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Written submission from David Lowes, Managing Partner, Glenfalloch Estate 

This written submission is comprised of an email and letter to Ian Jardine, Chief 
Executive of SNH from David Lowes, Managing Partner, Glenfalloch Estate 

Email 

Dear Mr Jardine, 

I attach hereto a letter from me addressed to you and copied to various others.  I 
apologise for the length of the letter so let me boil it down to one simple point. 

I submit that the authors of the Report to the Scottish Government on Deer 
Management in Scotland have contrived to produce a dodgy dossier, which 
essentially identifies deer as Scotland’s very own weapons of mass destruction and 
argues that the only way of controlling them is to reduce their numbers by shooting 
them indiscriminately until such time as the overall number of deer in Scotland is no 
longer perceived (by whom and on what basis?) to be “ a problem”. 

The issue therefore simply is this: 

Just over a year ago at a meeting of deer managers in Stirling, attended by the 
Member of the Scottish Parliament, Bruce Crawford, the SNH Wildlife Management 
Officer explained that SNH’s policy “no longer looked at deer numbers as any kind of 
a measure but rather looked primarily at deer impacts, which is a more effective and 
useful measure to inform culling policies”. This was unsurprising to that audience 
and to deer managers the length and breadth of Scotland who have been working in 
good faith with SNH for many years now to that very end. 

What we now have is a situation where, for reasons about which we can only 
speculate, SNH appears to have thrown this policy out of the window in favour of a 
policy to reduce numbers regardless of the research and evidence that deer 
managers, in close collaboration with SNH, have worked so long and hard to 
produce and to act upon.  SNH, and indeed the Scottish Government, now has to 
choose which of these two policies they will pursue.  That is their prerogative, but 
they must understand that, if they choose the latter policy, they will  forfeit the trust 
and support of the great majority of deer managers in Scotland who currently are so 
focused on and committed to delivering the outcomes they thought were required of 
them.  In consequence,  the job of managing and controlling those deer will become 
immeasurably more expensive and difficult in most of those areas where deer are 
found. 

I look forward to hearing from you 

David Lowes 

Managing Partner 

Glenfalloch Estate 
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Letter 

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

I write as Managing Partner of Glenfalloch Estate, an upland land holding within the 
Loch Lomond & the Trossachs National Park.  I am vice-Chairman of the Inveraray & 
Tyndrum Deer Management Group of which Glenfalloch is a long standing member.  
We are also a member of the Balquhidder Deer Management Group. 

I have to tell you that I am deeply disappointed by your Report.  Whilst your 
colleague Claudia Rowse, whose presentation to the ADMG I attended in Inverness 
last Thursday 24th November, was at pains to stress that the ADMG should take lots 
of positives from the Report, I had to tell her that it seemed that the conclusions of 
the report had been written without reference to many of the facts available about the 
progress of deer management, especially in the recent past, some of which are 
contained in the report itself.  Moreover the report is clearly written to an agenda 
(that there are too many deer in Scotland and that their numbers must be reduced), 
and is based on questionable data and barely concealed bias, moreover it is in some 
instances factually incorrect. 

I respectfully suggest that SNH should withdraw this report until it is better prepared, 
more balanced and accurate.  I do hope that the Scottish Government could not 
seriously consider basing the important decisions that need to be made on the future 
management of our precious natural heritage on this report. 

I write this in absolute sorrow, not in anger, as someone who cares deeply about our 
natural environment and about our deer and all the other animals that have to live in 
it.  I am proud to be manager of an estate that in January 2013, prompted your 
former colleague Zoe Kemp, then SNH Operations Manager, Argyll & Stirling, to 
write: 

Glen Falloch is a very open estate. We’ve had positive working relationships with 
them in dealing with their hydro schemes, SSSIs and Scottish Rural Development 
Programme proposals. They are very positive about working with agencies and in 
trying to find positive solutions. I understand that the Estate is run as a business. 
But, I do firmly believe they have the quality of the land, and the benefits it provides, 
to both themselves and wider society, at heart. 

We have, I believe, good relationships with many of your colleagues at working level 
in SNH, the National Park Authority, politicians and other members of the local 
community of which we consider ourselves very much a part. 

I hope you will take the trouble to read what I have written below and I look forward 
to an early opportunity to meet you to discuss my concerns in more detail.  For ease 
of reference I enumerate my comments on your Report below: 

1. The impacts of deer on the natural heritage 

a. SNH appears to have abandoned its widely understood and  accepted 
policy of assessing grazing impacts in favour of an outdated and 
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simplistic obsession that the numbers of deer are the sole determinant 
of habitat survival or improvement (or lack thereof).  This of course 
plays to a vocal community, the influence of which can clearly be seen 
from the whole tone of the report.   Whilst it is self-evident that a large 
number of a type or types of herbivore will have an impact on a specific 
habitat in a specific area, it is entirely disingenuous to focus solely on 
numbers. 

