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Abstract 

So far animal geography has yet to truly embrace uncharismatic and awkward creatures within its 

narrative, these are creatures such as rats, mice, foxes and crucially to this project pigeons. This 

dissertation aimed to uncover at what point a pigeon stops being a pest and starts to be a pet, and 

how space/place plays a part in this. Two types of relationships with pigeons was considered, the 

general public and common pigeons and pigeon racers and their birds, gathering data from 399 

survey respondents from the public, and 14 interviews with pigeon racers. It was uncovered that 

human relationships with pigeons were extremely complex, survey respondents suggesting that 

while they felt that pigeons should belong anywhere, there were still too many in urban areas. This 

was seen as a nimbyist attitude as respondents did not want to share ‘their’ urban spaces that they 

frequent with pigeons. When pigeons break the boundaries between civilisation and nature is when 

they are seen as pests. Racing pigeons on the other hand are treated with respect and given the best 

quality food and loft to ensure they race well. The relationship here distinctly different and moved 

beyond just the usual pet/owner dynamic, with the birds being referred to as athletes and given 

their own designated space and freedom. This was the only way for pigeons to be accepted in urban 

spaces; to become pets under pigeon racer supervision which entails the common pigeon being 

drastically changed and bred in order to gain a superior racing pigeon. It was then concluded with a 

call to animal geographers to change the stigmatisation of so called ‘unwanted’ creatures by bringing 

them into light of research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  
 

iii 
 

Table of Contents 

 

Chapter Title                                                                                                                                  Page Number 

Title Page ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… i 

Abstract ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. ii 

List of Figures ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. v 

List of Appendices ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… v 

Acknowledgements ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… vi 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction, Literature Review and Study Aims 

1.1 Introduction ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 1 

1.2 Literature Review ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 2 

      1.2.1 They Came in Two by Two …………………………………………………………………………………… 2 

      1.2.2 One Wave or Another …………………………………………………………………………………………. 3 

      1.2.3 The Future of Animal Geographies ……………………………………………………………………… 6 

1.3 Study Aims & Objectives .………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 7 

 

Chapter 2: Methodologies 

       2.1 Chapter Introduction ……………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 8 

       2.2 Questioning the Public …………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 8 

       2.3 Entering Pigeon Worlds …………………………………………………………………………………………………… 10 

       2.4 Ethical Conduct ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 12 

 

Chapter 3: Perceptions of Animal Belonging 

       3.1 Chapter Introduction ………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 13 

       3.2 Relationships with Animals …………………………………………………………………………………………….. 13 

       3.3 Everyday Cruelty …………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 15 

       3.4 Pigeon Spaces? ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 17 

       3.5 Chapter Summary …………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 20 

 



  
 

iv 
 

Chapter 4: Racing Pigeons: the Superior Bird? 

       4.1 Chapter Introduction ………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 22 

       4.2 Sentimentality ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 22 

       4.3 Street vs Racer ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 25 

       4.4 Chapter Summary ……………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 26 

 

Chapter 5: Conclusions 

        5.1 Doomed to be Pests ……………………………………………………………………………………………………. 28 

        5.2 Reflections and Future Directions ……………………………………………………………………………….. 29 

 

References …………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….… 31 

 

Appendices ................................................................................................................................... 36 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  
 

v 
 

List of Figures 

       Figure 1 

              Photo example of survey questions ………………………………………………………………………………. 9 

       Figure 2  

              Photo of racing pigeons waiting to be sold .…………………………………………………………………. 11 

       Figure 3 

              Photo of a pigeon food stand …………..……….…………………………………………………………………. 11 

       Figure 4 

               Pie chart displaying results from question 3 ….……………………………….……………………………. 14 

       Figure 5 

              Pie chart displaying results from question …………………….………………………………………………. 16 

       Figure 6  

              Photo of pigeons at Marble Arch …………………………….……………………………………………………. 17 

       Figure 7  

               Pie chart displaying results from question 5 ….……………………………………………………………. 19 

       Figure 8 

               Pie chart displaying results from question 9 …………………………………….…………………………. 20 

       Figure 9 

              Photo of a family run pigeon stud …….…………………………………………………………………………. 24 

 

List of Appendices 

       Appendix A Survey Questions ..…………………………………………………………………………………………… 36 

       Appendix B Interview Script ..…………………………………………………………………………………………… 38 

       Appendix C Ethics Form ……….…………………………………………………………………………………………… 44 

 

 

 



  
 

vi 
 

Acknowledgements 

Lucy thank you so much for everything you’ve been my absolute rock for this dissertation and 

throughout my university career. Thank you for listening to every whiney annoying message I sent to 

you worrying about this, for proof reading when I’d lost the will to live and for driving and going to 

that pigeon fair with me. Believe me when I say I really couldn’t have done any of this without you, 

oh and most importantly thank you and Matt for sending me cat pictures when I was sad! Amy for 

coming with me on the endless trips to the library I am so grateful, you made writing this a lot more 

bearable. Thank you for showing me stupid jokes, for all making dinner all those times and for just 

generally looking after me always. To all my beautiful home friends (too many to name individually!), 

thank you for the welcome distraction of silly snapchats and visits here, I cherish each and every one 

of you. To all my geography babes thank you for answering all my dumb questions about formatting, 

and for the numerous night outs (probably when we shouldn’t have). Mum and Dad for always 

supporting and believing in me, and for not making (too many) stupid jokes about pigeons. 

Lastly thank you to all the pigeons who inspired me on street corners, nestled into roof tops and 

tottering around busy train stations, I value you even if society doesn’t (yet).   

 

 

 

 



  
 

1 
 

1.1 Introduction 

Unwanted nature is a seemingly big problem within our society, and one that animal geography has 

yet to fully grasp. As humans we like to have a place and spatial divide for everything (Hinchcliffe 

and Whatmore, 2006) even other species. We invest millions of pounds on perfecting urban areas 

where certain kinds of nature is forbidden and driven out if they dares enter, all the while being 

given the title ‘pests’ simply because they do not stay in their designated space. Even though the city 

is usually seen as a non-natural space there are plenty of urban ecosystems that thrive throughout, 

and do so because of human activity not in spite of it (Holm, 2012). This includes such animals as 

raccoons, rats, cockroaches, squirrels and foxes all of which can be seen as nuisances to city 

dwellers. However the key argument here is that while humanity may despise these pests, they only 

live in urban spaces because we do, which challenges concepts of animal identity and their 

relationship to particular environments. This can be difficult for people to accept with the 

institutionalized views that are embedded into society reinforcing distinctions of civic and wild, town 

and country and human and nonhuman (Hinchcliffe and Whatmore, 2006). This is when the issue of 

unwanted nature can emerge and begins to question our relationship with animals. One animal in 

particular that comes under the category of unwanted nature is common pigeons, often not thought 

of too kindly they became the primary research animal for this project. 

Humanity is often seen as superior to animals and nature (Plumwood, 1993) but the hierarchy does 

not end there it is also present within the animal kingdom, with some animals being deemed better 

than others for various reasons. Some because of their usefulness to us, some because of their 

appearance; the ‘cute’ anthropogenic ones often ending up as the figure head for wildlife charities 

(Lorimer, 2007), and some because of their companionship. But this is not just applied to different 

species it also happens within the same species for example: brand new puppies are more sort after 

than stray or ‘rescued’ dogs. So why do we do this, what is it about particular species or types of 

species that humans deem superior and want to see in zoos or own as pets. This is one of the main 

themes this project will be exploring alongside how space/place plays a part in all of this. Place and 

space are so important to humans many researchers and geographers have looked into how they 

shape us and how we shape them (Cresswell, 2013). Within certain spaces especially 

urban/domestic ones we can perform exclusivity practices allowing only certain types of nature 

access to these ‘human’ spaces (Trudeau, 2006). In terms of this project this involves two different 

spaces and the pigeons that tend to live in them: racing pigeons who live in a loft/coop owned by a 

pigeon racer, and common pigeons who live in public spaces such as parks, streets and rooftops. 
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There are numerous media stories concerning the overpopulation of pigeons in cities, and how their 

fouling ruins businesses, some towns have also taken drastic action to ban feeding of the bird in the 

hopes that they will not come back. There are clearly some issues humanity has with co-habiting 

with these birds, but how much of it comes from the media and how much of it is actual general 

opinion? The relationship between pigeons and people has been virtually non-existent within 

geographic and indeed wider literature. This is with the exception of Jerolmack (2008) who explores 

similar themes of cultural-spatial boundaries placed on nature and where pigeons fit into this. 

However Jerolmack uses only newspaper articles as evidence for public opinion primarily from one 

newspaper, furthermore the common pigeon found in the city is the only type of pigeon to be 

considered. While a big section of this project will be focused on common pigeons there is another 

type of pigeon and relationship with them that will be considered. These are racing pigeons; birds 

used for the sport of pigeon racing whereby the homing element in pigeons is used to race them 

back to their lofts/coops. The relationship between pigeon racer and ‘their’ pigeons is completely 

different to that of the public and common pigeons, and indeed to pets and owners. Like with all 

animals there seemingly is a hierarchy between racing pigeons and common pigeons, with some of 

the top racing birds being sold for thousands of pounds, as opposed to the common bird which is 

lucky if it makes it a day without experiencing a form of violence. But why is this the case, they are 

both the same species and yet one is treated in a much higher regard, and what has this got to do 

with different spaces and places? This project will being using surveys of the general public as well as 

interviews with pigeon racers in order to answer some of these questions, and to try and determine 

where a pigeons place is. 

