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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  
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Part One  -  INTRODUCTION
1.  Purpose of Plan

The purpose of this Plan is to provide:-

(a) an agreed statement of the shared views of the Members of the Group about the management of wild deer in the area covered by the Group;

(b) an agreed set of the actions to try and ensure that deer management in the area is in line with those shared views;

(c) an agreed set of actions that will identify and deliver relevant public interest and benefits throughout the area;

(d) an agreed pattern of arrangements to try and ensure that the actions are implemented and their effectiveness monitored;
(e) a document that acts as a ready source of information for both members and the general public alike, clarifying points of contact, and setting out how communications can best be received and addressed.

Maps and other documents referred to in this document can be located at: https://wlochaberdmg.deer-management.co.uk/deer-management-plan/ 

In the text below, maps on the above website are referenced in purple, Excel spreadsheets in green, and text documents in black. There are no hyperlinks included.

2.  Group Area

The West Deer Management Group (WLDMG) area covers just over 47,000 ha (WL Location Map).  It has thirteen active members. It is not part of any other local association, and operates under its own constitution (WL Constitution). The group subscribes to the Association of Deer Management Groups (ADMG). The boundaries of the area are:
·  The A830 from Corpach west to Lochailort

· The coastline from Lochailort west to the River Morar

· The River Morar east to Loch Morar along its southern boubdary

· The southern boundary of Glen Dessary Estate east to the western end of Loch Arkaig

· The southern shore of Loch Arkaig and Mile Dorcha to Clunes

· The western shore of Loch Lochy from Clunes to Gairlochy

· The B8004 from Gairlochy to Corpach

The DMG area is considered to be fairly discreet, with little movement of deer in to adjacent areas.

WL marches with Knoydart DMG to the north, Moidart DMG to the south west, and East Loch Shiel DMG to the north east. There are few, if any, cross boundary issues.
3. Group Membership

WL DMG enjoys a very strong level of participation from among the members of the group (WL Members map). There are five main management regimes within the group area, set out in the WL Management Objectives map:
· Six reporting areas where the management priority is deer, but with a range of other conservation objectives as well. These areas cover 18,693 ha or 39% of the area. No WLDMG members are only interested in deer.
· Five reporting units where deer are an important land use objective, but where woodland creation and management is also becoming increasingly significant. These areas cover 14,832 ha or 31% of the DMG area.
· Nine reporting units where forestry or woodland management is the primary land use objective, either for commercial timber or conservation and amenity purposes. Thes areas cover 5,692 ha or 12% of the area. Deer management and control is important.
· Three reporting units where the main management objectives are a mixture of deer and livestock. These areas cover 4,408 ha or 9% of the area.
· Finally, two reporting units have a mixture of deer, livestock and significant woodland activities are their management objectives, covering 3,747 or 8% of the area.
The above are broad categories, but they give an indication of the range of management priorities within the area. Ultimately, everyone has deer, woodland and conservation objectives, albeit in different proportions.
Table 1 WL DMG Members & Principal Management Objectives

Property



Main Objectives


Size (ha)

Muirshearlich & Druim Fada

Deer/ farming



3,903
South Achnacarry


Deer/ woodland


11,107

Ardnish



Priority deer



1,467

Arisaig




Deer/ farming/ woodlands

3,747

Arkaig Community Forest

Woodland management

c 30 ha

Fassfern



Woodland management/ deer

8,664

Forestry & Land Scotland

Woodland management

1,163

Glen Mama



Priority deer



1,696

Glenfinnan



Deer/ woodland management

4,068

Meoble




Deer/ conservation


8,622

Rannachan



Priority deer



1,336

Scamadale



Mix woodlands/ deer


496

Woodland Trust Scotland

Woodland conservation

1,089
Total area covered:

47,374 ha
3a. Member Details

The following section gives a brief overview of the essential management information and contact details relating to each of the group members.
Ardnish

The priority is to maintain the Ardnish Peninsula for its overall conservation and amenity value, develop its potential for off- grid holiday lets and to earn some modest income from deer. The estate are looking at wider environmental improvements, including scoping out some peatland restoration plans.
A small part of the Glen Beasbale SSSI/ SAC site is on the Ardnish peninsula.

There is no agricultural interest on the peninsula.

Arisaig

Arisaig is managed for farming, deer management and woodland conservation reasons, with equal priority given to each. The farming operation is dominated by cattle.
On the woodland front, there have been several hundred  hectares of successful regeneration in recent decades, and the estate have an active woodland management programme, working to an overall forest plan. The largest part of the Glen Beasdale SSSI/ SAC site lies on Arisaig. Management of the site is difficult because it is cut through by both the main road and the railway line, and there have been 12 significant fires within the wider area in the last 25 years. These fires remove ground vegetation, and make the area more attractive to deer from further afield.
Outwith the areas that get burned, there is evidence of native woodland regeneration outside fences, particularly on the Rhu peninsula

Arkaig Community Forest

ACF own a relatively small area within one of the 2 X Woodland Trust blocks of trees, but work in partnership with them across this wider area. Their priorities are restoration of the native woodland resource, education, training and local economic development based around woodland based activities.
In deer management terms, the ACF area is managed within the overall WTS area which has the same objectives.
Fassfern

Fassfern objectives are:

· To manage forests to produce timber whilst improving the landscape and general environment

· To aim for continuous improvement in the estate economy, sustainability and wider benefits.

· To manage deer on the open hill for sporting purposes and to maintain the moorland habitat in good condition.

· To maintain and create local employment and contribute positively to the local community and economy.

Three keepers are employed to control deer, representing 75% of the employed staff, so the management of deer is important.  The main objective of the Estate is to control deer as a forest protection exercise; allowing the growth of commercial conifers as well as native woodlands.   The hill stalking is subsidiary to this and is undertaken to manage the local deer population for public benefits at private cost.

Hinds on the hill are managed to a number that produces enough sporting stags and maintains a population of around 10 per 100 ha.

Forestry & Land Scotland (FLS)
FLS have a modest forest resource within the area, managed mostly for timber production purposes, but the designated pinewood Coille Phuiteachain SSSI les within the Glen Loy block and appropriate restoration and protection of this is important. The site is in Favourable condition.
Deer fences are secure, and there is little movement between FLS and other properties.

Glen Mama

Glen Mama is managed for deer objectives and there is no agricultural interest on the property. There is a sporting requirement for both stags and hinds.
Part of the Glen Beasdale SSSI/ SAC site lies within Glen Mama. There is no stalker on the property, but staff from elsewhere in the wider business are deployed to achieve the necessary deer culls.

Glenfinnan

Priorities on Glenfinnan are hydro power, forestry and deer. There is no agricultural interest in the property, sheep having been removed in 1976.
The woodland resource is very significant, both commercial and amenity, and deer have access to part of this. There is a modest stag cull, and all hind culling is management only.

Landscape is important to the estate, with the Glenfinnan viaduct being nationally renowned, and there is very significant visitor pressure centred on seeing the steam train and the Glenfinnan monument, which is managed by the National Trust.

Glenfinnan Estate sits in the middle of WLDMG, with deer connections to both east and west in terms of movements, but considers itself to be more east than west.

There can be significant deer mortality on the railway line through this area.

The estate employ full time staff, and have a quality assured larder. They take on a student every year from Thurso college.

Given the prominence of the area to visitors, the estate have maintained good links with the community council and primary schools, and have a good relationship with walkers. Deer are fed to try and keep them out of the village.

The deer population appears to be relatively stable, possibly going down a little.

Meoble

Meoble is the largest property on the western side of the deer group, and has mixed deer, conservation and amenity objectives. There are no crofts or tenant farmers, and no road access within the property at all, with much of the area accessible only by boat. While many west coast properties can be considered to be remote, this is particularly the case with Meoble, and this brings with it its own conservation and amenity interest.

  There is no current agricultural interest on the property, and no commercial woodland due to challenges of extraction, although there are a range of native woodlands, the majority of which were recorded at low or medium impacts at the time of the Native Woodlands Survey of Scotland (NWSS). Open ground habitats are dominated by grass, heather moorland and montane vegetation. Like most other WLDMG properties, there is only a relatively small area of deep peatland.

Meoble are looking at extending the native woodland resource by natural regeneration and planting, in areas where woodland has been recorded in the past. There are no plans as such just yet, and it is likely that the area concerned will be fairly modest in the next five years.

When planning deer management activity on Meoble, access to many areas is a particular consideration, much more so than other properties within the group.

Muirshearlich & Druim Fada

Owned by Lochiel Estates and tenanted, management objectives are a mixture of farming and deer stalking. B & B accommodation is well integrated with stalking clients, and deer have become more important than the farming operation. There are 2 X woodland blocks within the overall boundary of this property, which are managed by Tilhill, but Glen Loy manage the deer. These woodland areas are important for shelter.

Ranachan

Ranachan is a relatively small area of land compared to other estates within the WLDMG. It is rough, challenging terrain and due to the nature of the ground there is limited scope for what it can be used for. Three hydro-electric schemes have been built in the last 8 years, but other than that, the main focus is to manage the deer in an efficient and sustainable manner. This is done on a non-commercial basis, with a modest cull of both stags and hinds.
Care is taken to cull deer to keep them away from the railway line, which is a significant source of mortality within the WLDMG area from Fassfern westwards.

There is no agricultural interest in the property, and while there are native woodland fragments, there is little woodland as such.

Scamadale

Management objectives at Scamadale are to:

· Increase native woodland cover.

· Restore peatlands following silviculture.

· Provide mixed, natural habitat for endemic wildlife and ecology

· Remove invasive species (principally rhododendrons).

· Improve deer welfare through the provision of year-round habitat.

· Manage deer sustainably.
Deer are part of the ecology of Scamadale’s woodlands and open hill, and of fundamental importance to our land management objectives.  

8 - 10 red deer stags are culled for management of the population.

Sika stags are culled when the opportunity is presented.  Roe deer are not culled.

All deer are culled for herd management and habitat management.

South Achnacarry

Deer stalking and related activities have long been the management priority within this area, but the estate are now looking to take forwards very extensive woodland creation and restoration projects, including the nationally known Glen Mallie pinewood site, and the Arkaig Pinewood SSSI. Although the final design and timing are not yet decided, this initiative will be transformative within the estate, and is likely to impact upon neighbours as well. However, it is still the intention of the estate to retain a commercial stalking operation.

There is no agricultural interest within this area.

Achnacarry South is the largest individual member of WLDMG, and for the purposes of this plan, it also includes the area of Moy Crofts, which is held in different ownership, but where deer management is shared with Achnacarry South. Livestock are grazed on the Moy Crofts only.

Deer photography and wildlife safaris are undertaken to some extent within the area as part of the wider business, with access to Achnacarry North, and a range of other properties as well. Achnacarry South undertake deer management within the WTS blocks along Loch Arkaig.
Woodland Trust Scotland (WTS)
WTS own and manage two large woodland blocks on the south side of Loch Arkaig under a partner arrangement with the Arkaig Community Forest (ACF). Both blocks are deer fenced, and significant efforts have been made within these blocks to reduce deer numbers in recent years.

The management priority within these blocks is the restoration of the native pinewood habitat, and this requires removal of non native conifers, invasive species and bracken control as well as deer management. Improving access to the woodland areas has been a major consideration, and timber felled during restoration is extracted by barge across Loch Arkaig, which is a significant undertaking.
WTS have recently had a successful funding application to the Nature Restoration Fund which will allow them to restore a range of both woodland and peatland habitats within the forest, as well as developing woodland edge habitat.

