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Written submission from John Bruce, Trustee Director & Chairman of The Deer 
Society in Scotland 

Dear Sir, 
 
ENVIRONMENT, CLIMATE CHANGE AND LAND REFORM COMMITTEE - WORK 
ON SNH DEER MANAGEMENT REPORT. 
 
We thank you for the invitation to make contact with you after the Committee 
hearing. I did leave my card for you in the hope that you would perhaps allow me to 
comment on some things that were stated at committee which may benefit from 
some clarification. 
 
Perhaps first a short introduction to this organization and my role. The Society, a 
Charity, is now 50 years old and it is concerned for the welfare and management of 
wild deer across the UK. We have advised Government on deer welfare and advised 
on the original and subsequent deer acts. We started sector training before handing 
it over to the industry body, Deer Management Qualifications.  
 
I represent the Society in Scotland on national welfare forums and committees such 
as the Competency working group, the Wild Deer Best Practice working group. I was 
appointed a member of the Transitional Deer Panel by SNH and have worked with 
SNH on numerous projects such as drafting both the WDNA and also the Code of 
Practice. I believe that I am respected for my contributions. I have been in post for 
more than a decade and have worked with Mike Russell, Roseanna Cunningham, 
(twice), Stewart Stevenson, Paul Wheelhouse and Dr. Aileen Macleod as I also chair 
the anti-poaching and coursing Priority Group in the Partnership for action Against 
Wildlife Crime. 
 
I am a farmer and I have extensive knowledge of modern farming and I also have 
considerable experience of deer and forests. I am very familiar with an ancient forest 
on Deeside famous for its natural regeneration alongside deer. I began small scale 
tree regeneration projects in the forest some 40 years ago and have observed the 
different sites and the variable success rates since, some of my projects are now 
being copied across the Cairngorm National Park. 
 
In our review of the SNH report we made the suggestion that currently the evolution 
and new direction to DMGs and their DMP are at a pivotal stage. We agree that the 
time taken to reach this stage is perhaps behind the timescale that some seek, but 
the reason that we suggested 7-10 years before a further review was because it will 
take that long to detect a measurable difference to many of the sites. Most especially 
for sites which are exposed and challenged at high altitude or in exposed aspects.  
 
It may be worth noting that some famous deer reduction / tree regeneration 
programs such as Mar Lodge didn’t show significant betterment for at least 
seventeen years and Glenfeshie didn’t show any significant change for at least 
seven years. Some sites that I have been involved in are only showing marginal 
change after 30 years (this may be due to the infertility of the soil and water logging 
not deer pressure). 
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We have been referring to the ideal period for a review of the condition of habitats to 
determine if the new look DMGs and their DMPs are delivering what is required. We 
don’t deny that a review of DMPs and their aims and achievements in the short term 
will be of benefit. If some DMP are deficient in some aspects of their plans these 
deficiencies should be addressed and amendments sought but this doesn’t require 
changes to legislation or regulation. It simply requires some analysis of the DMP, 
(already undertaken), and some engagement to seek improvement. 
 
We seem to have become slightly out of step between management changes, 
habitat monitoring and review stages and in order to scientifically assess the 
performance of the sector and the results as evidenced in the condition of the 
habitats, some extended time period should be used. It was interesting to note that 
almost every member of the first and second panels admitted that an extended time 
would be required. 
 
Mention was made of Livestock Densities, Scandinavia and Europe;  
 
Reference was made to the minimum stocking density eligible for agricultural support 
in Scotland, this was correctly reported at 0.05 Livestock Units per hectare, this low 
density was sought not by the farming sector but the NGO who seek to manage land 
with light touch grazing to benefit the features that require an open sward, we think 
that the RSPB and others lobbied for this very low density. 
 
Reference was made to the stocking density in Scandinavia: What was not explained 
was that the Boreal Forest has a much lower Trophic output, it doesn’t produce as 
much herbage so herbivore “Carrying capacity” and densities are naturally only 10% 
of ours. Additional the species being referred to is the Norwegian Elk, sometimes 
called Moose, which lives a solitary life at low density. 
 
In Europe leases, contracts and management programs in Germany and France are 
typically in 10/12 year periods as it is recognized that when dealing with large 
herbivores and their habitats it will take that period to implement a change and to 
note the reaction to that new strategy. 
 
There were questions raised about the lack of up to date data from SNH in reference 
to populations. While aerial counts are without question the best available method 
currently available the enormous cost of broad scale deer counts by flying 
helicopters over the Highlands has been limited by budget; it is a vast expense so 
not all of Scotland is monitored / counted every time.1 A similar situation exists with 
the Habitat monitoring. Sites are monitored in periods of several years and reported 
on, however not all sites are monitored simultaneously so there is always a time lag 
to see the full set of results. 
 
After the hearing I discussed with the proposer the suggestion that every landholding 
should submit a DMP “proposed cull” for prior approval to SNH. I asked if he really 
meant that each of the 55,000 landholdings in Scotland should have to do this, and 
how SNH would manage such a volume of work. He hastily amended his statement 
to “those that need to”, which isn’t quite the same. 

                                                           
1 Table 1 below 
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We do still believe that the current suite of regulations, section 7, 8 and 10 provide 
adequate regulation to protect the designated sites, but, is there a matching suite of 
incentives to encourage private interest to contribute to the aspirations for the wider 
countryside in the 2020 route map?  
 
Will there be sufficient dedicated resources to provide for the public interest projects 
and aspirations we all support through Scotland’s Wild Deer: A National Approach? 
There was some criticism of SNH but if resources are to be reduced, how can they 
perform all that is required?  
 

John Bruce. 

Trustee Director & Chairman of the Scottish Council 

14 December 2016 

 Table 1  

Scottish Natural 

Heritage Deer Census 

Results 2006-2011 Year 

Area 

(Ha) 

Total 

Deer 

Cost £/ha £/deer 

2006/07  258,791  47,413  £100k  £0.39  £2.14  

2007/08  590,000  69,930  £166k  £0.28  £2.39  

2008/09  708,000  89,618  £180k  £0.25  £2.01  

2009/10  523,971  64,673  £180k  £0.34  £2.78  

2010/11  578,382  66,376  £180K  £0.31  £2.71  

2011/12  420,760  49,760  £169K  £0.40  £3.40  

Total/Average  3,079,90

4  

387,770  1,155,00

0 

£0.37  £2.98  

 

 

 


