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PREFACE

This Deer Management Plan has been developed for the Coigach- South Assynt sub area (C-SA) of the West Sutherland Deer Management Group (WSDMG). The Plan is part funded by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) and the sub area. It runs from 2018 until 2026 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 first five year period in 2023.
This document has been compiled by:
Victor Clements: Native Woodland Advice, 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 interests 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.

2.  Group Area
The Coigach-South Assynt Subgroup (C-SA) of the West Sutherland Deer Management Group (WSDMG) covers 40,950 ha or 101,146 acres (1. C-SA Location Map). It has 7 current subscribing members, and this planning process suggests three more reporting members.
It operates under the terms of the recently revised constitution of the WSDMG. 
(See C-SA Appendix 1, WSDMG Constitution). The main DMG subscribes to the Association of Deer Management Groups (ADMG). 

The boundaries of the area are:
- in the north, from Lochinver following the A837 to Inchnadamph,
- in the east: from Inchnadamph southwards to the Ledmore junction, then on to the A835 south to Strath Canaird, then following minor track due west to sea.
The remainder of the boundary in the west, southwest and south consists of the coastline back up to Lochinver.
There is a slightly anomalous area in the Knockan and Elphin area, where Ledmore Estate (same proprietors as Keanchulish) crosses onto the croft land of these two townships – this estate being technically part of North Ross DMG. This estate also owns the so-called Black Point Area – part of a kind of peninsula between Loch Veyatie and Cam Loch. 
The relatively small area south of the deer fence between Ledbeg and Ledmore belonging to Ledmore Lodge (also sometimes called Ledmore Estate) has also been excluded.

The Summer Isles have conventionally been excluded from the DMG area, although deer certainly do get onto Isle Ristol, Tanera Mòr and Isle Martin at least.

The boundaries of the Group are considered to be well defined, and while there is significant exchange of deer populations at certain times with adjacent ground, the Subgroup area is recognized as a relatively sensible subdivision of the wider DMG, based on the information currently to hand.
Coigach- South Assynt borders with the Assynt Peninsula sub-area to the north, the West Sutherland East Sub- area to the east, and the North Ross DMG to the south east. 
Scale and ownership

The entire area extends to around 41,000 ha. The biggest individual property is owned and managed by a community organization, the Assynt Foundation. The next biggest property is owned by an environmental NGO, the Scottish Wildlife Trust. The other members are much smaller in comparison, and include one property that is entirely crofted.
3. Group Membership
There is a range of main management objectives within the group area, summarized on 4. C-SA Management Objectives Map:

· Three properties covering 26,233 or c 63% of the DMG area are managed primarily for conservation interests, although two of these take income from deer as well, and for one of these, deer income is very significant.
· Of the remaining properties, one is managed for sheep farming/ deer/ fishing, two are primarily managed for fishing with some other sporting, and one for mixed sporting as well as a deer farm. There is one crofter forestry scheme and one small community woodland member. The final property is entirely crofted and agriculture is given priority there.
· Around 10.500 ha or 25% of the total area is crofted, covering several properties or parts of properties.
The following table gives a summary of the management objectives of those properties within the deer group that are either fully subscribing or reporting members of the group. Reporting members report deer culls to C-SA once a year and receive all Group communications. The properties can be located at 3. C-SA Members Map.
Table 1.       Management Objectives of each property/owner

	Property
	Priority Objectives
	Size (ha)

	Assynt Foundation
	Priority Conservation
	18,355

	Badentarbet
	Priority crofting/ farming
	4135

	Culag Community Woods
	Woodland/ conservation/ access
	45

	Èisg Brachaidh
	Conservation & Agriculture
	2061

	Inverpolly Estate
	Farming/ deer/fishing
	4915

	Keanchulish & Ledmore
	Mixed sporting
	2303

	Lochinver Estate South
	Priority fishing
	1689

	Scottish Wildlife Trust
	Priority conservation
	5806

	*Strathcaniard Grazing Committee
	Priority native woodland creation
	1686

	Total area:
	
	40,950 ha


* This scheme extends across both Keanachulish and the Scottish Wildlife Trust property, although responsibility for deer control lies with the crofters’ grazing committee, and this area is regarded seperately. 
3a. Member Descriptions
The following section gives a brief overview of the essential management information relating to each of the Group Members who have provided information. 
Contact details for the Group are given later in the document (see 14.) Contact details for individual members are given in Appendix 2. C-SA Contact List, which is confidential to Group members only. 
Assynt Foundation

The Assynt Foundation’s objectives are to manage their land for community and general public benefit, in adherence to principles of sustainable development.

