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Written submission from the Scottish Gamekeepers Association 

The SGA, as a representative body of professional deer managers in Scotland, 
wishes to make the following observations on the recent report by SNH on Deer 
Management in Scotland, with an overall view on the future of deer management in 
this country. 

Review of Deer Management. 

It is the view of the SGA that statutory deer management is not required in Scotland, 
nor is it desirable as it will undermine recent collaborative progress, drawing 
attention away from areas which require concerted focus and the buy-in from all who 
are crucial to delivery. 

Our reasoning is as follows: 

• There are very few additional statutory powers SNH requires to achieve its aims. 
Changes brought about via the Land Reform Act in 2016 granted SNH significant 
new powers to ensure progress towards Environmental objectives. 

• Deer Management Groups in Scotland have made significant progress in a very 
short timeframe. Comparative analysis shows significant environmental damage 
now occurring to habitats outwith deer management coverage areas and this 
requires renewed attention, with support and investment in the establishment of 
greater collaboration in these areas rather than the rejection of the collaborative 
approach. 

• SNH has stated in oral evidence they have homed in on sites of greatest 
environmental concern. These areas should be the focus of targeted action rather 
than applying blanket nationwide measures unreflective of local reality or 
circumstance. 

• Examples of current public deer management in Scotland do not give 
professional deer managers confidence that a move to a statutory system would 
be beneficial for deer welfare, best practice, the natural environment or the 
economy.  

• Despite a poor analysis of the economic costs and benefits of deer management 
in SNH’s new review, current public sector investment in deer management does 
not approach anything like the investment made by non-public entities. Further 
statutory measures, on the back of progress, will threaten goodwill and may 
come at an unaccounted cost to the economy as a result. 

Development of Points 1 to 5. 

1/ Changes to the Land Reform Act mean that SNH now have a full suite of powers 
available to them to make the progress required towards environmental aims. It can 
can give advice, guidance and support. It can provide habitat assessment and deer 
counts. It can issue voluntary Section 7 agreements and impose statutory Section 8 
agreements if the former is unsuccessful. With changes this year to the Land Reform 
Act it can now impose substantial financial penalties of up to £40 000 for non 
compliance with a deer control scheme as well as penalties for failure to produce 
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deer management plans within a specified timescale. SNH can apply emergency 
measures under Section 10 for remedial deer culls to be undertaken. It can issue 
night and out of season licences for deer culls. It can request cull returns, order a 
deer management plan and ask for a cull return for the following year. It also has the 
powers to convene Deer Panels to deliberate complex issues or review practices. In 
summary, in terms of the management of deer, there are very few powers SNH does 
not possess and very few issues which do not fall within its compass. To date, it has 
not used Section 8 powers. Officials provided assurances to MSPs during oral 
evidence to the ECCLR Committee that it will not be afraid do so, where appropriate, 
and will be able to allocate the budget required. 

In short, SNH now has a full range of powers, both non-statutory and statutory, in 
order to adequately carry out the function it is tasked with. 

2/ Deer Management Groups have made significant progress against what was 
expected of them following the 2013 Review. Despite the gloomy undertones of the 
SNH report, it is important to see this progress in comparison to where there are no, 
few, or sporadic collaborative arrangements in place. 

Analysis by ADMG, for example, shows amongst other things that: 

 10 per cent of native woodlands within DMG areas, or 11 168 ha, will have to 
be improved to reach Scottish Government’s targets of 60 per cent of native 
woodlands in satisfactory condition by 2020. 

 In non DMG areas, a 20 per cent improvement, or 32 554 ha, will have to be 
achieved. 

 To achieve the 60 per cent target across Scotland, therefore, 75 per cent of 
the effort required, in terms of area, will have to take place outside of DMG 
areas. 

 Analysis of SRDP between 2008 and 2014 showed that 59 per cent of all 
woodland planting and 67 per cent of all native woodland planting under 
SRDP schemes took place within DMG areas. 

 If all factors impacting native woodlands are considered, three quarters fall 
outside the main deer range. 

Important environmental achievements have been delivered by the collaborative 
deer management model, particularly within the past two years. Whilst this remains a 
work in progress, focus must also now be placed on achieving DMG or collaborative 
arrangements in other areas where greater effort is required; something we believe 
should be supported by Scottish Government. More groups are being established 
but SNH has a major role to play in this process of linkage. 

3/ SNH stated at the recent oral evidence session that sites which are of greatest 
concern from an environment perspective are currently known, with most subject to 
Section 7 agreements. Whilst some of these are ongoing, others have successfully 
concluded. It is important to note that it is not realistic to expect habitat recovery 
within the span of a parliamentary review, particularly when certain factors are 
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considered. Given that the report is not able to distinguish between impacts caused 
by herbivores but, by implication focuses its attention solely upon deer, this is 
applying a one dimensional approach to a problem which, in the upland areas, is 
almost certainly to be multi dimensional. It is no accident, for example, that fences in 
these areas formerly had mesh fencing at their base to prevent entry to plantations 
by other herbivores.  

SGA Vice Chairman Peter Fraser, a professional deer stalker for 43 years recalls the 
effects of applying a one dimensional approach to habitat recovery with particular 
reference to a Section 7 site at Caenlochan.  

He writes: “At early meetings with the DCS and SNH regarding the Caenlochan 
control agreements, it was pointed out by stalkers on the ground that continual 
disturbance during the summer months was a major problem, and that deer were no 
longer able to graze the high ground in small groups during the summer months and 
were now found in large numbers in areas less attractive to hill walkers. 
Unfortunately, some of these areas were Special Sites of Scientific Interest (SSSIs). 