 

1.2 Literature Review 

1.2.1 They Came in Two By Two 

Animal geographies can seem from the outside a strange and possibly even far-fetched sub 

discipline of Human Geography, however animals and humans have forever been intertwined with 

long and complicated histories with people from different cultures all around the world (Ginn et al, 

2014). Animals were vital to the survival of human beings, not just for their meat but also for 

transport and protection, with the same animal being worshiped in one country and hunted or 

reared in another. It is this diverse and hierarchical system that is placed on animals that is the core 

of most research in this sub-discipline and perhaps the biggest challenge for humanity is to learn to 

live in peace, to co-exist with animals. New animal geographies have pulled human geography away 

from humanism (Buller, 2014), and urged it instead to consider the world as more than just human, 
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but inherently non-human by making them the focal point of academic research. While new animal 

geographies is still a relatively new sub-discipline of human geography, (new animal geographies 

being post 1990’s research), human and animal relationships have long been studied and connected 

to geography. Humanity has always placed itself on top of the food chain ranking other animals 

below us and above each other, this dualism created primarily as animals cannot verbally 

communicate with us (Buller, 2015), and so are deemed less intelligent. In fact in the past animals 

were thought to be so unlike humans they should be placed in the sphere of ‘dead’ unconscious 

nature, the irony being that the word animal comes from the Latin for ‘having breath’ (Urbanik, 

2012). If animals could not communicate with us then they certainly could not distinguish mind and 

body like humans (Anderson, 1995), and so they should be treated as lesser beings and indeed they 

were and still are (something later works of animal geographies puts under scrutiny).    

 

1.2.2 One Wave or Another 

While the term animal geography might not have been explicitly used in the past, the writing of 

animals interacting with their surroundings can be tracked back as far as the ancient Greeks 

(Urbanik, 2012). Urbanik refers to the history of what we today would consider animal geographies 

as appearing in three waves. The first wave commenced after being heavily influenced by Charles 

Darwin (1859) and Alfred Russel Wallace (1976), their theories of natural selection and evolution 

revolutionised the way researchers thought about animals. Before it was simply assumed that all 

animals lived in their current habitat because they were specifically made for it. These theories 

raised more casual and relational questions about animals that were never really considered before. 

This lead onto research being collected under the label of ‘zoogeography’ which was seen as the 

study of animals’ distribution patterns, and the influence that both the environment and other 

animals had on animals (Allee and Schmidt, 1937). An example of this work seen in the book ‘Animal 

Geography’ by William George (1962), a simple elementary account of the main distribution patterns 

of mammals (Hindle, 1963). These works did not focus on any element of human-animal 

relations/interactions just simple mapping of migration routes, cataloguing species and 

environmental preferences. Another example of this kind of work is Shelford’s ‘The Significance of 

Evaporation in Animal Geography’ (1913), the main focus is the evaporation and how this can affect 

‘animal organisms’. The term used vaguely and generally for all species, sometimes not even 

referring to them as animals but simply organisms. Not only is the terminology used dismissive but 

also animals’ actual lives were dismissed too. Experiments were carried out using ‘frogs, 

salamanders, millipedes, spiders and insects. They were studied in glass tubes through which air of 

different evaporating powers was passed until the animals died’ (p.31), the animals did not 
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accidently die they were always intended to. Another distinctive part of this is which animals were 

used, specifically warm blooded animals. A harsh critic might suggest that there is seemingly no 

reason why he choose this selection, other than the fact that these animals are considered 

unimportant or not useful to humans and therefore are fine to die. Of course this is an old article 

and social history must be taken into account, but it does demonstrate how animals were not really 

given a status even within a sub-discipline supposedly devoted to them. Allee and Schmidt (1931) 

not only recognised the lack of research on animal-environment relations, but also how man affects 

the distribution of animals. They included a chapter in their works devoted to humans influence over 

themes such as deforestation, agriculture, parks and direct extinction. This foreshadowed future 

research in the sub-discipline such as; a deeper understanding of humanity’s influence over animal 

space and place, a theme that strongly undercuts this project . 

The second wave of animal geography mainly emerged as the disciplines of biology and zoology 

were focusing more and more on the cataloguing of species, distribution patterns and ecologies 

(Urbanik, 2012) (basically continuing work that started off the first wave). This shift lead geographers 

onto a more human path for the first time actually considering spatial human-animal relationships. 

Charles Bennet (1960) recognised the three main types of animal geography at the time; spatial, 

historic (geology and fossils) and ecological (environment influencing distribution). However Bennet 

also called for a fourth type which he referred to as ‘cultural animal geography’. The need to study 

how humans’ impact animals on a cultural level arose as research prior to this mainly concerned 

itself with wild animals and livestock. A primary influencer in this field was Frederick Simoons, whose 

multiple works demonstrated a clear cross over between culture and animal geography. One of 

Simoons most influential works was a book about ceremonial ox in India, where the key is to 

understand that the animals are looked at through a cultural geography lens instead of zoology 

(Simoon & Simoon, 1968). This book follows the mithan, a heavily built species of cattle found in the 

highlands of India, domesticated by the tribes that live there (Hockings, 1969). The book goes into 

various detail around the cultural practices that the tribes perform using the mithan. The mithan is 

used as follows; for trade value (used as currency for some tribes), for sacrifice (offered to deities 

and at funerals), to end disputes/feuds and as compensation given to the victim of a crime from the 

perpetrator. While this connection between culture and animals has been made there is still a 

section in the book devoted to the distribution and habitat of mithan. This could be criticized as 

almost counter-productive as it seems to be still hanging onto elements of zoology, even though 

Simoons explicitly states that this is a cultural piece of work and not a zoological one. In light of this 

while Urbanik (2012) calls it an excellent example of a second wave work perhaps it is more of a 
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transitional piece between the two waves, or perhaps it is simply that the entire wave did not stray 

too far from its zoological roots. 

The third and final wave, otherwise known as new animal geographies brings us up to the present 

day. Emerging in the 1990’s it has distanced itself from zoology and fully embraced culture as a 

major part of the sub-discipline. Urbanik (2012) suggests that there are two major differences 

between the second wave of animal geography and new animal geographies. Firstly, while the 

second wave focused almost entirely on domesticated animals (usually livestock), new animal 

geographies (known hereafter as just animal geographies) expand beyond that taking into account 

all animals and all different kinds of human-non human relationships. Secondly, animals were 

brought into the centre of the research, rather than simply being ‘signifiers of human endeavour and 

meaning’ (Buller, 2014, p. 307). Just as humanism rejected positivisms disregard for humans as 

actual living, thinking and feeling individuals (Cloke et al, 1991), animal geography rejected 

humanism for its exclusivity. Animal geographers felt that humanism focused too little on the actual 

animals themselves, which when taken into account is fairly ridiculous seeing as the whole sub-

discipline is entirely devoted to animals. At the beginning of this new era for animal geography, 

geographers were starting to consider how animals interacted with humans, not only in rural areas 

(Evans and Yarwood, 1998) but also in urban areas. Chris Philo has written some of the most 

influential works in this field. One of his earlier pieces concerns itself with animal geography in the 

city (1995). Philo is no different to other animal geographers at the time pushing for less of a partial 

inclusion of animals, even referring to human geography as ‘human chauvinism’ (p.655), with the 

way that it ignored animals unless they were somehow intrinsically linked to humans. While Philo 

follows suit in this respect he also brought in a new element to human geography; considering 

animals in an entirely new space that had been previously over looked, the city. Philo begins by 

looking into historical accounts of agricultural practices in the 19th century London, where dairy cows 

were kept in urban spaces sometimes even in sheds and underground. Although it was practiced it 

was not always welcome, and by the end of the 19th century clear ideas about where animals should 

and should not be were established. With growing knowledge and concerns about sanitary, people 

felt that cows in the city were not civilised and put human health at risk. Philo remarks on this as the 

beginning of the divide between the urban and rural as ‘distinctive entities conceptually associated 

with particular human activities’ (p. 666). This has further lead to the distinction between which 

animals should be where. Some animals became pets, were normalised and allowed to stay within 

the urban world, whereas other animals such as dairy cows were excluded from cities, and banished 

to the rural world. While Philo was one of the earlier academics to focus on the relationship 

between animals and the city he was by no means the last, with other works focusing on similar 
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themes but within different settings. For example Anderson (1995) looked at Adelaide zoo, and how 

it extracts animals/nature and shapes it ‘into an image and experience by and for humans’ (p. 291). 

Another more recent example is that of Urbanik and Morgan’s (2012) research about dogs in parks. 

They discovered how even pets, who are welcomed into urban spaces are still subject to strict rules 

as to where they are allowed to be within those spaces. In the case of parks there are certain areas 

where people are allowed to let their dogs off the lead. Again there are these recurring themes 

throughout animal geography of: human control over animals, where an animal’s place is and how it 

is deemed by socio-spatial practices. These prevalent themes are something I will be further 

exploring within my own research.  

There is one more vital text that has not yet been covered. Arguably the most influential book and in 

turn tipping point of the animal geographies; ‘Animal Spaces, Beastly Places’ by Chris Philo and Chris 

Wilbert (2000). While previous articles referenced the socio-spatial politics of animal placement, 

Philo and Wilbert really scrutinised it. It was one of the first academic texts to ‘focus squarely on the 

complex entangling’s of human-animal relations with space, place, location, environment and 

landscape’ (p. 4). This book made it clear just how important human-animal relationships were, and 

dismissed any social science that ignored animals and their significance to humanity (Buller, 2014). 

Like the title implies the book splits animal geographies into two approaches, the first being animal 

spaces. This gives a more traditional take on animal geographies, primarily focusing on humans; how 

they interact with animals and what this tells us about cultural and social practices (Lorimer and 

Srinivasan, 2013). The second approach being beastly places which conceptualises the future of 

animal geographies as it centralises animals looking at their lived experience, and focusing on the 

ethical and practical consequences of their relations with humans (Lorimer and Srinivasan, 2013). 

Philo and Wilbert drew together such a wide breadth and depth of ideas from previous research and 

combined them with current ideas and ideas for future research. At the time it was truly 

revolutionary work and is still paving the way for future animal geographies.  

