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Written submission from Scottish Land and Estates 

Deer Management in Scotland  

ECCLR Committee Evidence Session:  13 December 2016 

Scottish Land & Estates has been asked to provide oral evidence to the ECCLR 
Committee on 13 December 2016 in relation to the Committee’s consideration of 
“Deer Management in Scotland” a report provided by Scottish Natural Heritage to the 
Scottish Government issued on 18 November 2016.  We are very pleased to take up 
this offer and look forward to addressing the Committee in this respect. 

In advance of that session, we would like to highlight some specific concerns we 
have with the SNH report and we have set these out below. 

_ _ _ _ _ 

Scottish Land & Estates has many members that undertake deer management 
activity across Scotland.  This covers the red deer range, which is largely restricted 
to the uplands, and roe (and other deer species) management which stretch into the 
lowlands and forested areas.  We will not reiterate the history of deer management 
here as this is ground well covered by the ECCLR Committee’s predecessor the 
RACCE Committee.  Suffice to say that our members have a considerable interest in 
deer management, as an income generating activity, for management purposes in 
order to achieve balance with other land-management and conservation activity, and 
from a social and cultural perspective. 

Our membership is wide and varied.  As such throughout the membership there is 
great variety in terms of how individuals believe deer should be managed.  For some 
members, being able to offer commercial stalking opportunities provides an 
important part of their income and allows them to continue to employ deer stalkers, 
who in turn are part of the local community, whose children attend local schools and 
who spend their income in local businesses, as do stalking clients throughout the 
time of their visit.  For others, their main interest and/or income may lie elsewhere 
such as in agricultural, forestry or conservation and they may wish to avoid deer 
impacts.  For others still, rural and wildlife tourism is an important part of their 
business and opportunities to see red deer, one of Scotland’s most iconic species, 
are important.  As such, it would be wrong to assume we represent a settled view in 
terms of deer management.   

However, despite a range of interests and objectives, the majority of our members 
would agree that the way forward for deer management in Scotland is through the 
consensual and co-operative approach that the Deer Management Group system 
advocates.  Scottish Land & Estates has been completely supportive of the 
Association of Deer Management Groups’ (ADMG) extensive efforts to ensure the 
sector modernises, takes better account of public interest objectives and is more 
open and transparent. 
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We are aware that the ADMG have submitted extensive written evidence to the 
Committee, which again the majority of our membership endorse, and which we will 
not repeat here.  However, we would like to highlight three areas of particular 
concern. 

1. Deer Numbers and Impacts  

We have limited confidence in the conclusions on deer numbers and densities, 
particularly as data has been used from an incomplete report from the James Hutton 
Institute (JHI).  

In addition, whilst deer numbers are important in setting culls it has been accepted 
by SNH for many years and was recognised by Paul Wheelhouse in his response to 
the RACCE Committee recommendations in 2014 that it is grazing impacts rather 
than numbers that are critical in setting and meeting habitat objectives. Any 
discussion on deer numbers and their impact on the environment is therefore likely 
to be misleading if not considered along with the grazing impacts of other herbivores, 
mainly sheep, but also some cattle; as well as goats, rabbits and hares where 
present.   

The Report acknowledges the impacts of other herbivores and the interaction 
between herbivores is not well enough understood stating Site Condition Monitoring 
results “do not differentiate between impacts from different herbivores, e.g. sheep, 
deer, hares etc.” (P32), yet the following statements are made: 

o “The impacts of deer cannot always be disentangled from the impacts of 
other herbivores, but the evidence supports the view that deer are a major 
factor in limiting the recovery of woodland condition” (P39). 

o “The impact deer are having on the natural heritage has been prominent 
and the extent to which they are hindering progress in achieving targets 
and outcomes in the ‘2020 Challenge for Scotland’s Biodiversity’.(P14/15) 

We therefore have significant concerns about the accuracy of information used in the 
report. 

2. Socio-Economic Costs and Benefits of Deer 

SNH make reference to the economic and social importance of deer management 
concluding “present management approaches appear to lead to high social and 
economic costs which outweigh the current benefits”.  

The Report makes reference to the 2016 PACEC consultancy study assessing the 
overall economic value of deer stalking to the Scottish economy at £140.8m and 
supporting 2532 FTE jobs. However SNH has chosen to disregard the secondary 
impacts on the grounds that PACEC calculations are “not specific and therefore 
cannot be tested”. The effect being that in the assessment it uses a direct annual 
income value of £17.6m and 722 FTE jobs. 
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These figures completely undermine the assertion that economic costs exceed 
benefits and fail to recognise the multiplier effect of things like stalkers and guests 
spending in the local community.   

3. Looking Ahead to the Future 

We are somewhat confused as to what SNH see as the way forward and this surely 
is the key question.  The report states they are not confident that work being done to 
improve deer management planning and the operation of deer management groups 
will deliver in a timescale that will meet wider biodiversity targets, and suggests the 
need for “additional measures” to achieve this.   

SNH already has statutory powers of intervention through the 1996 Deer (Scotland) 
Act, provisions in the WANE Act 2011 and further supplemented by the Land Reform 
(Scotland) Act 2016 – not all of which have so far been fully used.  

Like ADMG we commend the preference of SNH for working with others by 
discussion and persuasion to secure necessary action but statutory powers are there 
to be used as a last resort and there are situations where ADMG and Scottish Land 
and Estates would have supported the use of a Section 8, as has previously been 
discussed with SNH. 

We are therefore surprised at the request for additional measures and until we see 
the full use of current powers we do not see any need or justification for such a 
request.  

Furthermore during the evidence session, SNH officials seemed to indicate they still 
wanted delivery to be in partnership with deer management groups, surely the above 
request is not conducive to such a partnership. 

We hope that the ECCLR Committee and Scottish Government will recognise that 
many deer managers feel disappointed and disheartened by the SNH report.  It has 
done nothing to spur them on to fully embrace a new more balanced and inclusive 
approach to deer management and it has eroded a relationship of trust that was 
beginning to build and that is so vital to achieving the type of consensus and co-
operation that will ultimately lead to positive outcomes for all concerned.    

Deer management work is of vital importance to Scotland’s natural heritage and to 
our economy. Scottish Land and Estates welcomes the continuation of this work.  
However, as acknowledged in sections 1 and 7 of the Report “there has been limited 
time for these changes to be implemented and to lead to measurable changes to the 
natural environment”, with most DMG plans now in place, we feel a fair and realistic 
time period now needs to be given towards the implementation of these plans. 

Provisions brought in at Section 79(2) of the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2016, 
require SNH to monitoring and review compliance with the Code of Practice on Deer 
Management and therefore the requirement to manage deer in a sustainable 
manner.  This will enable scrutiny of progress during the “implementation time 
period’ and beyond.  
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If implemented with an enabling ethos, this requirement could strengthen the existing 
relationship between SNH and DMGs, allowing targets to be turned into an effective 
management tool enabling DMGs to implement strategies, allocate resources 
accordingly and have a report card in which they are able to measure and record 
progress. 

 


