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Written submission from the Scottish Gamekeepers Association 

The Scottish Gamekeepers Association welcomes the opportunity to respond to your 
letter of 11th May, asking for comments on the progress of deer management 
planning ahead of the deadline of the end of 2016. 

Our comments are as follows:  

How is the field knowledge of SGA stalking members feeding into the 
process? 

As an organisation, the SGA has had no direct input into the process. As such it is 
not within our ken whether the move towards the production of deer management 
plans is on course or progressing in a suitably timely manner. Certain individual 
stalkers, who may be SGA members, attend local groups and naturally there are 
occasions when some may be invited and cannot make it due to work. However, in 
general, the SGA feels there could be more involvement of qualified stalkers in the 
planning process and in deer management groups in general. There may be historic 
reasons why the input of working stalkers has not been fully considered and it may 
take time for this to change but, in our view, it is essential and relates to other issues 
which are important. 

Firstly, the SGA agree that the production of a Deer Management Plan is the way 
forward for all local groups and believes that the interests of all stakeholder should 
be equal. As such, we have supported the broad aim of the plan, as set out after the 
last RACCE session in 2013. 

Further Steps: In order for a Deer Management Plan to work effectively on the 
ground there must, first, be a stable deer population. No one would consider it 
prudent to commit to a period of high spending, for example, if they didn’t have 
control or understanding of how much money was going into or leaving their bank 
account. The same applies to successful deer management. Having clear 
parameters is increasingly problematic today because of the numbers of deer shot 
outwith the legally agreed seasons by Forestry Commission Scotland (FCS) to 
protect forestry (almost 60 per cent of the annual cull on the NFE last year) 
conservation groups to advance unfenced regeneration schemes and, more 
generally, in agriculture for crop protection. The SGA appreciates there is a place for 
all these concerns including our own, providing there is sensible management, and 
that forestry, in particular, is an important income generator. However, there is no 
question that the switch from the granting of authorisations for culling outwith the 
legally agreed seasons as a last resort, to this happening more as the norm, has 
been the single biggest change in deer management in Scotland since the 
establishment of the deer management groups and makes the goal of sensible 
management, for all interests, much more difficult.  

In our view, this is something which requires to be addressed and we welcome that 
SNH has committed to undertaking a review of such authorisations, and the process 
by which they are distributed. It is vital this review has the appropriate ‘teeth’ and 
there is strong representation from working stalkers on the final review panel (we do 
not hold out much hope this will be the case) as we believe clearer guidelines as to 
when, and under what circumstances, these authorisations should be given, will 
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provide the best and quickest route to successful deer management planning and 
conflict resolution. 

On this point, it should be noted that, until fairly recent times, FCS and estate deer 
stalkers ran operations with a similar management ethos and existed well in 
collaboration in deer groups at local level. However, culling with pressure to meet 
targets -which often requires contract culling rather than full-time ranger 
employment- and is also often dependent upon the successful receipt of an out-of-
season or night authorisation from SNH, is not universally accepted as good practice 
and has led to tension. While we appreciate management objectives (which also 
comes down to resources) may have changed at FCS, we believe that tidying up the 
authorisations process could once again lead to more effective and collaborative 
deer management planning for everyone, through a voluntary system. 

This will also mean better welfare standards for Scotland’s deer (there are welfare 
issues surrounding night shooting as it is an indiscriminate practice) and a better wild 
venison product (venison shot out of season is of inferior quality). 

Taking the counsel of experienced stalkers within our membership, we feel these 
further actions should be taken, on top of the production of deer management plans, 
to give the voluntary system the best chance of success in delivering the best 
outcomes for deer, the environment and the natural heritage of Scotland. 

Conflict resolution:  

The SGA acknowledges that change must happen within deer management groups 
and that the voluntary system can be made to work better, hence the suggestions of 
how to achieve this, above. Balancing many different management objectives can be 
difficult. There are socio-economic, cultural and environmental concerns, not to 
mention the need to manage deer to the best welfare standards and in a way that is 
acceptable to the Scottish public. Conflicts will arise and the situation at Quinag is an 
example, with SNH yet to produce a settlement. Something we believe may help in 
such situations is to enable the local deer management group to seek an 
independent habitat assessment rather than one from SNH. This can then be used 
to form the basis of the final management decision, with all interests in the group 
having a stake in the ownership of that independent view. 

Observation on the process to date, as we move towards 2016: 

It is the view of many working stalkers within our membership that a stricter 
adherence to a re-worked version of the Best Practice Guidelines would have been 
sufficient to produce a robust deer management plan. However, on investigation of 
the prescriptions required from SNH in the document, it was felt the process was 
slanted towards consultants being sourced in to draw up the plan rather that it being 
the process of a voluntary approach. This will prove costly for some local groups. 
Hopefully this is factored into the timescale and cost of the process. 

We welcome this chance to respond and will be more than happy to play our part as 
the process moves forward. 
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