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Written submission from the Inveraray and Tyndrum Deer Management Group 

This written submission comprises an email from Tom Turnbull, Chair of the 
Inveraray and Tyndrum Deer Management Group to Ian Jardine, Chief Executive of 
SNH.  

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

Dear Mr Jardine 

I write to you as Chairman of the Inveraray and Tyndrum Deer Management Group 
(ITDMG).  I have consulted with the members of the group and I believe that this 
letter reflects their views. 

The members of ITDMG are deeply dissatisfied with much of the content of the 
above report. Having had time to read the report and been present at the recent 
ADMG meeting in Inverness on Thursday 24 November 2016, I write to inform you of 
the sense of dissatisfaction that is felt by ITDMG.  

Parts of the body of the report are an accurate reflection of the work that has been 
undertaken by Deer Management Groups (DMGs) particularly over the last two 
years, however, the Summary and Conclusion are simply not accurate and appear to 
have been written to fit a pre existing narrative. We would also contend that the 
figures used for ITDMG should be totally discounted. If as is suggested in the report 
it is ‘intended to inform debate’ then it fails to paint an accurate picture of deer 
management in Scotland. 

ITDMG have worked very closely with SNH. We have felt that this work has both 
been constructive and useful in our practical approach to deer management. We 
have had a very good relationship with the SNH Wildlife Management Officers 
(WMO). Our Deer Management Plan (DMP) has been improved and worked on 
since the benchmarking of 2014 and we felt that the 2016 assessment was useful 
and a good reflection of the time spent by the ITDMG and SNH in creating a 
constructive and informative DMP that is available to the public on our website, 
however, we still had work to do and we had already started on the next phase of 
improving our performance against the benchmark. 

Unfortunately the report will have strained the working relationship that we have 
developed with SNH somewhat. I set out below my four primary concerns with the 
information in your report: 

1. The data:  

‘Densities have also increased substantially in some of the smaller DMGs with lower 
densities, including Mull, Inveraray/Tyndrum and East Ross; present densities are 
estimated to be between 12.7 to 16 deer/km2 .’(Page 21) 

We would contend that the counts undertaken by the deer managers in ITDMG 
reflect a lower deer density counted on the open range, 2014 to 2016 counts vary 
between 5.84 and 7.99 deer/km2, i.e. half the amount quoted above in your report. 
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At the ADMG meeting of 24 November we expressed our concern at the above 
paragraph of the report to Claudia Rowse and to The James Hutton Institute.  

In explaining the above quotation to us, SNH have chosen to ignore the annual foot 
counts undertaken by ITDMG and only used their ‘official’ SNH counts. This is 
disappointing but not wholly unexpected. However, ITDMG have not had an ‘official’ 
count since 2002, fourteen years ago. Prior to that we had counts in 1980/81 and 
1993. So you may ask how our deer density can be extrapolated to 2016 from this 
data. It would appear that SNH have decided to use our own ITDMG foot count data 
from 2013 which was not an ‘official’ SNH count.  

I hope you may be starting to see where our frustration lies. In 2013 ITDMG did have 
a higher count than previous years or the subsequent counts from 2014 -16. So now 
when the review of deer management in Scotland is put into the public domain we 
find that we are criticised for having a deer population that has increased 
substantially. Pages 25 and 26 of the report show figures 3.3a and 3.3b with ITDMG 
highlighted in red as having a particularly high change in deer density. In these 
figures those DMGs not counted since 2011 are ‘not estimated’ and coloured grey, 
why is this not the case for ITDMG? 

Having met with The James Hutton Institute on 1 December 2016 to discuss the 
above they have explained their figures to us and admitted that the data was 
incomplete. We have volunteered to work with them going forward using our own 
‘unofficial’ count data and cull data to attempt to get a picture of our deer densities. 
Since 2002 all we have had to work on is non ‘official’ count data despite requesting 
an ‘official’ count many times. 

I would request on the behalf of the members of ITDMG that the ECCLR 
Committee is made aware of the inconsistency of the data used and I would 
also ask that we receive a written explanation on behalf of SNH as to how the 
above discrepancy occurred. 

