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Written submission from Robbie Rowantree 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit a view on the recently published report 
above. 

Many, more expert than myself, will have highlighted the numerous inconsistencies 
in the use and presentation of the data in the report. If this standard of evidence was 
presented in a legal context it would, I am sure, be treated as a mix of assumption 
and conjecture and has, in all likelihood, undermined the credibility of SNH to “inform 
the debate” on sustainable deer management in a collaborative way in the eyes of 
the practitioners. 

This is a great pity, as at the level where I operate, which is as a crofter, working 
land manager and secretary of a Deer Management Group, we have developed, 
over many years, an effective working relationship with local officers of SNH. The 
strong message that it was impacts on habitat rather than the total number of 
herbivores, of which deer are a major component in our area, was widely accepted. I 
can do no better than to quote the convenor of the previous RACCE committee, Rob 
Gibson MSP, in his letter to the Minister for the Environment and Climate Change on 
the 5th February 2014 when he said “The committee concurs with the agencies that it 
is the impacts of deer rather than their absolute number that is most important when 
considering appropriate approaches to deer management”. To have reverted to a 
Scotland wide population model, based on counts that have wide variation in method 
and a timescale, spanning nearly fifty years, can only be seen as deeply regressive. 

We have very good attendance at group meetings, where members of the public do 
attend and we have offered support and information to a proposed community buy-
out of land that is in the red deer range. We have relayed information to the public on 
Deer Vehicle Collisions and are easily contactable on any deer issues that are raised 
in the group area. Nevertheless, deer management planning been the main function 
of the group and we have modified plans to meet the challenges outlined in the 
Scottish Land Use Strategy (SLUS) as it relates to deer in the form of “Scotland’s 
Wild Deer - a National Approach” (WDNA). We have also refreshed our planning 
process in the light of a clarified SNH view of the public interest. 

I feel that it is worth stressing that the public interest can be quite a challenging 
“target to hit”, as it is a variable rather than a constant.  

I would like to illustrate my point by recounting a little of my early schooling. In the 
1960’s I attended a remote, single room school near the Caithness / Sutherland 
boundary called Aultnabreac. (The very near railway station is regarded as one of 
the most inaccessible in the whole of the Scottish Rail network as it is 12 miles from 
the nearest road). I spent an idyllic childhood here in the heart of what is known as 
the “Flow Country”. It was a vast area of relatively unspoilt wet heathland and 
blanket bog, with still intact peatland pool systems. In the late 1970’s the “public 
interest” was in increased forest cover and timber production, when linked to some 
perverse tax incentives it led to this land of my boyhood being dramatically changed 
to commercial non-indigenous mono-culture forestry in a few short years.  
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The cost and difficulty of removing the trees and restoring this habitat to as near its 
original condition as possible has cost many millions of pounds and is also, it 
appears, now in the public interest.  

I was fortunate to have been involved in the early stages of agreeing a method for 
establishing the Benchmark assessment and I was broadly in favour of the approach 
adopted, as it flowed logically from a UK and Scottish commitment to the wider 
international treaty and European environmental legislation framework onto the 
SLUS and to WDNA. The Code of Practice on Deer Management and Best Practice 
Guidance interpreted this for managers and practitioners.  

I was therefore quite surprised that the Review document seemed to hinge to quite a 
large extent on the document “Scotland’s Biodiversity - a Route Map to 2020”. It is 
referenced only once in the SLUS 2016 -2021, in a Policy Context table on page 17 
and is only one of a suite of bullet points in WDNA and its various annexes. 
However, it appears half a dozen times in the Review document and is stressed in 
both the main findings and the conclusion of the assessment in section 7.2. 

In your letter to the Cabinet Secretary on the 25th November 2016, following your 
evidence session on the 1st of November 2016 into Scotland’s Biodiversity - a Route 
Map to 2020 you raise issues of concern that “the number of strategies and their lack 
of “join up” has resulted in a lack of clarity over the strategic purpose and therefore in 
a lack of clarity in the approach for those tasked with delivering a “step change” for 
biodiversity in Scotland” I can only assume that you include DMGs in the those who 
lack clarity on the step change required. I would not like to infer that the production of 
the review document and its very narrow focus on deer numbers / density, rather 
than impacts, coincides conveniently with scrutiny of the 2020 targets. The future 
shape and aim of deer management in Scotland needs to be set in full recognition 
that it is only one, albeit a critical one, of many pressures on habitats.  

I would also be pleased to see the full suite of Aichi targets fully adopted. Review of 
the Joint Nature Conservation Committee’s document “Mapping of the UK 
Biodiversity Indicators against the Aichi Targets” (http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-6121) 
which is the template that SNH adopts and adapts for Scotland, has some omissions 
that, in my opinion, undermine the integrity of the Aichi approach.  

The five strategic goals, as they are one of the main drivers of Scottish Environment 
policy, will be well known to the ECCLR committee and I will not repeat them all 
here, but I would like to draw attention to Strategic Goal E: - Enhance 
implementation through planning, knowledge management and capacity building. 
This covers targets 17 – 20. 

