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INTRODUCTION
In Europe, the illegal use of poison is one of the main threats to the conservation of many 
carnivorous mammals and scavenging raptors.
The aim of the LIFE PLUTO project was to prevent and tackle this practice by carrying out 
numerous actions in 11 regions of mainland Italy, particularly in protected areas and in 
areas of particular relevance for endangered species. Specific measures were implemen-
ted in the Gran Sasso and Monti della Laga National Park.
The use of anti-poison dog units, training of CUFAA ecological police and awareness-
raising among stakeholders and the general public were the main actions undertaken in 
order to facilitate detection, prevent the use of poison, mitigate its impact on vulnerable 
species and improve the management of poisoning cases by those involved.

MAIN RESULTS
The LIFE PLUTO project has set up a system for preventing and tackling the poisoning 
that takes place across much of the Italian peninsula. The project made it possible to:
- highlight the illegal use of poison. The six Anti-poison Dog Units set up under the project 
carry out both routine and emergency inspections to detect the presence of poison-baits. 
Awareness-raising activities encouraged citizens to report suspected cases of poisoning 
and, thereby, to make it easier to deploy CUFAA ecological police and Anti-poison Dog 
Unit staff;
- reduce the impact of poison on wildlife. Anti-poison Dog Units are able to quickly and 
effectively clean up areas where poisoning has occurred and also assist in investigations;
- manage poisoning cases effectively. CUFAA ecological police were trained in the pro-
cedures to adopt when confronted with poison-baits and carcasses and how to cooperate 
with Anti-poison Dog Units in the field;
- prevent the illegal use of poison. Awareness-raising measures encouraged the reporting 
of suspected poisoning cases and discouraged the use of poison. They also created a 
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communication campaign aimed at a wider and more diverse public, covering the ope-
rations carried out by Anti-poison Dog Units and the efforts of CUFAA ecological police 
to combat this crime, thus playing an important role in deterring poisoning.
In the Gran Sasso and Monti della Laga National Park, the LIFE PLUTO project developed 
a virtuous system that helps raptors that are vulnerable to poisoning and reduces conflicts 
between the farming community and wildlife, which are a potential trigger for the use 
of poison-baits. This was achieved by setting up a feeding station for scavenging raptors, 
operated in conjunction with local livestock farmers.
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Anti-poison Dog Units in the LIFE PLUTO project
Under the LIFE PLUTO project, a total of six Anti-poison Dog Units (or ADUs) were set 
up, each comprising a handler, two dogs trained to search for poison (a Belgian Malinois 
shepherd and a Labrador) as well as two support staff.
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The use of poison

Poison-baits are used in many places and for many 
different purposes, such as in attempts to prevent 
foxes and wolves from preying on livestock and in-
troduced game, in conflicts between rival truffle 
hunters, to settle disputes arising between truffle 
hunters and shooters, to eliminate stray dogs as well 
as in trivial conflicts between neighbours.
Use of poison-baits is all too widespread, and its real 
impact on wildlife is difficult to assess and without 
doubt grossly underestimated. This stems from the 
fact that finding a poisoned wild animal is an unlike-
ly, chance occurrence and, moreover, is unlikely to 
result in a report to the competent authorities and, 
hence, to establish the cause of death.
Poison is not selective, as it affects not only its tar-
get animals and species – indeed, a poisoned morsel 
can trigger an inexorable chain of death because any 
animals that fall victim to this practice in turn go on 
to constitute deadly bait for other animals.
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Five of these ADUs are based at the Carabinieri offices at the following National Parks: 
Foreste Casentinesi, Monte Falterona e Campigna (1); Monti Sibillini (2); Abruzzo, Lazio 
e Molise (3); Cilento, Vallo di Diano e Alburni (5); Pollino (6). One ADU is based at the 
Provincial Carabinieri Command Centre in Isernia, in the Molise region (4).
The ADUs carry out urgent inspections when suspect baits or carcasses are reported, 
and carry out routine inspections of the surroundings, 
especially in areas deemed to be at higher 
risk or where species of conservation 
value are found.
A total of 1,539 inspections 
(1,042 routine and 497 urgent) 
were carried out by the LIFE PLU-
TO Anti-Poison Dog Units, 181 of 
which came up with items of inte-
rest.
In total the ADUs found and remo-
ved at least 198 baits, 58 carcasses 
and 5 instances of baits spread across 
a wider area that were either definite-
ly or very probably poisoned, as well 
as other items related to the use of 
poison or other crimes.
Across Italy, CUFAA ecological poli-
ce manage 11 Anti-poison Dog Units, 
made up of 12 handlers and 22 dogs. 
These ADUs were set up under the fol-
lowing LIFE projects: ANTIDOTO, PLUTO, 
WolfAlps, MedWolf and MIRCO-Lupo.
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Training in tackling wildlife poisoning
In order to tackle a phenomenon as complex as the illegal use of poison, CUFAA ecological 
police and other personnel have to be properly trained to deal with the various issues that come 
into play, including knowledge of vulnerable species, crime scene analysis, gathering material 
evidence, and working with ADUs.
In order to achieve this, the ecological police held 10 training courses in 8 different Italian re-
gions, both for their own staff and for those of other stakeholders (i.e. police forces, veterinarians, 
volunteer rangers). Designed to improve participants’ understanding of the problem of illegal use 
of poison and to improve the management of poisoning cases, the workshops 
were attended by about 400 participants. In addition, the CUFAA eco-
logical police corps produced and distributed among its own staff a spe-
cific operational manual entitled “Procedures for the management of ca-
ses of poisoning against wildlife and the use of Anti-poison Dog Units”.
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Setting up a feeding station for raptors
in the Gran Sasso and Monti della Laga National Park

