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Written Submission from British Deer Society 

The commissioning of this report was considered by many to be inappropriate when 
announced because it was obvious to the sector that since 2014 when Deer 
Management Groups were challenged to redraft and publish their new micro-
management Deer Management Plans in 2016 that no evidence of impact could be 
assessed in the intervening period as Habitat Impact Assessments take at least five 
years to record and another year to assess the findings; it has been too short a 
period for these plans to exhibit any impact variance. 

The report is also ill-timed because the effect of the reduction in hill sheep by some 
600,000 which began in 2001, peaking again 2006/2009, and dropping every year 
since has yet to be assessed; it is too soon in this enormous de-stocking event to 
predict the impact that the remaining deer or other herbivores will have. The James 
Hutton Institute, who has been working on assessing the impact for years, is due to 
publish their findings in early 2017. 

A commissioned report on Deer Vehicle Collisions is about to be published. 

Why, when so many pertinent reports were already commissioned and almost 
published was this report undertaken at all? 

The report has no evidence to substantiate its conclusion, the conclusion is also 
somewhat damning of Deer Management Groups which is an insult to all those 
voluntary organisations who have undertaken so much time, effort and expense to 
produce the Deer Management Plans demanded. 

It is not clear why the conclusion should be at such extreme odds with the main text 
which explains and applauds the efforts of the Deer Management Groups, there are 
several statistical issues, interpretation issues and also a lack distinction of 
aspirations revealed in the main report but these will require in depth explanation, 
but there is a distinct gap between the two elements of the report, it is as if the 
conclusion was composed quite separately from the main text, some time ago. 

We look forward to a Government response in early 2017 and shall engage in the 
future development of deer management in the light of evidence and with a scientific 
approach. 

The report should be used as a benchmark for a further review some 7 / 10 years 
hence; once some changes to the impacts of deer can be seen.  

The currently available suite of powers under section 7, 8 and 10 are adequate to 
manage any eventuality. 

In detail 

The report has been based on a collation of somewhat aged publications some of 
which are not currently held with absolute credibility, and some evidence is offered 
which is derived from statistics recorded in incompatible formats.  

Interpretations and inferences are publicised which are not substantiated with 
evidence. 
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The sector has for many years determined not to attempt to establish, determine 
guess or infer any absolute data on population size; because size does not 
contribute to impacts directly. As others will substantiate, absolute numbers cannot 
correlate directly to impacts at a landscape level, what is important is the impact that 
any population has on its core and kernel area. 

The reference to numbers seems to have re-surfaced since WDNA and the WDCoP 
were published, which is unfortunate. 

The report below refers to the chapters and sections of the report and should be 
read in conjunction with the report. 

1. Introduction. 

a. Reference is made to the new Deer Science Panel; can it be explained 
what their role and input was into this report, is the Panel content with 
the major body of the report and also the conclusions? 

b. Recognition is made of the somewhat early, premature, stage the 
report has been written, several significant pieces of related work are 
just about to be published e.g. The British Deer Society five yearly deer 
presence report. The James Hutton Institute report on the effects of 
removing large numbers of sheep; is it beneficial or detrimental to the 
spectrum of biodiversity if deer numbers temporarily change when 
sheep are removed. The report on DVC and what causes them. 

2. The current approach to deer management in Scotland. 

a. The initial forms of deer management groups were voluntary groups of 
landowners with a common interest, the deer and their management. Their 
bodies had no powers, nor matters of public interests to concern them. 

b. Generally lowland areas don’t have local deer management groups as 
there has been little requirement for these to manage the deer due to the 
secular nature of the species and the small amount of roaming 
undertaken. 

3. Deer population and trends. 

a. There is a disturbing issue when describing historic population dynamics 
and the trends that bring us to here today. There are many assertions that 
the deer population has increased dramatically in the last 50 years; what 
has become evident and influential is that modern counting methods are 
more accurate today than ever before, the report on deer numbers will 
give the inference that numbers have increased dramatically when in fact 
the greater part to this growth is that the counting methods have improved 
enormously, this assessment is faulty as it does not use the same 
counting methods when attempting to determine populations, the historic 
method of foot counting could usually be considered only 60/80% of an 
accurate modern aerial count. 
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b. Upland and Lowland deer management groups. The original DMG was a 
voluntary arrangement between neighbours in an attempt to understand 
what the consensus was on populations, culls required and threats to deer 
populations, it had no regulatory powers at all and was not expected to 
deliver anything other than communications and some degree of 
collaboration, these functions are particularly important where the 
dominant species, red deer, range over wide areas alternating between 
land holdings each with their own agenda. Lowland deer management has 
not required such a degree of collaboration in the farmed areas as the 
population was lower, the species didn’t tend to migrate and deer were not 
an important facet of the life of a farmer, so there wasn’t the level of 
interest in deer by the holder of the Right to Shoot. Collaboration simply 
wasn’t required. 

