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PREFACE

This Deer Management Plan has been developed for the West Lochaber Deer Management Group (WL DMG). The Plan is funded by DMG members and through the FGS Woodland Co-operation Grant. It replaces a previous DMP drawn up in 2016, aiming to take account of changing circumstances within the group area.  The Plan runs from 2023 until 2028 and has been formally endorsed by all the Members of the Group. It has been designed to be readily updated as needs arise and will be reviewed on a six-monthly basis or as required, with a systematic review taking place at the end of the five year period. 
Document compiled by:

Victor Clements, Mamie’s Cottage, Taybridge Terrace, Aberfeldy,  PH15 2BS
Tel (01887) 829 361   victor@nativewoods.co.uk  
Part Four  -  OPERATION OF THE GROUP

Area & Boundaries
Action Point

1.1 Monitor the operation and accuracy of the 2 X sub area population models during the course of this plan, and review as required.

1.2 Welcome any smaller properties who might wish to join the DMG, including any grazing committees or sheep stock clubs.
Membership

Action Points

2.1 Welcome any new potential members to the DMG if they wish to join.
Meetings

Action Points

1.1 DMG to decide on most appropriate schedule of meetings going forwards to allow for a sub- area structure, and to ensure that sufficient resources are made available to support this structure.
1.2 DMG to consider the selection of a vice chairman.

1.3 Continue making agendas and minutes available on DMG website
Constitution & Finances
Action Points

4.1 Consider amending constitution to cover engagement of contractors or advisors, and how that process works in practice.
Deer Management Plan

Action Points

5.1 Endorse updated DMP by June 2023.
5.2 Ensure a system of communications is in place whereby local interests have access to the plan, and can input to future development of it. 
5.3 If a finalized plan cannot be agreed by June 2023, then an extension to November 2023 will be required, and agreed with agencies.
Code of Practice on Deer Management

Action Point

6.1 Ensure adherence to code at all times, both by the Group, and by individual members. This action point will provide an opportunity for all members at meetings to bring up issues that may be off concern to them re: deer welfare or management. 
Data & Evidence gathering- Deer Counts

Action Points

9.1 The group should develop and use population modelling and recruitment counts on an annual basis. Information on mortality shall also be collated on an annual basis.
9.2 WLDMG need a helicopter count now as soon as possible, in either 2024 or 2025.
9.3  There is an obvious role within the DMG area for focused drone counts around specific woodland areas.

9.4 All count information to be made available on a Reporting Unit basis, so that neighbours can be more aware of densities on their boundaries.
Data & Evidence Gathering- Culls

Action Point

10.1 Update the population models and target culls on an annual basis, using recruitment and mortality data collected, as well as actual culls from the previous year.
10.2 All cull data to be presented on a Reporting Unit basis, so that it is more apparent where deer are being culled.
Data & Evidence Gathering- Habitat Monitoring

Action Points

11.1 The DMG should work to deliver the suggested monitoring schedule in the Working Plan associated with this document, with the emphasis on open ground monitoring on an agree cycle using external contractors, and annual woodland monitoring in key locations.
11.2 WL DMG should organize a woodland impact monitoring course for all personnel, given the extent and importance of woodland management schemes across the area.
Competence

Action Point

12.1 DMG members will seek to ensure that DMQ Level 1 and Trained Hunter status are delivered as the now accepted industry standard for all personnel involved with deer management within the area, and encouragement will be given to professional stalkers to achieve DMQ level 2.
12.2 Training and support will also be sought from ADMG where that is required to help with running of the Deer Management group.

Training

Action Points

13.1 Promote and facilitate the uptake of appropriate deer management qualifications.

13.2 Be aware of the ongoing development of Best Practice Guidance and any new techniques or standards that arise from that.

13.3 Review training needs on an annual basis at spring DMG meetings. 
13.4 Add Health & Safety to the Agenda of meetings.
Venison Marketing

Action Points

14.1 The DMG members will work to increase SQWV accreditation across the area.
Communications

Action Point

15.1 Implement the communications strategy as agreed, and ensure a mechanism is in place for dealing with business and issues between meetings.

Part Five  -  PUBLIC INTEREST OUTCOMES

Develop Mechanisms to manage deer

Action Points

PIA 1.1 Publish and endorse the new updated WLDMG Deer Management Plan in June 2023.

