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Written submission from Patrick Creasy 

This written evidence is comprised of an email from Patrick Creasy to Ian Jardine, 
Chief Executive of Scottish Natural Heritage. 

I write as a member of the Beinn Dearg S7 steering group, and as Chairman of   the 
North Ross Deer Management Group, to comment on the Section of the Report 
dealing with habitat impacts on Ben Dearg.  

My submission is: 

A) SUMMARY  

There is insufficient evidence to support the Beinn Dearg SAC habitat impact   
conclusions drawn in the report "Deer Management in Scotland. These conclusions 
should be amended to prevent premature and potentially costly (to the public purse) 
and damaging (to the condition of the Beinn Dearg SAC) decisions on deer 
management. Further surveys are needed to inform future management decisions.  

B) GENERAL  

The relevant conclusions in the Deer Management in Scotland report are based on a 
questionable interpretation of data collected in 2015; following the inference that 
herbivore impact assessments on the Beinn Dearg SAC are increasing.  

Allowance should have been made, but was not, for the effect of the exceptionally 
severe weather in the 2015 survey year. Early summer grass growth was delayed, 
and this led the deer to depend on grazing the woody shrubs whose grazing levels 
are used to assess the year's herbivore impact assessments.  

Had appropriate allowance been made for this the reported underlying trend might 
have been very different.    

There are also some questions as to the comparability of data with that collected just 
two years earlier by contractor Colin Wells in 2013. This followed a decision in 2015 
to increase some plot sizes used to record data of adverse impacts; but not to adjust 
the resulting numbers to take into account the increased likelihood of recording 
an impact on the larger plots.     

It would appear that, given the exceptional 2015 circumstances, that Colin Well's 
2013 work gives the most recent scientifically reliable report. 

He surveyed in full four SAC habitat features and assessed a further nine on a "site 
check" basis. Dr Well's conclusions were that three out of the four habitats assessed 
in full (tall herb communities, calcareous rocky slopes and siliceous scree) passed 
all targets. The exception was calcareous grassland. Eight out of nine habitats noted 
for site check were generally found to be in favourable condition.  

It is dangerous for the Deer Management in Scotland report  to suggest with such 
conviction on page 88 that herbivore impacts are  increasing on Beinn Dearg given 
the evidence;  and inappropriate to go on to state that "additional measures  would 
be needed to meet the objectives".      
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I have suggested to SNH that they should consider amending their latest Beinn  
Dearg herbivore impact report's  conclusions to include:     

"the abnormal grazing pattern ( in 2015 ) prevents reliable conclusions from being 
drawn using 2015 grazing data as to  whether long term herbivore impacts on the 
SAC are stable, falling, or rising. We no longer believe that the picture presented by 
the data in the 2015 report is extremely clear and non contradictory (as stated in the 
report as presently redrafted), and so further investigation will be necessary"     

I have also asked SNH to remove a section added to this report in 2016 (pages 80 
and 81).     

The original section attempted a mistaken argument that 2013 was the colder of the 
two years 2013 and 2015. This was largely based on general weather patterns 
across the UK just  in early spring of each year; and so not the May June  and  July 
months leading up to the habitat surveys;  and from an unsubstantiated assumption 
that deer mortality in the SAC was higher in 2013.  

The effect of the mistake was that the very real distortion of data caused by seasonal 
factors was dismissed, leading to a real risk that unsafe conclusions were drawn 
from that one year's data.    

C) Analysis of detailed Beinn Dearg herbivore impact report  

The Beinn Dearg data in the Deer Management report were based on the 2016 SNH 
commissioned Report " A repeat assessment of herbivore impacts on notified upland 
features within the Beinn Dearg  Special Area of Conservation (SAC) and Site of 
Special Scientific Interest" by Adele Beck and Cathy Mayne.  

The report, despite being commissioned in 2015 and issued in draft form to the local 
S7 steering group members in 2015, was withdrawn shortly afterwards following 
questions as to:  

1. How have the altered grazing patterns in 2015, caused by the exceptionally 
cold weather, which forced the herd to graze heather and other woody shrubs 
in the absence of the usual late spring flush of grass, been taken into account 
in interpreting trends in herbivore impact, and   

2. Was the data distorted in a way that casts significant doubt on the conclusions 
by the contractor's decision to increase plot sizes - the author 
reported “amongst areas of variable vegetation, eg blanket bog, the survey 
area was increased to 4*4m to ensure as many small scale grazing and  
trampling indicators as possible could be used in the HIA impact assessment" 
(page 4 in 2015 draft of the report). The new plot size effectively quadrupled 
the size of some areas in which a "one off" impact such as a hoof print could 
be noted. It appeared that there had been no attempt to adjust the 2013 data 
to put it on a comparable basis before drawing conclusions, so making those 
conclusions open to doubt.  

This report was first shown to the S7 group members in its reissued form a full year 
later; less than a month ago. This gave very little time for detailed review; but at first 
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sight the authors appear to have focussed their efforts on "driving home" unchanged 
messages taken from the earlier draft; without considering whether there might be a 
need for any recalibration of data for the inconsistent sample areas; or any 
recognition that a proper interpretation needs to take into account the abnormal 
weather patterns.       

I then raised the same two points as in 2015 with the SNH Uplands Adviser, who 
replied (but only very recently) with comments on the weather aspects and on the 
sampling methodology.  

His reply once again discounted weather factors, seemingly on advice he was given 
that 2013 was the harder of the two years (and so possibly assuming if anything that 
the 2015 impacts might even have been suppressed by the assumed milder weather 
in that year).  

I have checked this assumption.  

The met office publishes monthly weather average temperatures going back many 
years at stations throughout the UK. The best comparisons are for Braemar, which 
although at lower attitude than Beinn  Dearg, has data that can be adjusted to  give a 
reasonable approximation of temperatures on the SAC.  

It is possible to assess the impact of low temperatures in late spring and early 
summer in suppressing grass growth by calculating a  figure for "cumulative excess 
degree days" (CEDD) for the season. Grass growth starts when temperatures rise 
above 5 degrees C, and speeds up as the temperature climbs further awat from 
frosts.      

The excess degree day figure is calculated by deducting 5 from each day's average 
temperature, subject to the result never falling below 0 (as grass is dormant at sub 5 
degree temperatures). I added the scores for each day to 7 August, the assumed 
date for habitat surveys to arrive at the CEDD score for each year.  

I have calculated CEDD scores for the SAC area for nineteen of the twenty years to 
2016 (missing just 2005 where there are gaps in the published met office data).  
These range from a low of 319 in 2015 to a high of 554 in 2003, with 2013 (assumed 
in the report as exceptionally cold ) being the fourth mildest with a score of 470.     

This confirms that 2015 had an exceptionally cold late spring and early summer, 
whereas 2013 was mild; and so it is likely that 2015 grazing patterns would have 
been significantly altered in 2015, exacerbating that year's reported impacts.  

I have discussed this aspect with SNH's deer management officer for my area who 
does not dispute my analysis.  

There has not yet been time to review the Upland Adviser's remarks on the 
scientifically more complex aspect of the sampling methodology, although I hope that 
SNH will approve my suggestion made in November that the authors of the earlier 
2013 survey be invited to comment on, and if  necessary amend, the 2016 herbivore 
impact assessments conclusions.  
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It seems proper to make sure that our scientific evidence is reliable before deciding 
on management actions.      

Patrick Creasey 


