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Written submission from Iain Thomson 

Evidence to ECCLR committee – re SNH Review on 13 December 2016 

I would like to highlight my concerns that some of the evidence that the ‘second 
panel’, comprising RSPB,JMT, SWT, CNPA and Simon Pepper of Forest Policy 
Group, offered was misleading and sometimes wrong.  

I manage an estate in central Sutherland with a red deer population, designated site 
and over 2000ha of forestry and woodlands. We are a member of the West 
Sutherland Deer Management Group (WSDMG) East sub Group. I have over thirty 
years’ experience of working in all levels of forestry, land management and running 
rural land based businesses and so I have first-hand management and practical 
knowledge of many of the issues discussed. I am writing on behalf of our business 
and in a personal matter but not on behalf of any DMG or sub group. 

Economy and Employment  

Client deer stalking activities help to maintain jobs and local businesses often in the 
most fragile parts of our rural economy. The ‘second panel’ pointed out that there 
would be no job losses if more deer were culled to reduce densities and the 
increased cull would actually lead to employment as more stalkers would be required 
for this cull. This shows a complete lack of understanding of what actually happens 
on the ground! The currently employed stalkers are more than capable of greatly 
increasing the cull, but this would be done at an immediate and long term cost and 
would lead to medium and long term unsustainability of not only their  jobs but the 
jobs of all the part time staff and local businesses that are supported by the stalking 
activities . The cull could be carried out over a longer period and by the existing 
professional stalkers themselves (who are more efficient working alone) but this 
would mean taking out fewer or no paying clients thus greatly reducing the income. 
The decrease in deer density in the future would render the sporting business 
unviable.  

It is not possible to compare stalking activities in the rest of Europe with what 
happens in Scotland. People travel from all over the UK, Europe and the world to 
experience the unique and challenging open hill stalking we have in the highlands of 
Scotland. They do not come to shoot trophies i.e. large animals with large trophy 
antlers. There are many other places in the world where they can do this and they do 
go to these places but continue to support our rural economy by returning here to 
spend considerable money on deer stalking and in the wider rural economy because 
of this unique experience.  

The argument that in places where there has already been reduction culls there has 
been no loss of employment cannot be rolled out across the country. Of course if you 
are in the core of one of the highly accessed parts of the countryside for example in 
the national parks, there are other business opportunities to sustain employment. 
However out with these more commercial areas the rural economy is much more 
fragile. Take inland Sutherland for example – the average annual occupancy for 
holiday accommodation is 30%. This is because very few people visit the area 
between November and June. All rural business and land management activities are 
marginal in this part of the country and every income stream is vital in supporting 
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employment. If deer densities are reduced to such an extent that there is no viable 
stalking business then there will be jobs lost. I am the chair of the East sub group of 
the West Sutherland DMG and I could confidently state that if we had no stalking 
businesses then there would be the almost immediate loss of 4 open hill stalkers and 
one woodland stalker and the loss of their families to the local area – that’s 12 kids 
out of the local schools! Five jobs may not seem like much if you live and work in 
urban Scotland but this represents 100% of the full time workforce currently 
employed within our sub group.  

Forestry 

The Scottish Government’s target of 10,000ha of new planting is not being met - this 
is not down to ‘problems’ with deer but down to the constraints placed on applicants 
to the forestry schemes. 

The cost of application and  uncertainty over the outcome makes even starting a 
project unattractive and the environmental constrains pushes any new planting away 
from upland areas where forestry is an ideal land use and on to agricultural land 
where forestry is often not the best land use. 

Forest Enterprise do have a considerable cost associated with deer management but 
this is because of the way in which they choose to manage deer. FE have gone 
down the route of using mostly contractors to control deer at a great cost to the 
public instead of actually generating income by managing deer more sustainably. 
Deer within  a forest, out with the vulnerable times at establishment and restock, 
should be seen as an asset. The private forestry sector is often able to generate 
income from woodland deer management activities by using a mix of client and 
tenant stalkers to generate income from fees and leases and professional stalkers to 
control deer more heavily at times when the crop is more vulnerable. It is worth 
noting that the vast majority of deer culled in the majority of our forests are resident 
within an enclosed(fenced) woodland and so total population, density, culls and 
indeed management needs to be looked at completely separately from what 
happens with the open hill deer population. 

Deer Density and Regeneration of Woodland  

I think the ‘first panel’ was absolutely correct when they pointed out that deer will 
always go to the area with best shelter and feeding and since this is more often than 
not the areas where regeneration of woodland is possible and /or desirable then it 
does not really matter what the density of deer is there will still be damage cause to 
young trees. Deforestation in Scotland has many causal factors – one of the most 
important is climate change it was not solely down to herbivore impact. We can have 
very successful afforestation of both commercial and native woodlands through 
planting and natural regeneration if we use fencing. To choose not to fence is risky 
and unsustainable and fencing is and should be, seen within the forest industry as 
being an integral part of forest establishment. Fencing is also required to exclude 
livestock, rabbits and hares. It is only very recently that separate funding has been 
available for fencing. 

Low deer densities in other European countries were quoted and it was explained 
that this led to larger animals and regeneration of the forest. This is too simplistic! 
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Deer are very heavily managed in Europe and have been for many centuries. They 
are often corralled in to fenced wintering areas where they are fed so well throughout 
the winter that they do not cause any damage to the woodland within the fence. 
These animals behave and are treated more like park deer than wild deer and so I 
think that it is not possible really to make worthwhile comparisons between deer 
management in Scotland and in other countries.  Regarding the increase in size, I 
have explained above why we can have stalking business in Scotland and there is 
no animal welfare issues as deer adapt to their environment very well and have done 
so in Scotland.   

Deer Management 

I strongly disagree with SNH and the ‘second panel’s’ assertion that there has not 
been a step change in deer management in Scotland in the past two years. There 
has been a vast amount of work ( including many hours of unpaid, out of hours, 
voluntary work)carried out in this period to prepare deer management plans and to 
put systems in place to monitor habitats and deer, liaise with stakeholders and wilder 
public etc. etc. The deer management groups will have monitoring of habitats out 
with designated sites that far surpasses in quality and frequency anything that SNH 
has managed to achieve within the designated site where they in fact have a duty to 
carry out SG’s statutory obligation to monitor condition.  

It is my opinion that although time consuming, difficult in some cases and expensive, 
the process of preparing these new deer management plans and their ongoing 
development and implementation has very quickly modernised the deer sector. Deer 
management has to be sustainable and each individual, business, NGO, charity, 
government department places different emphasis on the pillars of sustainability. It is 
determined by management objectives and individual management objectives 
combine and compromise at deer management group level to create a workable 
local, sustainable deer management plan - there should be no right and no wrong. 
Sustainability is best determined at a local level and the voluntary approach to deer 
management has the flexibility and adaptability to deliver this. There is no one size 
fits all deer management plan! 

Notes: 

In the discussion above when talking about deer in the open range then we are 
talking about red deer and in the woodland red, sika and roe deer. 

Deer stalking is not the elitist activity that it once was and is still portrayed as . 
Woodland stalking is one of the fastest growing pastimes in UK and is highly 
accessible to the whole of Scotland.  In fact stalking is very often more accessible 
and cheaper than golf. 

Iain Thomson 

9 January 2017 