 

1.2.3 The Future of Animal Geographies 

It is clear that animal geographies as a sub-discipline has taken a very long and arduous path to get 

to what is considered as animal geographies now. However there is still more to be accomplished in 

the field, with ideas on how to take animal geographies into the future developing every day. One of 

the main arguments of the third and indeed second wave of animal geographies was; the lack of 

focus on animals. While this has been rectified in part, a lot of work is still heavily dominated by 

human narratives. Buller (2015) believes that ‘the most problematic future direction for animal 
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geographies is developing the methodologies that will allow us to move closer to the animals 

themselves as individual, subjective beings’ (p. 375). This would without a doubt be a vital turning 

point in animal geography, in order to actually develop a research practice that can solely place 

animals as the main subject would be miraculous achievement. However this is perhaps more of a 

long term future goal and at present would be a seemingly impossible task to undertake and perfect. 

There is also the problem of getting consent from animals as they cannot give it in the conventional 

sense of informing and signing a contract, they would still be ‘significantly unfree partners’ 

(Haraway, 2008, p. 73). So for the present although more is being done to acknowledge animals as 

‘subjective’ beings we still have to heavily rely on humans as a huge part of animal research. 

While Buller suggests a future direction in methodologies, others have suggested particular topics 

that have not yet been addressed academically. For example Collard and Gillespie (2015) suggested 

that there should be more of a focus on the differing and general use of animals in our everyday 

lives. An area that they highlight is work involving less charismatic creatures. They question what our 

responsibilities are to insects, scavengers and other animals deemed to be ‘pests’. These unloved 

others are ‘born exterminable and are subject to everyday violence’ (p. 210). They are often 

overlooked and disregarded but have roles that are deeply interwoven and mixed into human socio-

ecologies. If we call ourselves animal geographers and are determined to end the dualism between 

humans and animals, then surely we should be prepared to recognise the hierarchy that we force 

upon the animal world. Unloved others as a topic area for research becomes the obvious choice in 

which to explore this hierarchy, and indeed it is the area in which my dissertation is set in. After all 

to get the full extent of something one must look at the highest and lowest points of the spectrum. 

In this project unloved others will be represented through pigeons, uncovering how these 

‘unwanted’ birds fit into the spaces and places of a human world. 

 

1.4 Study Aims & Objectives 

The overriding research question of this project is to discover at what point pigeons stop being pests 

and start becoming pets, and if this has anything to do with space/place. In order to break down 

some of the bigger themes in this research question I have comprised some specific study aims. 

These are as follows:  

• To understand the relationship between pigeons and people  

• How does the use of spatial barriers placed on nature affect people’s views on pigeons 

• To demonstrate some of the neglect that pigeons and unwanted creatures face 
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2. Methodologies 

 

2.1 Chapter Introduction 

Methodologies tend to fall under two categories either quantitative or qualitative, the latter 

presents itself as more in depth personal research such as interviews and ethnography, whereas 

quantitative is considered more ‘scientific’ work with data sets from surveys and questionnaires 

(Kitchin, 2014). Qualitative approaches stemmed from arguments of the need to look at the world as 

‘an assemblage of competing social constructions, representations and performances (Limb and 

Dwyer, 2001, p. 25). This is oppose to the quantitative approach that has in the past, been criticised 

as lacking the values and meanings of what makes humans human (Cloke et al, 1991). While there 

was a rivalry when qualitative methods first emerged, both methods are now widely accepted to 

hold equal weight within most academic fields. Furthermore most academics agree that a mix 

between the two methods can produce the best variety of results, (Philip, 1998; Sui and DeLyser, 

2012; Sheppard, 2001) which is why this project has chosen to include both interviews and surveys.  

 

2.2 Questioning the Public 

While planning my research techniques it became apparent that I was working under the impression 

that most members of the public did not like pigeons, however I really had nothing to base this on. 

Perhaps it was the influence of media stories problematizing animals (Jerolmack, 2008); encouraging 

people not to feed them marking them as flying rats (Millar, 2018), or more recently stories about 

patients dying due to pigeon droppings (Riordan, 2019). In light of this I decided to conduct a simple 

survey of the general public trying to gauge opinions on pigeons. This was not only a good starting 

point for my research, but also fed into one of the main study aims of this project; trying to 

understand the relationship people have with pigeons. Questionnaires are probably the most basic 

and frequented research method, however they should not be underestimated. Alongside the fact 

that they are simple, quick and affective, they are also valuable for understanding complex 

behaviours and social interactions (McLafferty, 2010). Whilst creating my questionnaire there were a 

number of things I had to consider, one of which is how I wished to administer it. There are a 

number of ways to do this but face to face (going door to door or standing on a street corner), via 

the phone or online (Kitchin and Tate, 2000) are the most common ways. While each boasted pros 

and cons I decided to use the internet as it is extremely quick and can cover a wide geographical 

range and therefore gain more results, this was vital as I wanted to question the general public so 

the potential range of respondents was great. The wording of surveys can massively impact the 
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results, especially if the questions cannot be explained in person (Clifford et al, 2016), therefore it 

was important to decide the distribution before I actually wrote the questions. 

While surveys are simple to administer in this technological day and age they still have to be 

properly constructed. The questions were considered at great length not only for participants, but 

also for future use. In other words they were selected in order to be easily correlated with analysis 

techniques (Kitchin and Tate, 2000), that would hopefully produce some conclusive results. Another 

thing to consider after having created the questionnaire is to whom it should be administered to. 

While sometimes the design of the survey inevitably limits who can answer, my survey was open to 

anyone in the UK. Given the breadth of potential respondents and the way I wanted to administer 

the survey (online), it was not appropriate to use a stratified sample (dividing the population into 

subgroups and then choosing samples from each subgroup), or a systematic sample (choosing 

participants at regular intervals e.g every tenth person to walk by). While the negatives of random 

sampling have been identified as potential under-representation within subgroups (McLafferty, 

2000), this applies less to this questionnaire as I was more interested in the general public as one big 

group, therefore I felt it was acceptable to use a random sample. All of this careful planning turned 

into the survey shown in Figure 1, which demonstrates some of the 15 questions used. From this 399 

responses were received, the breakdown and analysis of which will be discussed further in the next 

chapter.  

 

 

 

Figure 1: a select few questions from the survey, for full survey see appendix A. 
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2.3 Entering Pigeon Worlds 

While surveys are good for gaining a general understanding of a large group, they can often be 

limiting in the sense that it puts people into categories that might not always be the best fit. 

Furthermore they do not allow participants to go into depth and can sometimes force answers that 

might not be true (Valentine, 2005a). Interviews are the complete opposite of this allowing the 

researcher to gain a greater depth of knowledge from an individual, or a particular group of people. 

Although interviews can produce extremely useful qualitative data, much like surveys their success 

relies on asking the right questions to the right people in the right way. While the aim of my 

questionnaire was to get an overall sense of the general public’s viewpoints, interviews at their very 

core are designed to be very specific and tailored to a particular person or group, therefore I decided 

to focus the interviews on pigeon racers/fanciers. Pigeon racing is a sport in which pigeons are taken 

to a new place set free and raced back to their homes, a sport that was widely practiced throughout 

the UK in the early 20th century but has since declined in popularity. The reason for selecting this 

group was partially down to the fact that there are hardly any other groups of people who are 

interested solely in pigeons, but primarily as their relationship with pigeons appeared to be a loving 

one, something that I thought would be a good juxtaposition with the publics relationship. Again 

similar to surveys there was a few elements to consider before conducting the interviews, firstly 

what kind of interview would best suit my research. Most interviews are conducted either through a 

semi-structured (pre decided question themes but with room to adapt/add more questions)or 

unstructured (wherever the conversation leads)  fashion (Valentine, 2005a), this is due to them 

allowing follow up questions, and their ability to gain more open responses in the participants own 

words (Clifford et al, 2016). I opted for semi-structured approach as my questions still had clear 

themes (useful for analysis), and it still gave participants some freedom to discuss other topics.  

In order to further my research I needed to write questions that would be able to illustrate my main 

research question and themes, (an example of an interview script displaying the full list of questions 

used can be found in appendix B). Much like my overall project aims I firstly wanted to find out what 

the relationship is like between pigeons and pigeon racers, and secondly what the difference is 

between common pigeons and racing pigeons. The questions were administered in two ways, via the 

phone and in person. In order to get contact with some potential participants I put a letter in the 

Royal Pigeon Racing Association’s magazine, which is one of the biggest pigeon racing 

organisations/club in the country. This gained interest with a number of willing participants 

contacting me in order to set up a telephone interview. The interviews that were conducted in 

person came from the Epsom pigeon racing fair. The fair comprised of mainly breeders selling 

pigeons (see figure 2), but with couple of extra stalls selling various pigeon related equipment, e.g. 
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feed, lofts etc. The same questions as the phone interviews were used, but with a few more relevant 

questions specific to breeders added. This is where another partial methodology emerged; field 

observations. Even though I set out only intending to conduct interviews it is hard in at an event, 

especially one in which I am not familiar, to not make observations (Laurier, 2010). Field 

observations rather like participant observations or ethnography provides an insight into 

communities and how they work from the inside (Cook, 2005). While these findings did not inform 

any real data gathering they gave me more of an understanding of pigeon racing. Before this I had 

only spoken to a few individuals over the phone, going to an actual event with hundreds of pigeon 

racers brought their world to life. It also enabled me to gain perspective on the general demographic 

of pigeon racers, and how they cared for their pigeons through the types of pigeon related stalls the 

fair had to offer (see figure 3). Knowing little about the sport previously/being an outsider allowed 

me to not be affected by researcher positionality, (inability to be objective due to social/cultural 

factors, or relationships made in field (Gregory et al, 2009)). While I did meet some very kind people 

from the racing community who were very welcoming and willing to talk to me, I am still an outsider 

I still feel able to comment and even criticise areas of it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On the left figure 2: pigeons awaiting ownership having been valued at various prices Source: Author. On the right figure 

3: one of the stands available at the fair selling pigeon feed with the ‘using only the finest ingredients’ Source: Aviform 
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2.4 Ethical Conduct 