2. Collaboration: 

Those of us who have been heavily involved with the 2014-2016 benchmarking and 
DMG assessment process have been made very aware by SNH of the importance of 
‘effective collaborative deer management’; (Report page 60), a view that ITDMG 
would wholeheartedly endorse. Unfortunately in producing this report SNH have 
completely undermined the collaboration between themselves and DMGs.  

We would like an explanation of how you see ‘unofficial’ DMG foot counts going 
forward. If SNH are to dismiss them as unreliable then how are DMGs going to 
motivate the men and women on the ground to go out and count? Trust is an 
important part of collaboration and we think SNH has lost ours. The ITDMG 
members would also like to know whether we should be removing all of our 
‘unofficial’ foot count data from our website as it is deemed inaccurate and unreliable 
by SNH?  

Non ‘official’ foot count data has had to influence our deer management decision 
making for fourteen years. We have not had an official count from SNH since 2002, 
were we wrong to consider that there was not a problem with deer densities? This 
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was certainly born out by our own ‘unofficial’ counts and the fact that SNH had not 
raised concerns at any point between 2002 and 2016, until this report. 

We look forward to working with SNH in our forthcoming ‘official’ count in early 2017. 
It is certainly a shame that SNH could not have waited until this count before 
analysing and publishing our data, we would have welcomed the chance to develop 
and improve our population model based on the ‘official’ count statistics.  

3. Land use: 

We believe that the above points call into question the validity of the data in your 
report, however, we feel that perhaps the most important factor is also ignored, land 
use change.  

ITDMG has seen dramatic changes in land used since the first ‘official’ SNH count in 
1980. We have seen vast decreases in sheep numbers (22% during 2008 - 2013), 
prior to this we believe that the reduction was far greater. We also have a 30% 
woodland coverage, most of this is Sitka Spruce of a similar age profile having been 
planted in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The reduction in sheep and a fast 
maturing woodland area will have a huge impact on the deer population. JHI agreed 
with this in our correspondence with them. We believe that land use does not take a 
high enough priority within the report, indeed the report seems to have taken a  ‘one 
size fits all’ approach to deer management. 

ITDMG continue our promotion of Habitat Impact Assessment (HIA) across the 
group. However, we must highlight that if our foot counts are unreliable in the eyes of 
SNH then what view will you take of any data we collect in respect of HIA? 

4. Deer Numbers: 

The SNH Report places a high importance on deer numbers across Scotland. We 
agree that it is important to understand deer densities and population trends (when 
reliable data is used appropriately). However, we had been encouraged to believe in 
all of our dealings with SNH that habitat damage is more important than 
density/population, hence the increased drive for effective HIA. Despite this, your 
report seems to concentrate almost exclusively on deer numbers,  

‘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’ 
(Main Findings Page iv) 

Despite this assertion in the Main Findings of the Summary, we believe that the most 
revealing data set within the report is shown on page 20, figure 3.1. This shows 
annual estimates of deer densities across Scotland. It clearly shows a rapidly 
increasing deer population up to the millennium, but it then shows a deer population 
that is starting to decrease very steadily. This is presumably a good thing and at the 
very least illustrates a deer population that is coming under control, however, It 
simply does not tie in with the quotation above from the ‘main findings’ (page iv) 
section of your report. The above quotation is not only misleading, but also fails to 
describe the findings of JHI of a stabilising then decreasing national red deer density. 
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In conclusion we would like to say that DMGs have striven to make a ‘step change’ 
in our approach since 2014 and the report to its credit does acknowledge this. There 
is no doubt though that most reading the report will look to the summary and the 
conclusion which are not only damaging but also misleading in their tone.  

As a DMG we have worked with SNH diligently and we have received constant 
assurances that we are heading in the right direction, but this report 
comprehensively negates those assurances.  We believe that it will seriously 
damage the significant forward momentum ITDMG have achieved, which will be a 
great shame.  We look forward to your response and particularly to your explanation 
for your use of ‘unofficial’ count data for ITDMG but not for other DMGs. 

Tom Turnbull 

Chairman, Inveraray & Tyndrum Deer Management Group 


