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Written submission from the Assynt Crofters Trust 

Response by the Assynt Crofters’ Trust (ACT) to the SNH Report ‘Deer 
Management in Scotland’ 

1. Introduction 

The ACT purchased the North Assynt Estate in February, 1993, after a long, well-
publicised campaign led by the crofters themselves. Since then, our major 
achievement has been to survive. We live on the very edge of the income stream 
and, in our case, a large part of that derives from deer stalking, which we carry out 
with the help of a few volunteer stalkers who live on the Estate.  Over the last few 
years, ACT has been in negotiation with SNH concerning measures to protect the 
Ardvar Woodlands SSSI, part of which lies on our ground. We feel that we have 
done everything in our power to accommodate SNH’s demands and are confident 
that the Woodlands are showing considerable signs of regeneration. It is our belief, 
however, that the way in which these issues are portrayed in the report provided by 
SNH to your Committee reflect neither our good intentions nor the real condition of 
the Ardvar Woods. We have had discussions with SNH about this but they do not 
appear willing to change their views in any way, despite what one of their own 
consultants has to say. We feel that our stewardship of the estate is being called into 
question and that there is a danger that we are in the process of losing control of the 
land that we won almost 25 years ago.  

2. What the Report says 

In Table 6.5, page 89, of the SNH report, Ardvar SSSI is described as having 
‘increasing herbivore impacts’.  On the following page (90), we read  

On the three other areas (Ardvar, Beinn Dearg and Fannich Hills) habitat targets are 
not  

being met, and there are indications of adverse impacts on habitats worsening, 
although  

deer density targets for two of these Agreement areas have been met.  In light of the 
latest  

HIA results, these two agreements will be reviewed. 

3. What the ECCLR Committee might reasonably infer from the above 

It might reasonably be inferred that, as of October 2016, the Ardvar SSSI is in a bad 
condition because of the impact of deer and that this condition is worsening. (Ardvar 
is the Agreement area whose deer density targets have not been met.) 

4. What the Report does not say 

a) As far as we are aware, SNH has not been involved in habitat monitoring for 
herbivore impact in Ardvar SSSI since 2012. 
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b) One of SNH’s own consultants - Victor Clements (VC) - the consultant who 
prepared the woodland management plan for the woodlands at Ardvar in 2014/15 for 
SNH -  has told us (and SNH, repeatedly) that a great deal of regeneration of 
different sorts has occurred in the Ardvar Woods and that the condition can in no 
way be described as ‘worsening’. This ties in with what the local crofters and visitors 
who return frequently say – that there are more trees in Ardvar now than there have 
ever been in their lifetimes. SNH simply refuses to accept that this can be the case. It 
may be of interest to note in this regard that Ardvar Estate submitted a successful 
grant claim for secured regeneration to the Forestry Commission in 2016. So the FC 
sees regeneration where SNH sees none. 

c) Despite serious misgivings, in 2016, ACT, as a member of the Assynt Peninsula 
Deer Management Sub-Group, agreed to SNH’s call for a reduction cull of our deer 
population. We met SNH’s figure for stags but then decided not to carry out the hind 
reduction cull (of 86 hinds & 32 calves). Instead, we have used SNH’s figures and 
will carry out a maintenance cull of 57 hinds & 20 calves. This was because of three 
factors – 

i) The stalkers on the ground were not seeing the hinds in great numbers. 

ii) VC (again!) raised a serious question about the assumptions underlying SNH’s 
deer population model. 

iii) We became worried about the adverse economic impact such a drastic cull might 
have on our stalking revenue in years to come. (The stags come to resident, hefted 
hinds. If you kill the hinds, you don’t get the stags.) 

Again, we approached SNH with our concerns and VC’s questions but, yet again, we 
were, to put it crudely, blanked.  

d) In 2013, Fraser Symonds, then Northern Area Manager for SNH, approached 
ACT with a request to fence a large portion of our part of the SSSI. He explained that 
a compensatory deer cull would have to take place. (His plan was for the three 
landowners – Jim Payne, Ardvar; ACT & John Muir Trust, Quinag – to agree to 
fencing.) Despite considerable tension within the Board of Directors, ACT agreed to 
the fencing and the cull and communicated this agreement to SNH. SNH did not 
proceed with their plan nor did they ever explain their lack of action. (We are going 
ahead with the fencing in 2017 – the agreement has already been signed.) 

