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The case for reform of deer 
management in Scotland has 
never been stronger. With a 

climate emergency and biodiversity 
collapse officially declared by both the 
Scottish and UK Governments, and 
the findings of the independent Deer 
Working Group (DWG) published 
in late January 2020, the arguments 
for changing unsustainable land 
management practices in the Scottish 
uplands are overwhelming. 

In order to achieve the ambitious tree-
planting targets, deer numbers will 
have to come down and thereafter 
be managed more sustainably than 
at present. Self-regulation of deer 
numbers by landowners has plainly 
failed. In the vast majority of the 
country, deer densities remain 
unnaturally high and too high for 
woodlands to establish or regenerate 
without protection. Throughout the 
land it is virtually impossible to grow 
trees without six-foot high deer fences 
or plastic tree guards. It is plain that 
this situation cannot continue and 
that neither the public interest, nor 
indeed the interests of deer welfare, 
are served by deer ranching at these 
densities.

It is surely no coincidence that on 
land where public interest objectives 

are paramount—namely, land owned 
by the state (approximately 10 per 
cent of Scotland), NGOs (4 per cent) 
or communities (3 per cent)—deer 
ranching is not the primary model of 
land use. Put another way, if you were 
starting with a blank canvas and asked 
to design a land management system for 
the uplands of Scotland that optimised 
environmental (especially carbon 
capture and species conservation), 
social and economic benefits for local 
communities and wider society would 
you come up with deer ‘forests’ as your 
preferred option? Undoubtedly, no.

With that in mind, a coalition of 
eighteen environmental organisations, 
including Reforesting Scotland, have 
come together to call for the Scottish 
Government to: 
• bring in statutory regulation to 
ensure that deer densities are reduced 
to sustainable levels in every area;
• phase out public financial support 
for deer fencing;
• broaden participation in deer 
stalking to involve local communities.

Encouragingly, recent moves 
by Forestry and Land Scotland 
(FLS; formerly Forest Enterprise) 
suggests a stiffening of resolve, 
at least among land managers of 
state-owned forests, even prior to 
consideration or implementation of 
any recommendations that arise from 
the recent DWG Report. 

More than fencing 
In November 2019, FLS announced 
at several deer management groups 
that their budget for funding deer 
fencing on their land was reducing 
and that from now on the onus 
would be on private owners to 
fence. This is a welcome move and 
entirely in line with the ‘polluter pays 
principle’ in that those causing the 
damage—in this case to publically 
owned and managed forests and 
woodlands—should pay the costs. 
To be clear, this is not to equate the 
deer themselves with pollution or 
‘vermin’—a charge often levelled at 
conservationists by traditional deer 
managers (ironic really, given their 
work revolves around killing wildlife). 
All on the conservation side of the 
argument are consistently clear in 
recognising native deer as a valuable 
keystone species integral to the 
country’s biodiversity. It is the fact 
that their natural predators have been 
extirpated, and a Victorian model of 
high deer densities perpetuated by 
many private deer managers, that is 
the root cause of the overpopulation 
of deer and subsequent damage to the 
woodland environment they, and we, 
rely on.

However, the other government 
body involved in deer management, 
and indeed charged with regulating 
deer management under the limited, 
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voluntary powers it currently has, 
Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH), 
has been more tentative in its 
critique of what is needed to change 
deer management to address the 
environmental challenges of our 
times. Following a report published 
by SNH in November 2019, assessing 
progress in deer management in 
Scotland for the Scottish Government, 
SNH stated: 

“We welcome the significant 
progress made by landowners and 
managers, and thank them for all 
their hard work so far. There are still 
challenges ahead—but this report 
shows important improvements. 
Enriching nature is long-term work 
and we expect to see more tangible 
benefits in the coming years, adding 
to Scotland’s biodiversity and helping 
tackle climate change. We continue 
to work with environment groups 
and deer managers to strengthen 
and develop approaches to manage 
deer across Scotland. We await the 
forthcoming Deer Working Group 
Report and recommendations, 
and SNH is committed to taking a 
lead role in further work to ensure 
Scotland’s deer are sustainably 
managed.”

This does not really match the degree 
of damage currently being inflicted 
across the country’s woodlands, nor 
the urgency of the situation we find 
ourselves in due to climate change. 
SNH’s conclusions of “significant 
progress” relate to deer management 
planning whilst in terms of the reality 
on the ground they acknowledge 
that, “The current evidence for Deer 
Management Plan implementation 
in the form of action on the ground 

is still at a relatively early stage”. 
Worse, they state that, “Three of the 
five Scottish Biodiversity Strategy 
Route Map 2020 targets in which 
deer management has a role are 
unlikely to be delivered. The native 
woodland condition and restoration 
targets show insufficient progress 
and should be a priority for future 
focus”.

Time for change
SNH’s tentativeness stems from the 
fact that due to the weakness of the 
current legislation and the reliance 
on the ‘voluntary system’, they are 
beholden on the co-operation of the 
Association of Deer Management 
Groups (ADMG—the self-
proclaimed industry lobby group 
for deer managers) to effect change. 
This seriously restricts SNH’s role 
as a regulator, which ADMG uses 
to its advantage in lobbying for the 
status quo whilst portraying cosmetic 
tweaks in the running of groups as 
significant change to the outside 
world. There are other philosophical 
differences between the conservation 
movement and the ADMG, such 
as whether the Highlands should 
naturally be treeless. It can be tricky 
to see common ground.

The ADMG are, in effect, the 
mouthpiece for the remaining 
proponents of the deer forest—the 
wealthy private owners who see 
traditional deer stalking as their birth 
right. They therefore have a strong 
vested interest in maintaining the 
status quo and resisting regulation in 
the public interest at all costs. With 
the publication of the DWG Report,  
which includes recommendations for 
the development of a ‘cull approval 

system’, we can expect a robust debate 
on the future of deer management in 
Scotland in the months to come.

The current system of deer 
management in Scotland is unique 
in Europe. In most other countries, 
deer hunting is closely integrated 
with other land uses, involves a larger 
number of recreational hunters, and 
is highly regulated, with culls set 
and monitored by local or national 
authorities to ensure the protection 
of the natural environment. None 
of that applies in Scotland—yet. 
In the absence of those natural 
predators that were previously wiped 
out by humans, it is effectively left 
to individual landowners to decide 
how many deer are culled, and who 
can or cannot participate in hunting. 
Our ‘deer forests’—which despite 
their name are notable for the stark 
absence of trees—have long been 
controversial, with many experts 
over many decades questioning 
the wisdom of devoting a huge 
proportion of our land mass to a 
single recreational activity.

After generations of inaction from 
successive governments, there have been 
welcome signs in the past few years that 
the Scottish Government is showing a 
willingness to face up to the need for 
change. If we act now, we could shape 
a modernised deer management system 
fit for the 21st century. The year 2020 
could see us start to build a brighter 
future for our natural environment and 
for our rural communities.
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