c. With the establishment of blanket forestry post war several issues became 
apparent, deer would colonise and multiply in these  places and would 
rapidly outstay their welcome, this presented a considerable problem; how 
to manage deer in plantations? One major issue was stalkers time 
commitment, and so a degree of collaboration between syndicate 
members who could undertake vocational stalking and yet share the effort 
to achieve the cull required, this is the situation which draws most heavily 
on the collaborative approach. 

d. There is no justification to the inference that there is anything wrong with 
an area that does not have a collaborative team managing the deer, it just 
depends on what may be required to achieve the multifarious interests of 
the disparate owners, intense collaboration may be suitable in some 
places but probably massively over-zealous in the majority.  

e. The Public Sector has various roles in deer management. The Forest 
Estate has a deer management need to achieve relatively low deer 
densities to minimise deer damage on trees and other habitats in the 
Forest Estate, they achieve this by the use of skilled employees, 
contractors, vocational and recreational stalkers. They are bound to 
protect the forest in their charge, but they are constrained within the same 
regulations as the private sector all of whom are regulatory controlled by 
SNH. 

f. SNH has the role of regulating and directing the deer management effort 
especially in areas of Designated Sites and of Public Interest, to achieve 
this they engage with DMG, they assess habitat condition, they can 
engage in problem areas by encouraging “Control Agreements” called 
section 7 agreements or by setting out “Control Schemes” Section 8 
Agreements, in more extreme situations, they also have “Emergency 
Measures”, section 10 powers. This suite of powers gives SNH a broad 
spectrum of powers to engage when impacts are undesirable, but it should 
be noted that only one new Section 7 has been implemented since SNH 
took over The Deer Commission for Scotland;  if habitat impacts are being 
influenced to such a degree why have not more Agreements been 
implemented? 
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g. Deer populations and trends. It is here that the massive error in 
representation occurs, in previous years deer counts were undertaken on 
foot using employed stalkers, Deer Commission for Scotland staff and 
local assistance, accuracy was varied and usually when compared with 
more modern methods under-counted. It is truly impossible to make any 
accurate conclusion from the differences in the data between then and 
now; you can’t compare apples and pears. 

h. Cull statistics are only as accurate as the numbers supplied, there has 
never been a complete return of all culled deer, it is unscientific to attempt 
to determine much from the statistics as there are enormous gaps in the 
information. 

4. Environmental impacts of deer. 

4.1 Protected areas.  

The report states that greater intervention by SNH, by instigating a reduction in deer, 
improves the condition of the protected sites, why then has there been only one new 
site designated since The Deer Commission for Scotland was subsumed into SNH? 

The situation where more than one species of herbivore impacts upon a site is yet to 
be clarified. 

The time drag between an adjustment to the management policy, strategy and 
implementation of a more intense period of culling of an area, will not be the same in 
any two sites, there is evidence of impatience in this report because results have not 
yet become visible; this is naïve and unfortunate as the timescale required may be 
decades, this must be factored in to any decision as to the success of a change in 
management. 

4.2 Environmental impacts of deer on woodlands. 

All species of deer are woodland species. 

All species of deer quest for clean forage and prefer not to have to be in close 
proximity to cattle or sheep.  Deer actively seek the security, shelter and 
nourishment from woodlands. 

In many high altitude and low altitude woods deer share the space with cattle, sheep, 
goats, hares and rabbits each of which can impact upon herb species. The situation 
where more than one species of herbivore impacts upon a site is yet to be clarified. 

5. Socio-Economic costs and benefits of deer. 

 This section has created an imbalance in the assessment of cost 
benefit; it does not refer to the massive social benefit derived by many 
people who enjoy contact with a wild animal, even if it just a glimpse 
from a passing vehicle, this phenomenon is now recognised as a social 
benefit. 
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 The evidence to support this is available in academic reports but also 
in the two surveys of Scottish people who placed Deer as their prime 
iconic species. 

 The report also fails to mention the fact that deer are an attractant to 
certain places in Scotland, if not to Scotland as a whole, to many 
residents and foreign tourists alike who relish a glimpse of a deer. 

 Scottish Nature Omnibus reports to SNH annually, it’s report exhibits 
the results of public surveys into the perceptions of the public and 
notes the levels of interest, persistently the survey has place deer 
above all others, at a level 300% higher than the nearest other species. 

Table 3.1: Wildlife associated with Scotland 

Ov
eral 

Sep 2011  Feb 2012  Sep 2012  Feb 2013  Sep 2013  

 (1,055)  
%  

(1,141)  
%  

(1,160)  
%  

(1,183)  
%  

(1,171)  
%  

De
er  

73  68  62  68  69  

 

 The Scottish Biodiversity List project, undertaken by Scott Wilson on behalf of 
the Scottish Executive during 2005, aimed to identify a list of flora, fauna and 
habitats of principal importance for the conservation of biodiversity in 
Scotland. The requirement to produce this list was included in the Nature 
Conservation (Scotland) 2004 Act, to help public bodies to carry out their 
duties to further the conservation of biodiversity. 