Deer management within the 2 X blocks is carried out by South Achnacarry, and this seems to work well. Deer numbers are monitored through regular drone counts.
3b.  Reporting Units   (For most properties, these refer to entire estate as before)
Extensive discussions during the production of this deer plan suggest that more detailed deer cull & count information would be useful for several properties, and members are asked to report going forwards at this Management Unit level. (Tables 2-3 &  WL Reporting Units Map.) 
Table 2 :  West  Sub-area  Deer Management Units (area figures are approximate)

Management Unit


 Extent (ha)
Priority                 Deer Management  

1 Scamadale


  
496   

Forestry

Scamadale
2 Arisaig East



1961

Deer/ woodland

Arisaig

3 Arisaig West



1785

Farming/ woodland
Arisaig


4 Ardnish



1467

Deer/ conservation
Ardnish

5 Glen Mama



1696

Deer


Glen Mama

6 Meoble West



2811

Deer/ conservation
Meoble

7 Meoble East



5811

Deer/ conservation
Meoble

8 Ranahan



1336

Deer


Ranachan







Total:

17,363 ha

Table 3 :  East  Sub-area  Deer Management Units (area figures are approximate)

Management Unit


 Extent (ha)
Priority                 Deer Management  

9 Glenfinnan



4068

Deer/ woodlands   
Glenfinnan
10 Fassfern



5571

Deer


Fassfern

11 Fassfern Woods West*

876

Forestry

Fassfern

12 Fassfern Woods East
*

2216

Forestry

Fassfern

13 S Achnacarry- West


2554

Deer


Ach Sporting

14 S Achnacarry North of Mallie
3057

Deer/ woodlands
Ach Sporting

15 S Achnacarry South of Mallie
4655

Deer/ woodlands
Ach Sporting

16 Moy Crofts



504

Farming/ deer

Ach Sporting

17 WTS Loch Arkaig


508

Woodland

Ach Sporting

18 WTS Gusach


579

Woodland

Ach Sporting

19 ACF




c 30

Woodland

Ach Sporting

20 FLS




130

Forestry

FLS

21 FLS Glen Loy


1033

Forestry

FLS

22 Tilhill 1



192

Forestry

G Nairn
23 Tilhill 2



143

Forestry

G Nairn
24 Druim Fada



2628

Sheep/ deer

G Nairn
25 Muirsheilach & Banavie

1274

Farming/ deer

G Nairn





Total: 

30,011 ha
*The East is called Glen Suileag (riparian woods around Fassfern and upstream hydro), Achdalieu ( mainly commercial forest/PAWS)  and Annat (mainly oakwood).
The West is called Craigag (oakwoods, partly enclosed in commercial forest fence), Druimsallie (mainly commercial forest/PAWS) and Uachan (mainly unenclosed woods in riverside locations).

4.  Deer Management Statistics
Deer count data within the group is a bit patchy, with the only recent helicopter count in 2018, and it is challenged by a number of properties. Deer cull data however is good, and well presented in easily accessible form.
The data on deer counts and culls supplied by Members to WLDMG has always been based on their overall land holdings. Members agree, however, that for the purposes of implementing this Plan they will report counts and culls and set cull targets at the Reporting Unit scale (see above). This will allow a better analysis of the information provided in and around those areas of differing management objectives.
Members will agree on the deer management records that will be kept by all Members for sharing with the Group, including count and cull data, and the format in which these sets of data will be presented. The agreed formats are included in WLDMG Deer Cull Information.
Recommended cull record sheets are appended to this document.

All WLDMG members agree to make sufficient resources available to carry out the culling programme outlined in this plan.

All culling operations will be conducted in a low key manner, and priority always given to spreading activity throughout the normal seasons using existing resources.
4. THE DESIGNATED SITES IN THE WEST LOCHABER DMG AREA
Within the MW DMG area there are four different types of designation. The sites relevant to this plan are discussed in detail in WL Designated sites information.

Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI)

Special Areas of Conservation (SAC)
Special Protection Areas (SPA)
National Scenic Area (NSA)
 

Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI)
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) represent the best of Scotland’s natural heritage. They are ‘special’ for their plants, animals or habitats, their rocks or landforms, or a combination of such natural features. Together, they form a network of the best examples of natural features throughout Scotland, and support a wider network across Great Britain and the European Union. 
Scottish Natural Heritage/ Nature Scot (SNH/NS) chooses sites after detailed survey and evaluation against published scientific criteria. SSSIs can include freshwater, and sea water down to the mean low water mark of spring tides, as well as land. At 31 March 2008, there were 1,456 SSSI’s, covering a total area of 1,036,000 hectares or 12.9% of Scotland.

SNH/NS designates SSSIs to protect the best of our natural heritage by making sure that decision-makers, managers of land and their advisors, as well as the planning authorities and other public bodies, are aware of them when considering changes in land-use or other activities which might affect them.

The Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004 provides the legislative framework around which all SSSI sites are administered.

Special Areas of Conservation (SAC)

Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) are areas designated under the European Directive commonly known as the ‘Habitats’ Directive. Together with Special Protection Areas, which are designated under the Wild Birds Directive for wild birds and their habitats, SACs form the Natura 2000 network of sites. Most SACs on land or freshwater in Scotland are also underpinned by notification as Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs).  The additional SAC designation is recognition that some or all of the wildlife and habitats are particularly valued in a European context. 
Special Protection Areas (SPA)

These areas can be designated where more than 2% of the total UK numbers of a particular bird species is located or heavily dependent on a particular geographic area.
National Scenic areas
National Scenic Areas are Scotland’s only national landscape designation. They are those areas of land considered of national significance on the basis of their outstanding scenic interest which must be conserved as part of the country’s natural heritage. They have been selected for their characteristic features of scenery comprising a mixture of richly diverse landscapes including prominent landforms, coastline, sea and freshwater lochs, rivers, woodlands and moorlands. 
There are currently 40 X NSA’s in Scotland, covering a total land area of 1,020,500 ha and a marine area of 357,900 ha.
The SSSI & SAC designated sites can be seen on the WL SSSI & SAC Designated sites map.
The area covered by the National Scenic Area, as well as the wild land area classification and the SPA area can be seen on WL Landscape & Other Designations Map.
A full account of all these sites, their current status and what properties are involved is given in WL Designated Sites Information. In addition, the spreadsheet WL Monitoring of Designated features, details the likely contribution of deer to these sites. 
Commentary

There are only nine designated features across the DMG area, a remarkably small number for a deer group of this size.
Of these only four have a direct relevance to deer, and of these one is in Favourable Maintained condition, two are in Unfavourable Declining condition and one is in Unfavourable No Change status.

However, these features have the potential to have a disproportionately high impact on deer numbers and distribution within the area.

The Glen Beasdale SSSI/ SAC site could potentially affect much of the western side of the DMG area. The Arkaig Pinewood SSSI site has shown some pulses of regeneration in the past and it may be that a focused deer control policy is practicable, but this area does have the potential to be a significant driver of land use change within the eastern side of the DMG.

Finally, although it is not a designated site, the Glen Mallie pinewood remnants and those within WTS ownership on the south side of Loch Arkaig are important core pinewood sites and very important for both WTS and South Achnacarry in developing their visions for the future. They feature very strongly in developing woodland restoration plans within the DMG area, and in the next five year period.

Administration


Nature Scot (NS, formerly Scottish Natural Heritage) are responsible for the administration of designated sites. 

In the context of this plan, Andrew.MacMaster@nature.scot is the wildlife management officer with primary responsibility for all matters relating directly to management of deer, and is also responsible for site management.
Part Two  -  OVERALL AIMS & OBJECTIVES
6.  Long Term Vision

Members support the long term vision for deer populations and their management as laid out in Scotland's Wild Deer – A National Approach. Members also fully support the Code of Practice on Deer Management, and all work is carried out in accordance with Best Practice Guidelines, which continue to evolve.
· Deer populations will be managed sustainably so that their management is fully integrated with all local land uses and land use objectives.

· Such management will ensure high standards of deer welfare and public safety, and play a constructive role in the long term stewardship of local habitats.

· Local deer management will continue to deliver and further develop its positive contributions to the rural economy.  Deer management and wildlife management more generally within the Group will be seen as an attractive and worthwhile occupation associated with high standards of skills and employment practice.

7.  Strategic Objectives
The main objectives for the Group’s deer management during the period of this Plan, are as follows, in all cases adhering to Best Practice Guidelines:-

(i) To safeguard and promote deer welfare within the WL DMG area

(ii) To achieve an appropriate balance between deer and their habitat, and between deer and other land uses, to minimize damage to agricultural, forestry, sporting or natural heritage interests, and to provide a conflict management role where significant differences in management objectives arise.
(iii) Within the constraint of (ii) and the necessary management culls associated with this, to fulfil the annual sporting and venison production objectives of individual Members. This currently amounts to some 228 stags and approx 900 animals overall.

(iv) To market such activity and produce to best commercial advantage.

(v) To reduce deer densities within the period of this plan, 2023-28, to facilitate extensive woodland creation and improvement in the condition of designated sites, and to facilitate an overall grazing regime that will gradually improve the overall condition of the upland open ground habitats more generally. It is anticipated that the target summer population should be some 5500 animals, and numbers will be maintained at this level, subject to ongoing reviews of group objectives and regular habitat condition monitoring.  This is c 26% less than the current estimated population (2023), and will be a significant undertaking for the group.
(vi) To ensure such resources, training and monitoring capacity that is required are made available to achieve the above objectives.

(vii) To establish a thorough and robust set of working arrangements whereby access provision can be managed within the group area, taking account of current guidelines and industry initiatives.

(viii) To facilitate the implementation of any other deer-related management agreements within the group area, and to provide a mechanism for dealing with any disputes.
(ix) Where appropriate, to provide site specific management advice or information.
(x) To ensure full participation from throughout the area in the deer management group.
(xi) To maintain and improve local employment, be that specifically in deer management or wildlife management and agricultural activity more generally within the area. 
(xii)  To ensure that an effective system of communication is in place for the internal purpose of members, for the wider community of the area and for external agencies and other interested parties. The Group will seek to be pro-active in all their communications.

Part Three  -  MANAGEMENT POLICIES & INFORMATION
8.  Red Deer

Red Deer Population
WLDMG have got foot count information easily available going back to 1996, counting on average every second year.

The terrain within the area is very rugged, and some areas are extremely difficult to access, but if done on the same basis consistently, then such counts should give a good indication of the population trend at least, if not the actual numbers. WLDMG have been very good at moving stalkers around to help out where that is required, and have a good feel for the man- days required to complete this task. However, it does seem that the counts are often not that well co-ordinated, with some properties counting many weeks after others, and much of the count information is also partial in that some properties have not counted in some years. For this reason, we can be sceptical about some of the foot count data records for WLDMG as a whole.
The following analysis looks at the situation through to 2022, with a Postscript then for 2023.

There have only been two helicopter counts of the WLDMG area within the last 20 years, one in 2002, and the most recent one in 2018. The 2002 count is too long ago to be relevant to current analysis, but the 2018 count, in theory at least, should be providing us with good information for management purposes today.

The graph below is a summary of all the WLDMG count information from 1996.


[image: image1]
For the eastern side of the DMG, the deer density is fairly steady, almost always having been between 10-12 deer per sq km, and averaging out at c 11 deer per sq km in recent years. This includes the 2018 helicopter count.
There is more variation on the western side, having been much higher in the past, lower than the east about 15 years ago, and higher again today. The sharp peak is the helicopter count in 2018, which stands out from the rest of the information, and it asks the question if this is an accurate count, then what might the population actually be today?

The 2018 count was taken as a good count at the time, with ideal weather conditions, and the post count report raises no questions about it. However, it was conducted just after the “Beast from the East” snow storm, and it is quite possible that there were a lot more deer on the more benign western side of the DMG at that time. The average density for the western side of the DMG was 18 deer per sq km, very high for a west coast red deer population.

The following table shows data from the 2018 helicopter count for the eastern side of the DMG area. It confirms an average density of 11 deer per sq km, and this data ties in fairly well with foot counts.
	Property 
	Ha
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves
	Total
	Density 

	ACHNACARRY - SOUTH
	9435
	574
	697
	184
	1455
	15

	ARKAIG COMMUNITY FOREST
	1080
	3
	14
	6
	23
	2

	BORRODALE FAR
	160
	1
	6
	5
	12
	8

	DRUIMINDARROCH HOUSE
	67
	0
	8
	2
	10
	15

	FASSFERN
	7798
	195
	441
	148
	784
	10

	FCS GLENLOY & ADJ LAND
	66
	2
	0
	0
	2
	3

	GLEN FIONNLIGHE
	246
	8
	18
	8
	34
	14

	GLENANCROSS 3
	140
	7
	1
	0
	8
	6

	GLENFINNAN
	3398
	100
	235
	63
	398
	12

	Muirshearlich & Druim Fada
	5532
	144
	157
	65
	366
	7

	KINLOID
	551
	13
	20
	5
	38
	7

	KINLOID FARM
	663
	12
	4
	2
	18
	3

	LOCHEIL ESTATES
	102
	4
	0
	0
	4
	4

	MOY CROFTS
	702
	69
	83
	24
	176
	25

	Total
	29940
	1132
	1684
	512
	3328
	11


The table below shows count data from the western side of the group in the 2018 count. The average density is high at 18 per sq km, but significantly, this approx. density is present across much of the area, and all properties on the western side have a higher density than the average in the east.
	Property 
	Ha
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves
	Total
	Density 

	ARDNISH
	1444
	100
	93
	35
	228
	16

	ARISAIG
	3430
	201
	408
	136
	745
	22

	GLENMAMIE ESTATE
	1691
	31
	137
	44
	212
	13

	MEOBLE
	8620
	383
	891
	265
	1539
	18

	RANACHAN
	1547
	65
	158
	48
	271
	18

	SCAMADALE
	496
	44
	12
	3
	59
	12

	Total
	17228
	824
	1699
	531
	3054
	18


There is some discussion about whether these figures present an accurate figure of what was present within the western side of the DMG at the time of the count, and what that means for what the population might be today.
Below is some information which looks at the 2018 count and the subsequent foot count in 2021.

