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Written submission from the British Association for Shooting and 
Conservation (Scotland) 

Deer Management in Scotland: Report to the Scottish Government from 
Scottish Natural Heritage 2016 

BASC represents the interests of all who shoot in Scotland and this includes 
deerstalkers, whether they are professionally employed or recreational/vocational.  
Deerstalking is a growing area within shooting sports and Scotland is an iconic 
location for deer stalking, appreciated by those of us who live here and by the many 
visitors who come to Scotland in pursuit of stalking opportunity.  Overall, this SNH 
report does recognise that “Wild deer are important to Scotland’s rural economy” and 
that they provide “recreational opportunities” although there are sections of the report 
that appear to underplay the socio-economic importance of deer and deer 
management and their contribution to tourism. 

The report also recognises that there are differences in the management of deer in 
the uplands and the lowlands though there is an expectation that in both locations a 
“formal collaborative approach to deer management “is required.  As we shall 
highlight, such an approach is not always possible nor practical, particularly in the 
lowlands. 

We are pleased to note that the Summary acknowledges that “significant progress 
has been made in developing effective deer management plans” between 2014 and 
2016.  What is now required is period when these plans can be implemented, and 
this implementation supported by SNH and other public bodies. 

Specific comments 

1. Introduction 

The commission given to SNH for the production of this report was reasonable, and 
included an assessment of progress on deer management planning and changes in 
approach to deer management.  We feel that while changes to deer management 
planning have been made it is still too soon to assess whether this has or will 
produce the step change in delivery.  This is agreed on page 3 “There has been 
limited time for these changes to be implemented and to lead to measurable 
changes to the natural environment.”  With this in mind, a historic review of Section 7 
Control Agreements was used.  This will be commented on below. 

We note that work is ongoing with respect to providing an estimate of the national 
population of red deer on hill-ground.  Given the cost and difficulty of assessing deer 
population numbers, and the importance of mitigating adverse impacts, we are of the 
opinion that assessing impacts from deer, and managing these impacts, is 
considerably more useful than merely counting deer. 

2. The Current Approach to Deer Management in Scotland 

This section reasonably accurately summarises the current approach to deer 
management and clearly recognises that, in the lowlands, “there are not significant 
movements of roe deer across landholdings, thus the requirement for collaboration is 
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less critical” and that “The growth in development of deer management in the 
lowlands has been substantial in the last five years”.  (Pages 12 and 13.) 

What must be recognised is that even in lowland areas where there may be no Deer 
Groups, deer management is taking place on private land and this is driven by the 
growing interest in deer stalking, the growing demand for stalking opportunity and 
the need to manage impacts on agriculture and forestry.  One area of concern to 
many is the lack of action by many Local Authorities to deliver effective or 
sustainable deer management.  As the report states “The engagement of LAs and 
the extent to which they are proactively addressing their deer management 
responsibilities … is very variable.”  This is one area that LDNS is trying to rectify. 

It is also recognised that insufficient time has lapsed to allow a determination of 
whether recent changes in the lowlands will lead to measurable changes in deer 
management. 

3. Deer Populations and Trends 

We commented earlier that providing national population estimates of deer is both 
difficult and costly.  This is particularly true for woodland deer.  This section uses 
open-hill count data from 1961 but also recognises that helicopter counts and the 
use of digital cameras “potentially improves the accuracy of the counts”.  
Consequently, the reference to a 60% increase in red deer on the open hill between 
1961 and 2000 may be partly attributed to improved counting techniques. 

There is recognition that there has been a dramatic reduction in sheep numbers in 
red deer range over much of the period considered by this review (15% in the last 
decade).  However, we feel that this reduction in grazing pressure has been 
neglected to a considerable extent compared to the suggested increase in grazing 
and browsing by red deer. 

It should also be noted that the reported cull of roe deer is probably an 
underestimate, particularly out with forestry.  Many vocational stalkers will not be 
required or expected to make a return to SNH, nor will they sell all their deer to 
venison dealers. Much of this venison will be retained for personal use. 

4. Environmental Impacts of Deer 

We note that the impacts of deer (on woodland and other features) cannot always be 
disentangled from the impacts of other herbivores but we do accept that deer are 
sometimes a major factor. 

We recognise the cost associated with protecting both new and established 
woodlands with deer-proof fencing and hope that, in many areas, new woodland can 
be protected by introducing or increasing culling effort.  There is a resource in the 
form of recreational/vocational stalkers that could be deployed to undertake this task, 
especially in lowland areas where territorial roe deer can managed.  In other areas, 
such as large commercial forests, consideration could be given to stalking schemes, 
such as the one that BASC runs on the NFE on the island of Arran.  This gives our 
members the opportunity to manage deer at a reasonable cost, increase their own 
skills and provides income to FES. These visiting stalkers provide considerable 
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economic benefit to the local community at a time of year where traditional tourism 
has declined. 

In other areas it is obvious that fencing may still be required to ensure grazing and 
browsing from herbivores is maintained at a low level or prevented. 