Targets 17 and 18 have no indicator proposed by JNCC and targets 19 and 20 have 
only the most cursory reference to data gathered. I would like to focus on target 18, 
which states : By 2020, the traditional knowledge, innovations  and practices of 
indigenous and local communities relevant for the conservation and sustainable use 
of biodiversity, and their customary use of biological resources, are respected, 
subject to national legislation and relevant international obligations, and fully 
integrated and reflected in the implementation of the Convention with the full and 
effective participation of indigenous and local communities, at all relevant levels. 

http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-6121
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A brief review of the available information on meeting this target is disappointing and 
I feel without the buy-in from local communities and I include communities of interest, 
the enhanced implementation proposed will be impossible to deliver. The tone of 
many of the responses to the committee on the Deer Management Review indicate 
that the land managers who will implement many of the proposed actions needed to 
meet the biodiversity targets, at the very least, feel done unto, rather their practices 
and traditional knowledge being respected. It has all the hallmarks of a “top-down, 
we know best approach” that leads to poorer outcomes for people and habitats.  

I would also like to challenge one of the assumptions in section 7.1 under the 
heading “Wider Social and Economic Impacts” where it is stated that “Available 
information suggests that if deer densities were lower across much of Scotland, the 
benefits arising from deer could be largely maintained, and many of the costs (such 
as deer-vehicle collisions and impacts on forestry productivity) reduced leading to 
overall enhanced delivery of public benefits”. There is no reference in the document 
to the source of the information. I would be obliged if the available information could 
be made available.  

It is my view that this statement shows a serious misunderstanding of what the 
uniquely Scottish deer stalking experience is all about. The only type of hunting that 
is vaguely like traditional Scottish stalking is the upland reindeer hunts in Norway. 
The opportunity for mainly European hunters to spend time in open country, where 
there is a reasonable number of animals to be seen and stalked cannot be 
underestimated. The bulk of European hunting takes place in woodland, by shooting 
from high-seats, driving with dogs, or baying with dogs. It is not a visual hunt in the 
way that Scottish stalking is and uses a very different set of fieldcraft skills. It is 
regarded by most hunters as one of the most challenging and enjoyable hunting 
experiences and underpins the draw of international visitors. I would be doubtful that 
there would be much of an attraction to international visitors to come to Scotland and 
do what they do in their own country.  

Many contributors to the “deer debate” argue that the size and quality of deer would 
be enhanced and while this is undoubtedly true, it is not trophies that hunters come 
to Scotland for. It is the visual hunt that has been part of the tradition of the 
Highlands for many hundreds of years.  

It is often stated that stalking was part of the “Balmoralisation” of the Highlands, but 
the most cursory research reveals that the love of the chase was very much a part of 
the Highlander’s psyche long before Queen Victoria.  This tradition is often 
overlooked and receives one sentence on page 54 in the SNH Review. 

If I might illustrate this tradition by employing three of the great Gaelic poets, who 
composed their finest work extolling the deer of the open hill. 

Alexander MacDonald (Alasdair mac Mhaighstir Alasdair) in his poem The Sugar 
Burn (Allt an t-Siùcair ) writes:  

Your land is full of stags, heifers, fawns and does.  

Your glens have overflown with hunting in rugged trees and plains. 
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How beautiful, fair-headed, dewy is your bog-cotton, white and soft on hillocks.  

The moorland brown grouse swarm around in gentle, white and soft clusters. 

Duncan Ban MacIntyre (Donnchadh Bàn Mac an t-Saoir) in his poem “In Praise of 
Ben Doran” (Moladh Beinn Dòbhrain) tells us of the deer  

O they are in Ben Dorain, 
so numerous, various,           (he didn’t give us the number or the density 
unfortunately) 
the stags that go roaring, 
so tall and imperious. 

And Sutherlands own Rob Donn talking of the effects of the winter on deer in the 
Reay Forest in The Song of Winter (Oran a’ Gheamraidh) 

Every out-lying creature 

How sinew’d soe’er 

Seeks the refuge of shelter 

The race of the antler 

They snort and they falter 

A cold in their lair. 

It would be a pity if these traditions were lost in the same way that that the Flow 
country of my boyhood was lost, in a flurry of well-intentioned but possibly flawed 
“Public Interest” policy.  

The “silver bullet” solution of dramatic reductions in deer numbers / density might at 
first appear attractive. I would respectfully request of the committee that before any 
wide-ranging decisions or actions are taken, that a working demonstration project be 
taken forward. This would need to be highly transparent and would need to be clear 
on the financial implications of any actions taken. Given the comments in the review 
of potential effects of getting this wrong, it could well be treated as “spend-to-save”  

Many the theories that are being proposed could be tested and used to work up 
improvements to best practice, and give confidence to the land managers who are 
going to have to implement this on a national scale that it is cost effective and 
continues to underpin the socio-economics of rural and remote areas. 

My traditions, communities and livelihood depend on it. 

 