The table below, also produced by the DMG, compares the 2018 helicopter count data with a foot count in 2021, covering the properties on the western side of the group. Glenfinnan is included as well.
For most properties, the counts are broadly similar, and this reflects well on the foot counting. The Arisaig count is higher in 2018, but that could be explained relatively easily by weather conditions at the time. The stand- out difference is Meoble, with only half the deer in 2021 as there were in 2018, and the difference is almost exactly the difference for these properties as a whole. We know that access to Meoble is difficult.
	2021 West Count
	2021
	 
	 
	 
	2018
	 
	 

	 
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves
	Total
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves
	Total

	Ardnish
	79
	103
	21
	203
	100
	93
	35
	228

	Arisaig
	145
	302
	123
	570
	201
	408
	136
	745

	Glenfinnan
	106
	216
	84
	406
	100
	235
	63
	398

	Kinloid
	 
	 
	 
	0
	13
	20
	5
	38

	Glenmamie
	38
	168
	62
	268
	31
	137
	44
	212

	Meoble
	204
	461
	173
	838
	383
	891
	265
	1539

	Ranachan
	36
	138
	42
	216
	65
	158
	48
	271

	Scamadale
	22
	63
	20
	105
	44
	12
	3
	59

	Totals
	630
	1451
	525
	2606
	937
	1954
	599
	3490


The question is, is this difference real, or is the 2021 Meoble count a significant under count? This gives rise to the question of how many deer there might be on the western side of the DMG today?
This graph, again produced by the DMG, shows a gradually increasing population on the west side of the group going up to 2018, with the 2021 count being much lower. However, the culls in the intervening years suggest that this should not have been the case. This graph does not include the Glenfinnan data from the above table.
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A similar graph for the eastern side of the group shows a much steadier deer population, including the 2018 helicopter count. This reflects well on the counting on that side.
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	EAST SIDE CHECK POPULATION MODEL
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves
	Total
	Density

	2018 Spring Population
	1132
	1684
	512
	3328
	11.1

	2018 Summer Population
	1388
	1940
	640
	3968
	13.3

	2018/19 Actual Cull
	297
	275
	120
	692
	 

	2019 Mortality
	28
	39
	38
	105
	 

	2019 Spring Population
	1063
	1626
	482
	3171
	10.6

	2019 Summer Population
	1304
	1867
	616
	3787
	12.6

	2019/20 Actual Cull
	227
	273
	91
	591
	 

	2020 Mortality
	26
	37
	37
	100
	 

	2020 Spring Population
	1051
	1557
	488
	3096
	10.3

	2020 Summer Population
	1295
	1801
	594
	3690
	12.3

	2020/21 Actual Cull
	167
	254
	124
	545
	 

	2021 Mortality
	26
	36
	36
	98
	 

	2021 Spring Population
	1102
	1511
	435
	3048
	10.2

	2021 Summer Population
	1320
	1728
	570
	3618
	12.1

	2021/22 Actual Cull
	175
	319
	95
	589
	 

	2022 Mortality
	26
	35
	34
	95
	 

	2022 Spring Population
	1118
	1375
	441
	2934
	9.8

	2022 Summer Population
	1339
	1595
	526
	3460
	11.6

	REPEAT 2021/22 cull
	175
	319
	95
	589
	 

	2023 Mortality
	27
	32
	32
	90
	 

	2023 Spring Population
	1137
	1244
	400
	2781
	9.3

	2023 Summer Population
	1337
	1444
	477
	3257
	10.9

	REPEAT 2021/22 cull
	175
	319
	95
	589
	 

	2024 Mortality
	27
	29
	29
	84
	 

	2024 Spring Population
	1135
	1096
	353
	2584
	8.6


The population model above includes all cull data from east sub group properties, including those that are wooded. It shows these culls gradually reducing the deer population on the eastern side, but there may well be deer hidden in trees that were not included in the deer count, and the overall starting population is probably a proportion higher than portrayed here.
When compared to the foot count data, which broadly ties in with the helicopter count, this suggests that the deer population on the eastern side is fairly stable, and that therefore, the 2018 count data and distribution could potentially be used as a proxy for what the population might be today, at least for management planning purposes, and that the risk from doing this until better data is available would be relatively low.
	EAST SIDE OPEN GROUND ONLY
	
	
	

	
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves
	Total
	Density

	2018 Spring Population
	1082
	1613
	484
	3179
	11.8

	2018 Summer Population
	1324
	1855
	612
	3791
	14.1

	2018/19 Actual Cull
	119
	184
	78
	381
	 

	2019 Mortality
	26
	37
	37
	100
	 

	2019 Spring Population
	1179
	1634
	497
	3310
	12.3

	2019 Summer Population
	1427
	1883
	621
	3931
	14.6

	2019/20 Actual Cull
	128
	177
	60
	365
	 

	2020 Mortality
	29
	38
	37
	103
	 

	2020 Spring Population
	1271
	1668
	524
	3463
	12.9

	2020 Summer Population
	1533
	1930
	637
	4100
	15.3

	2020/21 Actual Cull
	127
	164
	87
	378
	 

	2021 Mortality
	31
	39
	38
	107
	 

	2021 Spring Population
	1375
	1727
	512
	3614
	13.5

	2021 Summer Population
	1631
	1983
	654
	4269
	15.9

	2021/22 Actual Cull
	122
	221
	84
	427
	 

	2022 Mortality
	33
	40
	39
	112
	 

	2022 Spring Population
	1476
	1723
	531
	3730
	13.9

	2022 Summer Population
	1742
	1988
	656
	4386
	16.3

	REPEAT 2021/22 cull
	122
	221
	84
	427
	 

	2023 Mortality
	35
	40
	39
	114
	 

	2023 Spring Population
	1585
	1727
	533
	3845
	14.3

	2023 Summer Population
	1851
	1994
	658
	4503
	16.8

	REPEAT 2021/22 cull
	122
	221
	84
	427
	 

	2024 Mortality
	37
	40
	39
	116
	 

	2024 Spring Population
	1692
	1733
	534
	3960
	14.7


This model includes the open ground culls only, with the projected deer density increasing gradually, by roughly the same proportion that the previous model is reducing. If the deer density on the eastern side of the DMG is fairly stable, that can only therefore be because a certain proportion of deer have been getting lost to the wooded areas, with the open ground cull alone not being able to contain numbers overall.
	WEST SIDE population check from 2018
	
	

	
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves
	Total
	Density

	2018 Spring Population
	824
	1699
	531
	3054
	17.7

	2018 Summer Population
	1090
	1965
	609
	3663
	21.3

	2018/19 Actual Cull
	71
	156
	44
	271
	 

	Est Cull elsewhere
	0
	0
	0
	0
	 

	2019 Mortality
	22
	39
	37
	98
	 

	2019 Spring Population
	997
	1769
	528
	3294
	19.1

	2019 Summer Population
	1261
	2033
	671
	3965
	23.0

	2019/20 Actual Cull
	99
	163
	43
	305
	 

	Est Cull elsewhere
	0
	0
	0
	0
	 

	2020 Mortality
	25
	41
	40
	106
	 

	2020 Spring Population
	1137
	1830
	588
	3554
	20.6

	2020 Summer Population
	1431
	2124
	701
	4255
	24.7

	2020/21 Actual Cull
	81
	180
	48
	309
	 

	Est Cull elsewhere
	0
	0
	0
	0
	 

	2021 Mortality
	29
	42
	42
	113
	 

	2021 Spring Population
	1321
	1901
	611
	3833
	22.2

	2021 Summer Population
	1626
	2207
	728
	4561
	26.5

	2021/22 Actual Cull
	86
	151
	59
	296
	 

	Est Cull elsewhere
	0
	0
	0
	0
	 

	2022 Mortality
	33
	44
	44
	120
	 

	2022 Spring Population
	1508
	2011
	625
	4145
	24.1

	2022 Summer Population
	1821
	2324
	767
	4912
	28.5

	REPEAT 2021/22 cull
	86
	151
	59
	296
	 

	Est Cull elsewhere
	0
	0
	0
	0
	 

	2023 Mortality
	36
	46
	46
	129
	 

	2023 Spring Population
	1698
	2127
	662
	4487
	26.0

	2023 Summer Population
	2029
	2458
	811
	5298
	30.8

	REPEAT 2021/22 cull
	86
	151
	59
	296
	 

	Est Cull elsewhere
	0
	0
	0
	0
	 

	2024 Mortality
	41
	49
	49
	138
	 

	2024 Spring Population
	1903
	2258
	703
	4863
	28.2


By contrast, the culls from the 2018 helicopter count would not be able to contain the deer population on that side if that count was accurate. The projection suggests that the deer population at the moment could be very high indeed, unless density dependent mortality has kicked in. Increasing the mortality rate to 4% for stags, 3% for hinds, and 10 % for calves, as suggested in previous plan, reduces the projected population a bit, but not by that much.

Some analysis of this has been done in a separate paper for DMG members, but the data available suggests that culls in this area are not in keeping with the probable population, and this needs to be addressed. The practical challenges of doing this are noted and understood.

2023 Foot count Postscript
WLDMG conducted a foot count in spring 2023. The count was fairly disjointed overall, with properties out at slightly different times, and some not counting at all.

West Sub Area

It is not possible to take very much from the 2023 data on this side of the group with three properties not counting. Obviously, Meoble is the notable one on account of its size.

A summary of counted stags and hinds is given below. I would be reluctant to draw any conclusion from these numbers at all.

	STAGS
	22/23
	2018
	

	Glenmamie
	38
	31
	7 

	Meoble
	0
	383
	

	Ranachan
	0
	65
	

	Arisaig 
	167
	201
	-34 

	Ardnish
	114
	35
	79 

	Scamadale
	0
	3
	

	TOTALS
	319
	718
	

	
	
	
	

	HINDS
	22/23
	2018
	

	Glenmamie
	167
	137
	30 

	Meoble
	0
	891
	

	Ranachan
	0
	158
	

	Arisaig
	264
	408
	-144 

	Ardnish
	93
	93
	0 

	Scamadale
	0
	12
	

	TOTALS
	524
	1699
	

	
	
	
	


For planning purposes, the best information we have for the West side is the 2018 helicopter count, and we have to assume that at least this deer population is present, and possibly more. The 2018 count data will therefore be used as the starting point in population modelling until such times as better information is forthcoming.
East Sub Area
The count on the east side of the DMG was better co-ordinated with all the main properties participating.
	STAGS
	22/23
	2018
	
	

	 
	 
	 
	
	

	Achdalieu (Fassfern) & Glen Fionnligh
	300
	203
	97 
	

	Achnacarry South & Moy Crofts
	445
	624
	-179 
	

	Muirshearlich & Druim Fada
	237
	163
	74 
	

	Glenfinnan
	113
	100
	13 
	

	TOTALS
	1095
	1090
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	HINDS
	2023
	2018
	
	

	 
	 
	 
	
	

	Achdalieu (Fassfern) & Glen Fionnligh
	549
	459
	90 
	

	Achnacarry South & Moy Crofts
	920
	739
	181 
	

	Muirshearlich & Druim Fada
	325
	198
	127 
	

	Glenfinnan
	241
	235
	6 
	

	TOTALS
	2035
	1631
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


The data shows the stag population being extremely steady, and the hind population increasing by c 25%. We can speculate that if the hind population has went up, then the stags might well have done so too, but perhaps they were hidden on count days.
The drop- off in stag numbers recorded on Achnacarry is picked up by neigbouring properties, emphasizing the potential for movement within the area. With the hinds, all four properties are up, three by a significant proportion.
Compared with the population models above for the East side, the information is contradictory.

Since 2018, the culls across ALL properties on the eat side, including the wooded ones, suggest that the 2023 stag count would be broadly correct, but the hind numbers should be considerably lower. Modelling for the open ground properties only would suggest that the hinds are broadly correct, but that there should be c 500 more stags.

We can speculate if there are stags hidden now, or if there were hinds and stags hidden in 2018. What the information suggests is a very close relation ship between the hill population and the wooded areas within the DMG, namely the Fassfern blocks, the WTS blocks, the Tilhill plantations in Glen Loy and possibly other unenclosed woodland on Achnacarry.

For the purposes of population modelling/ cull setting going forwards, it seems we have to assume a 25% increase in hinds over 2018, given the 2023 footcount. Although the stag count is stable, there may well be a significant number hidden in trees, and if the hinds have went up, there is a good chance that the stags have went up as well, albeit possibly not to te same extent. However, addressing the hinds is the priority, and if this is done, the stags will fall in to line in due course as well.
Red Deer Cull Data

There is good cull data within the WLDMG area.