Grazie Thanks to the LIFE PLUTO project, a feeding station for raptors measuring about one 
hectare was set up in the northern sector of the Gran-Sasso-Laga Park. As a result of an intense 
information campaign, eight livestock farms became suppliers to this facility – for each old sheep 
carcass made available to the feeding station, they were given a 
sum of money to help purchase a young sheep or goat.
Over the course of the project, the station was stocked with the 
carcasses of 133 sheep which had reached the end of their wor-
king lives, and mainly fed Golden Eagles, plus lower numbers 
of Red Kites and other raptors.
Running a feeding station in conjunction with local farmers 
triggers a virtuous circle that directly benefits populations of 
scavenging raptors as well as having other positive knock-on effects.
- It restores/enhances the services to the ecosystem provided by raptors, recycling carcasses that 
would otherwise have to be incinerated, and thus reducing emissions of carbon dioxide and other 
harmful substances that transport and disposal would usually entail.
- It encourages the conservation and farming worlds to think up shared conservation objectives, 
thereby reducing any conflicts between farmers and large predators, which have the potential to 
trigger the use of poison.

The Anti-poison Dog Units

Anti-poison Dog Units are without doubt one of the 
most effective instruments in the fight against the 
use of poison, because they are capable of detec-
ting its presence, mitigating its impact on animals 
and helping to identify the perpetrators.
They can be used to carry out rapid inspections ba-
sed on the dogs’ keen sense of smell as well as to 
clean up large surface areas in order to detect and 
remove poisoned bait, morsels and carcasses. This 
prevents the poison from causing both direct victims 
from swallowing the baits and also stops secondary 
victims from being killed by eating the carcasses of 
the poisoned animals. But that’s not all – ADUs can 
also be used to locate toxic substances during vehi-
cle and building searches and are a valuable support 
tool for criminal investigations.
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Awareness-raising and dissemination
Under the LIFE PLUTO project, there were a number of activities designed to inform the 
public about the impact of poisoning, to raise awareness about the project and to encou-
rage people to report poisoning incidents.
The CUFAA ecological police held 9 public presentations of the Anti-poison Dog Units 
and coordinated 14 meetings involving over 500 people from among various stakehol-
ders (volunteer rangers), local associations, veterinarians, local health authority staff and 
local police etc.).
The Anti-poison Dog Units presented their work through talks and demonstrations at 63 
events of various kinds (community events, school lessons, hospital visits, dog training 
courses, etc.) involving more than 15,300 people.
Spreading the word about the project’s objectives and actions was backed up by promo-
tional materials and by keeping the www.lifepluto.it website up to date.

During the course of the project, two conferences on the conser-
vation of large carnivores and scavenging raptors were held, in-
volving a large number of experts and attended by a very broad 
cross-section of the public (the presentations can be downloa-
ded in PDF format from www.lifepluto.it).
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Networking with other projects
Co-operation between stakeholders involved in wildlife conservation is one of the cor-
nerstones for identifying and implementing effective actions against the use of poison. All 
the more so since poison is used everywhere and many species that are vulnerable to this 
threat undertake seasonal or erratic migrations that lead them across – and into – many 
different European and African countries. With this in mind, the LIFE PLUTO project has 
been presented at 8 conferences, workshops and courses held by other LIFE projects.
Among others, CUFAA has been 
working on the LIFE Egyptian Vultu-
re project (LIFE16 NAT/IT/000659), 
which aims to protect the Egyptian 
Vulture in Italy, and the LIFE MILVUS 
project (LIFE18 NAT/IT/000917), 
which looks to reintroduce the Red 
Kite into the Aspromonte National 
Park.
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    Activities for schools carried out by the Gran Sasso-Laga Park
The Gran Sasso-Laga Park ran an extensive awareness-raising cam-
paign in schools on the subject of large carnivores and sca-
venging raptors, which culminated in 2018 with a design 
competition and four award ceremonies.
The campaign mainly involved primary and secondary schools 

and proved to be a great 
success – it brought to-
gether 580 pupils from 
36 classes in three 
provinces and seven 
municipalities.
The work in schools was 
accompanied by specific 
teaching materials and with 
the assistance of the Anti-
poison Dog Units, which 
carried out demonstrations 
of dog training and poison 
detection.



www.lifepluto.it

Project area: Italia (Emilia-Romagna, Tuscany, Umbria, Marche, Abruzzo, Lazio, Molise, 
Campania, Puglia, Basilicata and Calabria)

Coordinating beneficiary: Gran Sasso and Monti della Laga National Park

Associated beneficiary: CUFAA, the Carabinieri Unit for the Protection of Forests, the 
Environment and Agri-foodstuffs (which took over the responsibilities of the State 
Forestry Corps on 01/01/2017)

Duration: 01/06/2014 - 30/11/2020

Budget: 2.414.270 Euros

EU co-funding: 1.265.077 Euros (52,40%)

Contact: federicostriglioni@gransassolagapark.it

Project carried out with co-funding from the LIFE Programme of the European Union

Te
st

o 
e 

gr
afi

ca
: B

io
d

iv
er

si
tà

 s
as

LIFE13 NAT/IT/000311 - LIFE PLUTO


