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Written submission from Wildlife Estates Scotland 

2020 Challenge for Scotland’s Biodiversity: Wildlife Estates Scotland has a key 
role to play 

Summary 

 Wildlife Estates Scotland is seeking to embed best practice in game and 
wildlife management across Scotland and can play a key role in helping 
protect and enhance Scotland’s biodiversity 

 With the support of the Committee, WES could become an important 
source of biodiversity and land use information that would be invaluable for 
regional and national initiatives.  

 For the real value of WES to be realised it needs to grow; incentives such 
as additional points for SRDP applications would be highly beneficial.  

 

Introduction 

If we are collectively going to meet our desired biodiversity outcomes for 2020, land 
managers have an absolutely pivotal role to play. While it is true that there are many 
contentious wildlife management issues that can create conflict with other land 
management objectives, it is not the case that land managers are unsympathetic to 
biodiversity issues; indeed many land managers are in the vanguard of conservation 
initiatives. In order to extend the good work, new initiatives that seek to bring the 
interests of land managers and biodiversity together are needed and that is where 
Wildlife Estates Scotland can play a key role.   

Wildlife Estates (WE) was first promoted as a best practice concept in 2004, with the 
European Landowners Organisation (ELO) taking the lead on its development from 
2005. It gained enthusiastic support from the European Commission, paving the way 
for a Scottish equivalent in 2010. Twenty-two European countries now support the 
WE Project. 

In Scotland, wildlife and sporting management are major land uses and a large body 
of best practice has developed to underpin that management, but while most 
management is already carried out to a very high standard there is always room for 
improvement and this is where Wildlife Estates Scotland (WES) accreditation is 
seeking to play a useful role. WES fundamentally recognises that land managers 
must rise to the challenge of demonstrating how Scotland’s rich biodiversity benefits 
from their day-to-day practices. 

The aims of WES are to: 

 Build a respected game & wildlife management accreditation system 

 Embed a commitment to best practice in game and wildlife management 
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 Encourage the adoption of game and wildlife management plans that underpin 
best practice 

 Maintaining species and habitats records, enabling data collection for biodiversity 
reporting  

 Promote conservation and collaborative work 

WES is referred to in the Route Map to 2020 as ongoing work under ‘Big Step 5 – 
Sustainable management of land and water; Project priority 11’. We very much 
welcome the fact that WES is seen as a useful initiative that can contribute to the 
delivery of positive biodiversity outcomes.    

Our purpose in writing to the Committee is to highlight to Committee Members the 
role that WES is trying to play in our collective efforts to protect and enhance 
Scotland’s biodiversity, but also to shine a spotlight on the wider benefits that WES 
could deliver, if, with wider support, the initiative is able to become properly 
embedded in the land management sector. WES could become an important source 
of biodiversity and land use information that would be invaluable for regional and 
national initiatives. But for the real value of WES to be realised it needs to grow and 
that is where our focus is now. Consequently, we are exploring possible incentives to 
participation, one of which could be additional points for SRDP applications. WES 
needs ongoing support and encouragement to succeed and we hope that, with the 
Committee’s acknowledgement and backing, it will be able to make a real difference. 

From pilot project to full accreditation scheme 

The WES project was developed by Scottish Land & Estates, which took the lead in 
developing enthusiasm for the initiative amongst its members. This exercise 
attracted 250 farms and estates which were willing to contribute £50 per annum for 
basic membership, and to commit to future accreditation. 

In order to provide direction, a WES Management Board was set up. A Steering 
Group was then established to provide operational leadership, comprising land 
managers, the Cairngorm National Park Authority, the Game & Wildlife Conservation 
Trust, Scottish Natural Heritage and the RSPB. The most significant focus of 
attention for the Steering Group was the development of an application questionnaire 
that represented a credible and robust test of a farm or estate’s management 
credentials. 

The WES application concept was tested through the use of two pilot phases in 2011 
and 2012, during which a range of land holdings and ownership types across 
different geographic locations were assessed. The central issue in the first pilot 
phase was to determine if the application form and the evaluation process were both 
fit for purpose. Secondary assessment focused on how information could be stored 
and used to assess the contribution to national biodiversity as well as wider 
economic and social drivers. 

The application form and basis of assessment—undertaken independently by 
Scottish Food Quality Certification (SFQC – now Acoura)—now meets the 
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information requirements necessary to underpin a robust accreditation process, 
whilst remaining simple enough to assist completion. 

Members are assessed on: 

 Commitment to best practice in game and wildlife management 

 Adoption of game and wildlife management plans that underpin best practice 

 Maintaining species and habitats records 

 Conservation and collaborative work 

 Integration with other land management activities (such as farming, forestry and 
tourism) 

 Social, economic and cultural aspects (such as employment, community 
engagement and communications) 

At present, 23 farms and estates and 1 nature reserve have been accredited and are 
able to use the WES label, covering some 270,000 hectares of Scotland. 20 more 
are actively engaged with applications and 50 more who are asking to undertake 
accreditation.  

Biodiversity information and evidence base 

WES is in the early stages of its development, and will continue to evolve to ensure 
that it is fit for purpose as a credible assessment vehicle. Nevertheless, we want to 
emphasise that as accreditation is building up, a substantial body of information 
regarding species, habitats, land use, access and other facets maintained by 
managers on private land is also developing. This data, already covering some 
270,000 hectares of Scotland, can help contribute to understanding and 
development of national strategies. 