PIA 1.2 Re-assess the Group against the updated Benchmark criteria once DMP has been endorsed, by June 2023, and act on any correcting actions which are apparent from this. 

PIA 1.3 Review the Working Plan on an annual basis and minute progress and changes.

Delivering Designated Features in to Favourable condition

Action

PIA 2.1 The Arkaig Pinewoods site needs to be properly evaluated via regeneration survey before prescriptions for restoration can be brought forwards. Restoration activity is going to be scheduled for the second 5 year period, years 6- 10.

PIA 2.2 Deer densities in the west have first got to be reduced and brought in to line with demand, with parallel monitoring of the SSSI/ SAC site. Arisaig Estate are currently looking to establish regeneration enclosures to take forwards a proportion of the site, but the historic and recent frequency of fires makes any work in the area high risk.
PIA 2.3 Implement habitat monitoring to give annual information which will allow DMG members to keep track of changes on and around the above two sites.
Manage Deer to retain existing Native Woodland cover and improve woodland condition in the medium to long term.

Actions

PIA 3.1 The DMG needs to ensure that all personnel can undertake basic herbivore impact monitoring in woodlands, given the scale of woodland area which they might wish to monitor in the period of this plan.
PIA 3.2 The priority areas for feedback at DMG meetings are:

The WTS woodland blocks

The Glen Beasdale SSSI/ SAC area

Ancient woodland restoration progress at Fassfern

The FLS Glen Loy woodland area

The Glen Mallie Pinewoods

The Arkaig Pinewoods SSSI
Demonstrate DMG contribution to woodland expansion target

Actions

PIA 4.1 WLDMG members to establish up to 655 ha of new woodland area in next five year period. This area may increase over the period as members investigate additional planting opportunities, and records will be updated as this happens.
Monitor and manage deer impacts in the wider countryside

Action Points

PIA 5.1 An agreed monitoring programme for these habitats will be updated and included  in this plan by spring 2023.

Improve Scotland’s ability to store carbon
Actions

PIA 6.1  Create 650 ha of new woodland planting in the period of this plan, in addition to the proposed enclosures in Glen Mallie.
PIA 6.2  Carry out habitat monitoring on the blanket bog areas within the DMG to determine their current condition and ascertain what management action, if any, might be required to bring them in to good condition.
PIA 6.3  Discourage any burning that might impact on peatland sites.

PIA 6.4  Contribute to River Basin Management Planning as appropriate when requests to do so are forthcoming.
Reduce or mitigate the risk of invasive, non- native species

Action

PIA 7.1 Cull spreading sika deer so that they do not become established within the area.
PIA 7.2 Report any sightings of muntjac deer to Nature Scot. Muntjac deer should be shot on sight if possible.
PIA 7.3 Try to contain the numbers of wild boar/ feral pigs within the area, acknowledging that removal of the species is now highly unlikely..
Protection of Historic and Cultural Features

Actions

PIA 8.1 The DMG will maintain communication with the local community and look to address any issues that are identified with regards to sites of cultural interest and herbivore grazing. 
PIA 8.2 As required by Scottish Forestry, all potential woodland creation projects, including natural regeneration schemes, will be assessed by the applicants for any negative impacts on cultural or archaeological sites.

Delivering higher standards of competence in deer management

Action Point

PIA 9.1  Continue to support training efforts within the group as opportunities to do so arise.
Contribute to Public Health and wellbeing

Action Points

PIA 10.1 Maintain communication with local Community Councils re: DVCs and look to implement any mitigation which may be deemed helpful in reducing local risk..
PIA 10.2 Remind DMG members on an annual basis about the dangers of Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD) and individual members to ensure safety precautions are taken by anyone who has had recent contact with deer or habitats in North America.

PIA 10.3 DMG to highlight the risks of ticks and Lyme’s Disease to their guests and the public more generally through all appropriate channels.

PIA 10.4  Group members and DMG to all promote a positive and welcoming message to all those visiting the area throughout the year.
Minimize the economic costs of deer management
Action Points

PIA 12.1  DMG to be aware of changing role and importance of deer management within the area and how the relative economic position changes in the five year period ahead.
Ensure effective communication in deer management issues
Action Point

PIA 13.1 Maintain those actions outlined in the Communications Policy/ Working Plan.
Ensure Deer welfare at individual and population level
Action Points

PIA 14.1 Focus on bringing natural habitats in to favourable condition status, capable of withstanding browsing pressure and providing good nutrition.
PIA 14.2 Liaise locally on significant woodland management operations where these affect shelter for deer.