To illustrate, once again: the long established rule of thumb for sheep 
stocking in the highlands is one sheep to four acres.  In the fertile 
lowlands you might run 20-30 sheep on four acres.  What then is the 
“right number” of sheep on those four acres; one, or 30? A silly 
question of course, but why should that question be any more logical 
when we are looking at deer or any other herbivore? 

b. At a meeting of the Balquhidder Deer Management Group on 28th 
October 2015, attended by our MSP Bruce Crawford, the following 
comment was made directly to Mr Crawford by James Hammond, a 
front line Wildlife Management Officer who has earned the respect of 
many deer managers through his hard work and support:  “Jamie 
Hammond, SNH, stressed to BC that SNH no longer looked at deer 
numbers as any kind of a measure but rather looked primarily at deer 
impacts, which is a more effective and useful measure to inform culling 
policies.”  (source – email confirmation of minutes from James 
Hammond SNH 11/1/16).   

This has been a cornerstone of the guidance we have received in ITDMG and 
BDMG (and I am sure this is the same for other groups) from SNH for many years.  It 
is what has informed our annual deer counts, our keenness to take on the burden of 
Habitat Impact Assessments and our annual cull targets.  I have looked in vain for 
any reference in your Report to what we thought was SNH policy.  Please could you 
confirm SNH policy in this regard; simply put, is it numbers or impacts? 

2. The accuracy and reliability of the numbers included in the Report 

It is quite clear that there is an obsession in the report with numbers, so the above 
comments notwithstanding,  I must address a few points in the Report: 

a. The Report states on page iv (Main Findings)   “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”.  May I submit that a more accurate (honest?) summary of the 
facts as presented in your very own Report would be  “Between 1961 
and 2000, red deer densities on the open hill have increased markedly, 
with a 60% increase since 1961 reaching a peak in 2000-01. Since 
2000-01, the previous 40-year trend of increasing deer density appears 
to have stopped.[my underlining] (ref p16 Key Findings para 1).  Which 
of these two comments does SNH endorse?  Which of the two 
comments does SNH think the majority of casual readers might look 
at?  Do you endorse this method of selective presentation of key 
information? 
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b. Mr Ross writes in his foreword “this review draws on a wealth of 
research and information collated from deer managers, agencies 
NGOs and researchers” (ref para 3 of Foreword). I regret that it seems 
to be the case that SNH has selected in an unscientific way from the 
data available and then presented it in an illogical and unjustified way, 
rather than “drawing on the wealth of information collated”.  Please 
refer to figures 3.2a and 3.2b.  Here we are shown a graphic which 
purports to measure densities of deer in 2000 and 2016.  Apparently 
these data are derived from SNH’s (and predecessor organisations’) 
counts (ref penultimate para p 17).  Nowhere in the report is any 
recognition given to the annual counts carried out by DMGs 
themselves at great effort and cost of time or even to the fact that such 
counts might have some bearing on the way in which groups shape 
their cull policies. 

I understand however that in four cases (one of which is ITDMG- the 
others were not disclosed), because there had only been one SNH 
count in the period (in ITDMG’s case in 2002), the group’s own count 
figure for 2013 was used (which gave a density on our counted area of 
11.26 /sqkm).  This was then extrapolated to 2016 to give a density of 
11 – 14.9 /sqkm, despite the fact that our actual counts in subsequent 
years reduced to 7.99, 5.84 and 6.76 in 2014, 2015 and 2016 
respectively (ref:  http://inverarayandtyndrumdmg.deer-
management.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/ITDMG-DMP-
Background-Information3.pdf  
To add to this, we were initially informed at the Inverness meeting that 
the 2013 count was “an official SNH helicopter count”.  The James 
Hutton Institute explained subsequently “We don’t know why the 2013 
count was digitised and not flagged as not being a count conducted by 
SNH. It is publically available on their website along with the other 
data”  (ref email from Justin Irvine to me dated 29/11/16).  Please 
explain why the use of inconsistent (and differently sourced) 
information was not referenced in the report, nor was the methodology 
for extrapolating such data referenced or explained anywhere?  Can 
you at least appreciate the sense of frustration and bewilderment I feel 
when learning of these facts, or do you think I am being unfair? 

c. The report states that The detrimental impacts of local deer populations 
have been the main driver behind the timing and spatial structure of 
deer counts since 2002.(ref p18 para 4).  I have been always given to 
understand that it was precisely because SNH took a relaxed view to 
deer numbers (because of the limited habitat impacts), that ITDMG had 
not had an SNH count since 2002. (After much lobbying over a number 
of years, ITDMG will in fact have a count in early 2017.) How does 
SNH view the statistics shown in figure 3.2a and 3.2b. Do you conclude 
that to take a relaxed view was wrong or do you think the situation as 
shown in figures 3.2a and b may be open to question? 