5. Summary 

The Assynt Crofters’ Trust is deeply concerned at the way in which SNH has 
described the Ardvar Woodlands SSSI in their Report. The Trust does not believe 
the ECCLR Committee has been given an accurate, up-to-date account of what the 
reality is and this, in turn, may lead the Committee to view our stewardship of our 
part of the Woodlands in a negative way. The Committee may also come to the view 
that the Assynt Crofters’ Trust are, somehow, opposed to what SNH represents. On 
the contrary, the Board of Directors of ACT has always supported SNH’s initiatives 
and we feel very strongly that we are managing all parts of our North Assynt Estate 
in an ecologically sensitive manner and would be more than happy for Committee 
members to come and see for themselves the progress we are making. 
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ARDVAR SSSI/ SAC 

 Regeneration Photographs JANUARY 2017 report for ECCLR Committee 

 

Victor Clements, Native Woodland Advice, Mamie’s Cottage, Taybridge Terrace, 
Aberfeldy, Perthshire   

PH15 2BS 

Office: 01887 829 361  Mobile: 07787 520 987  Email: victor@nativewods.co.uk 

The Native Woods Cooperative (Scotland) Ltd is dedicated to managing and 
expanding Scotland’s native woodlands. We offer advice and management services 
to landowners and agents throughout the country.     

BACKGROUND 

I was contracted in 2014 by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) to mark out a series of 
fenced regeneration enclosures in the woods at Ardvar. At that time, all the material I 
had available to me from SNH suggested that there had been no regeneration within 
the woodlands there for many decades, and that the woodlands were fragmenting 
and dying out. The issue had become very high profile, and also highly politicized. At 
the time, SNH had been forced to think that fencing the area was the most practical 
solution. 

On starting this work, it was immediately apparent that the age profile of much of the 
woodland area was much younger than I had anticipated, and during survey work 
over 2 weeks or so, it gradually became clear that there was a significant pulse of 
birch regeneration throughout much of the woodland area. This ranged in age from 
newly germinated seedlings through to established regeneration that was 15- 20 
years old and more. There was documentary evidence that the SSSI area had been 
extended in the early 1980’s because of the extent of regeneration. The local crofters 

mailto:victor@nativewods.co.uk
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explained how the woods at Ardvar had been filling in over their lifetimes, and old 
maps suggested that the woodland extent had increased over 100 years or so. This 
can all be verified by viewing the woods on the ground today. 

The narrative developed that these woods are fragmenting and dying does not stand 
up to any scrutiny. They have been spreading gradually and filling in over most of the 
last century, including at the present time, and all the way through the past ten years 
or so while their future was being so hotly contested. 

The photographs below are taken mostly from one area within the SSSI/SAC site at 
Nedd, where the greater area of regeneration can be found, but areas of 
regeneration can be found throughout the whole site, suggesting that deer numbers 
have been low enough to allow this to happen for some time. 

Throughout this period, SNH have maintained their narrative that there was virtually 
no regeneration in these woods, their monitoring protocols missed it entirely, and on 
being presented with the evidence, even now, their inclination is to play this down 
and pretend it is not really there. On p89 of their Deer Review report, recently 
submitted to ECCLR committee, they contend that browsing damage is increasing in 
the woods at Ardvar. There is no evidence for this, either today in 2017, nor in 2012 
when SNH monitoring last took place. That there is currently up to 40 ha of 
regeneration throughout these woods demonstrates that they are developing as we 
might hope or expect, and that this has been the case for some time. Current efforts 
should be focused on increasing the seed source of minor and under- represented 
species, so that these woods can become more species rich in the future. 

Question 

I would ask the EECLR committee to consider how it can be the case that one 
agency advising government (SNH) can maintain this narrative of no regeneration, 
while another Agency (Forestry Commission Scotland) can at the same time be 
signing off a successful grant scheme claim for regeneration over the same area? 
This was the case in 2016. 

VC Analysis & Explanation 

I do not say this lightly because part of my income as a self employed woodland 
advisor comes from SNH, but in the case of Ardvar, the situation that exists there 
has been completely misrepresented, for whatever reason, and it is important to 
speak out.  In my opinion, the issue has become so politicized and contentious that 
SNH seem to feel that that cannot now back out of the narrative that they have 
established without losing face. Their analysis of the situation has been superficial 
and lacking in any understanding of basic woodland/ deer dynamics, and their 
response to criticism has been to dig in and set a series of targets that would 
ordinarily take place over centuries in a natural situation. It appears to me that at 
least some people in SNH want this site to be seen to be failing. Indeed, the issue 
has twice been presented before SNH board meetings as a “case study” in to how 
the current deer legislation does not work. 
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The problem at this site is that the situation has been analysed poorly, a position has 
been established that does not represent what is going on, very serious conflict has 
been stirred among local owners because many simply do not recognize the problem 
that is being outlined to them, and the Deer Management Group (DMG) has 
effectively become poisoned by the entire process. A Section 8 agreement is being 
threatened to resolve the issue, but this issue has very little to do with killing more 
deer. DMG members have been acting in good faith, and continue to do so, but this 
is a very difficult situation for them. 

