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Natural Environment (Scotland) Bill 

Submission by the Scottish Tenant Farmers Association 
(STFA), 12th June 2025 
Impact of rising deer numbers for tenant farms on large scale landholdings: consid-
erations for the Natural Environment Bill 

Included is an Appendix: ‘The impact of deer and reared game birds on farm tenant ’
which formed part of the STFA submission to the NZET Committee in May 2024.   

1. Background

STFA is the only organisation in Scotland dedicated to serving the interests of farm ten-
ants.  The tenanted sector makes up 20% of Scotland’s agricultural land and tends to be 
located in some of the more marginal farming areas with concentrated land ownership pat-
terns and a higher risk of rising deer populations. 

Over the last decade tenant farmers have been reporting increasing problems related to 
rising deer populations on their holdings resulting mainly in loss of crops, damage of 
fences and stone dykes, and disease transmission to farm livestock.   

Tenants most affected are on large scale landholdings with landlords who lack the incen-
tives, knowledge and resources to control deer populations.  Some of the worst deer prob-
lems are in areas of concentrated land ownership, for example Islay, Mull, Easter Ross, 
Cairngorms, Speyside, Donside and Perthshire. 

This submission includes an Appendix ‘The impact of deer and reared game birds on farm 
tenants’ which formed part of the STFA submission to the NZET Committee in May 2024 
relating to the Land Reform Bill.  It covers the scale and types of damage done by deer; 
some actual case studies; and opinion papers by practicing veterinary surgeons on farm 
livestock disease transmission by deer. 

The Deer Act (Scotland) 1996 gives tenant farmers a limited right to take deer on improved 
land, ie cropping land and improved grassland.  This right is of limited use to manage deer 
numbers:  For example, deer damage to growing crops occurs during the growing season 
which coincides with the closed season for female deer in Scotland.  During the open sea-
son for female deer they are more likely to be found on unimproved land where tenants 
have no right to take deer. 

The Deer Working Group recommended that the statutory rights of occupiers (which in-
cludes farm tenants) should be amended to apply to the occupiers of any land type, not 
just improved land.  This provision would assist tenants in controlling deer numbers but 
has not been carried forward into the Natural Environment Bill. 
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2. Deer Management Groups (DMGs) and large scale holdings 
 
Since the establishment of the Association of Deer Management Groups in the early 
1990s it is estimated that the deer population in Scotland has doubled.  DMGs tend to be 
focused on areas with concentrated land ownership, and their membership is often made 
up of large scale landowners and their representatives.  It is clear, especially so to tenants 
in some of the DMG areas, that large scale landowners lack the incentives, knowledge and 
resources to tackle rising deer populations.  Furthermore, there remain cultural divisions 
between landlords and tenants which act as a barrier to effective deer management in the 
tenanted areas. 
 
Incentive  
Large scale landowners are often lacking any incentive to reduce deer numbers:  they may 
not be actively farming so do not suffer farming losses; those with farm tenants are unlikely 
to be compensating the tenant for deer damage to farm output; and those with sporting in-
terests may wish to maintain deer numbers at current levels.  Ensuring that large scale 
landowners are liable for the damage done by excessive deer numbers to farm incomes, 
habitats and biodiversity would give them an incentive to reduce deer numbers. 
 
Capacity 
Large scale landholdings, even if they wished to reduce deer numbers, often do not have 
sufficient staff to manage deer.  For example, a typical Highland estate of 20,000 hectares 
may employ 4 gamekeepers, who in addition to their other duties as gamekeepers will be 
the only people engaged in deer management which is likely to be insufficient capacity to 
reduce deer populations.  
 
Knowledge 
There is a lack of collaboration between DMGs and farm tenants, resulting in the DMGs 
being unaware of the impact of excessive deer populations on the livelihoods of farm ten-
ants.  In some cases where landlords have instructed stalkers to cull deer on tenanted 
farms further damage has been done through lack of agricultural knowledge, for example 
shooting amongst lambing ewes and inappropriate use of vehicles.  In these cases better 
communication with the tenants and better farming knowledge are required. 
 
Any responsible person with knowledge of deer management knows that ‘prevention is 
better than the cure’, meaning that deer populations must be proactively managed all year 
round to prevent the build up of numbers which go on to cause costly damage to tenant 
farmers.  Unfortunately, too many landlords show little interest in doing this and the rights 
of tenants to take deer do not extend to allowing year round culling across the whole hold-
ing. 
 