d. The report also states that “An up-to-date estimate for red deer in 
open-hill ground is being devised by SNH in partnership with the 

http://inverarayandtyndrumdmg.deer-management.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/ITDMG-DMP-Background-Information3.pdf
http://inverarayandtyndrumdmg.deer-management.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/ITDMG-DMP-Background-Information3.pdf
http://inverarayandtyndrumdmg.deer-management.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/ITDMG-DMP-Background-Information3.pdf
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James Hutton Institute (JHI), using counts of deer at the estate level”. 
(ref p 18 para 5)  If this is a meaningful and relevant study, then would 
you consider it advisable to await the outcome of this study (hopefully 
coupled with an updated HIA study) before the Scottish Government 
takes actions based on your Report, or do you think it acceptable to 
proceed without the benefit of that  knowledge?  

e  the report states that (West Loch Lomond has not been included [in figures 
3.2a,b and c] as there were only two counts and thus will not show a trend.)  (ref 
para 3 p 21).  Please could you inform the ADMG of the dates of the counts used in 
the datasets for each DMG?  How many of these were SNH (or predecessor 
organisation) managed counts? Please could you explain why all DMG organised 
counts have been ignored in discussing trends (except apparently where SNH 
counts were not available to make up the statistics)? 

3.  Other Points  

a. I am unable to find anywhere any quantitative analysis of the combined 
impacts of all herbivores on individual habitats (other than in the very 
limited areas covered by Section 7 Agreements).  Does SNH intend to 
take impacts into account in commentary or recommendations?  On 
the west side of Glenfalloch (in the ITDMG) where we have removed 
the hefted flock of sheep some 10 years ago there are good signs of 
recovery.  According to our own day to day observations, deer 
numbers have not increased significantly (if at all) and so, again by 
observation, we conclude that there is no adverse impact on the 
natural heritage, but the reverse.  Do you think our observations are at 
fault as would be indicated by figures 3.2a, b and c as they relate to 
ITDMG? 

b. Table 3.3 on p 30 shows Results of estimated population increases for 
red deer populations in 14 DMGs (including Balquhidder) at variable 
calving rates.    This seems to me to give credence to my contention 
that SNH’s agenda appears focused on reductions in numbers.  I 
cannot see where there is any qualitative assessment that the specified 
DMGs actually needed to reduce their populations nor can I see why 
the table should simply ask the question “cull sufficient to reduce the 
population”.  Please could you explain the thinking here?  Is there a 
presumption that we needed to reduce the population?   

c. On the east side of Glenfalloch, along Loch Lomond side, there is a 
large number of goats resident in the SSSI woodland there.  We (and 
the RSPB Reserve, who are our neighbours) have been working hard 
to control this situation.  There is no suggestion that deer have been a 
contributor the current state of the woodland.  Does SNH think we 
should now be culling more deer here? 

d. In BDMG’s case in fact we did decide on a fairly radical cull plan in 
some areas of the group, however that was not on the basis of raw 
numbers but on the basis of the fact that a lot of fencing was erected in 
the area and, with the help of a lot of modelling from SNH and work on 
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the ground, we tried to set the cull at a level that would keep the 
holding capacity of the ground in sync with the numbers.  I think we 
largely achieved this but the level of scrutiny afforded by the table 3.3 
and commentary really does not begin to deal with the detail we had to 
evaluate and is therefore meaningless as a tool to inform judgement on 
the policy or the result. 

e. I did ask your colleague Claudia Rowse at Inverness whether the 
information contained in the report had been reviewed  by the WMOs 
who, of course, have the most detailed working knowledge of the facts 
on the ground.  I am afraid her answers were equivocal so please may 
I ask you to confirm whether the WMOs have reviewed the report and 
its conclusions and whether they agree with the detail and the thrust of 
the report? 

4. I have not dwelt in detail on the benchmarking process but it seems clear to 
any fair minded observer that there has indeed been a step change in the 
delivery of the DMPs to the requirements (ever evolving) stipulated by SNH 
and thank you for presenting these data. 

Conclusion 

I hope you will not take the above as entirely negative criticism of the Report, or that 
you feel I am entirely opposed to its content.  There is much in it to applaud (as SNH 
itself might say). 

Equally, please do not think that I feel the job is done.  Quite the contrary; there is 
much still to be done and in other circumstances I am confident that we, the DMGs 
of which we are part and DMGs throughout Scotland, would again rise to the 
challenge of working to restore and protect our important natural heritage and we 
already have many plans to do so as will be well evident to you.   

However, you will appreciate that many of us feel disheartened, bruised and indeed 
betrayed by what we can only conclude is a poorly prepared and researched attempt 
to pursue a different agenda through this dodgy dossier.  Trust has been badly 
damaged by this report and I hope most sincerely that you and your colleagues in 
SNH can find a way to rebuild that trust so that we can once again look forward to 
collaborating with you to the benefit of our shared natural heritage long into the 
future. 

I look forward to hearing from you. 

David Lowes  

Managing Partner 

Glenfalloch Estate 