The property comprises the former estates of Glencanisp and Drumrunie which were bought by the community in 2005 under right-to-buy legislation. The two estates are largely managed as one unit, though Drumrunie makes up a relatively discrete subunit, separated from the rest of the Foundation ground by Loch Veyatie.

The area is currently primarily managed as deer forest and has the least agricultural activity of any of the Subgroup members, with some very small-scale crofting and leased grazing happening around the periphery.

The estate has plans for significant woodland expansion by way of planting and protected regeneration over the next five years, with further plans allotted to longer timescales.

There are plans for the establishment of new crofts, though these are still likely to be largely confined in their effects to the periphery of the ground. Ecotourism and associated photography tourism is currently being developed in conjunction with partner businesses and may become a significant part of the estate’s activities over the next few years.
Visitor accommodation is an important part of the property’s income, and there is significant potential for hydro development. http://www.assynt-foundation.co.uk/
Badentarbat
This property is wholly crofted, and farming and crofting activity dominates, although a modest level of sporting deer management is now important as well. It is important that the property has the capacity to deal quickly and efficiently with any deer- related issues to aid with the smooth running of the property. Encouragement is given to local wildlife watching and photography enterprises, and having deer on the ground is important in satisfying this local demand.
Culag Community Woods
This very small property is held on a long term lease by a local community group who also own a much larger property in the Assynt Peninsula DMG area, Little Assynt Estate. Priorities are access/ recreation and conservation/woodland management. Small targeted interventions creates woodland produce for local uses. The wood is fenced off from the main deer range, but there are deer inside, and the group is keen to have a coherent deer policy.  https://culagwoods.org.uk/
Eisg Brachaidh
The primary objectives for the property are conservation related, in particular to see restoration of native woodland habitats as well as other designated features including heath and blanket bog. The estate therefore wishes to manage deer in a way that achieves these objectives. Selective culling is undertaken to ensure a healthy overall herd. There is no sport shooting in relation to deer. The neighbouring Inverpolly Estate are agricultural tenants on the ground. The whole property lies within the Inverpolly SSSI/ SAC site.
Inverpolly Estate
Inverpolly Estate is very much a working property, focused on a package of enterprises which allow a living to be made in an area in which options are very restricted. Deer, sheep farming and fishing are all equally important on, along with income from letting the lodge. The fishing takes place on the River Polly and local lochs. Inverpolly have an agricultural tenancy over Eisg Brachaidh, above.
https://www.inverpolly.com/
Keanachulish Estate
Keanachulish is managed in conjunction with the nearby Ledmore Estate. Primary objectives are mixed sporting, with fishing and deer both important. The property runs a deer farm which is gradually expanding, and a number of woodland schemes have been developed on the property. There is no farming activity, although a proportion of the property is crofted, notably the large native woodland area which has been established and crosses on to Scottish Wildlife Trust ground as well. Red deer stalking is important at Keanachulish, although the greater intensity of stalking takes place at Ledmore.  Keanachulish provides a fishing interest that Ledmore does not have.
http://www.ledmoreestate.com/
Lochinver Estate South
This property also covers much of the village as well as ground to the north within the Assynt Peninsula DMG. The management priority is fishing on the river Inver. Red deer are not a priority consideration; although good management of the herd as a whole is regarded as important. The property is almost entirely crofted, with agricultural stock present within its boundaries, along with a number of settlements.
Scottish Wildlife Trust
Management priorities are to protect a range of wet and dry heath communities as well as woodland, to protect against erosion and enhance landscape, and to maintain deer populations which advance these objectives. Preventing deer marauding problems within crofts and the settlements on the property is also very important.  The property is focused on the iconic mountain of Benmore Coigach, which is very important in the local Assynt/ Coigach landscape. Much of the property is very remote and difficult to access. The main part of the property has been leased for stalking to a regular controller for over 30 years, while part of the ground is leased annually to Keanachulish Estate. The large crofter forestry scheme lies partly on SWT ground.
The area is entirely crofted. Options for fenced regeneration enclosures are currently taking place. It is important for SWT to manage deer without losing any money on the operation.