Cultural barriers within the tenanted sector 
There is still an expectation amongst landlords that tenants will not shoot deer, that it is a 
right that landlords would like reserved to themselves.  This attitude is assisted by land-
lord’s agents often requesting that tenants do not exercise their limited rights to shoot 
deer, and it is rare to hear of landlords encouraging tenants to take deer by giving them 
permission to shoot deer on unimproved land which is the natural habitat of deer.  This Bill 
provides an opportunity to address these deep seated attitudes, by giving greater powers 
to tenants to cull deer and requiring greater collaboration between DMGs and farm ten-
ants. 
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High risk of deer damage from mismanagement 
Large scale landowners, eg those of over 3,000 hectares, have the ability to mismanage 
deer populations on a large scale, which can have a wide-ranging negative impact for rural 
businesses in that area. 
 
 
3. Comparison with deer management in areas under smaller scale 
owner-occupation 
 
Around 80% of Scotland’s farmland is now owner-occupied, characterised by family farms 
typically of 100 to 300 hectares in size.   
 
Incentive 
These owner-occupier farms are incentivised to control deer - if they do not control deer 
numbers their farm incomes will be reduced by deer damage to crops, grassland, and live-
stock health, plus the damage some deer species do to fences and stone dykes. 
 
Capacity 
In these owner-occupied areas there are a sufficient number of people with firearms to 
control deer, often the farmers themselves.  20,000 hectares in an owner-occupied area 
may consist of over 60 individual family farms.  They are not relying on gamekeepers or 
sporting tenants to manage deer and vermin, nor being deterred by landlords from doing 
so, so have acquired the resources and knowledge to manage deer populations. 
 
Knowledge 
Farmers and their vets understand the impact of deer on farm businesses, and know how 
best to manage deer within the farming cycle.  Within farming communities there is also 
the knowledge and skills required to process deer carcasses into the food chain, through 
farm shops and links to retail and wholesale outlets.   
 
Low risk of deer damage from mismanagement 
Due to the diverse ownership pattern in owner-occupied areas, failure to control deer num-
bers by a single farmer has minimal impact on neighbours.  For example, the mismanage-
ment of deer on a single family farm of 200 hectares will not have the same impact on 
neighbours as the mismanagement of deer on a 20,000 hectare large scale holding.   
 
 
4. Further evidence of increasing deer numbers and related problems 
collected in the last 12 months since attached Appendix submitted to 
NZET Committee in May 2024: 
 
Hill sheep farms and red deer 
We are hearing from tenants in the Highlands and Islands who are being forced to reduce 
hill sheep flocks as a consequence of increased forage competition on hill ground from ris-
ing deer numbers.  This is in addition to hill flock welfare problems due to increased liver 
fluke associated with higher deer numbers.  Here the damage by deer is happening on the 
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hill ground where the tenant has no right to control deer nor receive compensation.  
Though the hill ground is unimproved, it remains essential grazing for hill farms but the 
tenant is unable to claim compensation for the loss of that grazing to high deer numbers, 
nor has the right to control the deer.   
 
Examples where SNH have intervened in recent years 
Some tenants have contacted SNH requesting assistance to make culling recommenda-
tions.  Often landlords do not act on the recommendations or do the bare minimum, and 
SNH seem reluctant to use their statutory powers.  Where landlords have acted on SNH 
recommendations it has proved only a temporary fix, and a year or two later deer numbers 
and deer damage are back up to where they were. 
 
Lowland estates with increased numbers of roe and fallow deer 
Lowland farms are suffering from increased deer numbers, in particular roe.  This summer 
more tenants were reporting extensive roe damage to cereal crops after the crop has 
headed in the last 8 weeks prior to harvest.  Roe are eating the ears (heads) of cereal 
crops, though more damage is done by the concentrated trampling of crops after ear 
emergence. 
 
Similarly, there are more reports of roe damage to potato crops in the month prior to har-
vest.  Roe will scratch away the soil on ridges to expose the potatoes, eating some and 
leaving the remainder to go green though exposure to daylight, resulting in poor crop sam-
ples.  Given the high value of a potato crop, this damage is a significant financial loss to 
the tenant farmer. 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
The current system is broken:  deer numbers and deer damage are on the increase across 
the tenanted areas of Scotland; landlords lack the financial motivation to cull because they 
are not suffering losses nor paying tenants compensation for crop losses; and tenants 
have the motivation to cull due to the losses they are suffering but are limited in their ability 
to cull, the legal right for tenants to take deer being limited to improved land and only when 
deer damage is likely. 
 
The current Natural Environment Bill could improve the situation if it was amended to in-
clude recommendation 12 from the Deer Working Group’s Report that the statutory rights 
of occupiers (which includes tenants and crofters) to prevent damage by deer should apply 
to the occupiers of any type of land (not just improved land which is the current position).  
This would send a clear signal that tenant farms should be permitted to play their part in 
reducing deer numbers where necessary, and help bring about a much need cultural 
change so that landlords might encourage rather than deter tenants to cull deer. 
 
One further statutory change which might encourage cultural change would be a require-
ment of Deer Working Groups to include tenant farmers within their membership, and to 
consult and work with tenant farming interests. 
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