As with all forms of research ethical conduct must be carefully considered. This is especially so when 

working with vulnerable groups like animals, who are often submitted to animal ethics that revolve 

around an assumed ‘disposable’ animal life (Collard, 2015). Indeed this whole research project 

considers actions of individuals/groups and whether they are ethical, therefore it would not only be 

morally wrong (Hay, 2010), but also hypocritical to judge others actions having not thought about 

my own. Ethics in research at its bare minimum can be thought of as not doing harm to the people 

or places involved in the research process (Phillips and Johns, 2012). However it is more complex 

than this in practice and while there is no universal rule for ethics, and not all moral dilemmas can be 

planed for (Valentine, 2005b), it is important to cover the basics to ease the participant if nothing 

else. I ensured I had informed consent prior to conducting my interviews by giving participants a 

short briefing on what my study was about, and what their part in it would be, I also included a 

longer de-briefing after the interview. The surveys took a similar style but instead of explaining my 

research in person I had to add a written briefing in at the start. As I did not have prior contact with 

the survey respondents this included my email address, in case they needed to ask any further 

questions. I also made it clear from the beginning to all participants that at any point up until the 

dissertation is submitted they may recoil their data, by simply emailing me (see appendix C for full 

ethics form). This is one of the most vital parts of research ethics as it gives participants a safety net, 

allowing them change their mind. Although with some research methodologies such as ethnography 

there is a need to be somewhat covert with participants as it leads to more natural findings (Cook, 

2005), I felt that there was no need to for this in my research. Therefore I was open with participants 

from the start, explaining why and what I was trying to find out. 
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3. Perceptions of Animal Belonging 

 

3.1 Chapter Introduction 

This chapter concerns the results of the survey that was carried out on the general public which 

consisted of 15 questions and gained a total of 399 responses, with the general demographic 

appearing to be females aged 20-30. The survey enquired about their views/opinions on pigeons, 

cruelty practices towards them, and lastly where they belong (see appendix A for full question list). 

The theme of belonging and cruelty was chosen as unloved creatures often go unrecognized or 

shunned into particular areas (Collard and Gillespie, 2015). However, all three themes were chosen 

as they closely reflected my research question and aims, the overriding research question being how 

opinions on pigeons change, and what it has to do (if anything) with place/space. 

 

3.2 Relationships with Animals 

This section looks at questions that covered basic opinions and relationships with pigeons and 

animals in general, this includes questions 1-4 and question 10. 

Figure 4 shows the breakdown for the answers gathered for question 3 ‘Do you like pigeons?’ This 

was one of the first questions asked as I wanted to know what peoples initial responses to pigeons 

were, without the rest of the questions altering it. While previously I had been working under the 

assumption that most people did not care for pigeons the results shown are extremely close. The 

majority of respondents have neutral feelings towards pigeons, followed by those who out right do 

not like them, and lastly those who do like them. Only five respondents answered with the other 

category opting to type more information into a dialog box. All of them said similar things suggesting 

that they were conflicted in their opinions on pigeons, three of them stating that they only like rural 

pigeons and not ‘feral’ ‘city’ pigeons. It is interesting that the top category here was neutral an 

undecided word, often selected when participants do not have strong feelings one way or another 

(McLafferty, 2003), so maybe respondents just do not care about pigeons enough to even give an 

opinion on them. Or as the respondents who selected other suggest perhaps it is more complicated 

than that, with them favouring ‘rural’ over ‘city’ pigeons and so felt conflicted by the question.  
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Whether the neutral participants were conflicted is not definitive but there is a definite divide 

between those who do like pigeons and those who do not, with the people who dislike them (31%), 

just edging in front of the people who like them (30%). This question showed surprising results not 

only because so many participants did not have an opinion on them, but also how close the dislike 

and like results were. It could potentially be explained by the results of questions 1 ‘do you have a 

pet?’ and 2 ‘would you consider yourself an ‘animal’ person?’ With the majority of respondents 

either having or have owned a pet (87%) and even more claiming to be an ‘animal’ person (88%). 

Considering yourself an animal person in theory means you should like all animals, however this is 

rarely the case with humanity being drawn to aesthetically pleasing animals that are ‘cute’ or 

‘cuddly’ (Lorimer, 2007). This could explain why participants were neutral/unsure about pigeons as 

they are not the usual animal you would call cute or want to own, something that is explored in the 

next question.  

Considering that the majority of respondents reacted negatively/neutrally to actually liking pigeons 

then surely they would not want them as pets. However the data to question 4 ‘would you have a 

pigeon as a pet?’ shows that 77% of participants answered maybe, and once again the split between 

yes and no is similar, with both coming out as 11%. A confusing result when compared to question 3 

however it can be tied to this familiar idea of dualism between humans and animals, with humanity 

affirming themselves superior and as a result wanting to own animals. One of the first ways in which 

animals were kept as pets for human enjoyment was in menageries and zoos. Anderson (1995) 

looked at how nature is presented at Adelaide zoo suggesting that figure heads for zoos act like state 

pets. Anderson goes on to suggest that zoos became a place where the animal/human divide was 

Neutral
38%

No
31%

Yes
30%

Other
1%

DO YOU LIKE PIGEONS?

Figure 4: question 3 results 

showing an almost even split 

between the three main 

categories. 
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really cultivated, and popularized the idea of humans mastery over nature. Furthermore the zoo was 

a place to further the ‘quest for regulation and control over those whose difference was in some way 

threatening’ (p. 292). This is perhaps where the fear of free animals has developed, when you are a 

child you are brought to a zoo to look at ‘wild’ animals, behind bars. You are taught that this is 

normal, that the only ways humans can live peacefully with animals is to lock them up or 

domesticate them. So the idea of pigeons left to their own devices wreaking havoc in urban spaces is 

a nightmare, but as pets under human control they become more acceptable. 

 

3.3 Everyday Cruelty 

This section reflects my project aim of demonstrating the neglect and violence that pigeons face by 

looking at the theme of cruelty. More specifically how it manifests itself sometimes in every day 

actions by people who a lot of the time do not realise or care, here questions 7 and 12 will be 

considered. 

Question 12 is perhaps the most obvious question to start with when looking at relationships of 

cruelty, shown in figure 5; ‘have you ever seen someone or have been yourself aggressive to a 

pigeon?’ This aggression included kicking them, running at them or throwing things at them, 77% of 

respondents said that they had witnessed or committed these aggressive acts. A number of 

respondents who selected the other category tried to justify this aggression by stating that they 

were only children when running at pigeons, that it was only playful and a bit of fun rather than a 

violent act. However one person wrote a truly horrifying account of seeing someone in the middle of 

a busy town stand on a pigeon’s neck killing it. It seems that it is just common place amongst 

unwanted creatures to be exposed to violence. Violence and even the killing of animals ‘reflects 

human power over animals at its most extreme and yet also at its most commonplace’ (Ginn et al, 

2014, p. 119). It is not just unwanted creatures who are prone to receiving violence, any animal who 

unfortunately happens to come into contact with humans is at risk of abuse, even our most 

treasured pets. 

Bisgould (2008) writes of a famous animal cruelty case in Canada which involved some truly horrific 

and graphic torture of a cat (Kensington) by three males. The way the authorities dealt with this was 

to administer two charges; one of animal cruelty and one of mischief. Animal cruelty is an offence 

against the animal itself however mischief is a property offense. The idea here is that the crime had 

been committed against the family that lost their cat, this again reiterates the ownership and 

objectification of animals. Even with the animal cruelty charge the court had to decide ‘whether the 

suffering inflicted on the animal was ‘unnecessary’, meaning that some pain and suffering is 
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necessary and perfectly fine’ (p. 261). Bisgould goes on to further explore this claim by looking at the 

treatment of animals who are used for or turned into products. He states that these animals rarely 

have names like ‘Kensington’ they instead have numbers because we are afraid of confronting their 

individuality, to do so would acknowledge the pain that is inflicted upon them. They cannot be given 

names as otherwise we would not be able to burn, starve, electrocute, trap, shoot or eat them. The 

fact that the majority of respondents had witnessed or been violent towards pigeons demonstrates 

this, they do not have names they are not owned by people, therefore it is acceptable to treat them 

badly without feeling guilty or risk of prosecution.   

 

While researching pigeon and people relationships I came across a number of news articles about 

towns and certain places around Britain who banned the feeding of pigeons. I found this interesting 

as a preventative/controlling numbers method, the idea being that if their food source was taken 

away they would look elsewhere for food. According to a BBC news article (2018) one particular 

town in Havant, Waterlooville even started issuing £80 fines if anyone was caught feeding them 

under a ‘public space protection order’. Signs were placed around the town reading ‘help keep the 

borough clean healthy for everyone to enjoy’ everyone obviously not including the pigeons. It is not 

just towns but also particular spaces that are being deemed ‘no pigeon zones’ figure 6 shows 

pictures taken around London’s Marble Arch, a favoured tourist spot. The man featured in the photo 

to the right clearly not bothered by the wishes of the council, this highlights perfectly the struggle 

No
21%

Yes
77%

Other 
2%

HAVE YOU EVER SEEN SOMEONE OR HAVE BEEN 
YOURSELF AGGRESSIVE TOWARDS A PIGEON?

Figure 5: question 12 this aggression 

was defined as kicking, running at or 

throwing things at pigeons. 

Respondents who put other stated 

that they were surprised that 

running at them would be 

considered a violent act.  
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local authorities have with this so called ‘problem’. For all our faults with the treatment of pigeons 

that have been identified thus far, it seems people do seem to enjoy feeding them. Therefore I put 

the question of banning pigeon feeding to my participants in question 7. Only 21% of the 

respondents disagreed with the banning, 19% neither agreed nor disagreed and 59% agreed 

supporting the ban. A couple of respondents who selected the other category suggested that they 

did not wish for pigeons to depend on humans feeding them, becoming unable to find their own 

food sources. While this question is listed under the theme of cruelty this suggests that it is not a 

malicious exclusionary practice, but in some way there is an element of kindness underlying all this. 