PIA 14.3 Collect deer information within the Group as per agreed recommendations. This will provide animal- specific data which can be monitored and compared to identify potential welfare issues within the area.
PIA 14.4 Good deer count data is needed as a matter of priority on the western side of the DMG, so that an appropriate cull can be set out for the five year period ahead.

Habitat Monitoring

The habitats that it would potentially be most useful to monitor within WLDMG area are the open ground moorland habitats, blanket bog, and native woodlands.

From the LUC88 dataset, blanket bog only represents 2 percent of the DMG area, which is not a significant amount at this scale. It is suggested therefore that at the DMG scale, blanket bog is not a priority, although individual members may choose to monitor areas of peatland on their ground.

With apparently high deer densities across much of the DMG area, it is important to monitor open ground moorland habitats more generally, and the Best Practice methodology for monitoring Dwarf Shrub Heath (DSH) is usually a versatile tool for doing this. However, as is noted by WLDMG contract surveyor, this methodology is not suitable where heather occupies a small proportion of the sward, and grasses dominate, as in this area, where the present sward has been influenced by not only historic and current grazing pressure, but also by heather beetle and recurring landscape scale fires.

This being the case, the Best Practice method does not fit. The method used was devised by Rory Putman for this sort of situation, but it requires an experienced surveyor to be able to undertake this.
The results of DMG habitat surveying in 2021 & 22 are summarized below, with % figures allocated to each impact class:

	Impact Class
	BB
	BB
	BB
	BB
	DSH
	DSH
	DSH
	DSH

	
	Browsing
	Browsing
	Trampling
	Trampling
	Browsing
	Browsing
	Trampling
	Trampling

	
	EAST
	WEST
	EAST
	WEST
	EAST
	WEST
	EAST
	WEST

	HIGH
	7.8
	3
	3.9
	4.4
	7.9
	15.9
	4.8
	2.3

	MEDIUM
	23.5
	4
	35.3
	15.8
	39.7
	22.7
	0
	0

	Low/ Medium
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	95.2
	97.7

	LOW
	66.7
	93.3
	60.8
	80
	52.4
	61.4
	0
	0

	UNDETECTED
	2
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	TOTAL:
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100


Blanket bog doesn’t usually get browsed very much as it is growing on nutrient poor peat. In the above data, the impacts in the West are what you might want to see, with almost all impacts being in the low categories. In the East, almost a quarter of impacts however are in the medium category, and this should be taken as a warning signal. Trampling impacts perhaps give a better idea of pressure on peatland areas. In this case, impacts in the West are again mostly low, with c 20% in the higher categories. Impacts in the East are however almost twice this level, and again, these should be taken as a warning signal. Overall, the East is showing higher impacts than the West, although there may well be more peatland on the eastern side, and the distribution of peatland can sometimes determine how it is affected or not.
With the Dwarf Shrub Heath, impacts are a bit higher in East again than West. More importantly, 40-50% impacts in High/ Medium categories seems to me to be fairly high, but this may be a function of heather being relatively scarce in the DMG area. Similarly, almost all trampling impacts are low, but this may be a function of how little heather there may well be.

Looking forwards, it seems to me that DSH alone could be used as a proxy for a range of moorland habitats, but the paucity of heather means that a variation of Best Practice undertaken by an experienced surveyor is required, and that this would be a more effective approach than estate staff doing their own survey work.
External survey work, undertaken perhaps on a five year cycle, is likely to suffice.

The 2022 summary report suggests that impacts are well within the capacity of the ground to carry the current deer population. I would caution against accepting a sweeping statement like this without question. It seems to me that there are warning signals at the very least within the data. A lower deer population would help the heather recover in many areas, and that would in turn lead to better winter nutrition and lower mortality/ higher productivity.

However, the priority in the next five year period must be to deliver an appropriate deer density in both the East and West sides of the DMG.

