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Why the John Muir Trust is giving evidence 
 
1. The John Muir Trust is a Scottish based UK charity whose aim is to conserve and 

protect wild places with their indigenous animals, plants and soils for the benefit of 
present and future generations, and to increase awareness and understanding of the 
value of such places.  Working with people and communities to conserve, campaign 
and inspire, the Trust is a membership organisation that seeks to ensure that wild 
land is protected and that wild places are valued by and for people, the environment 
and wild land.  

 
2. Wild deer are a national resource and belong to everyone. The right to shoot deer and the 

benefits associated with this right go with land ownership. With rights come 
responsibilities; in this case the responsibility to manage deer „sustainably‟ – that is in the 
public as well as the private interest. In addition to income and employment associated with 
deer stalking, sustainable deer management includes climate change mitigation (e.g. 
woodland regeneration for carbon sequestration, prevention of trampling of blanket bogs 
and release of carbon dioxide), biodiversity (restoration of missing habitats such as, scrub 
and natural tree lines), flood prevention (recovery of riparian woodland) and water quality. 

 
3. As a land owner we manage deer on all of our properties and are a member of six Deer 

Management Groups. From our experience, the current voluntary deer management 
group system is failing. Groups are more focussed on private objectives (i.e. sporting 
stags) than on overall population density or grazing and trampling impacts on the wider 
environment. Nor is much consideration given to the impact of one deer managers 
objectives on those of his / her neighbours (e.g. having high deer densities that cause 
damage to forestry, farmland or natural heritage on a neighbouring property). 

 
What is the problem with the status quo?  
 
4. The Trust believes that the current voluntary deer management group system is failing to 

deliver sustainable deer management in line with the national strategy1. Recent answers 
to Parliamentary Questions2 state that less than half of Deer Management Groups even 

have a Deer Management Plan and only 10% set and monitor culls. There are no sanctions 
for failing to produce a plan, or for failing to meet cull targets. Nor are there any mechanisms 
for conflict resolution where neighbours within deer management groups have different 
objectives. 

 

                                                 
1 Scotland’s Wild Deer a National Approach. Scottish Government, 2008 
2 Parliamentary Questions S3W-33450, S3W-33451, S3W-33452 



5. Only where a statutory basis for deer management exists, at present under Section 7 of 
the Deer (Scotland) Act 1996, are land managers required to manage deer sustainably in 
the public interest. Currently this occurs only around designated sites in unfavourable 
condition due to deer grazing and trampling.  

 
What is in the current Bill and what should be there?  
 
6. The draft Bill currently introduces a Code of Practice (section 5A (9)) which SNH must 

merely have “a regard to … in exercising its functions under this Act”. This code has no 
force in law and it is unclear how it will deliver sustainable deer management or the public 
interest across deer range. 

 
7. The Wildlife and Natural Environment Bill provides an opportunity to deliver truly sustainable 

deer management in Scotland for the benefit of all. We recommend that the principal of 
statutory deer management planning for all deer managers is introduced. In this way this 
valuable national natural resource would be treated sustainably and in the public interest.  

 
8. The Bill should introduce a responsibility on landowners to manage deer sustainably, 

backed by a Code of Practice. A model for this exists from current Section 7 agreements 
which have been delivered by SNH (formerly DCS) staff (Figure 1). In these areas deer 
management plans have been formulated, agreed and delivered with oversight by SNH 
staff. Outwith these areas, SNH staff currently attend all Deer Management Group meetings 
but only in an advisory capacity. Backed by a legal duty, these staff would be able to deliver 
sustainable deer management across the country for little extra resource. 

 