However this is not always the case and often pigeons are discouraged from certain areas, as 

demonstrated in the next section. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.4 Pigeon Spaces? 

The last section of this chapter focuses on the idea of spaces/places and belonging, pigeons are 

found almost everywhere in urban settings but where do people think they should live? Questions 5 

and 9 and will be considered here. 

Questions 5 ‘where do you think pigeons belong’ and 9 ‘do you think that there are too many 

pigeons in…’ mirror each other, as they both ask participants to place/take pigeons away from a 

particular area. Figure 7 shows the results of question 5. As previously briefly touched upon humans 

Figure 6: to the left the sign asking people not to feed pigeons, as ‘their droppings cause damage to the 

monument and cause a slipping hazard’. To the right one man feeding hundreds of pigeons under the arch. 
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like to put everything in a place, the spatial ordering of animals in urban and rural places is a way in 

which this is achieved. Griffiths et al (2000) touch upon this while looking at feral cats in the city, 

they remark on those animals that dare to ‘transgress the boundary between civilisation and nature’ 

(p. 60). These animals are commonly objected to and even despised, animals such as cockroaches 

and rats which ‘invade’ public and private urban spaces, emerging from where they ‘belong’ out of 

sight below civilised urban life. The fear of maintaining this boundary is dealt with via the use of 

exterminators and environmental health officers. However these ideas about which animals belong 

and do not belong in urban spaces results in conflicting relationships with different ‘types’ of the 

same animal, for example urban pigeons and rural pigeons. This is reflected in question 5, which was 

a more open question allowing respondents to select as many areas as they saw fit. There are clearly 

mixed opinions on where pigeons should be, the two most interesting categories here (countryside 

and parks) scoring the same. The countryside usually being a place of little human population, 

keeping in line with Griffiths el al’s suggestion of people wanting to maintain the civilisation/nature 

divide. However the explanation of results indicating pigeons should belong in parks is less obvious. 

Whilst parks pertain to urban spaces they are supposed to replicate natural/rural areas (Byrne and 

Wolch, 2009), this demonstrates exactly the confused relationship with not only pigeons but with 

the nature/civilisation divide. It could be explained with Hinchliffee and Whatmore’s (2006) idea of 

living cities. They make it apparent that while the city is thought of as a human space there are many 

other forms of life that thrive there, in Birmingham there are Peregrines, pigeons and even otters 

choosing the city as their home. These non-humans do not just simply exist in cities ‘precariously 

clinging to the towers and edifices of modernity’ (p. 127), but they help shape and are shaped by 

urban relations. This is supported by the majority of respondents believing that pigeons belong 

everywhere and anywhere they want and or thrive in. Perhaps people are beginning to realise this; 

we cannot disregard or pick and choose the nature we want to share our urban areas with, instead 

we must accept that nature is a part of urban life. While this sentiment is repeated in part by figures 

9’s results it is not fully accepted in every aspect of urban life yet. 

Figure 8 shows the results for question 9, with 37% of respondents stating that they think pigeon 

numbers are fine as they are. The answers to question 5 suggested that while respondents were 

conflicted about where pigeons should be, the majority of them felt they should belong anywhere, 

even in urban spaces like parks. However figure 8 shows that while the majority of respondents still 

agree that they do not mind pigeons being in parks, just under half the respondents think there are 

too many in urban spaces in general. Although parks are typically in urban spaces where a great deal 

of the population live they are public spaces, and not ones that people frequent on a day to day 

basis. There is also an expectation of having to share that space with nature as they are semi-natural 
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spaces (Byrne and Wolch, 2009). Whereas town/city centres, streets, cafes and domestic home 

spaces are areas that people value and feel are their own, and do not necessarily want to share.  

 

Scott et al (2016) write about nimbyism (not in my back yard) in the Ku-ring-gai community in 

Sydney, Australia. When they asked residents why they moved to this area most people remarked 

on the bushland setting, wanting to live amongst nature in green suburbs. However the council 

spends the majority of its time filtering through complaints from residents about the very reason 

they moved there, nature. In particular complaints about flying foxes, a type of bat common to 

costal lowlands and metropolitan areas such as Sydney. Residents in Ku-ring-gai describe living near 

the bats as a living hell as they are noisy and produce odours. A number of the strategies proposed 

to deal with the issue involved encouraging the bats to move elsewhere using noises, pruning of 

vegetation and even removal of trees (where the bats habituate), dispersing them ideally to areas 

isolated from urban settlements. These management strategies demonstrate the juxtaposition of 

the residents who want to live amongst nature but only on their terms. This too is the case in figures 

7 and 8, respondents appear to not mind where pigeons go/belong even welcoming them into parks, 

but they still do not want them in their ‘own’ private and public spaces. Making it apparent that the 

nature/civilisation divide is still a clear issue and one that people have a complicated relationship 

with. 

Dead/ Nowhere
2% Urban Areas

13%

Rural Areas
15%

Parks
20%

Countryside
20%

Everywhere
30%

WHERE DO YOU THINK PIGEONS BELONG?

Figure 7: results to question 5 show 

a conflicting and non-universal view 

on the belonging of pigeons. The 

other section here turned into 

dead/nowhere as participants who 

selected other all stated this as their 

views.  
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3.5 Chapter Summary 

One of the main themes that comes up time and time again in this chapter is the power relations 

between humans and animals, and how it manifests itself in this social construction of a 

civilisation/nature divide which in some cases creates a physical spatial barrier. At the beginning of 

this chapter general opinions and relationships between people and animals as well as just pigeons 

were looked at. When asked if they would have pigeons as pets the vast majority of respondents 

said they would consider it, an interesting result considering only a third of participants said that 

they actually liked pigeons. This was thought to be down to the human/animal dualism placed into 

the heads of children with trips to the zoo, a historical display of human mastery over nature. These 

power relations are learnt at a young age, which is reflected in the results of the question regarding 

aggression towards pigeons; respondents said that they had been aggressive towards pigeons, but 

only as children. For the rest of the respondents violence towards pigeons was acceptable as they 

are not owned by people, and crucially they remain nameless and anonymous. These notions of 

humans being superior over animals result in attempts to physically exclude pigeons from particular 

areas. The ban on feeding them came at various successes with people choosing to completely 

ignore it, although when put to respondents the majority agreed with the ban and felt that there 

were too many pigeons in urban areas in general. However these results conflicted with previous 

questions, with respondents agreeing that pigeons belong everywhere and should not be confined 

to one particular region. This suggested that there is a nimbyist attitude to where pigeons belong, in 

Urban Areas
48%

Rural Areas
4%

Parks
7%

The 
Countryside

2%

Pigeon 
Numbers Are 

Fine
37%

Other
2%

DO YOU THINK THERE ARE TOO MANY 
PIGEONS IN:

Figure 8: results for question 9 

showing the main divide in opinion, 

with the majority of respondents 

thinking that there are too many 

pigeons in urban spaces. 
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that they are allowed to be anywhere but just not in urban spaces where people live. Overall it is 

clear that there is a very complex and often confused relationship with the general public and 

pigeons. This is especially present with notions of the divide between ‘feral’ ‘city’ pigeons, and 

pigeons who could be potentially turned into pets, a theme the next chapter explores further.  
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4. Racing Pigeons: the Superior Bird? 

 

4.1 Chapter Introduction 

In the previous chapter relationships between the public and pigeons were considered, in general 

people seemed to either not really care or feel impartial towards pigeons, so what about people 

who not only love pigeons but spend most of their time with them? This chapter will look at pigeon 

racers, a sport that involves much more than just the racing but also the looking after and training of 

them. As an outsider to this world I managed to gain contacts with racers through a national racing 

club called The Royal Pigeon Racing Association. I also attended a pigeon fair where I conducted 

interviews with both racers and breeders, this lead to a combination of 14 interviews from both 

sources (a sample of a full-length script and questions used can be found in appendix B), for the sake 

of confidentiality, I have given all participants pseudonyms. All interview scripts were coded in order 

to find overlapping opinions/themes, with some emerging more prominent than others. The main 

themes identified here were the sentimentality (or lack of) towards the pigeons and, the hierarchy 

between common pigeons and racing pigeons. These themes again address the primary research 

question of space/place having anything to do with human relationships with the birds.  

 

4.2 Sentimentality  

A theme that emerged from participants was compassion and attachment to the birds themselves, 

which is what this section will explore considering answers from various participants and various 

questions that highlighted this theme.  

Pets are often given titles like ‘man’s best friend’ and ‘part of the family’ and for the majority of 

pigeon racers pigeons are no different to any other domesticated pet. As Jake states:  

‘The bond between pigeon and pigeon fancier is equally important as good diet and exercise … every 

pigeon has a different personality and getting to know your birds as individuals is key to successful 

racing.’ Fletcher and Platt (2018) conducted research with dog walkers investigating the relationship 

between the dogs and owners, as well as their experiences on the walk itself. A number of their 

participants suggested that during the walk they endeavoured to ‘listen’ to the dog, with the length, 

place and timing all being decided by the dog. They suggested that the practice of humans listening 

to ‘their’ animals ‘ensures an ethical praxis of co-belonging which can be developed and sustained 

through leisure activities’ (p. 225). The theme of family is one that came up time and time again with 

participants, not just pigeons being a part of the family but also shaping family life. One participant 
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who not only raced pigeons but also owned a stud showed me pictures of her family caring for the 

pigeons, this was a common feature in the advertisements of studs (see figure 9). Along with getting 

their own children involved many participants when asked how they got involved in racing, 

identified a family member either introducing them to the sport or encouraging them with it. This 

was usually grandfathers/fathers who had reared pigeons and so the participant had grown up with 

pigeons. This expression of pets being considered as family challenges classic non-human/human 

binaries, they are representative of the highest human regard and are close to us both physically and 

emotionally (Ferguson, 2004). However as Tuan (1984) points out the relationship between 

dominance and affection, they are both intrinsically linked, while we might love our pets and give 

them luxurious lives they are still ranked below us. 

