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Written submission from Professor Rory Putman 

Institute of Biodiversity Animal Health and Comparative Medicine, University 
of Glasgow 

I have had sight of the SNH report to Scottish Government on Deer Management in 
Scotland.  

I have to say I was disturbed by its tenor and found it a disappointing and potentially 
damaging document, seemingly prepared towards a predetermined conclusion 
“preferred" by SNH before review of the actual evidence. The report appears to be 
based in many parts on somewhat selective and incomplete review of the available 
information and on inaccurate or deliberately prejudiced interpretation.  

I should perhaps first introduce myself and my credentials as a commentator. I work 
as a self-employed environmental and wildlife management consultant (indeed was 
the author/facilitator of the development of a number of the recent collaborative 
Group Deer Management Plans of which this report is so disparaging). I have been 
advising on deer management and resolution of management conflicts associated 
with deer and other larger wildlife in Scotland for more than 20 years. Alongside that 
I hold a Chair in Wildlife Biology and Wildlife Welfare in the Veterinary Faculty of the 
University of Utrecht and a Visiting Chair at the Institute of Biodiversity, Animal 
Health and Comparative Medicine of the University of Glasgow.  

As noted, I found the report to Government from SNH rather disturbing in its lack of 
objectivity. Without going through the report here in exhaustive detail I select here six 
examples of issues of assertion or interpretation. 

1. The report states clearly both in preamble and in later text that numbers of red 
deer in Scotland have been increasing from the 1960s and are now some 60% 
higher than they were in the 1960s. This is such an old chestnut and has been so 
regularly challenged; the phrasing should be that numbers of red deer counted have 
shown increase to that extent between the 1960s and 200s. This is not evidence that 
actual populations have increased; comparing numbers derived primarily from 
ground counts in the early 60s, with those from helicopter counts in later years is like 
comparing apples and pears. It is quite possible that numbers have shown little or no 
increase, but simply that populations were undercounted in the past; indeed it is 
perhaps no coincidence that in estates on which I have myself worked over the 
years, helicopter counts routinely return figures about 60% higher than those 
returned by ground counts.. 

2. Indeed a heavy focus on the number of deer in Scotland as a whole (and this 
same presumed increase) is in any case misleading. The headline figure of how 
many deer there are currently in Scotland is actually an irrelevance and a distraction 
from the main issue. In reality the actual total number of wild red deer in Scotland (or 
indeed the overall numbers of any other deer species) is not a particularly helpful 
figure. Deer densities vary tremendously in different parts of the country : SNH’s 
(and previously, the Deer Commission’s) own figures suggest densities typically 
between 4 and 10 deer per square kilometre for much of the [mainland] area 
counted; only in one or two areas are really high densities recorded -perhaps as high 
as 30 or 40 deer per square kilometre.  
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In practice therefore, over much of the country deer densities are comparative low 
(and relatively stable).  

It is only in certain particular areas that populations have built up numbers to 
relatively high densities and more especially, instead of being scattered across the 
landscape in small parcels of half a dozen to a dozen, animals have coalesced into 
large and very mobile herds.  In some of these areas, where deer do occur at high 
density, they may have a significant impact.  But even then, this is not necessarily a 
problem.  Impact, however high, only translates to “damage” if the impact recorded, 
conflicts with (completely human-based) judgements for what is appropriate, and 
where recorded impacts conflict in some way with primary land-use objectives.  
Damage is thus in the eye of the beholder, when impact is assessed against actual 
management objectives. Nor should we presume that those unacceptable impacts 
occur generally. Despite, again, the common media hype, negative impacts are not 
universal, but tend to be very local in their effect.  

In effect therefore the ‘deer problem’ identified in this report is far from a problem 
which affects the whole of Scotland. Rather, in reality, across most of the country 
deer population numbers are at comparatively low densities and comparatively 
stable. It is only in certain specific areas that numbers are high or increasing and 
damaging impacts are observed. 

