfly.
7. Walk slowly towards the pheasant, so that it does not fly, but walks towards the
corner where you want to catch it. If you keep your hands high and in front of
you, it will tend to make the bird walk rather than fly. If it flies, it might well injure
itself by crashing into the wire. Once the bird is in a corner, stand still and let it
settle and then work with your colleague to ensure that the bird can not move
away from the catching site.
8. Once the bird realises that it cannot run to escape, it will probably then prepare
itself to fly. You can recognise the signs, since it bends its legs and lowers itself
before flying rapidly upwards. This is the moment to place the net swiftly above

the bird and then to drop it quickly on top of the bird, trapping it inside the net and
on the ground.
9. Once there, let the bird settle, which it usually does after about 10 seconds. If the
net is opaque then the bird will usually stand still.
10. Feel carefully around the bird from outside the net and identify the head and tail,
then the body. Gently, hold it around the body and lift it onto its side. This will
expose the legs. Hold the bird down gently with one hand, reach underneath the
net with the other hand and locate the bird’s legs. Feel up the legs until you can
locate the top of each thigh where it joins the body. The thigh bone is the
strongest bone in the bird’s body and the thigh muscles are also the strongest
muscles. If we grip the bird around this area, there is little chance of injury. Now
holding the bird around the top of the thighs with one hand, you can gently lift the
bird out of the net, using the other hand.
11. Hold the bird quite close to your body and you will find that it then cannot use its
wings, so it will usually cease all struggles and relax. If it opens its beak
continuously, this is a sign of stress, so hurry with the procedures.
12. First, check that the bird is fit and well. Check that the eyes are bright and clear.
Then feel down the breast bone which sticks out a bit like the bow of a ship. On
either side of this bone, the muscles should be plump and firm. These muscles
are the ones that the bird uses to fly. If the bird becomes unfit or unwell, these
muscles deteriorate until you can feel the rib bones underneath them. Then
check that the soles of the feet are clean and uncut, and the area around the
toes is not swollen (bumblefoot).
13. If the bird is to be fitted with a ring (band), remember the convention that
females have the ring on the left leg, and males on the right. Female pheasants
have only one functional ovary (the left) so this is the reason for ringing female
pheasants on the left leg. On a male, the ring goes just below the spur. Rings are
made in different sizes depending on the bird. The Rings are measured in
millimetres; for example Himalayan monal take a 16mm ring, Cheer pheasant
and Western Tragopan take a 14mm ring and a koklass, junglefowl and kalij, a
12mm ring.
14. Check the number of the ring and record it. Make sure you put it on the bird’s leg
the right way up, not upside down, so that it is easier to read later.
15. Use the proper ringing pliers to gently close the ring around the bird’s leg. If you
are putting a closed ring on a young bird, leg growth is such that it usually stays
on the leg after the bird is around 40 to 45 days old.
16. If feathers are to be collected for DNA sampling, have a polythene bag ready
and make sure you do not touch the inside of the bag or your DNA will end up
being sampled along with the bird’s. Before catching the bird, write on the outside
of the polythene bag the species, whether it is male or female, the new ring
number and the pheasantry name. Then select two small feathers from the
breast of the bird and pluck them out – it should really not hurt if done carefully.
Make sure you do not touch the base of the feather – the part that has been
growing in the bird. This is the part used for DNA testing. Then drop the feather
inside the bag and immediately get a colleague to seal the bag. Keep the bag
and feather clean and dry, and send it to the DNA laboratory as soon as
possible. The DNA on breast feathers deteriorates quite quickly, so if there are to
be long delays before processing, it is better to take a sample which has a more
substantial quill, such as a tail or wing feather. In these cases, only the quill
needs to be taken.

17. Select where you will release the bird and make sure that it can run away without
interference, so now have any colleague beside or behind you, not in some other
part of the aviary. The aim is to get the bird to run away when released, not to fly
and hurt itself against the aviary roof or wall. Release it gently on the ground and
let it move away freely, whilst you stay completely still.
18. It is always helpful to design an aviary which provides a suitable catching site,
particularly if the aviary is large. If there is an enclosed night shelter, this often
makes catching much easier. It might also be possible to construct some sort of
funnel trap into which the birds can just be walked quietly – this seems to work
with game pheasants. Such a funnel trap should have a padded roof to protect
the birds’ heads from scalping damage.
19. Finally make sure that all the details about the bird and its ring are entered on the
data sheet which will be kept at each pheasantry.
20. If a bird is moved to a new aviary, or transferred to another pheasantry, or it dies,
make sure these details are entered onto the record sheet immediately.
Photos that might provide some visual help:-

A kalij held securely by both upper legs, and with the wings against the holder’s
body so that they are unable to flap. The bird’s head is in semi-darkness, reducing
stress since it cannot see what is happening around it. Usually birds do not panic and
struggle in this position, which also allows the handler to have a hand free to fit legs
rings if required, as shown in the photos below.

Padded catching nets