This divide in owner/pet was not lost on all participants, one even taking it further retaining the view 

that while you could have attachments to them they are not pets.  

‘I do enjoy it when pigeons come up to me and sit on my shoulder … but as far as calling them pets 

go, they are athletes, champions and they don’t live in the house’. Robert was one of the few who 

never had a family member introduce them into the sport and rearing of pigeons. He instead 

stumbled upon stray baby pigeons that had appeared to have fallen from its nest, took them home 

and built a makeshift loft. This potentially shows those who had a family member and were exposed 

to the caring of pigeons throughout their lives connected with them on an emotional level more. 

Indeed as previously stated in the last chapter as children we learn that everything has a place in the 

world, with animals needing to be tamed or domesticated. So for Robert if he had no one to 

demonstrate pigeons as pets he would not necessarily see them as anything more either (Tipper, 

2011). 

Whether pigeons were seen as pets or not there was one thing that every participant agreed on: 

that their pigeons were first and foremost athletes (as suggested by Robert). This was apparent with 

participants mentioning the training of them and of course openly referring to them as such. This 

relationship is relatively unexplored in literature, with plenty of research on pet geographies, and 

various other human-animal relationships, but none as yet on a coach/athlete dynamic. This 

presents itself as a new and exciting way of considering human/animal relationships, it is not quite 

the loving and doting relationship between owner and pet (Nast, 2006), nor is it the fully dominating 

and sometimes violent relationship between humans and most animals (Anderson, 1997), indeed it 

is somewhere in the middle. Athlete as a title commands respect and as such the pigeons are given 

everything they could possibly want in order to perform at their best.  
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In terms of pets or animals owned by humans an indication of their status is whether they are 

‘allowed’ to live in the house or not. It is considered a privilege, a sign of human affection and often 

a need by humans of companionship (Burton and Collins, 2015), for the animal to live inside. Seeing 

animals (especially ones considered pets) being kept outside often promotes notions of neglect or a 

sign that the animal is not that loved. Putting this into perspective house pets often are not free, 

they do not have access to the same space as us, often being purposely excluded from particular 

rooms or whole areas of the house (Fox, 2006). While animals such as cats sometimes have access to 

outside spaces (via cat flaps allowing them to come and go as they please), often other pets have 

limited or no access to outside spaces, let alone access when they actually want to. With dogs being 

confined to the home until humans instigate a walk (Fletcher and Platt, 2018). However racing 

pigeons are not only free to come and go (once they are fully trained), but they also have their own 

designated outside space. ‘[They] spend most of the year in a large open aviary living as they please 

with regular access to a fresh bath and the best quality food … [breeding birds] are kept in a purpose 

built wooden pigeon loft, each pair has a large open fronted box within the loft that they call home 

they come and go from this box and will vigorously defend this space.’ Many participants referred to 

their lofts as the pigeon’s home, and it is apparent from Jake’s testimony here that the pigeons feel 

the same with how ‘vigorously’ they defend that space. This is another contrast with a house pet 

who rarely gets a space or area of the house to themselves, usually having to settle for a bed of their 

own at most (Tuan, 1984). This demonstrates the complexity of the relationship between racer and 

bird, they are more than just pets that co-habituate with humans in shared spaces which were never 

Figure 9: one of the breeders at the fair (who I did not interview), the family who owns the loft in the 

centre of the photo with some of their pigeons flying free around them. Source: Tumley Lofts Stud  
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really designed for them. Instead they are viewed as athletes and as such demand their own 

spaces/homes and the freedom that comes with this. 

 

4.3 Street vs Racer 

In the last chapter there were a few references to the distinction between different types of pigeons, 

with some respondents stating that they preferred ‘rural’ pigeons as opposed to ‘city’ pigeons. It 

seems odd to make a distinction between species based on where they live, however the difference 

between racing pigeons and the common ‘feral’ pigeon was a strong theme amongst interviewees. 

When specifically asked about the difference between common pigeons and racing pigeons, many 

participants suggested that there is a genetic and physical difference between them. There is a 

general consensus that racing birds are cleaner and nicer simply because they are looked after by 

humans. A couple of participants explained that while common pigeons and racing pigeons 

descended from the dove they evolved and adapted to their own environments differently. Liam got 

involved with the sport through keeping common or as he refers to them ‘feral’ pigeons, having 

always loved pigeons he used to catch them himself using a bin and a piece of string. 

‘It’s kind of like having a race horse and a cart horse, when I had my ferals I weren’t competing with 

them, when I got into proper competitions I moved on and got some proper racing pigeons.’ 

Liam loves every kind of pigeon for what they are, and not just racing pigeons because they are 

cleaner and come from better bloodlines. However he still draws a clear distinction between the 

two, suggesting that common pigeons are inferior and would not race as well because they are not 

‘proper’ racing pigeons. One participant who did not conform to this narrative was Charles with one 

simple point; that he could get common pigeons, train them and they would race.  

‘The homing instinct is present within all pigeons, I think people in our world just get a bit caught up 

with the status of champion birds, but all pigeons could do it.’ 

While participants made a point to distinguish between the two types of pigeons, when asked what 

they thought about the term ‘rats of the sky’ (the same term used for survey respondents), the 

majority of participants did not give negative views towards common pigeons. The majority of 

participants jumped to defend pigeons, half the participants even did so without defining a 

separation in the types of birds. ‘That title is a disgrace as any pigeon will bathe everyday if they 

have water nearby … the explosion of ferals are manmade, we leave our food all over the streets … 

then mankind claim these creatures are pests, we always blame rather than cure our own problems.’ 

While Terry does mention ‘ferals’ he does so in a positive way, suggesting that humanity is the only 

species that have a problem with ferals and so deem them pests. On the other side of the spectrum 
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Jake stated that this title does apply to common pigeons who are a real issue in cities, he also 

remarked that he wished more people would distinguish between the two types of pigeon.    

This distinction and ranking between different types of pigeons perhaps sounds odd to the average 

person who only experiences the common pigeon, however it can be likened to stray dogs vs pet 

dogs. But even the difference between strays and pets is an odd phenomenon and something that is 

solely based on human choice and cosmology (Griffiths et al, 2000). If looking back on human history 

many animals and their status within society have changed, at one point there was a view of dogs as 

filthy scavengers and a belief that bees were on par with humans (Thomas, 1996). Furthermore the 

first pigeon that was ever trained to race had no heritage or good blood line, it was simply just a 

pigeon one that would be considered a ‘feral’ by today’s standard. It again comes down to humans 

having control over animals and the rearing/breeding of them, the only reason racing pigeons are so 

revered are because humans have decided to help natural selection along. This means that they are 

only considered superior or more valid than common pigeons because of human involvement, 

rather than actual physical differences between the birds. 

 

4.4 Chapter Summary 

Even though there is a love of (some types of) pigeons for pigeon racers, the relationship with them 

is not any less complicated than with the general public and common pigeons. A strong theme of 

family and pigeon racers was identified, whether this was through their introduction of pigeon 

racing by a family member, or a consideration of pigeons as their family. It was then theorized that 

an introduction to pigeons via a family member was needed in order to consider pigeons as pets. 

Other people put animals into categories, e.g. dogs and cats are pets and pigeons are not unless 

someone shows you otherwise. While pets have been largely researched within animal geographies 

narratives, a new relationship was discovered as a coach and athlete dynamic. This relationship had 

more respect than the pet/owner relationship, though the pets are still loved and given some 

respect (letting them choose where they go on a walk etc.), they are still largely dominated by 

humans. Respect is given to pigeons in the form of their own designated space/home, instead of 

having to co-habituate with humans receiving little to none of their own space. While racing birds 

are ranked higher than normal pets the common bird or ‘ferals’ as participants referred to them as, 

are considered worse than or likened to strays. The hierarchy between the two types of pigeon was 

very much apparent, although most participants did defend pigeons as whole from being called 

vermin and rats of the sky, they all still put a barrier between the two birds. This barrier was created 

by and reinforced by humans, with racing birds only considered superior as humans were involved in 
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making them into what they are. Similar to pets being superior to strays, racing birds were then 

invited into urban/domestic spaces and allowed to stay as they were being looked after by humans, 

which enabled and justified the spatial and social divide between racing and common pigeons. This 

once again shows the complex relationship between people and these birds, with pigeon racers 

creating new relationships of respect, whilst simultaneously performing exclusivity practices towards 

pigeons they deem not ‘good enough’. 
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5. Conclusions 

 

5.1 Doomed to be Pests 

This dissertation has offered a glimpse into how pigeons are seen and experienced through the eyes 

of the public, and pigeon racers. The research question of this project was to understand at what 

point pigeons stop being pests and start being pets, and if this has anything to do with space and 

place. In order to find out when human relationships with pigeons change I first considered how 

those relationships developed. While there was a number of mixed and often conflicting views on 

pigeons, it was clear that pigeons are considered pests when they invade public urban space. Often 

unwanted nature is only unwanted because we put such an emphasis on the difference between 

urban and rural areas, and which species should belong where. There was an inherent nimbyist 

attitude about where pigeons belong, with many survey respondents stating that they think pigeons 

belong everywhere even in urban spaces like parks. However this conflicted with opinions on where 

there are too many pigeons with just under half the respondents stating that there were too many in 

urban spaces. In other words pigeons are free to go where they wish so long as they do not come 

into urban spaces that humans frequent. This was more even more evident with measures taken by 

councils banning the feeding of pigeons, and thus physically excluding them from town centres and 

other urban areas. While spatial exclusions keep pigeons as pests, it was also thought that general 

opinion of them stopped them from being more widely considered as pets. All bar one of the pigeon 

racers interviewed were shown the sport at a young age by a member of family, so the view of 

pigeons as pets was never one that they questioned. Whereas only a third of survey respondents 

said that they liked pigeons and the majority would only consider having one as a pet. This was 

perhaps due to the idea that a pigeon being a pet is a slightly alien one as presumably they did not 

grow up with pigeons as pets, (although this could be something for future research to look into). 