SWT are the lead partner in the Coigach and Assynt Living Landscape (CALL) initiative.

https://scottishwildlifetrust.org.uk/reserve/ben-mor-coigach/
Strathcaniard Grazing Committee Pinewood scheme
This large native woodland scheme was established by the Strathcaniard grazing committee and extends across both Keanachulish and the SWT property. The scheme is a native pinewood, and includes a great deal of internal open space including areas of blanket bog and rocky outcrops. The whole area is fenced, and the fence is still in reasonable condition, but there do seem to be deer using the area. Deer management is the responsibility of the crofters.
This is the biggest single area of forestry within the DMG.
3b. Reporting Units   (For most properties, these refer to entire property as before)
For the purposes of this plan, group members will be asked to report all activity on the basis of reporting units seen on 4. C-SA Reporting Units Map. In most cases, this will simply refer to the full property. However, there are some cases were additional reporting units are suggested if this adds to the understanding of the group of where deer are being culled and why.
After initial discussion with Group members, it was suggested that two different sub- areas be considered for the area. Reporting units 1-8 +14  will form a northern South Assynt area, while units 9-13 will form a Coigach sub area. However, there is a considerable movement of deer between these two areas, so one population model overall will apply. The “sub areas” denote those properties most likely to influence the main designated site at Inverpolly SSSI/ SAC, and those which are likely to be peripheral to that.
The Assynt Foundation ground has traditionally been split up in to Glencanisp and Drumrunie. In this plan, two extra reporting units have been defined within the Glencanisp area.  Glencanisp East defines the area bordering Inchnadamph and Stronchrubie in the neighbouring DMG sub areas, and co-incides with the area within a current Moorland Management Plan. Glencanisp South defines an area bordering with the Inverpolly SSSI/ SAC and this will allow for more relevant data to be reported in that area and more focused deer densities and culls allocated. It is centred on Suilven.
Part of Inverpolly Estate lies seperated by a loch from the rest of Inverpolly Estate, and this will be reported seperately as Inverpolly North. In 2016, deer numbers were especially high in that area, although this may be a temporary phenonomen.
Finally, part of the SWT ground is leased by Keanachulish, and this will be reported separately as SWT Boundary.

Table 2. C-SA Deer Management Units:

	Management Unit
	Priority Objective
	Size (ha)†
	Deer Manager

	1.Lochinver South
2. Eisg Brachaidh
3. Glencanisp
4. Glencanisp East
5. Glencanisp South
6. Drumrunie
7. Inverpolly
8. Inverpolly North
9. Badantarbet
10. SWT
11. SWT- Boundary
12. Crofters Forestry
13. Keanachulish
14. Culag Comm Woods
	Fishing
Conservation
Conservation/deer
Conservation
Conservation
Conservation
Deer/farming
Deer
Crofting
Conservation
Conservation
Woodland
Deer/ fishing
Access/ conservation
	1689
2061
5266
5220
2847
5022
4250
665
4135
5388
418
1686
2303
45
	Lochinver
Duncan Mackenzie
Assynt Foundation
Assynt Foundation
Assynt Foundation
Assynt Foundation
Inverpolly Estate
Inverpolly Estate
Kenny MacLennan
Gavin Sutherland

Keanachulish
Grazing Committee
Keanachulish
Lochinver



	
	Total area covered:
	40,900 ha
	


South Assynt area
Coigach area
Going forwards, it is likely that information from neighbouring DMG areas will be necessary to properly update population models, with Inchnadamph and Stronchribie being particularly relevant and possibly also Coire a Mhaic. There is also a strong case for C-SA needing to be considered in relation to the Assynt peninsula Group as well. The evidence for this comes from analysis of helicopter counts and the population modelling arising from that, although group members and others have differing opinions on the detail of what actually might be happening by way of movement.
4.  Deer Information Required & Culling Operations
The data on deer counts and culls supplied by Members to C- SA have 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 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 Appendix 4. C-SA Deer Cull Information.
Recommended cull record sheets are appended to this document.
All C- SA 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. 
5.  Designated Sites in the Coigach-South Assynt Area
Within the DMG area there are four different types of designation: 

Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI)

Special Area of Conservation (SAC)

Special Protection Area (SPA)

National Scenic Area (NSA)

There are no National Nature Reserves or Ramsar wetland sites.