The graph below shows culls since 2014/15 on the eastern side of the group. There are obvious waves in the cull numbers as people increase and decrease culls in response to counts and other information available, but the overall trend is fairly level. This ties in with what looks like a fairly stable deer population. If the objective is to create a stable population, then you would expect to see this type of pattern where people increase and decrease effort in order to try and achieve that.
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The graph below shows cull levels on the western side of the group over the same time period. 
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The culls have obviously increased very significantly from very low levels, with almost all of the increase being hinds and associated calves. A period of very low culling would tend to suggest why the population in 2018 was so high, but even the larger culls of recent years are unlikely to be sufficient to bring the population under control. Hind culls of at least double this level would be required to start reducing the population.  

Red Deer Management Issues
The following issues have been identified by analysis to the questionnaires returned by WL DMG members as part of the process to update the current deer management plan.
The large scale woodland creation and restoration on South Achnacarry
This is potentially a very large project covering up to 2500 ha of woodland creation and enclosure of existing remnants across 2 X deer management groups, over a 15-20 year period. A significant part of the project will take place on North Achnacarry which lies within the Knoydart Deer Management Group area.

The scheme is still in development, but for this plan, the estate has consulted on c 200 ha of woodland creation and c 170 ha of enclosures covering the Glen Mallie pinewood remnants in the first five year period. Most of the woodland creation would take place in lower Glen Mallie as well.

This whole area is proportionately very important as a wintering ground, potentially with around 200 deer using the area. In theory, this approx. number of animals would need to be removed from the population as a compensatory cull, in addition to any wider maintenance cull. However, there will be pressure on South Achnacarry to reduce deer density to less than 10 per sq km, and possibly further to regenerate native woodland remnants in the wider landscape. This is obviously a very significant undertaking, and would reduce deer numbers by over a third on South Achnacarry at least.

At the time of writing, it is not clear what the ask from Scottish Forestry is going to be.

The project would have a transformative effect on the estate, and will reduce what might be expected in terms of deer culls in the future. If the lower density is required, then the intention would be to try and reduce the deer population over a three year period, with about 1/3 of the work being done in each year. At the time of writing, it is assumed that enclosure work may start in spring 2024, so a reduction cull would need to start in the 2023-24 season. This can of course be postponed if required until the scheme is ready to go.

Achnacarry appear to winter deer from adjacent estates, so this will ultimately impact upon them as well, but it is extremely difficult to judge what this effect might be at the outset, so annual monitoring of both the deer and open ground vegetation in the area will be important.

This work, when combined with restoration work within the WTS blocks, will mean that there is a very strong emphasis on improving habitat connectivity in the lower Glen Mallie/ south Loch Arkaig area within the next 5-10 years, and they should both complement one another. The WTS work is taking place behind fences, and a reduction in deer density on Achnacarry should help their proposals by reducing pressure around their boundaries.

The Arkaig Pinewood SSSI site

This site lies to the south west end of Loch Arkaig. The main pinewood part of the site has been fenced and regenerated successfully in the past, and both oak and Scots Pine regeneration has been noted outside fences in the past in this area as well, suggesting that a focused deer management regime might well work in this area, although access can be difficult. However, the site is shown as Unfavourable No Change status. It was however listed as being Favorable in 2010, and the regeneration area has certainly been significant.
At the time of writing, it is very difficult to envisage what the right prescription for this site might be, and whether that is a fencing or a deer control project. Both are difficult because of the position of the site, which can only be accessed easily from the loch.

A lot of background research and site survey needs to be carried out to determine what approach to take, but there is potential for this site to significantly reduce deer numbers towards the western end of Achnacarry, and that will be difficult to manage if deer numbers have been reduced in the east as well, and this site will be closer to neighbours too.
It is suggested therefore that this site be approached within the 6- 10 year time period, giving time for the Glen Mallie work to become established first, and for the necessary deer reductions there to be successfully implemented, with both estates and deer being given time to adjust. Nature Scot certainly suggest that past progress at the site has been good.
Restoration of the Glen Beasdale SSSI/ SAC site

Glen Beasdale lies at the western end of the DMG area, mostly on Arisaig Estate, but also partly on Glen Mama and Ardnish estates. It is a very large oak woodland site, with a number of very significant challenges. The wood is cut through by the main A830 road, and also the railway line which carries a steam train several times daily.

A combination of the train and other factors has led to twelve significant fires in the last twenty five years, with an average size of over 300 ha, and an annual burn of c 150 ha in and around the woodland area and the Ardnish peninsula. It is likely that there have been regular fires going back for over a hundred years when the railway has been inexistence. You can see these on the WL Glen Beasdale Fires Map.
Rhododendrons are also a major concern within the area, although there is active management in place at the moment, both within the area, and on adjacent ground. Rhododendrons had been cleared from the site in the past, but they have recently been making a comeback, both from seedlings, and from regrowth. Reinfestation from areas outwith the SSSI/ SAC is a major problem, with efforts ongoing to try and stop this.
Finally, deer impacts within the wood are very high over much of the area, exacerbated by the fires keeping the ground vegetation fresh. There are areas of birch regeneration within the area, but over a minority of the woodland area. Independent count data shows high deer densities on adjacent ground and further east, although it is likely that deer numbers are reduced throughout much of the growing season, moving west to the more benign conditions over the winter period.
The fires are very destructive to the structure of the woods, and they add a very significant level of risk to any fencing proposals. The combination of the size of the woods and their attractiveness for shelter and feeding mean that they are strategically very significant for deer welfare within the western part of the group, probably including at least the western side of Meoble, and potentially through to Glenfinnan.
In practical terms, Glen Beasdale is probably one of the most challenging designated sites in Scotland.

The uncertainty about the current deer population

As previously noted, while the population to the east of the DMG area seems to be fairly stable, the helicopter deer count in 2018 showed a very high deer population in the west, with a very significant difference between it and foot counts. In very difficult counting terrain, where many areas are difficult to access, it would seem possible if not probable that the helicopter count was the accurate summary, although the count was done just after the “Beast from the East” and there is a suggestion that many more deer than normal where present in the more benign areas of the DMG.

There is no mention in the post- count meeting however of people thinking the 2018 count was a poor one, and on the western side, the count was not that different to a previous foot count.

Given that there are a number of very large projects within the WLDMG area, with a significant public interest, it seems fairly clear that another helicopter count can be justified in 2024 or 25.

In the meantime, it is important that DMG members do start to undertake a significantly higher cull, with a count then providing for a check point after the first or second year.

The deer count in the west in particular is concerning because if these number of deer really do exist, or did in 2018, then the population may be much higher today, unless some sort of density dependent mortality has intervened.

It seems highly unlikely that a helicopter count carried out today would show fewer deer than the 2018 count.

Density dependent mortality

There are three pieces of evidence available that suggest that deer mortality within the western side of WLDMG in particular may be much higher than it should be:

1 The previous deer plan, written in 2016, references episodes of high mortality within the area, and it is rare to see the author of a deer plan specifically mention this. There must have been grounds for doing so.
2 There is a suggestion within WLDMG population modelling that default stag mortality rates should be 4%, hinds 3% and calves 10%, as against a normal default rate of 2%/ 2%/ 6%. When stag mortality rates in particular are twice what is considered normal elsewhere, you have to ask why that is.

3 Finally, if the 2018 count data for the group are correct, and factoring in known culls and recruitment, then the current deer density in the west of the DMG in particular would be extremely high indeed, at a level at which increased mortality would certainly be playing a role.

It seems very clear therefore than significant additional mortality is present on the western side of the group, although it is not clear if this is in the form of additional deaths, or deer simply not being born.

Which ever the case, the way to reduce this mortality is to reduce the deer population, and it should be possible to do this as the sporting stag requirement is actually fairly modest, and the area is carrying significantly more deer than should be required.

The practicalities of doing that may well be difficult, but it is important to recognize the issue first.

The large proportion of native woods at higher impact levels

At the time of the Native Woods Survey of Scotland (NWSS), the WLDMG area had a higher proportion of native woods at higher impacts than any other DMG area in the country, with only 35% of native woodland being at low or medium impacts.

An important part of this process has been to evaluate the current situation, and an account of that is given later in this document.

It is considered that 61% of native woods are now at low or medium impacts, or will be in te next five years, a 26% increase from the original time of NWSS. In addition, a further proportion of NWSS woodlands will be progressing on a longer timeline. An account of the main clusters of high impacts is given later in this document.
DMG structure

WLDMG currently operate as a single unitary group, with all issues being discussed at the WLDMG level, with administrative support being provided to all members at the same time.
During the preparation of this plan, a number of people on the eastern side of the group suggested that the DMG should be split east & west, to allow the east in particular more time to discuss issues in their area. While the deer population in the east has been broadly stable in the past, with stable culls arising from that, the Achnacarry proposals in particular will now create a different dynamic, and more time will be required to analyse and monitor what is going on. In that light, some begrudge the time taken to deal with issues in the far west.

However, almost all properties in the west would like to retain the current set- up, and appreciate the wider range of issues that are discussed as part of a wider group.

Everyone appreciates that sharing a common secretary, website and access to E Scope and other communications is valuable, and that it would serve no useful purpose if this was to be duplicated.

The consensus seems to be that WLDMG should have a common AGM once a year, but that separate sub- area meetings should be convened to deal with site specific issues in each area. A number of other DMG areas do this quite successfully, although it does require greater administrative input, and therefore, increased DMG cost. Online meeting gives greater flexibility.
However this is approached, it is the case that there are very significant challenges at either end of the DMG area now, and a structure needs to be in place that allows people to deal with this. There is a very strong case for advocating that the DMG has a vice Chairman, and that the vice chair should always be drawn from the opposite side of the DMG to the Chair at any given time. That way, both sides of the group have a recognized leader.
Sub Areas

There is a strong consensus within the group that in terms of deer populations, the natural boundary for sub groups is at Glenfinnan, with everything to the west of there being in a west group, and Glenfinnan and other properties to the east being in an east group.  Glenfinnan itself has connections east and west in terms of deer movements, and this should be considered when doing population models. The suggested sub areas are shown on the WL Reporting Units map.
Capacity in the west

The main difference between east and west within the WLDMG area is that while in the east, virtually all deer management is undertaken by full time professional stalkers, in the west, there are no staff primarily dedicated to deer management alone, with owners/ managers undertaking the work, sometimes with contract help. While this may work in many circumstances, it is likely to be a significant issue where a deer population needs to be reduced, and where much more effort is required, and this needing to be given priority over anything else. In the east, you can see that the capacity is available to deliver whatever cull is required. In the west, you cannot make this assumption with any certainty.

Difficulty in accessing ground

There is no doubt that much of the terrain within the area is extremely difficult to access, certainly for culling deer, and probably for counting as well. Parts of Meoble in particular are very remote and difficult to reach, even by boat, and this has important practical consequences for how deer management is delivered.

Perhaps to a lesser extent, the ground around the Arkaig pinewoods is difficult to access as well, as will be parts of the Glen Beasdale SSSI/ SAC, where retrieving deer carcasses is bound to be extremely difficult.
Railway and road mortality

While no up to date information is available, it has long been recognized that the railway line is a considerable cause of deer mortality, with one estimate given of a casualty per mile of track per year between Glenfinnan and Corpach.

One of the principle reasons several properties have for feeding deer is to keep them well away from the railway line, and these properties feel that they are doing all they can do to mitigate the situation.

There are also a significant number of road casualties within the area, perhaps more so than the data available might suggest.

These two sources of potential mortality are certainly more important in West Lochaber than almost all other DMG areas, except for perhaps the East Sutherland and Northern Groups where train strikes are often a problem as well.
Other Deer Species 
It is well known that there is a resident population of sika deer around Morar/ Mallaig/ Scamadale, with a management strategy in place to try and contain these within that area. It would not be possible to remove them. Elsewhere, occasional animals are seen and culled, and the management strategy is to try and make sure they do not become established and start to expand their range.
There are no fallow deer within the area.

Roe deer numbers are generally low throughout, increasing in the woodland areas, but with little commercial use being made of these.
Group policy regarding these three species is as follows:

Sika Deer

Sika deer will not be encouraged within the WL DMG area, and all properties are encouraged to cull whatever animals that might be identified as such during normal operations, and report to the group. If necessary, out-of- season licenses/ advice should be sought from Nature Scot as a matter of priority when such animals are causing damage to timber, crops or identifiable aspects of the natural heritage.  It is accepted that some of the resident animals may have to be contained within their existing locations, and that removal of the species is not practicable.
Fallow Deer

Fallow deer are not present within the West Lochaber DMG area.
Under current legislation, the introduction of any such animals outwith their normal range would constitute an offence.