Society decides where animals do and not belong; cats and dogs are pets and when they are not 

owned they are deemed strays not pests. Pigeons are not usually pets and so when they are not 

owned they are deemed pests, and as such are often subjected to violence.  

On the other end of the spectrum pigeons as pets was examined through racing pigeons, who are 

treated like they are part of the family and given everything they could possibly desire. Not only 

were pigeons considered pets but they were more than that with participants regularly referring to 

their pigeons as athletes. One of the key differences from the pet/owner relationship was the 

increased amount of respect that pigeons received, this was evident through their lofts. The lofts 

were seen as the pigeons home and own space not only by the pigeon racers, but also by the 
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pigeons themselves as they fought to defend it. This compared to pets who only receive a bed at 

best to call their own, and are expected to share the house but never own any part of it. While 

racing pigeons are treated better than pets, common pigeons do not receive the same status. The 

majority of participants made a clear distinction between the two suggesting that they were not only 

physically different in looks but also genetically different, the racing pigeon having evolved more 

superior. The separation between the two types of pigeons was facilitated by humans and for 

humans. Although racing pigeons are considerably freer than household pets, they still were 

dominated and domesticated by humans in order for them to fit into human urban spaces. This then 

raises the question can common birds become pets? With respondents being unsure about having 

them as pets and councils determined to drive them out of urban areas. It seems then that the only 

way in which pigeons can be allowed in urban spaces without being deemed pests is to become pets, 

being significantly changed and dominated by humans. However as animal geographers we should 

challenge this, we should not stigmatise, categorise or disregard any animals, nor exclude or be 

violent towards them. We should embrace not only pigeons but all unwanted and awkward 

creatures, and not just the better versions of them.  

 

5.2 Reflections and Future Directions 

One of the aims that this project did not convey enough was the portrayal of the different forms of 

violence pigeons experience on an everyday basis. The methods that were used did not really lend 

themselves to uncovering this, as mentioned in my methodologies one of the negatives of using 

surveys is that people can simply be dishonest, and find it easier to do so when the researcher is not 

present. The question that was asked about violence was potentially too vague as it combined two 

categories together; those who have seen and those who have been aggressive. It would have been 

better to separate the two, but even then people could still lie/withhold information, so perhaps a 

different method could have been utilised. For example ethnography would have been a good way 

to not only get a truthful account of the violence pigeons are subject to, but also to gain more of an 

understanding into their lived experience without the need to heavily rely on human experiences. 

Again within the content of cruelty this dissertation could have been more critical of pigeon racing, 

while participants claimed it was not an issue all sport including animals is somewhat questionable, 

however this presents itself as an opportunity for future works to explore. 

In terms of geographical knowledge previously highlighted in the literature review, this project has 

made it clear how complex and important human-animal relationships are, a theme that was heavily 

present in Philo and Wilbert’s ‘Animal Spaces Beastly Places’ (2000). While I have tried to centralise 
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pigeons as best I can, considering their experiences and treatment I have had to do so through 

primarily human narratives. Meaning that this project could never be anything more than primarily 

human opinion and experience. However I did bring unwanted nature into light as Collard and 

Gillespie (2015) called for, considering pigeons in our everyday lives and what our responsibilities to 

them are. The outcome of this project suggested that pigeons can only become pets if they are 

significantly changed, and our responsibility to them is that this should be challenged. We should 

embrace all kinds of animals regardless of which spaces they choose to live in urban or otherwise.  

For future research methods there are cries from every animal geographer to centralise animals and 

give them a voice and I am not one to disagree. This is not to say that human opinion and experience 

should be completely set aside, (as this project has suggested, the importance of this is great), but 

that studies should be more equal in the experiences that are considered. Perhaps once again an 

ethnographic approach would be able to uncover, or at the very least be a good starting point in 

uncovering the ways in which animals feel about human interactions. As animals cannot verbally 

communicate with humans it raises the question of how they might give consent, let alone informed 

consent. This appears to be a great challenge, and one that, if accomplished geographers have 

suggested will be the next wave of animal geographies (Buller, 2015). In terms of research Green and 

Ginn (2014) have written about the idea of vulnerability experienced through radical beekeepers, 

who decide not to wear protective clothing when working with bees. They put emphasis on humans 

needing to become less uncomfortable with vulnerability, in order to ensure ethical practice with 

animals. This takes ideas from this dissertation further by exploring the concept of giving power back 

to animals, and therefore softening hierarchical notions of human’s mastery over nature. Lastly 

more attention needs to be given to the theme of unwanted nature, while there is little academic 

work on just pigeons they are not alone in this category. What about other nonhumans who dare 

enter urban spaces; foxes, squirrels, rats, and other numerous insects who are killed in order to 

reaffirm the civilisation/nature divide, keeping humans content and their spaces defended. This 

project merely scratched the surface of what could be achieved, understood and what is owed to 

the world of unwanted creatures.  
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Appendix A: Full List of Survey Questions 

1. Do you have a pet? 

Yes, No, Used to but not anymore, Other (please state below) 

 

2. Would you consider yourself to be an ‘animal’ person? 

Yes, No 

 

3. Do you like pigeons? 

Yes, No, Neutral, Other (please state below) 

 

4. Would you ever consider having a pigeon as a pet? 

Yes, No, Maybe, I already do, Other (please state below) 

 

5. Where do you think pigeons belong? 

City centres/urban areas, Rural areas, Parks, The countryside (away from people), 

Everywhere, Elsewhere (please state below) 

 

6. Do you think that pigeons are part of London’s heritage/history E.g. in Trafalgar Square 

Strongly agree, Agree, Neither agree nor disagree, Disagree, Strongly disagree, Other (please 

state below) 

 

7. Do you agree with towns banning the feeding of pigeons? (They are banned primarily for 

their defecating) 

Strongly agree, Agree, Neither agree nor disagree, Disagree, Strongly disagree, Other (please 

state below) 
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8. Do you think pigeon racing is a cruel sport? 

Strongly agree, Agree, Neither agree nor disagree, Disagree, Strongly disagree, Never heard 

of it, Don’t know enough to comment, Other (please state below) 

 

9. Do you think that there are too many pigeons in: (please tick all that apply) 

City centres/urban areas, Rural areas, Parks, The countryside (away from people), Pigeon 

numbers are fine as they are, Elsewhere (please state below) 

 

10. Do you agree with any of these statements: (please tick all that apply) 

‘Pigeons are dirty’ ‘Pigeons carry diseases’ ‘Pigeons are rats of the sky’ Disagree with all 

 

11. Do you think pigeons should have their own space/home? 

Strongly agree, Agree, Neither agree nor disagree, Disagree, Strongly disagree, Other (please 

state below) 

 

12. Have you ever seen someone or have been yourself aggressive towards a pigeon? (This 

includes kicking them, running at them, throwing things at them) 

Yes, No, Other (please state below) 

 

13. Do you think it’s our responsibility (as human beings) to control pigeon numbers? 

Strongly agree, Agree, Neither agree nor disagree, Disagree, Strongly disagree, Other (please 

state below) 

 

14. What is your gender? 

Female, Male, Prefer not to say, Other (please state below) 

 

15. What is your age? 

20 or under, 21-30, 31-40, 41-50, 51-60, 61-70, 71+ 
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Appendix B: Pigeon Racer Interview Script 

Participant 2: Jake 

1. How long have you been pigeon racing for? 

I started racing pigeon when I was 10 years old, so 35 years now ... I have had a few breaks 

due to work commitments and family. 

 

2. How did you first get involved in this hobby? 

I first got involved with pigeons through my grandfather, he had a small holding type set up 

at the back of his haulage yard … he had  a keen interest in horses as a result of his days 

working with them as a stable lad when he was younger. Alongside the horses were sheep, 

goats and all sorts of birds and fowl, he had white pigeons that roosted in the top of the 

stables and were there … they pecked around all day and cleared up all the spilt grain and 

other animal feed to avoid vermin such as rats and mice. They were very effective at this job 

and thrived … eventually there were around fifty floating around the yard, and from time to 

time a racing pigeon would drop in for a day or so to eat, drink and have a rest. My 

grandfather told me that some of these racing birds flew massive distances from the south 

of France or northern Scotland, after seeing a few drop in and then disappear for home I 

became totally fascinated ... every time I visited the only thing I wanted [was] to catch a 

glimpse of was one of those amazingly brave little birds that carried rings on their legs. 

Eventually I convinced my parents to allow me to have some pigeons of my own at home, so 

my other grandad, who was a fantastic joiner set about building me my first pigeon loft at 

the bottom of my garden. My grandfather knew a fellow haulier who also happened to be a 

pigeon fancier in the local town so we paid him a visit. This was my first experience of a real 

pigeon set up ... it was amazing. I soon learned that John was a man at the top of the pigeon 

sport … no expense was spared here the lofts were immaculate with fans mounted in the 

ceiling I couldn’t see a dropping anywhere. There were separate sections for breeding and 

racing it was totally amazing. John had a full time loft manager who looked after these birds 

with him so they had constant care and attention ... this was why he was at the top of the 

game … I realised he loved these birds like children … from the day of that visit I was hooked, 

the pigeon bug has had me in its grasp ever since.  

So did John show you the ropes to pigeon racing? 

Yeah, and he provided me with a few birds to get started and some of his … unwanted 

equipment, He also helped me to join the local club so I could get started racing my own 
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pigeons. I still see john from time to time actually … although he has retired from the sport 

he is still regarded as one of the greats in my area.  

 

3. How many pigeons do you own?  

Currently I keep 8 pairs of stock pigeons  

Where do you keep them? 

Well they spend most of the year in a large open aviary living as they please with access to a 

afresh bath regularly and the best quality food. These are moved indoors to breed for three 

months in late winter early spring. These birds are solely responsible for breeding my race 

birds and are made up of my own retired multiple winning pigeons or pigeons that I have 

purchased from winning lines. 

