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RURAL ECONOMY AND CONNECTIVITY COMMITTEE 
 
CALL FOR EVIDENCE ON THE DOGS (PROTECTION OF LIVESTOCK) 
(AMENDMENT) (SCOTLAND) BILL 
 
SUBMISSION FROM NATURESCOT 
 
The role of NatureScot 
 
NatureScot is a non-departmental body funded by the Scottish Government through 
Grant-in-Aid. We are the Scottish Government’s advisers on issues relating to nature 
and landscape. Our statutory purpose is to: 
 

• secure the conservation and enhancement of nature and landscapes; 
• foster understanding and facilitate their enjoyment; and 
• advise on their sustainable use and management. 

 
NatureScot has duties under the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 to publicise and 
promote understanding of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code (SOAC), which are 
shared in part with local authorities. We also work with the National Access Forum 
(NAF) to provide national guidance on access management. 
 
Under the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003, local authorities have key roles in 
upholding access rights and local access management. This may for example include 
liaising with land managers and advising on signage or infrastructure provision, with 
advice where necessary from the local access forum. Where necessary, enforcement 
powers rest with local authority dog wardens or with the police. 
 
Access with dogs 
 
Scotland’s People & Nature Survey indicates that there were 643 million visits to the 
outdoors in 2019-20, of which 295 million visits (46%) were accompanied by a dog; 
dog walking was the primary motive for 42% of visits. Dog walking is thus an important 
part of Scotland’s outdoor life and encourages many people to get outdoors more 
often, including some who would not otherwise feel safe in doing so. This activity 
makes an important contribution to the Scottish Government’s National Performance 
Indicator on Visits to the outdoors, providing significant social and economic benefits 
and enhancing people’s health and well-being. 
 
Dog attacks on livestock are deeply upsetting and unpleasant for those involved and 
can lead to substantial costs for farmers. Such attacks often involve unaccompanied 
dogs, but can also result from public access with dogs that are inadequately controlled. 
This has been a long standing issue and is of course an established offence under the 
Dogs (Protection of Livestock) Act 1953.  The Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 
excludes any action which is an offence, and specifically indicates that access rights 
do not include access with dogs that are not under proper control. 
 
We therefore support the overarching purpose of the Bill - which aims to reduce the 
incidence of such attacks through increased penalties and enhanced enforcement of 
the offence under the 1953 Act.  
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Preventing dog attacks on livestock 
 
Livestock attacks may have a variety of underlying causes that reflect the location, the 
circumstances, the dog and the owner. A recent Scottish Government social research 
study investigating attacks by dogs noted that “the existing evidence does not provide 
an adequate basis for assessing the true scale of the issues, or for showing the 
potential contributing factors or impacts that can effectively inform the development of 
appropriate responses”. Given this, we would encourage a multi-pronged approach 
including education, management and enforcement, which is likely to be most effective 
in tackling this problem. 
 
Education 
 
Promoting responsible dog ownership has an important role in reducing the incidence 
of dog attacks, and there are two broad strands to this. There is growing recognition 
that many attacks involve unattended dogs which have, for example, escaped from 
gardens or have been let out without supervision. This highlights a need to raise 
awareness of the need to keep dogs secure in and around the home. Attacks which 
arise when people are accompanying their dogs in the outdoors are, by contrast, 
associated with public outdoor access - and in these cases the Scottish Outdoor 
Access Code has a key educational role. It is important, however, to recognise the 
limits of this approach. Compliance with the Code partly depends on wider 
requirements that are beyond its scope, in particular the need to ensure that dogs are 
correctly trained and can respond to commands.  
 
The Code provides two key overarching messages relating to dogs and livestock, 
emphasising that “you must keep your dog(s) under proper control” and “you must 
also ensure that your dog does not worry livestock”, along with more detailed guidance 
relating to a range of different circumstances. These underpin recently updated high 
level communication messages that are easy to communicate in promotional 
campaigns, which were developed in conjunction with the NAF (see annex). These 
are supported by all partners (including NFUS and the Scottish Kennel Club) and will 
provide a stronger, more consistent basis for future campaigns by NatureScot and the 
Scottish Partnership Against Rural Crime. 
 
Since the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 came into force, NatureScot has 
undertaken regular campaigns to promote responsible access with dogs during the 
lambing season. In 2019, this included targeted adverts and promotional messages 
that were conveyed approximately 8.5 million times through radio and online/social 
media activity, resulting in at least 5,000 visits to the Scottish Outdoor Access Code 
website for further information, and work with online influencers to promote 
responsible dog walking. We will undertake further dedicated campaigns on this issue 
in the future, which will be linked with wider promotion by Police Scotland and the 
Scottish Partnership Against Rural Crime to ensure maximum impact. 
 
During 2020, we have also undertaken extensive general promotion of responsible 
access, including access with dogs, in the context of COVID-19. This has included two 
news releases, picked up at least 47 times, and a combined reach of 3.6 million Twitter 
and Facebook users, driving over 260,000 visits to the Code website. 
 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/attacks-sheep-dogs-wildlife-research-findings/
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All of these campaigns are underpinned by a wide range of supporting resources and 
guidance for dog owners on the Scottish Outdoor Access Code website, which we 
have developed with National Access Forum partners. 
 
Management 
 
Livestock attacks which are associated with public access may often be most 
effectively addressed by sensible and proportionate pre-emptive management, 
including positive, time-limited signs in high-risk locations and the promotion of routes 
which keep dog walkers away from livestock. Land managers are usually best placed 
to lead on such measures, with support as needed from local authority access officers. 
 
Recent discussion at the NAF (as above) has noted the importance of re-emphasising 
these management options for land managers, and the Forum’s agreed messages 
therefore highlight these alongside the headline messages for dog owners (see 
annex). The Scottish Outdoor Access Code website includes guidance which has 
been developed in conjunction with NAF partners to help land managers and local 
authorities deal with local issues of this type, supported by a range of resources to 
facilitate communication with dog owners, and wider general guidance on access 
management including, for example, the provision and promotion of paths and the 
effective use of signs. 
 
Enforcement 
 
Promoting responsible dog ownership, access and land management, and providing 
positive guidance for all parties, should help to prevent livestock attacks, but issues of 
this seriousness are always likely to require an underlying criminal sanction. We 
therefore support the intention behind the Bill to update, strengthen and help enforce 
the relevant legislation, and we would look to others, such as Police Scotland and local 
authority dog warden services, to advise on how best to achieve this taking account 
of operational practicalities on the ground. 
 
NatureScot 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/practical-guide-all/dog-walking
https://www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/practical-guide-all/dog-walking
https://www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/access-management-guidance/managing-access-dogs/working-dog-walkers
https://www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/access-management-guidance/managing-access-dogs
https://www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/access-management-guidance
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Annex: High level summary of SOAC guidance for promotional campaigns as 
agreed by the National Access Forum (December 2019) 
 
Advice to dog owners 

• Do not allow your dog to approach animals or people uninvited (in open country, 
it may not be obvious when animals are around). 

• Where possible avoid animals - release your dog if threatened. 
• Always keep your dog in sight and under control – if in doubt use a lead. 

  
Advice to land managers 

•  Consider public access and assess relevant risks. 
• If necessary, use helpful signs to highlight issues to users, removing them when 

not required. 
• Suggest reasonable alternative routes if needed 

 