Roe Deer
Roe deer are present in small numbers within woodland habitats, with open ground conditions generally being too harsh for the species. Members will look to maintain current numbers through maintenance culling, recognizing that weather conditions and open ground habitats are almost certainly the most effective means of population control.
No information regarding roe deer populations is available within the group area as a whole, although FLS will have information through dung counting within the main forested blocks.
Roe Deer Management Issues
There are not considered to be any significant roe deer management issues within the group area.
9. Moorland Management

Overall, most DMG members would make use of grouse if they are there, but recognize the very marginal nature of this enterprise, given their geographic location this far to the west and the much higher rainfall in the area. No DMG members have grouse as a land use objective. Very little muirburn is undertaken by the properties themselves, although obviously, regular fires are a feature of this area.
10. Hill Sheep Management

There are now only very small numbers of sheep within the area, with questionnaires suggesting as few as 1460 across perhaps 3 X landholdings. These numbers do however seem to be fairly stable, with a relatively small drop of c 300 animals in last 20 years.
However, going back to 40 + years ago, there have been several areas that have now lost flocks of several thousand animals. This will have little relevance to how these areas are managed today. Several people have noted that big losses of sheep never cause a proportionate increase in deer numbers, and that the overall grazing pressure is always very considerably less.

Cattle
Numbers are unknown, but significant numbers of cattle are present within the area, and many of these are used for hill grazing conservation work and for promoting regeneration in woodlands.
11.  Forestry & Woodland Management

The National Forest Index (NFI) gives 8541 ha of woodland within the WLDMG area, or 18% of the whole. This is just under the Scottish average, and is a significant woodland area within Lochaber.
There are concentrations of forestry/ woodlands around lower Glen Mallie/ Loch Arkaig, Glen Loy, Fassfern, Glenfinnan and Arisaig,

The woodland resource is a mixture of productive conifers and an array of woodland with very high amenity and conservation value, including 3 X designated woodland sites. In addition to these, there is a wider area of core native pinewood, some of which is distinct locally and also known at a national level.

Planted conifer woods within this area are very productive, and with good processing facilities nearby in Fortwilliam, a number of properties have invested significantly in productive forestry in the past. High fertility and rainfall make sitka spruce in particular very well suited to the area. Slightly more than half of the woodland area is productive conifer forestry.

The NWSS data gives 4231 ha of native woodlands, some of which might be underplanted with conifers. Although native pinewoods will be prominent within this area, the greater area will be broadleaved woodland, mostly birch, but with oak woodland being important as well. The NWSS data is discussed later.

In terms of woodland creation, there have been 3638 ha established under WGS, 208 ha planted under SFGS and only 135 ha planted under SRDP to date, although much more extensive planting areas are coming forwards now. There is some more discussion of this later in this document.
12.  Supplementary Deer Policies

Nature Scot Authorizations
Members will be encouraged to share information within the Group on any out of season and night shooting authorizations from Nature Scot, over some or all of the land where they carry out the deer control. 

The vast majority of deer are culled in season, but deer marauding on farmland in spring can sometimes occur and dealing with this is an important consideration in retaining some flexibility within the Group area. OOS is also used to remove stags from areas of conservation importance in the spring months, and may also become increasingly important in protecting native woodland regeneration.
Winter Mortality
Members will monitor and report any significant levels of winter mortality to the Group, or any significant health issues encountered. It is considered that mortality within the group is approx 2% for adults and 6% for calves in their first year, but there is a strong suggestion that increased mortality is present in the west of the DMG area. Default recruitment is approx 30-35% although this varies significantly across the sub areas, and it is important to quantify this within each area individually, with an overall range of 25- 45% being possible. DMG records include a good deal of spot recruitment data, with a lot of variation within this, both between years, and between different properties in the same year. These figures are used in the current population models for WLDMG.
Deer Related Traffic Incidents

It is agreed by the Members that they will keep records of any collisions between deer and cars or other vehicles in their area together with relevant information (eg. location, species of deer, fate of deer, damage to vehicle, human injuries), while also recording dead deer in their annual cull returns and where appropriate, larder sheets. Members may also wish to contribute to the national project collating RTA reports which can be accessed at http://www.deercollisions.co.uk  Members recognize that deer related traffic accidents are receiving more attention nationally and that there may be places in the Group area where deer can be a particular hazard. Within the WLDMG area, there are a significant number of deer related accidents along the A830, and more significantly, there can be considerable mortality along the railway line, along this is unquantified as such. One commentator has suggested it might be one deer per mile of track per year at the eastern end of the group between Fortwilliam and Glenfinnan.
A summary of such collisions can be seen at WL DVC map, covering the period 2000- 2018.
Deer Fences

Attaining an up to date picture of the status of these fences should be a priority for the group. Almost all significant woodland areas within the Group area are fenced off from deer, although many areas are retained as deer shelter.
Deer densities are such that it is generally held within the WLDMG area that new plantings/ restocked areas be fenced. Group members will take account of the Joint Agency Fencing guidelines, which are shortly to be renewed.
Supplementary/ diversionary Feeding

There are currently four DMG members who feed deer, with the objective being to try and maintain stags in areas where they are unlikely to be culled by others, and to keep animals back from the railway track.
Members currently feeding deer are:
South Achnacarry
Fassfern
Glenfinnan

Meoble
Members agree that they will inform the Group if they decide to undertake any such feeding in period of this Plan, or if any significant changes are made to current practice. All deer feeding which takes place will comply with industry Best Practice.
Venison Marketing

Larder provision within the group is generally good. Group members share a commitment to high standards beyond the larder door. However, only five members of the DMG are quality assured, which is low for DMG areas of a similar type and location. However, a number of properties are shooting small numbers of animals, and they feel that although their facilities may be good, they cannot justify the added SQWV expense. The Arkaig Community Forest has recently invested in new larder facilities for local use, and that should allow a wider group of people to participate in processing deer locally. As a matter of general principle, members support the local consumption of locally shot, high quality venison.

A wide range of game dealers and processors are used by group members, with no one organization having a dominant role.

13.  Non- native Species Policy

At present, as well as the native red and roe deer, there are known to be occasional sika deer within the DMG boundary, with a resident population in the Mallaig/ Morar area.

There are no fallow deer within the Group area, and there are no known plans to introduce any.

Sika Deer

There is no desire from any Group members to see Sika deer become established in the area beyond Mallaig/ Morar, although it is apparent from cull returns that this is the case to a limited extent among some woodland blocks. For this reason, all Sika deer will be culled within accepted seasons, and such culls reported to the Group for the information of other members.
Other non- native species

Sightings of any other deer species, notably muntjac, will be reported immediately to both the deer group and to Nature Scot, and efforts made to remove such animals as quickly as possible. Group members are encouraged to cull such animals first, and report them later.
There are no wild goats within the area.
Wild boar/ feral pigs are present within the wider area, and may well be present within the DMG area, at least in the north eastern area. The widely accepted source of such animals locally is on Glen Dessary estate at the west end of Loch Arkaig, so it is reasonable to expect them to be present within WLDMG, and it is known that a modest management cull is taken each year.

14.  Communications Policy

The West Lochaber DMG is committed to the transparent communication of all relevant information to its members, to government agencies and to the public more widely, with the caveat that some sensitive data will be distributed to group members only.

The primary source of information about the Group will be on its website: https://wlochaberdmg.deer-management.co.uk/  and on which all information relevant to the group can be located. This will include the deer management plan and associated maps, a constitution, minutes of group meetings, and population models.

All enquiries to the Group should be made through the Group Secretary via email, or if necessary, to the Group Chairman. Their contact details are:

West Lochaber Deer Management Group

Group Secretary:  Bruce Taylor
admin@westlochaberdeermanagement.com 
Chairman

Alistair Gibson
Glengibby@aol.com 
The contact details for individual properties will not be available as a matter of course through the Deer Group or website, although the Secretary can put you in touch with the relevant people if appropriate to do so. No cull information on individual properties will be made available outwith the membership of the Group and Nature Scot.
Every effort will be made to deal with non- emergency issues within 10 days. More pressing issues will be dealt with promptly if appropriate.

For more long established or strategic issues, it may be appropriate for the issue to be brought up at a deer management group meeting, which take place at six monthly intervals. The Chairman may recommend this to you. The spring meeting will be an open meeting to which anyone is entitled to attend. Items for inclusion on the Agenda for such meetings must be submitted to the Group Chairman three weeks in advance of the meeting, otherwise they can be taken up under “Any Other Competent Business”. Any item that is not deemed appropriate for discussion on the Agenda will be addressed in some other, appropriate fashion. Please respect the judgement of the Chairman if his view is that, in the first instance, an issue should be dealt with outside a formal group meeting. This may be because of time pressures, or the nature of the issue at hand.

All local Community Councils and other relevant interests will be made aware of meetings in advance, and invited to contribute to the agenda for these.

Local input on the continuing evolution of the group Deer Management Plan is welcomed and encouraged. Property contact details are not being made public through the website, but are available on request to Group members and community interests as required.

Any queries about the running of the DMG can be addressed to Nature Scot, at any of the contact points listed here below:

Nature Scot Contact

Andrew MacMaster is the current Nature Scot Wildlife Operations officer covering the West Lochaber area: Andrew.MacMaster@nature.scot  
For more general deer enquiries: licensing@nature.scot  
WLDMG will seek to respond to any requests from media sources or the local public for information, and individual members may arrange, from time to time, appropriate open days and information events if these are requested or deemed to be useful. 

WLDMG welcomes comment on all matters either directly or indirectly associated with deer management within the West Lochaber area. 

15.  Training Policy

WLDMG encourage and facilitate the attainment of all qualifications and training necessary for the delivery of effective deer management within their area of operation, and support continuing professional development through the adoption of Best Practice Guidance and other relevant courses .

The recognized and recommended industry standard for culling deer is that all those personnel involved in deer management should attain level of Deer Management Qualification (DMQ) Level 1 or equivalent.

As at March 2023, all 28 of the 28 personnel involved in deer management in the WLDMG area have obtained this qualification. 
The DMQ Level 2 qualification is increasingly held as the de facto industry standard for professional stalkers, which requires the identification, stalking, dispatching and  lardering of deer under supervision.

At March 2023, 20 of the 28 personnel involved in deer management in the WLDMG area held the DMQ Level 2 qualification.
For those expected to larder deer and prepare them for the human food chain, industry requirements are that they have attained Trained Hunter status. This is the equivalent of any DMQ course passed after 2006, or an upgraded version of DMQ1 passed before that time.

At March 2023, 22 of the 28 personnel involved in deer management within with WLDMG area had trained hunter status.
All personnel requiring to take deer under special authorizations must be on the Nature Scot  “Fit & Competent”  register. The requirement for this is to hold the DMQ Level 2 qualification, or DMQ Level 1 plus two references.
At March 2023, 17 X personnel in the WLDMG area required to take deer under authorization, and were on the Fit & Competent register. This relatively low number reflects the fact that the vast majority of deer within the area are culled in season and during daylight hours.

All personnel within the area are encouraged to be proficient in First Aid, manual handling, ATV driving and maintenance and other tasks which are central to their job. In some areas, the use of boats s required. WLDMG will monitor the level of skills among staff in the DMG area, and undertake to facilitate any such courses or training that may be necessary to put right any deficiencies that are identified. All estates will support their staff in attaining the agreed standards, especially in all matters relating to Health & Safety, both of personnel and visiting guests.
Group members are encouraged to bring forward any suggestions for suitable training that might be of relevance to the Group as a whole, or to ask for support in arranging training for their staff. The most relevant training going forwards is likely to be in relation to habitat surveying and monitoring work. While many group members are already capable of doing this, others will require some structured training, and the management of such activity across the area will be an important function for the group to be able to undertake.

16.  Reviewing the Plan

This Plan provides an agreed framework for a co-ordinated and co-operative approach to deer management in the area.  The actual implementation of the Plan will be decided on an ongoing basis at the Group’s spring and autumn meetings, with scope for the Membership to adjust and adapt the Plan to meet changing circumstances. This Plan, with its attendant maps and databases will be circulated along with the Agenda to all group members prior to meetings, any changes actioned, and the revised plan included with the minutes of that meeting, or at a suitable time thereafter. Group members are therefore encouraged to report all changes in contact details, personnel or management practices that might be relevant to the group, or any potential upcoming projects that might affect deer management within the area, even if such proposals are still at a planning stage.

The population models and maps will be updated on an annual basis as required, with the former adjusted so that it is always looking five years ahead.

The Members agree that there will be a more systematic review of the Plan and its provisions during autumn 2028 and thereafter, 2033, and, if considered necessary, the production of a revised edition of the Plan will be actioned at these points. 