So do you have birds that you actually race? 

Oh yeah ... my race team consist of 7 old cock birds and 7 old hens … um old means over one 

year old. These ones are kept in a purpose built wooden pigeon loft, each pair has a large 

open fronted box within the loft that they call home they come and go from this box and will 

vigorously defend this space. They eat sleep and raise a family in this box every year, this is 

the reason they home as they build up a love of their home perch and want to fly back you 

see. … Each year I breed 30 youngsters, these are the future race team that live in a separate 

wooden loft and as they find there way around they too build up a closeness to the home 

and surroundings ... this is the foundations of their education.  

 

4. Do you think pigeons are the best bird for this sport? 

I haven’t really considered using another species ... Racing pigeons is just that. 

 

5. Do you have or had a favourite pigeon? 

I have had and currently do have several favourites, this is largely due to the fact that each 

pigeon has a completely different personality. Apart from the correct training exercise and 

feeding, getting to know your birds as individuals is key to successful racing not all birds will 

perform at the same distance and they all come into peak condition at different times under 

different circumstances ... and knowing your birds and their capabilities comes with time 

and lots of patience. But for me it is the best part of the sport. You got to always remember 

the health and wellbeing is top priority … because they are athletes and must be treated as 

such. 
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6. Do you consider your pigeons as part of the family like pets or are they purely for sport?  

I am very attached to my birds, the bond between pigeon and pigeon fancier is equally as 

important as good diet and exercise if you and your birds are to compete successfully. Even 

my family who aren’t as interested in the sport consider the pigeons as pets.  

 

7. Are racing pigeons any different to feral pigeons? 

Racing pigeons although appear to look similar are far removed from the feral pigeon 

colonies of parks and cities. The feral pigeons may well descend from the rock dove as do all 

domesticated pigeons but they have evolved and adapted to their own environment and 

available food sources over many decades.   

 

8. Could you explain the concept of widowing? 

Widowhood is a method of racing that sees the male and female pigeon living calmly in 

separate accommodation throughout the week. Both sexes are allowed to stay together as a 

couple on their return from a race, this is where the pigeon gains extra motivation to fly 

back home. 

 

9. How would you respond to allegations that pigeon racing is cruel?  

Absolutely not. A pigeon will not return to its loft unless it is 100 % happy with every aspect 

of its life ... when pigeons return from a race they often perform courtship dances to the 

fancier as they are happy to be home. If they were not happy they simply wouldn’t return 

with such vigour ... these birds are kept as athletes and as such are given the very best of 

everything.  

 

10. Do you ever get worried about your birds not returning? 

Well hawks, electrical wires and … sporting guns are really the only reason a bird will not 

return home. But yes I do think about all those things happening to my own birds as they are 

precious to you as individuals, you always want to see them home. I have had several return 

injured and will always bring them back to health if possible … the difficult ones to help are 
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the ones that have suffered a heavy hawk attack as even if you fix their injury’s they are 

terrified of going out again and take several months to regain confidence. 

 

11. Do you ever have doubts about sending them out? 

When you can be absolutely certain the bird is in tip top condition and has been prepared 

correctly ... If you have any doubt over the birds wellbeing you do not send it, bottom line. 

Preparing a pigeon for a specific race is the art of pigeon racing ... you know … a human 

wouldn’t attempt a marathon on a diet of fish and chips. Pigeons are given the correct 

amount of food with the specific nutrients required for the particular race they are being 

entered. They are exercised and are in the peak of fitness, my own pigeons will fly with 

vigour around the home loft for hours before I even consider entering them to race … as 

when they fly continually you know they are fit. 

 

12. What do you think of the status that pigeons are given? E.g ‘rats of the sky’ ‘vermin’ 

This applies to feral pigeons … in my opinion and to be honest they are a real issue in some 

cities. But I do wish that people could distinguish between the feral pigeons and our racing 

pigeons, as I am certain many are killed mistaken for street pigeons ... although it is a 

criminal offence to shoot a race bird I do not know of a single case ever being bought before 

the courts, even though there is a massive amount of evidence on line  

 

13. How do you feel about the use of pest control for pigeons? Like Hawks used to scare pigeons 

away and towns banning the feeding of them 

To be fair to councils … feral pigeons do cause a lot of damage to buildings as they do not 

have the doting pigeon fancier behind them clearing up after them. They need controlling  

but then the same could be said for many other wild living species, like any pest if left alone 

with good food resources and somewhere to live they will thrive and become a nuisance. 

 

14. Why do you think the sport is more prevalent in the north/ why it’s less heard of in the south 

of England?  

I am not sure that is true ... however to a non-fancier it may appear that way. But I believe it 

originated in the north as a hobby for the coal miners. 
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15. What do you think the future of the sport looks like? 

I think … maybe it is considered old fashioned or not trendy to many, I am a firm believer 

that with more publicity we would attract the younger generation who lad who is a bit of a 

loner doesn’t like football and is happy to be around animals for example, these children 

maybe do not have a place in what’s seen as normal pastimes. Teenagers are out there and 

are looking for that thing … the thing that captivates them and draws there attention. I am 

doing a presentation at my local youth club in September to hopefully reach out to one or 

two of those kids that need something but do not know what that something is. The sport 

isn’t cheap, it has gone from a working class hobby to a massive financially driven sport for 

some people. It is still possible to compete at club level for a few pounds a week and have 

some fun, but if you want to compete in the national or international arena as I do then the 

sky’s the limit and you do have to be careful not to let it run away with you. However 

although I  want to win at top level the love of the sport is still solely based around the 

pigeons and not the lure of big  money winnings for me. But I think the sport will continue in 

some form for many years to come but as a result of younger generations finding new more 

hip hobbies … and the fact that there is a fair cost involved to get started I believe it will 

continue to dwindle in popularity   

 

16. What has been your favourite moment as a pigeon racer? 

My favourite moment without exception is seeing a pigeon that you have bred trained fed 

and watered  and seen develop from the day you slip its leg  ring on at 7 days old return 

from its first race from France Back to its home loft. To this day it still makes me tingle … Its’ 

first 300 mile trip as a two year old from the centre of France up through Normandy across 

the English channel seeing the British coastline, and then traveling up country across 

different county’s seeing all sorts of terrain and land marks with that steely determination to 

get home to its loft … all within 6 hours ... a human would struggle to achieve this, it’s funny 

I am almost jealous as to what that little bird has seen in such a few hours. 

 

17. Was there anything else about pigeon racing or pigeons in general that you’d like to add? 

Pigeons have been a part of my life for so long that I struggle to imagine not having them 

around ... in the same way as you miss your dog while you are on holiday they have been 

there through almost everything. If I have a crap day at work within ten minutes of being in 
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the loft it’s all forgotten, not even my wife who I love dearly can restore calm in me so 

quickly! Pigeons have such a hold on you that it is like an addiction … I have seen many 

marriage’s break down through pigeons, and I have seen people terminally ill live on far past 

doctors expectations as the pigeons have kept them going. Racing pigeons is such an all-

consuming and satisfying hobby for all those involved in it ... but strangely you cannot 

understand it fully until you have a go yourself. 
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Appendix C: Ethics Form 

Name of Student: Georgia Radley  

Registration Number: 10520567 

Name of Advisor: Richard Yarwood 

Dissertation Title: From Pests to Pets: Where is an Animals Place in this World? 

Brief outline of aims and objectives of research:  

-to understand the relationship between pigeons and people within different spaces and times 

-to find out why pigeons are thought of in a bad way 

-to see if they encounter any violence/ cruelty towards them 

Location(s) in which the research is to be conducted: London Paddington Station and Trafalgar 

square, Blackpool, Newbury Victoria Park 

Who are the participants in the study, and how will they be involved? Give details of all possible 

participants (e.g. the target group of questionnaire respondents or individuals to be approached for 

opinions or information)  

Participants are the birds themselves and the interviewees; people representing PETA and RSPB, 

pest control workers and pigeon fanciers. 

Is there any intention to involve young people under 18 years of age in the work? YES/NO N.B. If 

‘YES’ you will be subject to checks by the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS). Permission for studies 

of this kind will be granted only in exceptional circumstances: NO 

 If the work is to involve children or young people, which authority will be approached for 

permission? (e.g. Head of School, Youth Club leader, parent): N/A 

Specify any possible sources of risk or distress to participants  

N/A 

Describe any actions that will be taken if participants experience distress or concern as a result of 

participating in the study (e.g. provision of contact points for information or advice)  

-Providing email address so that they can contact me with any concerns/ questions about study 

-Follow up email to interviewees to make sure they are still happy with being included in study 
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Ethical protocol 

 Please circle YES or NO, or write a sentence showing how you will ensure that the research 

conforms with each clause of the University of Plymouth principles for research involving human 

participants:  

(1) Informed Consent: Will it be necessary for all participants to provide written consent? (This 

is not generally necessary in questionnaire work. Sensitive topics may require written 

consent, check with your tutor)  

Yes for the interview and survey participants. 

 (2) Openness and Honesty: How will you ensure openness and honesty in explaining and conducting 

your project?  

Brief/de-brief (and provide this in writing), with all participants, making sure they understand why 

I’m doing research and how they can contact me if they wish to pull out/have questions.  

(3) Right to withdraw: How will you ensure that participants are aware of their right to withdraw 

from the study?  

I will provide each participant with a letter stating that if they wish to pull out all they need to do is 

contact me proceeded by my contact details.   

(4) Protection from harm: Will it be necessary to take particular steps to ensure that participants are 

protected from harm as a result of taking part in your study? YES / NO If ‘Yes’, what steps will you 

take? NO  

(5) Confidentiality: Can you guarantee confidentiality and anonymity for all respondents? YES / NO If 

‘No’, what steps will you take to minimise any risk to participants arising from lack of complete 

anonymity or confidentiality? YES 

 

Signature:   

 

Date: 25/05/2018 
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