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Written submission from RSPB 

Scottish Natural Heritage: Deer Management Review  

Summary 

The Scottish Government originally commissioned this review to identify whether the 
current arrangements for sustainable deer management in Scotland are adequate to 
protect the public interest, with a specific focus on impacts on the natural heritage. It 
was also indicated that unless there had been a “step change in progress”, further 
improvements to deer management systems would be considered. 

The sustainable management of deer is vital to improving the health of our uplands, 
peatlands and woodlands. High populations of deer in many parts of Scotland are 
causing significant damage to protected areas, native woodlands and peatlands 
through browsing and trampling impacts, and therefore adversely affecting our ability 
to meet Scottish Biodiversity Strategy targets. 

SNH consider that longer term improvements may not be possible without additional 
deer management measures. On this basis, we do not feel that the required “step 
change” in progress on deer management has been achieved yet and that more 
needs to be done.  

To continue to improve deer management in Scotland, we recommend:  

 Continued effective collaboration with land managers and the implementation 
of Deer Management Plans. Gaps in deer management coverage should be 
filled. 

 The re-balancing of the deer culling effort between the public and private 
sectors; 

 Modest increased powers to SNH in order that they can approve forward 
culling plans from landowners to guarantee management delivers for the 
public interest;  

 For SNH to create a publicly accessible register of Deer Management Plans 
and data. 

RSPB Scotland welcome and support the thorough evidence based approach that 
SNH have adopted in forming this report, and also the involvement of the former 
Environment, Climate Change and Rural Affairs Committee in making this happen.  

Deer Management in Scotland 

The sustainable management of deer is a key issue to address if we are to achieve 
sustainable management of our uplands, peatlands and woodlands. High 
populations of deer in many parts of Scotland are causing significant damage to 
protected areas, native woodlands and peatlands through browsing and trampling. 
This has a negative impact on the Scottish Government’s ability to deliver and 
implement the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy, and to meet the 2020 Aichi targets. 

In the absence of natural predators of deer, effective management measures need to 
be in place to keep deer populations at sustainable levels. At the moment, an undue 
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burden of deer management falls on the Forestry Commission (and therefore the 
public) as they take one third of the national deer cull (about 30,000 deer each year). 
There are other substantial costs to the public arising from high deer populations 
which include the costs of deer fencing to protect forestry and natural heritage 
interests; deer collisions with vehicles; damage to agriculture and private gardens.  

In our view, there needs to be a re-balancing of the deer culling effort between 
the public and private sectors to ensure that the private sector increases its 
efforts.  

SNH Progress 

There have been strong efforts made by the Deer Management Groups to improve 
deer management planning over the past year, and this has been achieved with 
substantial input from SNH. The SNH Review suggests however that progress is still 
incomplete in important areas, and current efforts of collaborative voluntary action on 
deer management are not adequate to protect a wide range of public interests.  

The report highlights that Deer (Scotland) Act 1996 section 7 control agreements 
have been slow in delivering reduced deer numbers and improved habitat condition. 
Required deer population levels have only been achieved in half of the section 7 
control agreement areas despite the fact that these agreements have been in place 
for many years and SNH have provided significant public support in time and 
resources to land managers.  Section 8 compulsory control orders have never been 
used by SNH.  Deer numbers continue to rise across much of the red deer range. 
There is a need to ensure that management is effective in delivering improved 
condition of protected areas, woodland and other sensitive habitats in the 
wider countryside. 

We note that reform of deer management was also one of the considerations of the 
Land Reform Review Group (LRRG). The LRRG considered that changes to deer 
management systems were required now rather than waiting to the end of 2016. The 
LRRG considered that changes are required independent of the degree to which the 
performance of Deer Management Groups improves in the coming years. It also 
recommended that SNH should take a stronger role in setting and agreeing 
socially responsible deer cull levels in the public interest.  The Review Group 
proposed that “landowners who intend to cull wild deer on their land, to apply 
to SNH for consent for the number of deer they plan to cull”.  

We strongly support these LRRG suggestions, which would require only modest 
changes to existing legislation and help reinforce the largely voluntary approach to 
deer management. This would place little extra burden on deer managers, as under 
the Land Reform Act 2016 SNH now have the powers to acquire advance deer cull 
information and a simple consent procedure could now be added.  

Conclusions 

RSPB Scotland believe that Scottish Natural Heritage should take a more active role 
in gathering relevant deer management data and in making it easily accessible to 
affected interests everywhere via a public register on the SNH or Scottish 
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Government website (similar to that of Forestry Commission Scotland for new 
plantings and long-term Forest Plans). 

SNH should also take advantage of new powers under the Land Reform Act 2015 to 
require forward culling plans from land owners, and should be given clearer powers 
to approve these culls to ensure that these proposed culls are adequate to protect 
the public interest. These are modest changes, which will build on the current 
voluntary deer management system. SNH should be adequately resourced to deliver 
this outcome.  

 