Part Four  -  OPERATION OF THE GROUP

The West Lochaber DMG was assessed against the DMG Benchmark document developed by the Association for Deer Management Groups in 2014, 2016 and 2019, with an ADMG health check also undertaken in 2018. In this section of the plan, an account is given of how the Group currently meets the recommended operating criteria and, where appropriate, correcting or amending actions are listed. An informal 2023 re-assessment has been made as part of this management planning exercise.
Area & Boundaries

The boundaries of the group are considered to be appropriate and secure to significant deer movements from elsewhere, with a number of lochs and sea lochs constraining movement to different areas, and it is not considered that there are any significant cross- DMG boundary issues. The location of the group is shown on the WL Location map. For the purposes of this plan, West and East sub- areas have been defined, and population modelling will be done on this sub- area basis.  See WL Reporting Units map. Glenfinnan straddles the 2 X areas, and this should be borne in mind when any modelling is being done, but it is hoped that over a number of years that the modelling can be refined to allow for this. 
There are a number of smaller properties around the periphery of the DMG area, including common grazings and sheep stock clubs who are not in the group. The DMG will welcome these areas as members should they wish to join, but they do not affect the broad management picture within the main DMG area.
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

Almost all of the significant land holdings within the WLDMG area are members of the Deer Group. As above, there is a case for allowing grazing committees or sheep stock clubs to join.
Action Points

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

The group traditionally only have one meeting a year which is their AGM, plus post- count meetings as required. It is normal for DMG areas to meet twice a year, to discuss and plan programmes of work, and WLDMG in many ways are unusual in only having the one formal meeting.
It would be better if the DMG moved to two meetings a year, but the likely increase in workload in the 2 X sub areas also means that more time will be required to discuss things from now on. The DMG will need to discuss what works best, but the most likely scenario is that WLDMG as a whole retain one main AGM meeting a year, with sub area meetings as required to forward essential work at the more local level.
There is a strong case to be made for having a vice chair within the DMG from the opposite side of the group to the chairman. This effectively gives a leader in each half of the group, and it also helps with succession planning in the future.

The meetings are well organized and minuted, and a record of past meetings is to be found online on the DMG website.
Action Points

3.1 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.
3.2 DMG to consider the selection of a vice chairman.

3.3 Continue making agendas and minutes available on DMG website
Constitution & Finances
The Group have a fairly simple constitution which covers all the main aspects of how a group should be run.
During the development of this plan, it was suggested that the constitution should be amended to set out more specifically how contractors or advisors are selected. It is suggested that an appropriate clause be drafted to be discussed at next AGM.

The finances of the DMG are well managed. 
Action Points

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

This new plan is being developed to try and deal with a number of significant woodland related issues within the DMG boundaries, and it is the intention that a plan be endorsed by June 2023 if possible. However, some of the issues involved are difficult to assess given the lack of accurate count information over much of the area, so an interim position will have to be arrived at in that time.

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

The code has been endorsed in both this plan and in the constitution of the Group. The terms of the Code will be delivered through implementation of this plan, and the Code will guide all actions taken by the group and by individual members.

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. 
ADMG Principles of Collaboration

The ADMG principles of collaboration are accepted and endorsed by the Group and by individual members, namely:

· We acknowledge what we have in common, namely a shared commitment to a sustainable and economically viable Scottish countryside.

· We make a commitment to work together to achieve that.

· We accept that we have a diversity of management objectives and respect each other’s objectives.

· We undertake to communicate openly with all relevant parties.

· We commit to negotiate and, where necessary, compromise, in order to accommodate the reasonable land management requirements of neighbours.

· Where there are areas of disagreement we undertake to work together to resolve them.

These principles are also referenced in the West Lochaber DMG constitution.

Best Practice Guidance

All deer management within the group area will be carried out in accordance with Best Practice guidance, and group members will input to this process and seek to influence it as it continues to evolve.

Data & Evidence gathering- Deer Counts

The DMG area in general is large and difficult to count, but on average, a count has been conducted every second year since mid 1990’s. There have been 2 X helicopter counts in that time, with one in 2002, and the most recent one in 2018. The results of that count are disputed in the west, and foot counts since then have been partial and not that well co-ordinated on that side. It is difficult to have much confidence in establishing what the current population might be. It is likely to be reasonably stable since 2018 in the east, possibly increasing gradually. Deer density COULD be very high in the west, with deer density- dependent mortality controlling the population.
There is an urgent need to update helicopter count information.

Going forwards, the DMG will look to operate a system of population modelling so that approx. deer populations can be maintained between helicopter counts, which may on average take place every 5-6 years.

There is a strong case to be made for a regular pattern of drone counts in certain strategic woodland creation/ restoration areas, and the technology/ cost implications of this are likely to improve significantly over the course of this plan period.
In addition, DMG members will conduct recruitment counts on an annual basis, covering at least 1000 hinds across the whole DMG area, looking to take account of any variation that is present.
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

Deer cull information within the Group is very good, with records going back to mid 1990’s.
Aspirational sporting requirements have been provided by Group members, and a five year population model has been drawn up for each sub population area, taking in to account woodland rlated issues in each area. From this, culls have been apportioned to each Deer Management Unit area. These population models and cull targets can be found in the Working Plan part of this document. 

The broad strategy going forwards will therefore be to set cull levels which ensure a stable population density across the eastern part of the area, but which deals with the significant woodland proposals n Achnacarry, with a reduction cull in the west which will bring the deer population more in line with demand, and which starts to address the Glen Beasdale SSSI/ SAC.
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

The DMG have outsourced their habitat monitoring in recent years, and it makes sense to do this. Much of the hill ground within the area is dominated by relatively grassy swards, and the Best Practice Dwarf Shrub Heath methodology does not work particularly well in those circumstances. A higher level of experience is therefore required to undertake the work successfully, and to interpret the findings.
There is a very small proportion of blanket bog within the DMG area, significantly less than most similar areas. It is suggested that this is not a priority for monitoring at a DMG level.
Woodland impact monitoring is likely to be much more useful for practical management purposes, both within and outwith deer fences.
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

Of the 28 personnel involved in deer management within the WL DMG area, the following qualifications are held:

DMQ Level 1:

28
DMQ Level 2

20
22 personnel hold trained hunter status, and 17 personnel are on the Nature Scot “Fit and Competent” register. Note: in this latter case, personnel only need to be on the register if they are applying to cull deer under authorization at night or out of season. The greater number of stalkers within the group do not apply for such authorizations, and therefore do not require to be on the register.

Office bearers from the DMG have attended courses ran by the Association of Deer Management Groups in relation to operation and leadership within local groups.

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

A Training Policy is included earlier in this document.
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

The quality of deer larders across the DMG is generally very good, but only 5 X properties are members of the Scottish Quality Wild Venison (SQWV) scheme, so WLDMG is one of the poorer areas in this respect.
Action Points

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

A Communications policy is included in an earlier section of this document.

The annual communications strategy will involve making all relevant documents available through the ADMG and West Lochaber DMG websites, including notices to local stakeholders and the opportunity to contribute to the Agenda of meetings, holding one open meeting a year, answering all requests for information from the media and arranging open days and demonstration events where these are appropriate.

All local stakeholders, including community councils have been consulted on the development of this plan. See WL Community Councils Map.

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

The West Lochaber DMG has been assessed against the DMG Delivery of Public Interest document developed by Scottish Natural Heritage/ Nature Scot and the Association for Deer Management Groups in 2014, 2016 and 2019, and have taken part in the ADMG health check in 2018. In this section of the plan, an account is given of how the Group currently delivers public benefit and, where appropriate, correcting actions are listed.

Develop Mechanisms to manage deer

WLDMG have completed both the Benchmark and Public Interest assessments three times, as above, plus the 2018 health check. The DMG rate reasonably well in this process, with the areas of main weakness relating to the very large area of native woodland at high herbivore impacts, and the setting of appropriate culls based on population assessment at a DMG level. One consequence of this is a fragmented decision process which under-estimates the deer numbers present, and a population which risks getting away again. In terms of operation, the east of the DMG is generally stronger than the west, there being a much higher proportion of full time stalkers in that area.
A series of actions have been identified to be taken forward in a Working Plan, and roles for implementing this have been assigned.
A forward looking deer management plan is in the process of being updated, and is expected to be endorsed in early summer 2023. The plan plus associated documents, maps and minutes of meetings will be published on dedicated WLDMG website space, www.wlochaberdmg.deer-management.co.uk  
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

Designated sites and features within the DMG are documented with WL Designated Sites. This includes an up to date account of their current status, and suggested actions through which a number of sites in Unfavourable condition can be brought forward in to assured management status.
In general terms, the DMG area is dominated in the west by the Glen Beasdale SSSI/ SAC site, which almost certainly is impacted by deer from a significant distance to the east.
In the eastern part of the DMG area, the Arkaig Pinewood SSSI site lies to the western end of Loch Arkaig, and depending what requires to be done there, it too could have a significant local impact on deer populations, depending on what restoration prescription is forthcoming. At the moment, with little in the way of site survey information, it is difficult to assess this site.

The designated sites can be seen on the WL SSSI & SAC Designated Sites map.

Specific actions will be laid out in the Working Plan associated with this document.

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.

There are approx 8541 hectares of woodland within the WLDMG area, covering 18 % of the area of the Group (National Forestry Inventory, NFI). This is very similar to the national average of c 18.5 %, considering the relatively high proportion of high mountain tops and designated features that would not be suitable for planting in comparison to many other parts of the country.
There have been 3979 ha of woodland creation within the area since 1990, meaning that a lot of the woodland in this area is relatively young. Not all of this area will be recorded in the 8541 ha figure if it has not yet fully established. The vast majority of this area (3638 ha) was created under WGS. Much of this will lie within the large Fassfern woodland areas, but there is also likely to be a significant area of planting/ regeneration on Arisaig, Scamadale and Glenfinnan as well. Later on, there was only 206 ha planted under SFGS, and a very modest 135 ha established under SRDP since 2007.
Of this area of 8541 ha, a high proportion is productive conifers, with the remaining area  being comprised of broadleaves, mixed woodlands, young plantations or assumed woodland.
Of the total native woodland area of 4231 ha (NWSS), the following herbivore impact levels are currently given:

Low: 208 ha or 5%
Medium: 1253 ha or 30%
High: 1073 ha or 25%
Very High: 1702 ha or 40%
The WL DMG area is notable in having only 35% of its native woodland area at low or medium impacts at the time of NWSS, which we assume to have been 10-15 years ago now. WL DMG therefore had the highest proportion of native woodland at high impacts of all deer management groups in Scotland, and was indeed some way adrift of many of the others. So, high herbivore impacts in woodland is a notable feature of this group, and hugely important to address as part of this plan.
Native woodlands as a whole are now considered to be in satisfactory condition by Nature Scot if herbivore impacts are in the low or medium categories, canopy cover is greater or equal to 50%, native species comprise more than or equal to 90 %, and invasive species comprise less than or equal to 10%. However, higher expectations can be made of designated areas, and other high value ancient woodland sites.
On the WL NWSS Areas of focus map, seven obvious clusters of woods at higher impacts have been identified, and during the development of this plan, site visits have been made to check the status of these areas today, to get a feel for how they are likely to develop in the next 5- 10 years or so. No woodland HA as such was carried out, although spot checks were made in several cases to see what evidence was present.

The 7 X areas of interest are labelled A-G, with two sub areas around area G now also apparent.

Area A: Arisaig Estate (Inside the SSSI/ SAC area).

Most of the designated woodland in this area is down at higher impacts, and there is little doubt that this is almost certainly an accurate description of the current situation, and since backed up by Nature Scot survey data. This woodland area is extensive, with approx. 150 ha of high impact present, and makes up approx. 3.5% of the NWSS woodland area within West Lochaber. We know that management/ restoration of this site is going to be very challenging, and the proper mechanisms for doing so may not yet be in place. Deer management actions and potentially some enclosures can be used to establish a better direction of travel, but it is unlikely that the higher impacts on much of this area can be reversed consistently within the next 5 year period.
In the wider area on Glen Mama estate and Ardnish estate, within the SSSI/ SAC and elsewhere on the Ardnish Peninsula, there is approx. 100 ha of additional native woods. These represent 2% of the WL DMG NWSS area. If a deer management regime can be put in place to deal with the designated woods on Arisaig, then it is likely that these woods will then have lower impacts as well, as they are in the same general area.

Area B:  Arisaig Estate Outwith Designated site

The area of native woodlands on Arisaig Estate that are outside the designated site are actually more extensive, with c 225 ha down at higher impacts at the time of NWSS, or 5% of the WL DMG NWSS area.