3. This same fact influences decisions which must be taken about future 
management. Table 3.3 (page 30) shows the number of culls taken and proposed in 
a number of example DMGs and in the final column offers assessment of whether or 
not these will lead to a reduction of numbers. This Table is wholly misleading in that 
it masks a presumption a) that all Deer Groups desire to reduce deer numbers within 
that management area and b) that it is necessary and appropriate to do so. These 
are unsubtantiable assumptions. In review of their objectives and obligations, both 
private and public, some DMGs will have determined that no reduction is necessary 
or required to meet personal OR public interests. This critical point is not made clear 
and the presumption reveals rather starkly the underlying belief of SNH (and perhaps 
of Scottish Government?) of a universal need for reduction. 

4. The further assertion, in the initial summary and in the final evaluation: that 
management measures proposed by DMGs in current deer plans are not certain to 
reduce pressures and impacts on natural vegetation - or to deliver other specified 
public interest benefits - is not only trite (we cannot predict the future, so, of course, 
we cannot be certain) but is also very negative. It overlooks the fact that there are 
many other management measures available for reduction of impacts (and being 
deployed in a good many deer plans) other than the intuitively naive reduction of 
population size. Further such an assertion is somewhat premature. Most DMGs have 
only recently completed the development of Group Management Plans and have 
scarcely begun as yet to implement the changes these embrace. The statement that 
management measures proposed in the future are considered unlikely to improve 
delivery of  public interest benefits should only be 'weighed in evidence' as the very 
subjective opinion of an organisation which appears to have an already very 
negative cognitive bias [see 5 below]. 

5. This same negative bias is amply revealed in review of the impact of large 
herbivores on designated sites where the report repeats the old headline statements 
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that "of 267 unfavourable features encompassed by DMGs, 91.8% have herbivore 
pressures identified as a negative influence", without actually separating out those 
sites where the negative herbivore impacts are due to deer rather than sheep or 
other herbivores. The same headline figures for sites affected by herbivores are 
used in sections quoting the NWSoS, again without distinguishing those sites where 
herbivore pressures came from sheep or other herbivores rather than, or at least in 
addition to, deer.  Citing these overall herbivore impact figures in a report supposedly 
focused on deer is once again misleading and actually implying the major part of 
these impacts are attributable to deer (which is not the case).  

6. As the report notes, I was myself one of the authors of an independent analysis for 
SNH of the costs and benefits of red deer particularly (but deer in general) to the 
Scottish economy. Figures available to me echoed earlier independent analyses by 
PACEC in suggesting that red deer stalking alone brought an income to the wider 
economy in excess of £106 per annum, of which an estimated £70.4m remains in 
Scotland. In addition the value of wild venison to the Scottish economy can be 
estimated (after MacMillan et al., 2008) at approximately £2 million. If downstream 
processing is included, the contribution of venison to the Scottish economy rises to 
£10 million. More to the point, much of this income is disproportionately targeted in 
areas of the country where there are comparatively few other viable forms of land-
use and few other forms of employment. Management of red deer and roe deer in 
Scotland provides much needed employment in fragile, remote communities 
(estimated at somewhere between 2,500 and 3,000 FTEs) and thus has a significant 
socio-economic effect far beyond actual monetary values. 

***************************** 

I pick these illustrations almost at random, out of many. In many other areas there 
are similar omissions or misrepresentations of data. I could find similar critical 
comments to make in almost section of this report. I found it an extremely 
disappointing and damaging report, flawed in review of the available evidence and in 
its interpretation, being prejudiced aforethought towards a clear political 
preconception. I would hope that the Cabinet Secretary and the Convenor of the 
ECCLR Committee would view the report and its conclusions with some suspicion 
and perhaps seek further independent critique of the document and its contents by 
independent commentators [i.e submit it for wider ‘peer review’ by appropriate 
commentators]. 

sincerely yours 

Professor Rory Putman 

 