There is also a Wild Land Area – Inverpolly-Glencanisp, amounting to 20,544 ha (c. 50% of the total Subgroup area)

There are no National Nature Reserves or National Parks within the area, although Knockan Crag NNR is immediately adjacent to it in the east, and Inverpolly SSSI/ SAC was formerly a National Nature Reserve before being de-listed.

Together these protected Areas cover about 31% of the DMG area.  The entire area falls within the Assynt - Coigach National Scenic Area.
Site 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 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 1st January 2011, there were 1,437 SSSIs, covering over 1,020,000 hectares or 12.7% of Scotland.

SNH 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.  It is the obligation of landowner /occupiers to maintain, enhance or, where necessary, restore SSSIs on their property. The Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004 provides the legislative framework around which all SSSI sites are administered. http://www.snh.org.uk/pdfs/publications/designatedareas/sssi.pdf.

Special Area 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 Area (SPA)

A Special Protection Area (SPA) is an area of land, water or sea which has been identified as being of international importance for the breeding, feeding, wintering or the migration of rare and vulnerable species of birds found within the European Union. Special Protection Areas are designated under the European Wild Birds Directive and, together with SACs, form the Natura 2000 network of sites.  A number of SPAs include areas notified as SSSIs and the additional SPA designation affords these areas enhanced protection.

National Scenic Area (NSA)

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 NSAs in Scotland, covering a total land area of 1,020,500 ha and a marine area of 357,900 ha. 

All the conservation designations within the DMG area can be located on 6. C-SA  SSSI & SAC Designated sites and 7. C-SA SPA designated sites map. The wild land areas and national scenic area can be seen at 8. C-SA Landscape Interests map.
Within the Coigach- South Assynt  Subgroup area there are four Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) entirely within the Subgroup Area (Inverpolly, Rubha Dunan, Achnahaird and Cam Loch), with one other (Loch Awe and Loch Ailsh) partially within – these totalling 12,433 ha or 31% of the Subgroup area. Overlapping with these are two SAC sites (Inverpolly & Achnahaird) and one SPA site (Inverpolly, Loch Urigill & nearby lochs).
All five of these SSSIs are currently regarded as being in broadly favourable or recovering condition, though the woodland features on Inverpolly are classified as Unfavourable declining, and Blanket bog and Upland assemblage as Unfavourable Recovering. The hydromorphological feature at Rubha Dunan is Favourable delining but this is not related to deer. Much of the analysis later in this document relates specifically to the native woodland fragments and how they might best be managed in future.
All five SSSIs have at least some biological features, while Inverpolly, Rubha Dunan and Cam Loch also have geological features
A full account of all protected areas, their current status and what properties are involved is given in Appendix 3. C-SA Designated Sites. In addition, Appendix 6. C-SA Monitoring of Designated Features summarises the likely contribution of deer to these sites, and details when they were last monitored.

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 the Best Practice Guides, 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 Coigach- South Assynt area

(ii) To achieve an appropriate balance between deer and their habitat, and between deer and other land uses, to minimize unacceptable damage to agricultural, forestry, crofting or sporting interests, and to maintain and improve the condition of the natural heritage, particularly the designated sites within the area.

(iii) Within the constraints of (ii) and the necessary management culls associated with this, to fulfil the annual sporting and venison production objectives of individual Members. During this plan this will amount to some 136 stags and approximately 162 animals overall annually.

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

(v) Without prejudice to (ii), to bring local numbers in to line with actual sporting requirements and other aspirations in that area, and to facilitate an overall grazing regime that will gradually improve the overall condition of the wider habitats within the DMG area. 
(vi) To ensure that such resources, training and monitoring capacity as are required to achieve the above objectives are made available.

(vii) Where appropriate, to provide site specific management advice or information.

(viii) To ensure full participation from throughout the area in the deer management group.

(ix) To maintain and improve local employment, be that specifically in deer management, or wildlife management, wildlife tourism and agricultural activity more generally within the area.
(x) 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 be pro-active in all their communications.
Part Three  -  MANAGEMENT POLICIES & INFORMATION
8.  Red Deer
8a. Population Size
Because of the range of designations and various Section 7 agreements in the wider area, the C-SA deer population has been very well counted over the past 20 years and more. However, there is very little continuity in the area actually counted, and comparable information is actually relatively scarce.
It is extremely difficult to count the area on foot, partly because of the terrain, but also because of the lack of personnel who can carry this out. The best available information is therefore all from helicopter counts.