A lot of this area is actually behind deer fences, or has been in the recent past, and deer numbers below/ west of the road/ railway are generally much lower than on the open hill. In addition, a significant part of this area has been grazed with cattle to stimulate regeneration and manage the ground vegetation. In these areas, you would probably record impacts as being high, but there is no question that cattle will be benefitting the biodiversity of these areas, and creating conditions for future regeneration. There is an additional area of perhaps 120-150 ha with thick, young birch regeneration. It may well be that some of the more sensitive ground vegetation is getting impacted by deer, but these woods as a whole are under no threat from grazing, and we can question whether herbivore impacts are relevant at present, given that they will be fairly robust against grazing pressure given their age and structure. In much of this area, the thick, closed canopy will preclude additional regeneration for several decades.

Away from these areas, there are areas of unfenced birch woodland on the Rhu peninsula more generally with birch regeneration very evident. 

A case can be made that in these areas, herbivore impacts are not a limiting effect on the development of these woods at present, and their presence may actually be pulling deer in particular away from the more sensitive designated site.

While a variation of situations is obviously present, the recommendation is that there is no need to reduce herbivore impacts within this area within the period of this plan. Other areas should be given much higher priority.

Area C: Glenfinnan

There is a large compact area of c 154 ha of NWSS woodland shown at higher impacts on Glenfinnan Estate, or 4% of the NWSS area in West Lochaber. A significant proportion of that area was severely burned around the time of NWSS, and some of that no longer exists, having been young planted trees.

However, almost all of this area is behind a deer proof fence, with rowan and oak regeneration very much in evidence, and deer impacts are difficult to locate. Outwith the deer fence, there is clearly areas of relatively young oak  which have got away in the last 10-15 years or so, and also some holly growing away which would no doubt have been impacted if deer numbers had been higher.

We can say with some confidence therefore that the woodlands shown as High Impact on Glenfinnan are now certainly at lower impact.

Area D: Fassfern

There are two large woodland areas on Fassfern, which look very different from a NWSS herbivore impact perspective. The East is called Glen Suileag (riparian woods around Fassfern and upstream hydro), Achdalieu (mainly commercial forest/PAWS)  and Annat (mainly oakwood).
The West is called Craigag (oakwoods, partly enclosed in commercial forest fence), Druimsallie (mainly commercial forest/PAWS) and Uachan (mainly unenclosed woods in riverside locations.).

In the more eastern block, there is approx. 200 ha of NWSS native woodland, almost all of which was at low or medium impacts at the time of survey. There are two probable explanations for this: (1) The pattern of planting, felling and restocking in the area is such that rigorous deer control is required, and this benefits the internal areas of native woodland as well as the commercial stands being protected, (2) A proportion of the native woodland area is underplanted with conifers (PAWS), and higher impacts are difficult to demonstrate when ground vegetation is largely missing under shade bearing conifers.
By contrast, the more westerly block has a very significant proportion of native woods at higher impacts, covering up to c 260 ha, or 6% of the West Lochaber NWSS area. The Long Term Forest Plan concept map shows the extent of felling/ restocking and PAWS restoration to be undertaken in this area during the course of the plan. What this will inevitably mean is a significant level of activity that will require strict deer control to prevent damage during that period, and that should then allow areas of native woodland to develop more naturally. There appears to be a significant PAWS area within this block as well, and indeed, it will be the non- native conifers that represent the most immediate threat to the ancient woodland interest on these sites.
It is likely then that over the period of the Forest Plan, as felling/ restocking and PAWS restoration is undertaken, that internal deer management will become proportionately more important, and that a significant % of the more highly impacted areas will return to low/ medium impacts. The comparison with the more easterly block suggests that this will indeed become the case, although the exact detail/ timeline cannot be known at the moment. 
There are an additional c 65 ha of native woodlands on this western side which are outwith fences and where the impact levels at present are undoubtedly high. However, these woods are required for shelter for deer on that part of the estate, and could not be enclosed and regenerated without welfare implications in the short term. It is therefore not proposed to address the status of these areas within the period of the current WL DMG deer management plan.

Area E: Muirshearlich & Banavie

Within this area which is covered by a sheep stock club and a common grazings, there are c 82 ha of highly impacted native woodlands, or 2% of the NWSS area within West Lochaber.

A number of options were explored for establishing woodland creation schemes around the top of the hill that would cut of c 1200 ha of the grazings, and allow these woodlands to regenerate without any deer presence.  However, all the areas investigated were dominated at least in part by blanket  bog or extensive areas of more shallow peat, and it was fairly clear that woodland creation was not going to be a practical proposition.

For this reason, it does not look as if there is a practical means of restoring the woodlands in this area within the period of the deer plan. The extensive lengths of deer fence on two neighbouring landholdings raised the prospect of excluding deer from this wider area, but that did not prove to be practical for the above reason.

Area F: Glen Loy Woodlands

This area, which is enclosed from the main hill by deer proof fences, contains about 130 ha at higher impacts, or 3% of the NWSS native woodland area in West Lochaber, including the Coille Phuiteachain designated pinewood site which is presently in Favourable condition.

There is no recent woodland monitoring data for Glen Loy, but the fences are generally held to be secure, and the deer cull within is fairly low, suggesting low internal numbers. It is likely therefore that low/ medium impacts  can be attained on this area during the period of this plan, if indeed this is not already the case. Anecdotal evidence from FLS staff suggests that there are few problems with deer pressure in Gley Loy at the moment.
Area G: WTS Loch Arkaig blocks

Since the time of NWSS survey, Woodland Trust Scotland (WTS) have purchased the 2 X Loch Arkaig blocks, which contain very significant pinewood remnants. They contain about 534 ha of NWSS woodland at higher impacts, or a very significant 17% of the NWSS woodland in West Lochaber. This is therefore the most notable cluster of highly impacted woods within the WL DMG area, more so even than the woods around Arisaig in the west or those within Fassfern. Indeed, much more so.

Deer are clearly a threat to these two sites, but very extensive PAWS restoration is also being planned, and non native conifers are arguably an equal if not greater threat across much of this area.

WTS have put in a great deal of work to try and improve fences to keep these areas deer proof, and to try and reduce the internal populations. There have been some very significant culls in recent years, and drone surveys have been undertaken regularly to try and monitor progress.

At the same time, a great deal of planning has went in to organizing conifer removal, both by improving roads, and by the introduction of a timber barge across the loch. Conifer removal is therefore being largely fast tracked in to the initial years, so in combination with enhanced deer management and monitoring, it is possible that restoration of these sites could be relatively rapid.
It is likely therefore that this extensive area of formerly high impacts can be reduced relatively quickly, as long as the area can be kept free from deer. It will be important that adjacent open ground areas can reduce pressure on these fences, and this should tie in with plans for extensive woodland creation and restoration on South Achnacarry.

Additional areas

There are two additional areas where progress should be made in restoring native woodland habitats within the period of this plan.

The first is the restoration of the main Glen Mallie pinewood remnants, which will include up to 85 ha of NWSS woodland at higher impacts on South Achnacarry. This represents about 2% of the NWSS area in West Lochaber. This is likely to go forwards in the next two years or so.

The second is the Arkaig Pinewood SSSI site. While much of the core area of the site was at lower impacts, 55 ha or approx. 1% of the West Lochaber NWSS area was at high impacts. It is likely that this site will be taken forwards in a 6- 10 year period.
Summary
	Area Letter
	Name
	Ha at high impacts
	% of NWSS Woodland
	Notes

	A
	Arisaig SSSI
	150
	3.5
	Unlikely to be restored in first five year period.

	A1
	Ardnish & Glen Mama
	100
	2.5
	To be addressed as part of overall Glen Beasdale SSSI/ SAC, with Area A.

	B
	Arisaig Outside SSSI
	225
	5
	Strong argument for saying that higher impacts here have little practical consequence.

	C
	Glenfinnan
	154
	4
	Strong evidence that this area is now at lower impacts.

	D
	Fassfern
	260
	6
	Area will be addressed during progress of LTFP, which has a string emphasis on ancient woodland/ PAWS restoration.

	E
	Muirsheilach
	82
	2
	Unlikely that this area can be addressed during period of deer management plan.

	F
	FLS Glen Loy
	130
	3
	Strong anecdotal evidence that deer impacts in this area are now low/ medium.

	G
	WTS Blocks
	534
	17
	Ongoing efforts to reduce deer impacts and monitor results. High probability of significantly reduced impacts in first five year period.

	G1
	Glen Mallie pinewood
	85
	2
	Likely to be enclosed in next two years.

	G2
	Arkaig Pinewoods SSSI
	55
	1
	Site needs careful analysis to determine what is needed,  as a significant part of the area is at lower impacts, even outwith fences. Final plan scheduled for 6- 10 year period.

	TOTAL:
	
	1775 ha
	46 %
	


At the time of NWSS survey, only 35% of the native woodland area in West Lochaber was at Low/ Medium herbivore impacts, the lowest in the 46 X deer management groups area.
As at May 2023, it is likely that areas C & F are now also at Low/ Medium impacts. This would increase the area by 7% or 284 ha.

In the five years ahead, it is likely that the WTS blocks will have deer impacts reduced and verified. This is obviously a key site in terms of area, the most important within the WL DMG area. In addition, Area G1 is likely to be enclosed in next two years. These two areas combined amount to 619 ha, or 19% of the NWSS area in West Lochaber.
It is very likely therefore that during the next five years, we will be able to say that an additional 903 ha or 26% of woodland will be at lower impacts, or 61% of the NWSS as a whole, allowing that none of the previously lower areas deteriorate.

The NWSS woodland outwith the SSSI at Arisaig, and the Fassfern woodlands are interesting to consider.

With the Arisaig woodlands, extending to c 5% of the NWSS total, it can be argued that for much/ most of this area, that higher herbivore impacts are of little practical consequence. Much of this area shows dense, successful birch regeneration that is now well established and resilient to browsing. Some of the area is deliberately being grazed by cattle to diversify ground flora, control bracken, and create regeneration opportunities. This inevitably means higher impacts are recorded in the short term, but this is with a specific outcome in mind.

Within the western forestry block at Fassfern, there is a rolling programme of ancient woodland/ PAWS restoration, but this can only be carried out during the schedule of felling/ thinning/ restocking that is set out in their Long Term Forest Plan. In many of these areas, non- native conifers will be a much greater threat to the ancient woodland interest  than deer, principally because there is little regeneration or ground vegetation for deer to impact upon in the short term. Restocking obligations will require strict deer control, reducing impacts.

These woods are extensive, and complex, but over the 20 year period of a Forest Plan, it is likely that the higher impacts throughout this area can be reduced, in line with the eastern block at Fassfern.

We can argue therefore that for an additional 11% or 485 ha of NWSS woodlands that either (1) Higher impacts are of little relevance at present or are being actively pursued to diversify ground vegetation, or (2) Reduction of impacts is taking place on a longer timeline, governed by the practicalities of harvesting operations set out in LTFP.

An important part of this Deer Management Plan is to address the important designated site at Glen Beasdale. There are approx. 250 ha of NWSS woodlands at higher impacts here, in and around the area, or 6% of the NWSS area in total.
The intention of this plan is to reduce deer pressure on this area, by a combination of enclosures and targeted deer management. However, the task is made extremely difficult due to the frequency of fires in the areas, with twelve fires having taken place over 25 years, with an average burn of 300 hectares. This makes any course of action extremely high risk, and the fires have also created a ground flora which is extremely attractive to deer, and this will remain the case for at last another decade or so, even if the fires can be reduced.

The suggested plan of action is to reduce deer numbers within the west of the WLDMG area to meet actual demand in the first instance, and to monitor the results of that first within the first five year period, but to achieve oak regeneration in particular will be an extremely difficult task, and will require very low deer numbers indeed if regeneration outwith enclosures is required. It is likely that the necessary agency mechanisms to facilitate and encourage this do not exist at present.

So, while there will undoubtedly be a strong focus on Glen Beasdale in the coming five year period, it is unlikely that impacts will have been reduced to low levels in that period, the level required to get oak regeneration across the wider area.
Finally, the Arkaig Pinewood site requires fairly intensive regeneration surveys to determine the best approach to taking things forwards there. This site is complicated in that it is very remote and access is difficult, and also because there is already extensive regeneration present, including outwith the enclosed area. The question to be answered is therefore what additional input is required, and that is not clear at present. It could be that the changes in management necessary are actually fairly modest.
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

As noted in previous sections, there has been a significant increase in woodland area within the WLDMG area over the past 30 years or so, with 135 hectares being established under the Scottish Rural Development Programme (SRDP) since 2007, 208 hectares being established under the Scottish Forestry Grant Scheme (SFGS) since 2003, and a much more significant 3638 hectares being established under the Woodland Grant Scheme (WGS). 
This woodland expansion amounts to a very large proportion of the woodland area today. However, very little woodland has been created more recently under SRDP and SFGS. This is notable in such a large area. However, activity now going forwards is likely to be much more ambitious, with approx. 655 ha of woodland creation planned on the eastern side of the DMG in the next five year period, of which c 500 ha will be on South Achnacarry, and a broadly equivalent area in the period after that. In addition, there is going to be c 170 ha of woodland enclosure in Glen Mallie.
On top of this, Meoble have indicated that they are looking at woodland creation and regeneration options, likely to be on a modest scale. Successful regeneration of the Glen Beasdale woodlands would allow for extension of the woodland area there.