WES will shortly produce its first annual report, based on the data submitted by 
qualifying applicants for accreditation. The main data components and their 
relevance to Scotland’s land use and biodiversity strategies are noted below: 

Assessment 
criterion 

Information recorded Relevance to SG strategies 

Description of land 
under 
management and 
key objectives 

Distribution of land types by 
area 

Distribution of land uses by 
area 

Summary of main 
management activities 

 

Availability of aggregate data 
on land use and type under 
private management 
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Condition of 
designated sites 
and management 
actions 

Identification of designated 
sites on individual 
accredited properties, their 
features and condition 

 

Summary of engagement 
with SNH and other bodies 
to improve site conditions 

Use of accreditation to drive 
improvements in site 
conditions 

Consider accreditation as part 
of landscape scale initiatives to 
meet national concerns 
regarding climate change 

Species and 
habitats 

Key species numbers, 
assessment of species 
status (increasing, stable, 
declining) 

Provides species info on 
private land that is not readily 
available through other 
sources 

Best Practice 
management 
indicators 

An index of participation in 
main best practice drivers 
such as deer management, 
muirburn, fisheries 
management and predator 
control. 

Compilation of specific 
management plans 

Changes in legislation or best 
practice guidance is updated 
and reflected in accreditation – 
driving continuous 
improvement 

Key conservation 
projects 

Identification of projects 
grouped to meet certain 
objectives, e.g. upland 
management, re-forestation, 
support for key iconic 
species, habitat 
maintenance 

An insight into the range of 
conservation projects on 
private land. Accreditation can 
be adapted to reflect updates 
to Land Use and Biodiversity 
strategies 

Integration of 
game & wildlife 
mgt with farming, 
forestry & tourism 

Identifying the extent to 
which farming, forestry and 
tourism fit with game & 
wildlife management 
objectives 

Indicators showing how private 
managers reconcile economic 
and biodiversity requirements 

Provision of 
access 

Data on types and volume 
of access taking, benefits 
and issues deriving from 
increased access and 
techniques used to mitigate 
impacts 

Valuable insight into economic 
and environmental trade-offs. 
Knowledge base of potential 
solutions  

Employment Employment by type (e.g. 
game and wildlife 
management, agriculture, 
tourism, commercial 

Insight into composition of 
employment – which sectors 
generate most  
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activities), including contract 
and part-time work on land 
under private management 

Communication 
and education 
initiatives 

Data on types of 
communication and 
education initiatives run by 
land managers to engage 
with local community and 
public 

Engagement with private 
sector managers to deliver 
improved communication and 
education regarding land 
management issues, 
inclusiveness 

 

Financing WES 

Wes was established initially without public funds, primarily with funding from 
Scottish Land & Estates. During the pilot project, work was undertaken to identify the 
key business and administrative components required to underpin a national 
accreditation scheme.  This identified that despite the substantial effort to secure 
funding and ‘in kind’ support from private sources, WES would need to secure 
additional financial support in order to cover the time it would take to establish a 
sufficient volume of accreditation participants to cover costs. 

Recognising the potential benefits to biodiversity from accreditation and the 
production of valuable data, Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) offered some additional 
financial support across the first 5 years of the project. As this contribution 
represents use of public funds, there are safeguards built into the agreement to 
encourage delivery of key biodiversity objectives, but also enabling financial recovery 
in the event that WES cannot meet these targets. 

The provision of funding from SNH enabled the WES Board to approve plans for roll-
out of accreditation in the Spring of 2013. 

Future development 

Alongside the generation of applications, we are paying attention to development of 
benefits in return for achievement of accreditation. We are looking at the possible 
introduction of a mapping facility for members to help recording of species, habitats 
and management plans because increasing accuracy in this area will help planning 
and monitoring at a national scale. 

But one area that we are particularly keen to explore is the possibility of making links 
between WES accreditation and agri-environment or other incentives that encourage 
best practice. If we can secure some incentives, we feel that this will have very 
significant effect on member and accreditation volumes, a positive impact on WES 
finances and ultimately on the biodiversity dividend. We believe this would 
encourage participation amongst farming enterprises, where the effect of 
intensification has had a marked impact on species and habitats. 
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Where we hope WES will end up 

Our ambition is that WES should provide the following long-term gains: 

 Integral part of the way Scotland’s countryside is managed 

 Confidence by all parties in the accreditation system 

 Encourage private sector improvements in best practice, biodiversity gains 
and sustainable practices at little cost to public purse 

 Build-up of information that informs management and facilitates landscape 
scale management and conflict resolution 

Private land managers have a strong desire to play a part in the development of 
Scotland’s Land Use and Biodiversity strategies. WES accreditation is a potentially 
significant means by which this can be delivered. WES also provides the opportunity 
to track cause and effect, linking management activities to measurable outcomes, 
particularly in terms of species trends, land use and habitat maintenance.  WES 
stands ready to work with Scottish Government to achieve mutual aims. 

www.wildife-estates.co.uk 

 

http://www.wildife-estates.co.uk/