At a whole C-SA area, there have been three main counts in 2002, 2006 and 2016, summarized below:

	Year
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves
	Unclassified
	Total
	Density

	2002
	891
	
	
	2310
	3201
	9.48

	2006
	689
	
	
	1334
	2023
	4.99

	2016
	806
	763
	230
	
	1799
	4.52


Badentarbet and Keanachulish were not counted in 2002, and as very low density areas, their omission will inevitably have raised the overall average density figure in that year, but the overall population was significantly higher at that time, with 1400 fewer animals present in 2016. It is not apparent whether the reduction is due to changed management objectives within the Assynt Foundation, a stronger focus on the designated sites or the loss of a significant area of wintering ground to afforestation, and the reduction cull associated with that. All of these issues are likely to have played a role.
Within the Section 7 area, there have been five helicopter counts since 2009, detailed below:

	Year
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves
	Unclassified
	Total
	Density

	2009
	254
	
	
	380
	632
	5.42

	2010
	231
	225
	64
	
	520
	4.46

	2011
	191
	248
	75
	
	514
	4.41

	2013
	230
	283
	109
	
	622
	5.34

	2016
	236
	249
	76
	
	561
	4.82


These are low deer densities by wider Scottish standards, but they do reflect the very high proportion of the DMG covered by blanket bog and other infertile habitats, bare rock and water.
The latest information on densities can be viewed on  14. C-SA 2016 deer density map. 

Some detailed analysis of the above data is given in the section Red Deer Management Issues
8b. Red Deer Cull Data
West Sutherland DMG are very good at collating deer cull information, and the totals culled within the C- SA area over the past six years are given below:
	Year
	Stags Culled
	Hinds culled
	Calves culled
	Total red deer culled

	2012/13
	127
	163
	56
	346

	2013/14
	135
	186
	58
	379

	2014/15
	146
	189
	90
	425

	2015/16
	134
	126
	33
	293

	2016/17
	134
	164
	47
	345

	2017/18
	140
	146
	83
	369

	Six year average culls
	136
	162
	61
	359


The cull figures are very consistent across the area, and follow a similar pattern going back to 1998/99, with the only obvious spike being in 1999/2000 when a compensatory cull was required when the large crofter forestry scheme was being developed.

The count and cull data suggest a relatively stable population with consistent culls, but there is interesting detail behind this which will be brought out in the next section.
8c. Management Issues
The following factors have been identified as issues relating to red deer management within the Group area: 

Operation of the Deer Management Group
It is generally accepted that those properties within the existing Section 7 agreement area work well together, but others within the area feel more peripheral to the workings of the group. Coherence within the Group is largely maintained by SNH providing the secretariat and resources to support the Section 7 agreement. The Group itself is lacking in any administrative support at a local level, although the WSDMG support is very good in gathering and distributing key information. However, WSDMG is too big and diverse to properly support more local issues, and stronger local capacity needs to be developed. This is a key issue in the Group going forwards, particularly if SNH commitment to the Section 7 is uncertain.
Achieving wider participation

It is important that the current Section 7 meetings are turned in to genuine Sub Area meetings with a wider Agenda that incorporates the interests of other members as well. Badentarbat, SWT and Keanachulish could all be more involved in the Group, as could Lochinver South. It is important to involve the Strathcaniard grazing committee who manage the large crofter woodland block, and grazing committees more generally will be interested in the workings of the group.
The Section 7 agreement

This is a long- standing arrangement that seems to be broadly welcomed and supported by Group members. It brings structure to meetings, and provides resources for habitat monitoring and deer counts which would otherwise have to be funded privately. The deer densities within the Section 7 area are fairly low, often much lower than the 4-5 per sq km target. A broad suite of habitats are in favourable or recovering condition, see below.
At present, the Section 7 agreement is being rolled forwards on a year to year basis. It is important for this plan to be clear about what structure will endure for the next 5 years, so that activity and resources can be better planned for. Therefore, clarifying what structure is going to exist going forwards is very important, probably the most pressing issue within the DMG at present. SNH are suggesting a Section 7 agreement that covers Reporting Units 1-8.
Section 7 going forwards

As above, the Section 7 provides both structure and resources, with each being as important as the other. The resource for helicopter counting and habitat monitoring is particularly useful but cannot be guaranteed by SNH at present. It is also important to note that the S7 agreement is seen as being useful, not as a mark of failure.
The question going forwards, to be clarified, is can an arrangement be put in place to deliver the required counting and monitoring resources? If SNH cannot do this, then the group will need to make alternative arrangements.