WTS are looking to achieve significant woodland regeneration within their current overall boundaries, a proportion of which will be replacing non- native conifers.

It is possible that Arisaig Estate will take forwards a number of regeneration enclosures within the SSSI/ SAC designated area.

Fassfern and Lochiel Estates- Glen Loy have indicated that small areas of planting might be forthcoming in period of this plan.

Woodland extension and management is therefore likely to become very significant going forwards, and will dominate deer management considerations across much of the DMG.
All WLDMG members are encouraged to give the DMG forewarning of their plans at concept stage so that any necessary mitigation can be undertaken in advance.

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

Within the DMG area, it is considered that there are the following areas of a range of broad habitat types, taken from the LCS88 dataset. A full summary of the habitat types can be found in the Excel spreadsheet: WL Broad Habitat Data. This is a particularly good set of data for this area, with no obvious sections obscured by cloud across the whole area. The data is now over 35 years old.

The main habitats in the group are:
3.192 ha of species rich, smooth and nardus dominated upland grasslands, covering 6% of the DMG area.
3,943 ha of miscellaneous montane habitats, covering 8% of the DMG area.

32,791 ha of undifferentiated heather moorland, covering 63% of the DMG area.

7,467 ha of woodlands, covering 14% of the DMG area. Note, the woodland area has increased very significantly since 1988 to c 8500 ha, and will be replaced largely rough/ smooth grassland or heather moorland communities noted above.
1048 ha of blanket bog, or 2% of the DMG area.
1,208 ha of improved grassland and arable land, covering 2% of the DMG area.

Finally, 2,286 ha or 4% of the DMG area is covered by miscellaneous features, the greatest part of which is accounted for by water and cliffs.

There are two notable points in these figures.
The first is that heather moorland obviously covers the vast majority of the DMG area, but it is often very grassy in nature, and herbivore impacts on such sites are difficult to assess.

The second is that blanket bog occupies a very small proportion of the area, less than almost any other DMG area. Although blanket bog may therefore be locally important, it is not a significant feature of the DMG as a whole.
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

Within the Group area there are approx 8,541 hectares of woodland and 1,048 hectares of peatlands. These are the two habitat types of most relevance to carbon sequestration.
As previously discussed, a very high proportion of the woodland area is under active management in the Group, and the forest area has increased significantly in the past 30- 40 years. The majority of owners have a Forest Plan or a woodland management plan in place, both of which look at the full range of woodland management options over a twenty year period. 

During the production of this plan, members were asked about potential planting options going forwards. It is estimated that Group members will be looking to take forwards 650 ha of new woodland creation in the next five years, in addition to whatever regeneration may arise on around Glen Beasdale or the Arkaig Pinewoods SSSI, yet to be determined. There is then likely to be a similar area established in the following five year period.
In addition, enclosure of the Glen Mallie pinewood remnants is planned in the next two years, and that is likely to create a significant area of restored woodland within the general footprint of the site.
As noted above, blanket bog habitat appears to be very limited within the area as a whole, much less so than other DMG areas, and is therefore much less important than the woodland area.
It will be an important part of the planning process going forwards to undertake some habitat monitoring on these areas to understand what condition they are currently in. There may well be a problem in balancing the needs of these sites, which require relatively low herbivore impacts, and those of the upland grasslands in the group, which require relative higher grazing pressure to remain in favourable condition.

To date, no requests have been made to the Group to contribute to River Basin Management Planning.

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

A non- native deer policy is included earlier in this plan. 
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

There are likely to be many hundreds of sites throughout the DMG area that have archaeological or cultural importance. It is likely that for the majority of these that light grazing by deer and sheep will be beneficial in keeping back rank vegetation growth. At present, the DMG are not aware of any cultural sites that are being negatively impacted by grazing.  A greater threat to such features will be woodland creation projects that do not ensure adequate buffer zones around such features, or other development projects. The current woodland grant schemes are very good at flagging up potential sites of cultural or historic value.
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

A training policy and audit is provided earlier in this document.

Of the 28 personnel who are involved in deer management, all 28 have DMQ Level 1, 20 have DMQ Level 2, and 22 have trained hunter status. Only 17 personnel are on the Fit & Competent register, but this is a reflection of the low number of deer culled out of season or at night by estate staff. The WL DMG area therefore has one of the better levels of training in the country, especially in relation to DMQ Level 1.
Staff within the DMG area have a wide variety of other qualifications and certificates covering other aspects of their work. These include ATV, Argocat, First Aid, Chainsaw, digger, water bailiff, Health & safety, boat handling etc. There does appear to be quite a strong ethos of training and staff improvement across many of the properties within the DMG. 
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

Deer Vehicle Collisions are regarded are being a particular problem on the one main road running through the area from Fort William to Mallaig, with a significant number of accdents being reported on an annual basis. There are also an unknown number of deer casualties on the railway line, with some estimates of one deer being killed per mile of track annually between Corpach and Glenfinnan. Several estates feed their deer further back from the road/ railway line, specifically to keep them away from these areas, and to reduce this mortality. The success of doing that appears to have been reasonably good.  However, an added complication within the area is that fires, largely associated with the railway in the past, have created very attractive vegetation next to the railway and road, and this attracts deer to those areas. There is also little doubt that an overall reduction in deer numbers, more in line with actual demand, would reduce deer casualties in the west.The record of deer collisions from 2000-18 is summarized on the map  WL DVC Map. 
Food safety and meat hygiene is best maintained through appropriate training and facilities, and a high proportion of personnel within the Group have Trained Hunter status. All properties operate their larder facilities to Best Practice standards, although only five of the properties are SQWV accredited, with the added oversight that this provides.

The Trained Hunter training allows personnel to be able to identify any notifiable diseases in deer found in the area. It is not thought that any such problems have been identified in recent years. In any incidences that do occur, the carcase will be held back from the food chain and a veterinary surgeon asked to inspect.

Members are aware of the threat of Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD) in deer being imported from North America, and ADMG and BDS guidance on this has been circulated to the Group.

All members are reminded to be aware of the risk of tick borne diseases, especially Lyme’s Disease, and to communicate such risks to guests and members of the public who might frequent their land through suitable channels.

There are relatively few access/ deer conflicts within the Group area as a whole, as estates know where the pressure points are, and are generally able to work round these.

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.
Maximize Economic benefits associated with deer

Allowing that a proportion of the stag cull is a management cull only, it is estimated that the direct sporting value of the stag cull in the WLDMG area is approx £225,000 annually, with a slightly greater emphasis in the east than the west.

Up to 60% of the hind cull is likely to be taken with sporting guests, the value of which might be £75,000 annually.

In both cases, extra value will be obtained from a number of estates through letting of accommodation and other ancillary services, and this can reasonably be expected to be equivalent to the letting fees outlined above. In total therefore, the sporting value of deer stalking in the area is likely to amount to approx £600,000.
Based on a cull of 260 stags, 470 hinds and 150 calves (2021-22 cull), it is estimated that the total value of venison produced within the group area is approx £90,000 annually. This does not take account of the fact that a number of properties market a proportion of their venison directly within the area.

The total direct economic value of deer management within the West Lochaber area is therefore likely to be in the region of £690,000 annually, this before any economic multipliers are considered.
Within the West Lochaber DMG area, there are currently 28 personnel that are either fully or partially involved with deer management, and a further number of personnel who are used at key times of the season. Of these, 20-22 could be considered as key personnel. In the latter situation, income from deer management often allows the position as a whole to remain viable. This figure does not include extra seasonal ghillies that are taken on for the main sporting season, or support staff dealing with accommodation, bookings or other necessary support services. The opportunity to have the chance to stalk can often be important to the overall package, whether a deer is actually taken up or not.

Livestock management, general estate work, forestry and rangering are other important activities for those also involved with management of deer. 

Allowing that 20-22 X personnel are essential to delivering deer management within the area, it is estimated that the total cost of employing the necessary staff to deliver deer management within the area is £880,000. This does not include administrative or factoring costs, or costs associated with accommodation or other services.
A number of properties within the group who do not obtain any sporting value from deer management will regard such activity as an overall net cost to their own management objectives, and would no doubt readily forego any income derived from deer management. This cost will however largely be expressed in terms of wages spent in the local area. Some commentary of this is provided in the next section.
Opportunities to add value to deer management

The most significant opportunities for increasing the value of deer in the area probably relate to deer watching, and wildlife tourism more generally, and several properties do this, at least to some extent.
Larder/ infra- structure sharing

The size and geography of the area is such that all properties have their own core facilities, although a minority of these larders operate to SQWV standards, in contrast to the high number of personnel with core qualifications.
Minimize the economic costs of deer management

For virtually all of the properties within the DMG area, deer management is just one of many activities that they are involved in, and the costs of employing staff, maintaining houses and estate infra-structure will be spread across a number of different enterprises or interests, with staff undertaking different activities at different times of year. The proportions of time spent on different activities, including deer management, will vary between properties. No-one spends all of their time on deer. Indeed, few spend most of their time on deer, but the overall infra-structure of staff, housing, roads and equipment must be maintained to allow deer management to be undertaken and to be effective.

There is no accurate data reflecting the costs of providing this within the DMG, nor should we anticipate that properties would try and differentiate out their costs relating solely to deer management in this way. Many larger businesses and organizations struggle to attribute their overheads in any significant manner between enterprises or areas of interest, and it would not be realistic to expect small, highly integrated rural businesses to do so.

At a DMG level, there are 20-22 personnel directly involved in deer management as a key part of their job, to a greater or lesser extent. Terms and conditions will vary, but if an average cost of employing a full time staff member of £40,000 is used (to include vehicle costs etc), then a broad brush cost of £880,000 could be attributed to maintaining the very basic infra structure of staff and equipment within the area, necessary for allowing deer management to be delivered to a satisfactory level. In addition to this, in any one year, there will be very significant investment in upgrading buildings or facilities, to be used in conjunction with deer management or for other activities. 

The cost of maintaining staff within the area is very similar to income brought in from deer alone, although the potential cost of employment is higher (£690,000 vs £880 ,000, see above), but this does not account for income from other sources. delivered by the same staff. The broad figures do not allow for economic multipliers within the local economy, and having a resident and reliable point of contact in these properties helps with overall maintenance and security and therefore protects the capital value of the properties as assets.

Almost all of the members of the DMG will regard the cost of employment and maintaining infra-structure as the necessary price that has to be paid to manage these properties, and that income from deer is an important part of the funding equation that allows these people in particular to remain. With other sources of income, a number will certainly be running as profitable businesses. Others will accept a net annual cost as being necessary to maintain or improve their overall asset.

Within the WL DMG group members, there are a number of properties where deer management would be regarded as more of a cost than an opportunity, but even here, the distinctions may not be clear cut as at least some value will be taken from the deer, staff employed will carry out a range of other functions, and people recognize that keeping deer numbers low, especially in a woodland environment, is always likely to be a net cost operation.
All other properties within the Group derive income from sporting lets to help off set the costs of overall deer management activity.

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

Internal communication within the group and with government agencies is very good, and the group has demonstrated an ability to address issues that arise between meetings, dealing with enquiries and putting members of the public in touch with the most relevant people.
The Deer Management Plan, minutes of meetings and other relevant information is being made available through the WLDMG website at 
https://wlochaberdmg.deer-management.co.uk/ 
There are a number of opportunities to view deer and learn about the natural environment more widely in the area. 
Action Point

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

There are several sources of evidence which suggest that deer density to the west of the DMG is too high, and that density dependent mortality may be a bigger factor in containing the populations than actual culling. There is dispute over previous count data, but it is possible that current densities could be very high indeed. If so, this would be an unusual situation, and it is important to bring numbers back in to line with actual demand, which is in fact fairly modest.
A number of properties feed deer in the winter months to protect vulnerable animals and to keep them in locations where they can be readily monitored. More widely, achieving a deer density that allows habitats to move in to favourable condition is likely to produce a more versatile and resilient natural food supply throughout the year, and reduce the need for artificial feeding.

Training and levels of competence within the Group are generally good.
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.
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