It is notable that the types of animals and plants which were selected as most 
important are those which are often used to represent Scotland. Deer, golden eagle, 
wild salmon, heather and thistle are all included in the 'top 10' animals and plants. 

Table 1: 'Top 10' animals, plants and habitats 

 Animals Plants Habitats 

1. Red or Roe Deer Heather Hills and mountains 

The damage caused to trees by deer is often portrayed as a disaster, in some cases 
it may be total loss, but in most cases the damage will be minimal and it is un-proven 
as to the full tree crop cycle loss caused by deer compared to any other natural 
impact. 

There is much evidence to support the presence of deer in a wood to encourage 
diversity in the tree population and other bio-diversity which may suffer due to 
mechanical forestry exercises and shading. 
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Deer vehicle collisions; the statement that DVCs are positively correlated with deer 
densities, IS WRONG it is the increasing vehicle activity  that causes DVC to rise; a 
commissioned  report for SNH is about to be published reiterating these facts again 
in support of previous work on the topic.  

It is recognised that the increased DVC occurring around Glasgow and Aberdeen are 
due to the high volume vehicle activity, not deer densities, given other parts of 
Scotland with a similar population of deer but which have less vehicular activity have 
fewer DVC.  

In general Scotland suffers less than 25% rate of DVC in comparison to England 
where traffic activity is so much greater.  

6. Planning and Implementation of Deer Management. 

 6.1 Review of DMG Plans. 

Page 58 states “there has been a statistically significant improvement in the DMG 
assessments between 2014 and 2016. This improvement is seen in both the 
benchmark area and the public interest criteria”. This is a significant fact especially 
as that change includes the fact that pre 2008 there was no suggestion that Public 
Interest was in the remit of a deer management plan. 

Much has been made of the need to engage within the communities in the drafting of 
a Deer Management Plan, much effort has been made to accommodate these 
interests; it is not clear how much interest the public has had in the drafting of these 
new plans, not much at all in some areas. 

It will be impossible to compare the performance of the DMG between the various 
criterions as every management group has differing landscapes, deer populations, 
weather patterns and landscape issues. Areas with greater numbers of Designated 
or Protected Sites will exhibit a greater weighting in these topics than others which 
may appear to “be failing” when in fact the topic is de minimus to this group and so 
not receiving much effort. 

All through this chapter the basic failing that the project has is the fact that the 
absolute definition of what is acceptable and what isn’t hasn’t been stated, there are 
no criterion for what is acceptable, so how will Deer Management Groups know 
when they have achieved their goals? 

When considering the bar chart of the levels of desired criterion on page 77, one 
should consider when is enough enough? What level of engagement is acceptable?  

 6.2 Review of Section 7 Agreements. 

Section 7 Agreements are voluntarily engaged in. 

Section 7 Agreements are adaptive. 

Section 7 Agreements are effective and achieve the majority of what is sought. 
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The data states that all the Section 7 Agreements have achieved reductions in 
populations, (the greatest reduction being 93% at Glenfeshie), but it took a little 
longer than anticipated, similarly the tree regeneration therein has taken a little 
longer than anticipated. 

The effect of other constraints must be assessed to determine why some sites 
respond so much slower than others, and why some sites refuse to permit 
regeneration at all.  

7. Evaluation and conclusions 

 7.1 Evaluation. 

It is regrettable that reference is made to deer numbers based on the historic basis, 
as described previously this isn’t a consistent methodology so the increase is 
significantly overstated. 

The opinion that whilst progress is being made the speed of change may not be swift 
enough to satisfy the RACCE, it may be worth some consideration to determine 
which timescale is the most likely to occur as nature has a funny way of doing things 
and no committee can alter that. 

It should also be borne in mind that a significant reduction in the deer population may 
not achieve the results that are anticipated. Indeed, there may well be an 
undesirable reaction to the reduction of herbivores. 

 7.2 Conclusion of Assessment. 

The new Deer Management Plans are just completed, implementation will begin, it 
will take years to affect the deer populations and more years for nature to respond.  

SNH has a range of powers to cover every type of crisis and shouldn’t need any 
further powers. 

This report contains no clear evidence of a massive deer problem for which there is 
no remedy, the suite of powers available are more than adequate to manage any 
current issues. 

This report does not indicate any situation that requires immediate action, indeed the 
report is insufficiently qualified to base any actions upon it. 

This report should become a benchmark document to follow and to see if or what 
occurs in the countryside over the next few decades. 

John Bruce. 

6 December 2016. 