The solution to Ardvar is to look clearly at what is actually happening in the 
woodlands, interpret it properly, and encourage and supplement that process as 
required. Any wider political or policy motive has to be removed from considerations. 
The irony of Ardvar is that there is very extensive regeneration in the woods there, 
and in many other areas this would be considered to be a significant success, 
especially in the NW Highlands. This is a site where native woodland regeneration is 
occurring by deer control alone, supposedly what people are asking for in Scotland 
today, and yet DMG members are being punished for achieving this. 

The price of getting this wrong has been to almost destroy a deer management 
group, to discredit SNH as an organization in the eyes of the local community, and to 
cost the public purse probably close to £1 million if all agency time and other 
expenditure and opportunity costs are accounted for. This information has been 
established through an FOI request. 

This is not the price that must be paid to deal effectively with designated sites in 
Scotland. It is simply the price that is paid when these sites are analysed incorrectly 
and evidence is ignored. 

Ardvar is one of the truly bizarre land use conflicts we have in Scotland at the 
moment. The purpose of this report is to throw some light on to what is a deeply 
distressing and frustrating process for the people who live and work there. 

There follows a series of photographs which give some indication of the type and 
extent of native woodland regeneration throughout the woods at Ardvar. The 
regeneration is very heavily dominated by birch because the seed source of other 
species is so small. The locations referred to can be viewed on the map provided. 
These photographs were taken in early 2015, and the trees have had a further two 
growing seasons to develop since then. 

PHOTOGRAPHS 

NEDD WOODLANDS REGENERATION PHOTOS 

In February 2015, some additional survey work was undertaken to quantify the 
regeneration in the Nedd woodlands on Ardvar Estate, and to achieve an overview of 
regeneration on ground belonging to the John Muir Trust. These photographs can be 
viewed in conjunction with the annotated map of the regeneration in Nedd woods. 

Apologies for the quality of some of the photographs, which were taken on an 
overcast day in February 2015. 
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Left, birch regen, 15- 20 years old and well established, and right, at Pt 3, younger 
regeneration. In the first photo, for scale, these trees are approx 12- 15 feet tall. 

  

Left, advance and established regen at Pt 2. Right, the darker purple colour signifies 
a younger pulse of trees, perhaps 25-30 years old. 

  

Left, this holly bush has been reasonably well trimmed back by deer, partly because 
of its position on a trail, but the one on the right is starting to get away. The 
implication of this is that deer densities here are not too high, if a relatively palatable 
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species can get away like this. Several such holly bushes are in evidence throughout 
this area. 

  

Left, sucker growth from hazel stump suggests relatively low to medium deer 
densities. Right, birch regen at Pt 10. For scale, these trees are 4-5 feet high. 

  

Left, looking down from Pt 10, birch regen on the upper edge of the wood. Right, an 
extensive area of regen at Pt 12. This area is very well established. These trees are 
8- 10 feet high. 
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Left, young birch trees, 20-30 years old, at pt 15. Right, thick birch regen at Pt 19. 
Again, this is 15- 20 years old. 

  

Left, extensive regen within the largest regen area. Right, a triangle of well 
established birch regeneration at Pt 37 (V- shaped area of darker purple). 

  

Left, this area, marked in red on the regen map, is unusual. From a distance it looks 
like an extensive area where the birch woodland is in decline, but closer inspection 
shows that many of the trees are less than 30 years old. However, they are scattered 
and relatively low density. There is a new generation of birch establishing, but 
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perhaps only 3-400 stems per ha. This area gives diversity to the site as a whole. 
Right, within this area, especially along the fringes and upper edge, there are little 
pockets of established regeneration. 

  

Left, regen along the upper edge at Pt 41. Right, an extensive regen area at Pt 42. 

  

Left, holly bush getting away near Pt 45, right, where extensive birch regen is 
present on the drier heather knolls. 
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Left and right: pockets of established regen just above the loch, beneath Pt 42. 
Again, regen is occurring where ground conditions allow. 

 

  

Left and right: pockets of birch regen along the upper woodland edge at Torr a 
Ghamhna on John Muir Trust property. 

  

Left & right: good light conditions highlighting an extension of birch regeneration in 
the middle part of the main Ardvar Glen. This regeneration is on a south facing 
slope, where ground conditions are suitable for such regeneration. 
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Left, small pocket of birch regeneration, maybe 12-15 years old.. Right, birch 
regeneration getting away below Torr a Ghamhna. 

  

Left, Michael Ross of Ardvar in birch regeneration in the Nedd woodlands. There 
could be 3-4 ha in this one location. Right, birch regeneration, 10-15 years old below 
Torr an Lochain. Much of the open area shown here is blanket bog or wet heath 
which is much less likely to regenerate with trees. A high proportion of the dry heath 
is regenerating, and this is where we might expect regeneration to arise on this type 
of site. 
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(Dr) Ray Mackay 
Vice Chair 
Assynt Crofters’ Trust 
6th January, 2017 
 


