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Written submission from South Lanarkshire Deer Group 

Submission in response to the Deer Management In Scotland: Report to the 
Scottish Government from Scottish National Heritage 2016 

As a recreational urban deer manager with some 37 years experience, the Chair of 
the South Lanarkshire Deer Group, executive member of the Lowland Deer Network 
Scotland, associate member of the Glasgow Deer Group and a qualified DMQ 
Assessor, I read this report with great interest. It is from this perspective, as an 
individual and recreational urban deer specialist, that I make comment.  

The report makes observations, many of which are accurate and valid and provides 
a helpful overview of some of the challenges that face those responsible for deer 
management in Scotland. I understand that the report commissioned from Scottish 
National Heritage was specified as a review of progress rather than an expectation 
to recommend solutions to the Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform 
Committee. It is the responsibility of key stakeholders like myself to comment on the 
detail of the report and suggest possible ways forward in response of the information 
that has come to light. 

Although  the review acknowledges the particular challenges and impacts of peri-
urban and urban deer expansion and rightly points out that different approaches are 
required (page 10), in two pages of a one hundred and one page report, it does not 
in my opinion provide adequate, detailed attention to this vital area of deer 
management in Scotland.  In summarising findings, the two-fold distinction between 
upland and lowland deer management is misleading and unhelpful. The structure of 
the report would have benefitted greatly from a further distinction between lowland 
deer management and the peri-urban and urban issues faced in the industrialised 
central belt.  

The section on governance rightly points out the development of Deer Management 
Networks which recreational deer managers like myself have welcomed. In my view, 
LDNS have benefited significantly from the inclusion of recreational deer managers 
within its membership, facilitating a much wider skills and experience base which 
helps to uncover the detail of local issues. Including recreational deer managers as 
equal partners of LDNs also make a strong statement about local democracy and 
community empowerment, participating in important debates and decision making 
processes improves transparency and accountability within the deer management 
sector. However, this approach now needs to extend beyond a gesture of inclusion 
to meaningful inclusion of the widest skills base possible in all deer management 
plans. This would allow for much more localised solutions to emerge which more 
accurately reflect the specific needs of each area. 

Below, I have provided more detailed comment against the summary of main 
findings 

Summary of Main Findings (iii – iv) 

1. Wild deer are important to Scotland’s rural economy, provides us 
with healthy food and recreational opportunities and are integral to 
Scotland’s ecosystems 
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The extent to which wild deer provides us with ‘healthy food’ is significantly limited by 
the deer management strategies currently in place in the industrialised central belt. 
The combination of the Forestry Commission’s external contractors and the private 
lease arrangements which are in place in the central belt impact on the extent to 
which the local population is able to benefit from the ‘nutritional opportunities’ of wild 
deer consumption. External contractors provide a direct supply chain to the Highland 
Game, which exports venison products to Europe, whilst leasing contracts tend to 
favour private individuals south of the border. Maximising the use of the skills and 
experience available through the 2,500 recreational stalkers available to the central 
belt all year round, could arguably achieve a more dramatic impact on population 
density while at the same time retaining this valuable food source within Scottish 
communities, particularly when Westminster led austerity measures is propelling 
sections of the community into extreme food poverty at an alarming rate. 

2. Deer management provides a number of socio-economic benefits 
including supporting employment, contributing to rural tourism, 
providing sporting income and sale of venison. 

The report is more reflective of the uplands area of Scotland and those lowland 
areas that share similarities with the uplands. Deer management in the central belt 
does not enjoy the same benefits. As stated above, the economic benefits cannot be 
realised with the existing deer management strategies in place. However, with a 
modest capital investment, the socio-economic benefits of deer management in the 
central belt could be increased significantly. Providing a chilling/processing facility 
would allow wild roe deer to be butchered, chilled and available for consumption,  
either free through third sector organisations, or at an affordable cost through smaller 
retailers such as family butchers, farmer’s markets or local restauranteurs. The 
public benefits of this approach would far out way the costs, considering the scale of 
investment currently within the deer sector.  

3. There are significant differences in the management of deer in the 
uplands and lowlands of Scotland. Variations are a result of 
differences in the range of the different species, different behaviours 
or red and roe deer; differences in the pattern of land ownership; the 
levels of woodland cover, differences in land quality, history and 
culture; and issues in the peri-urban/urban environment. 

