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Responding to 
 

 Deer Management 

 Succession Rights 

 The Minister’s power to expel owners acting unsustainably.  
 
 
I have lived on Borrobol Estate and Farm for 36 years.  It is in central 
Sutherland, a hostile environment cut off from many services.  As an example, 
we have our own water supply.  Farming and operating a business here are 
on the edge of what is possible.  Winter temperatures have fallen to minus 
30C.  Three winters ago the temperature did not rise above minus 10C for 6 
weeks.  I have tried many diversifications including bird-watching and culture 
tours, horticulture, meat finishing, and I have planted experimental crops.  It 
remains a tough place in which to run a business. 
 
Last year’s accounts are fairly typical.  Gross expenditure on the estate side, 
comprising holiday house, a horticulture business, loch fishings, some limited 
salmon fishing, and red deer stalking (there is no wing-shooting), was £219k.  
All of this money was spent locally.  Costs were £197k.  I myself take no 
income nor ever have done.   I work here full-time.  All opportunities are let in 
the market.  My wife runs the holiday cottage business and takes a small 
salary.  As and when able, our 5 children help on the place.  Our taxable profit 
was £22k. 
 
The farm in the same year made a loss of £6k.  Net position, a profit of £16k.  
In the previous financial year the two businesses combined lost £19k.  
 
In the last 8 years there has been capital investment of £136k.   
 
The long-term history of the accounts shows a position of approximate break-
even, given the contributions of external capital. 
 
We have two resident employees and employ a wide range of part-timers and 
casuals. 
 
The Land Reform Review is seen by me against this background. 
 
I have these comments. 
 

1. On sporting rates.  Further costs against what is plainly a knife-edge 
operation would be challenging.  Sport and holidays are let in a market-
place.  In my 36 years I have invested large amounts to achieve 
improvements.  As a result Borrobol Estate now has 1,000 acres of 
trees up from 300 acres, a green energy heated house restored from 
ruinous condition, one of the best wild trout lochs in the area, well-
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reputed deer stalking, a horticulture business, a business selling 
venison in England maximising sale value, restored bridges, houses 
and roads, an improved farm, and a mountain area in good heart 
including an SSSI which is in good condition.  Higher costs at this point 
would be difficult to meet.  Assets and their exploitation are stretched to 
their limit. 
 
I have another concern.  Landholders are to be severely punished if 
they are deemed to mis-manage or under-cull deer.  There is no 
proven science for correct management of deer.   
 
Natural events are unforeseeable.  For example, in winters 2010 and 
2011 over 200 deer died on this land.  Their carcases were strewn over 
the landscape.  Public policy as presently designed would not 
accommodate these facts.  Red deer, by public poll, are Scotland’s 
favourite animal.  For owners of deer-land to be punished for under-
killing such a popular species is wrong.  There is strong local reaction 
against slaughter of starving deer in hard winters.  On-the-ground real-
time management by experienced locals is essential for welfare and 
other reasons.  This punishment level in such a complex area of 
natural resource management looks vindictive.  It exposes Scotland to 
ridicule in countries where deer are valued. 
 
We are part of a local deer management group and manage our deer 
co-operatively with neighbours.  The intention to make deer culls a 
matter for judgement by SNH, ignoring experience and on-the-ground 
knowledge, goes against the grain of natural resource management in 
other sectors. For example, wild fisheries at sea under the Common 
Fisheries Policy.  Top-down quotas have not worked there and are 
being changed. They will not work on open country for wild deer.    
 
Lastly, shrinking the areas for deer stalking would close this business 
down.  Deer stalking needs space.  American clients will not cross the 
Atlantic to find the wind is in the wrong direction and the day, or days, 
have to be abandoned.  It is impractical to run a top-end deer operation 
on smaller areas, certainly in the open landscape of east Sutherland. 
 
 
 

2. The concept of the Minister having the power to remove landholders 
who act unsustainably is wrong.  Sustainability is not a legal concept.  
Indeed, sustainability has many meanings.  The proposals make it look 
as though individuals could be removed arbitrarily.  Investment will 
wither.  Sporting land values have already fallen sharply.  If owners 
make things better and can be punished with eviction for doing so in 
the judgement of a politically-chosen panel, why make the 
improvements?    Why should an owner expedite their own removal?   

 
     The valuations on which evicted owners will be compensated will be        
 determined by government.  Government will be the buyer of last resort 
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if other ownership-vehicles fail, as has happened in the case of some 
community-owned estates.  The buyer sets the price.  This mechanism is 
perverse and contrary to law. 

 
3. Division of assets under new succession law will mean bigger areas 
will be subdivided.  This is impractical for large extensive landholdings 
consisting of peat-land and mountain located a long way from public 
services.   It will lead to abandonment.  The land reform proposals will 
result in owners of ordinary means being dislodged.  Only owners of 
exceptional financial means will be able to survive. 

 
 