5. Socio-Economic Costs and Benefits of Deer 

This section reviews the existing literature and evaluates the costs and benefits of 
deer and deer management in Scotland. On the whole we accept most of the 
conclusions made but note that there is one major omission.  The section on 
Secondary Employment (page 54) refers to the “ripple effect” on the wider economy, 
recognises that this could be as much as £100 million per annum and could support 
1,500 FTE jobs but then dismisses it on a minor technical point. 

BASC has employed PACEC to undertake two large surveys of the value of shooting 
to the economy of the UK, the most recent in 2014.  The methodology employed by 
PACEC in these surveys was the same methodology that was used in the 2016 
PACEC report commissioned by ADMG.  Never before has the secondary benefit, 
based upon the expenditure of those who shoot (in this case stalk) on services such 
as equipment, food, accommodation and travel been dismissed in a socio-economic 
appraisal of this nature, especially when it is recognised as being “significant”.   

It is of great significance that the costs associated with deer management to both the 
private and public sectors are greater than the direct income.  However, society in 
general, particularly those rural areas, does benefit from the secondary expenditure 
incurred by those who either live in Scotland or come to Scotland to stalk deer and to 
dismiss this significantly reduces the value and balance of this report. 

6. Planning and Implementation of Deer Management 

It is important to recognise that this section showed that there had been “a 
statistically significant improvement in DMG assessments between 2014 and 2016” 
(page 58).  This answers the two main questions that were posed: the delivery of the 
ADMG benchmark and public interest criteria had changed over time and these 
changes do represent an overall improvement. 

A number of the key criteria have shown significant improvement, such as deer 
management planning and consultation, apportion and review of culls, competence 
and communications.  Considerable improvement was also noted in the public 
interest categories such as actions to develop mechanisms to manage deer, the 
identification of designated features and the determination of the condition of existing 
native woodland.  This all bodes well for the future and there are clear indications 
that the delivery of these management objectives and the management of herbivore 
impacts is also improving.  Two years may not have been long enough for the on the 
ground management to improve sufficiently to deliver the objectives. 

We agree with the conclusion that DMGs may need further support/funding to 
improve some important aspects of planning and monitoring. This is especially 
important when one considers the already established costs to the private sector of 
deer management. 
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Section 6.2 reviews Section 7 Agreements and while this shows that all have 
achieved some reduction in deer populations not all have achieved the agreed 
population targets nor the desired improvement of environmental features.  This 
highlights the significant cost required to achieve sometimes large population 
reductions and also the fact that some features do not always recover as quickly as 
anticipated when browsing or grazing pressure is reduced. (It is surprising that the 
report does not detail the costs incurred by both DCS and SNH in supporting some 
Section 7 Agreement culls, such as the cost of helicopter support at Caenlochan.  
This would have shown the difficulty that many private landowners experience when 
trying to achieve such culls.) The report recognises that “some habitats can take 5-
10 years to respond to reductions in grazing” (page 88). There is also evidence that 
some habitats at altitude can take longer to respond, even when grazing is removed 
through the use of exclosures. 

7. Evaluation and Conclusions 

It should be recognised that the reported growth in the populations of red deer in 
Scotland have also been reflected by the growth of many other deer populations 
around the world over the same time period.  Scotland is by no means unique in this 
respect.  This section also highlights that deer population data is incomplete so it is 
therefore difficult to be definitive over actual numbers or population trajectories at 
this stage. 

We note that this section does recognise the good progress in many areas of 
collaborative deer management and deer management planning and we are 
surprised that one conclusion is that the “tangible improvements on the ground will 
not meet the expectations … for the rapid implementation of environmentally-
responsible management plans and consequential enhancement of the natural 
heritage”. (Page 95.) 

With respect to the lowlands collaboration is not as important as in red deer range, 
and should not be used as the key indicator of successful deer management.  
However, collaboration is improving and, as stated earlier, a significant amount of 
deer management currently takes place, by vocational stalkers, where effort and 
even cull returns are currently unrecorded by SNH.  Engagement with Local 
Authorities is one of the areas that should be flagged up as a key area of concern 
and there are some areas of land, managed by Local Authorities, where deer 
management is required.  

While the review may not have attempted “a full assessment of the socio-economic 
impacts of deer management” it did manage to exclude the secondary expenditure 
arising out of deer stalking, an expenditure that could be £100 million per annum and 
a significant contribution to Scotland’s rural businesses and to tourism. 

We agree with the statement on page 97 that “The scale of action needed to address 
deer impacts on the natural environment across Scotland, and thereby ensure its 
enhancement, is large.”  We also recognise that the cost to both the public and 
private sectors to undertake this action will be large and hope that SNH and other 
public bodies are committed to supporting this, and supporting the significant 
progress in both upland and lowland areas to date.  We also hope that further 
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recognition can be given to the contribution made by recreational/vocational stalkers 
both to deer management and in reducing costs incurred. 

We also hope that the reintroduction of sporting rates for shoots and deer forests in 
2017 will not act as a disincentive to sustainable deer management. 

 