Key findings from section 2. “the current approach to deer management in Scotland  

“Deer management in the lowlands is not coordinated across groups in the same 
way as in the upland DMGs. They are instead managed in a number of different 
ways, ranging from informal arrangements with owner/occupiers, to stalking leased 
from larger commercial forestry companies through to the 11 Lowland Deer Groups. 
In some areas, there are no formal collaborative structures for deer management” 

Making the distinction in the report between the uplands and lowlands is misleading 
and unhelpful. The urban central belt is distinctly different from both the uplands and 
some areas of lowland Scotland such as Eskdalemuir, Buccleuch Estates and 
Galloway Forest Park, and in some regards, these areas of the lowlands have more 
in common with the uplands than the urban central belt. There is no dispute that 
there are significant differences in the management of deer in the uplands and the 
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central belt of Scotland. In the central belt land ownership is highly fragmented, split 
between small private concerns, large industrial areas, non-governmental 
organisations and local authorities, and distinctly separate relationships exist with 
each. These distinct differences must be considered in developing specific 
approaches which realise the environmental benefits and public interest. More 
effective collaborative approaches could be developed by including Deer 
Management Groups in deer management plans. This would allow specific strategic 
approaches which target the distinct issues within the urban central belt and achieve 
more progress than has been realised thus far to positively impact on “sustainable 
approaches which realise the public interest”. SNH compelled recreational stalkers to 
achieve a level of competence which has been accomplished. There are now 2,500 
highly trained and experienced individuals available to utilise as a resource across 
the central belt. Neither SNH nor the Forestry Commission Scotland maximises the 
use of this valuable resource which could positively impact on achieving deer 
management targets at a much quicker rate while fulfilling the government’s 
aspirations of working in the public interest.  

4. There are substantial areas of Scotland in both the uplands and 
lowlands where no formal collaborative approach to deer 
management exists 

Again a false and oversimplified distinction between the industrialised central belt 
with the lowlands is unhelpful. The land mass and fragmentation of ownership 
particular to the central belt presents specific challenges. Collaborative approaches 
exist on a piecemeal basis in the central belt, largely dependent on individual 
relationships between recreational stalkers and farmers/small land owners. These 
areas are being managed to a very high standard which is not reflected accurately in 
the report. Agencies and public bodies are not managing deer in the central belt in 
line with the 2012 Deer Code, and more needs to be done to proactively develop 
relationships between the source of the problem and the potential solution.   

5. It is too early to say if the new models of collaboration adopted in 
some parts of the lowlands will be effective in delivering the public 
interest 

6. The ability to undertake a full assessment of deer and deer impacts in 
the lowlands is limited due to insufficient data 

7. Between 1961 and 2016, red deer densities in Scotland have 
increased by 60% overall although there are marked variations in 
deer densities across the country 

The report acknowledges the challenges of providing empirical evidence of deer 
densities in the lowlands. The presence of local deer managers in the central belt 
working closely with government departments on a systematic means of counting, 
could significantly improve the availability of reliable data in this area which is 
required as a matter of urgency. It is not good enough to suggest that progress 
cannot be made with deer management planning because of a lack of reliable data.  
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8. The reassessment of 44 upland Deer Management Groups shows that 
between 2014 – 2016 significant progress has been made in 
developing effective deer management plans 

9. Progress in Deer Management Group plans has been less evident for 
public interest categories most relevant to the natural heritage.  

10. The analysis of Section 7 Control Agreements shows that there has 
been some reduction in deer numbers across all agreements. 
However, deer density targets and habitat condition targets have not 
been met in around half of the agreements reviewed. 

11. Grazing by deer and other herbivores is a major cause of 
unfavourable condition of natural features in protected areas. 

12. The Native Woodland Survey of Scotland found that more than a third 
of all native woodlands were in unsatisfactory condition due to 
herbivore impacts. Evidence supports the view that deer are a major 
factor in limiting woodland condition recovery. 

13. Available information suggests that if deer densities were lower 
across much of Scotland the benefits arising from deer could be 
largely maintained, and many of the costs (such as deer-vehicle 
collisions and impacts on forestry productivity) reduced leading to 
enhanced overall delivery of public benefits. 

14.  On the basis of evidence from the analysis of DMG plans, Section 7 
Control Agreements and assessments of the impacts of deer on 
other interests in the uplands and lowlands, we are not confident that 
present approaches to deer management will be effective in 
sustaining and improving the natural heritage in a reasonable 
timescale – particularly in time to contribute significantly to the 
specific 

In the industrialised central belt, there is too much evidence of electing to authorise  
mechanisms such as lamping out of season as a first resort which results in 
indiscriminate culling of roe deer by gender. Members of the recreational sector 
suggest that a more effective model would be a concerted use of the highly trained 
and experienced recreational stalkers conducting intensive, targeted culling of 
females in the winter months. This approach would result in a much more successful 
control of density trends in this area. This type of management is used widely and 
effectively in the private sector. 