“It was also pointed out that there was a large population of mountain hares on 
Caenlochan and roughly 200 sheep. As deer were perceived to be the main problem 
on Caenlochan, the group were told by DCS and SNH, deer numbers would have to 
be reduced first before hare and disturbance issues would be looked at. It was 
agreed that the sheep would be removed. Attempts were made on numerous 
occasions by the farmer to remove the sheep, but as Caenlochan is a large 
unfenced area, at no point in thirteen years has Caenlochan been free of sheep. 

“Several years into the section 7 agreement, estate representatives were invited by 
DCS and SNH for a site visit on Caenlochan to see alpine plants in bloom. What was 
instantly noticeable, was the amount of hare droppings. This was pointed out to the 
DCS and SNH, but nothing was done. 

“Thirteen years on, nothing has been done by SNH to address the hare population, 
disturbance or resident sheep on Caenlochan. The only request, is to cull more 
deer.” 

Peter identifies the inability of SNH’s Site Condition Monitoring programme to 
differentiate between impacts of different herbivores as something requiring urgent 
redress. It is the view of SGA Chairman Alex Hogg, a gamekeeper for 40 years, that 
inability to differentiate between damage caused by different herbivores, on an 
estate, would almost be a sack-able offence for a gamekeeper.  

Improvements in SNH monitoring methods, enabling differentiating between 
herbivore impacts, will be necessary to apply targeted, evidence-based action to 
improve habitat condition. Increased intensity of cull effort does not always bring 
appreciable results in terms of habitat recovery or may take a considerable period of 
time if it is to work, eventually. The sticking plaster of killing more and more deer may 
seem like a solution on paper and may help administrators demonstrate that they are 
taking remedial action but if it is not based on knowledge or proper study of sites and 
their dynamic nature, it will not work in isolation. 
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4/ Whist the review’s purpose was to place collaborative deer management in 
Scotland under the microscope, whether statutory deer management would be the 
best option to ensure the public interest necessitates having an impression of what 
statutory deer management would look like, as an alternative, and who would deliver 
it. 

As this has never been properly defined, it would seem a natural starting point to 
look towards current approaches to deer management on public land. 

 Currently, only 2 local councils out of 32 in Scotland engage in the collaborative 
DMG process despite them having responsibilities towards deer management 
and local habitats.  

 FCS (while being commendable and active players in collaborative deer 
management) have their own budget constraints, as a publicly funded body, 
when it comes to deer management on its own ground and finance must play a 
major role in deer management decisions. While once FCS emphasised 
employing full-time rangers in local areas, today, half of the FCS cull is 
undertaken by 100 contractors, with half undertaken by only 43 rangers. Eleven 
percent is done by recreational and accompanied stalkers. Contracted stalkers 
are paid per animal culled and 60 per cent of the annual cull is now undertaken 
at night or outside of the agreed seasons; something only legally possible under 
control licences issued by SNH. These seasons were put in place for animal 
welfare reasons, in particular to protect dependent young. 

 By its own analysis, deer management on the NFE is currently beset by 
understaffing. At a woodland Deer Seminar at Tulliallan in 2001, FCS predicted 
that by 2003/4 deer numbers would be at a manageable level in forestry and 
contract stalkers would be phased out. In 2013 deer managers were told that 
deer damage in forestry was running at 15/20 per cent and that 30-35 contract 
stalkers were employed on the National Forest Estate. In 2016 FCS announced 
that the numbers of contract stalkers on the NFE was set to rise, with the current 
level at 100.  Research has indicated that at least one full-time wildlife manager/ 
deer stalker is required for every 5,000 hectares of forest. If correct, FCS is 
grossly understaffed and is unlikely to reduce deer damage in forestry below 10 
per cent. 

 The interpretation and gathering of data by public agencies tasked with 
overseeing deer management in Scotland is challenged, not least in the latest 
SNH review, and does not give confidence to professional or qualified deer 
managers tasked with delivering environmental objectives. The continuous focus 
on deer numbers without due regard to impacts is a source of frustration to those 
involved in deer management, particularly when challenged statistics serve to 
generate a narrative which can be misleading. For example, the incomplete 
Strath Caulaidh study used in the report by SNH uses deer density estimates on 
the NFE which have been amassed over 20 years. These figures come from 
dung counts, with transect visits in winter and spring. Dung counts were never 
meant to be used to count deer density. They were a measure of the utilisation of 
woods. Smart et al 2004 describes this method as ‘the least sensitive counting 
method in precision’. Nevertheless, these figures with widely variable confidence 
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limits are heavily referenced in the SNH review and, we are sure, will be 
challenged by others. 

 In conclusion, collaborative deer management in Scotland may be imperfect but 
great strides have been made in the past two years, with more to follow. Low 
responsibility deer management shackled by budget constraints, as is currently 
being witnessed on public land, is unlikely to inspire confidence of the 
professionals that a statutory arrangement would be desirable. 

5/ The section of the SNH report on economic costs and benefits appeared to be 
more an afterthought. By failing to acknowledge any secondary economic benefits of 
deer management, included in the PACEC report, it enabled the impression to be 
given that deer management comes at an overall cost to the public purse. Given that 
only around 32 500 deer, out of the annual Scottish deer cull, is carried out by public 
agencies, it is clear there is a heavy reliance upon non-public entities to invest 
necessary funds and goodwill in deer management and to help meet environmental 
objectives. This investment dwarves public expenditure in deer management, with 
Scottish Government also due to receive rates finance from deer forests in 2017. 

It is hoped that the SNH report does not serve to overly discourage Deer 
Management Groups from making continued progress towards environmental goals. 
As outlined in section 4 (above), Deer Management Groups and collaborative 
planning will be fundamental to the achievement of national targets and the 
contribution they make in terms of professional skills, knowledge and investment 
should be regarded as an asset. 

The Scottish Gamekeepers Association 

6 December 2016. 

 