Native woodland impacts are a priority consideration within the area, and while significant enclosure is planned, there will still be extensive areas that are unenclosed. It is recommended that WLDMG organize a native woodland impact monitoring training course for all personnel in spring 2024, so that all staff have a basic understanding of the principles involved, and can monitor their own woodland habitats as required.
Action Points

1 Monitor up to 200 DSH points, split 50:50 between east and west, in spring 2027. External contract help to be deployed, using similar methodology to 2021/22, unless a more appropriate method is developed as Best Practice for such habitat type.

2 WLDMG to deliver woodland HIA- LITE training course to be ran in May 2024.

3 Blanket bog monitoring is NOT a priority at the DMG scale. Open ground moorland habitats and woodlands are the DMG priority.
POPULATION MODELS

Below of the population model suggested for the west side of WLDMG, taking the 2018 count as the density in 2023, and allowing for additional mortality/ loss of 80 stags, 40 hinds and 15 calves annually. It is considered highly likely and indeed probable that the 2023 density is higher than this, and the exact density needs to be verified by helicopter count asap. The objective is to reduce the deer density to less than 10 deer per sq km within four years.

	WEST SIDE reduce to 10 per sq km
	
	
	
	

	
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves
	Total
	Density

	2023 Spring Population
	824
	1699
	531
	3054
	17.7

	2023 Summer Population
	1090
	1965
	609
	3663
	21.3

	CULL
	180
	360
	120
	660
	

	Est Cull elsewhere
	80
	40
	15
	135
	

	2024 Mortality
	22
	39
	37
	98
	

	2024 Spring Population
	808
	1525
	437
	2770
	16.1

	2024 Summer Population
	1026
	1744
	575
	3346
	19.4

	CULL
	180
	360
	120
	660
	

	Est Cull elsewhere (Average)
	80
	40
	15
	135
	

	2025 Mortality
	21
	35
	35
	90
	

	2025 Spring Population
	746
	1309
	406
	2461
	14.3

	2025 Summer Population
	949
	1512
	499
	2960
	17.2

	CULL
	180
	360
	120
	660
	

	Est Cull elsewhere (Average)
	80
	40
	15
	135
	

	2026 Mortality
	19
	30
	30
	79
	

	2026 Spring Population
	670
	1082
	334
	2086
	12.1

	2026 Summer Population
	837
	1249
	412
	2498
	14.5

	CULL
	150
	300
	100
	550
	

	Est Cull elsewhere (Average)
	80
	40
	15
	135
	

	2027 Mortality
	17
	25
	25
	66
	

	2027 Spring Population
	590
	884
	272
	1746
	10.1

	2027 Summer Population
	726
	1020
	337
	2083
	12.1

	CULL
	100
	100
	30
	230
	

	Est Cull elsewhere (Average)
	80
	40
	15
	135
	

	2028 Mortality
	15
	20
	20
	55
	

	2028 Spring Population
	532
	860
	271
	1663
	9.7


The model will be adjusted allowing for exact culls, and any new population density information obtained.

This is the agreed deer reduction model for the eastern side of the DMG:

	
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves
	Total
	Density

	2023 foot count
	1095
	2035
	743
	3873
	14.4

	2023 Summer Population
	1467
	2407
	794
	4667
	17.4

	2023/24 cull
	200
	420
	150
	770
	 

	2024 Mortality
	29
	48
	48
	125
	 

	2024 Spring Population
	1237
	1938
	596
	3772
	14.0

	2024 Summer Population
	1535
	2237
	738
	4510
	16.8

	2024/25 cull
	225
	420
	150
	795
	 

	2025 Mortality
	31
	45
	44
	120
	 

	2025 Spring Population
	1280
	1772
	544
	3595
	13.4

	2025 Summer Population
	1552
	2044
	674
	4270
	15.9

	2025/26 cull
	225
	420
	150
	795
	 

	2026 Mortality
	31
	41
	40
	112
	 

	2026 Spring Population
	1296
	1583
	484
	3362
	12.5

	2026 Summer Population
	1538
	1825
	602
	3965
	14.8

	2026/27 cull
	225
	420
	150
	795
	 

	2027 Mortality
	31
	36
	36
	103
	 

	2027 Spring Population
	1282
	1368
	416
	3066
	11.4

	2027 Summer Population
	1490
	1576
	520
	3587
	13.4

	2027/28 cull
	225
	420
	150
	795
	 

	2028 Mortality
	30
	32
	31
	93
	 

	2028 Spring Population
	1235
	1125
	339
	2699
	10.0
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