Even if resources are not available, the structure and oversight provided by Section 7 is still important, and perhaps some sort of management agreement or “Section 7- lite” should still be considered.

Sub populations and connection with neighbouring ground

Discussion with group members strongly suggested that the C-SA area could be regarded as seperate Coigach and South Assynt populations, divided by Loch Lurgainn and the various deer fences associated with the crofters forestry scheme next to that. The Coigach area is also split off from ground further east by forestry fences, so it appears fairly self contained, with limited scope for deer movement at the western end next the sea.

However, some population modelling throws different light on this. The six year average cull in the Coigach area is 31 stags, 31 hinds and 7 calves, and the annual cull there is remarkably stable around these figures. Such a cull could not be sustained by the 2016 deer count found in the area, which could only sustain a cull of something like 12 stags, 15 hinds and 5 calves annually.

It seems fairly clear therefore that the Coigach part of the Group must be connected to the rest, and that there is a significant movement of animals between the two. Maintaining a separate Coigach population model would therefore be inappropriate.
More significantly, when Rory Putman developed a deer plan for the Section 7 area in 2009, he noted that the proposed reduction cull was actually less than what was being already delivered. For the South Assynt part of the DMG, the average six year cull has been 105 stags, 131 hinds and 54 calves. Again, this could not be sustained by the 2016 deer count population, which could only sustain a cull of approx 60 stags, 60 hinds and 20 calves, a difference of 45 stags, 61 hinds and 31 calves.
Overall, it appears that the C-SA group are over-culling by 46 stags, 72 hinds and 36 calves, over and above what the population should be able to sustain. There are some assumptions in here, namely that the population is more or less stable, but there is an issue here that is too obvious to ignore.

The most obvious reason for this is that at least some of the deer culled in the C-SA area are elsewhere in the spring months when the deer are being counted. This is the opposite scenario to that which seems to exist in the Assynt Peninsula group to the north, but there is also a strong feeling within C-SA that there is a significant deer movement between C-SA and Inchnadamph and Stronchrubie to the east. These two properties have much higher deer densities at count time, 15 & 25 deer per sq km respectively. See 15. C-SA Wider deer densities map. This is likely to be due to the good grazing available on those two properties, which is much better than can be found anywhere in the surrounding area.
The reported deer cull for these two properties would suggest that they are not culling enough deer to account for recruitment, although the assumption being made here is that their populations are probably stable. This suggests that some of the deer on these properties are likely to be culled elsewhere, and the C-SA area is a very obvious possibility/ probability for that. Adding these properties in to a population model covering C-SA removes about half of the discrepancy between actual and projected sustainable culls, and it may well be that there is indeed a connection with the Assynt Peninsula as well.

There are many assumptions in this, and the differing potential recruitment rates in different areas make population modelling difficult, but it appears that the C-SA area is closely associated with neighbouring ground, and therefore, population models must be done at a wider level if they are to make any sense.

It will take some time to analyse and understand this properly, with input from SNH during the consultation on this plan, and in the years afterwards. In the meantime, because culls have been very stable for several years, the recommendation to the C-SA members is that they deliver the average six- year cull until an alternative model can be delivered.
Are the WSDMG sub area boundaries fit for purpose?
The short answer to this is probably “No”. The C-SA culls appear to be unsustainable when viewing the 2016 count data, and such an observation was also made in the 2009 management plan. There seems to be a strong link with properties to the east, and probably to the north as well. This is the only conclusion that can be drawn from rough population modelling in those 3 x areas. Importantly, deer movement seems to include hinds as well as stags. This may well be logical in a landscape that includes great differences in habitat quality, between limestone underlain grasslands and woodlands on one hand and very nutrient poor blanket bogs and wet heaths on the other.
The Sub- area boundaries of WSDMG are relatively new, developed in 2013, and they focused on using the road network to split up what was a very large and varied deer management group with specific problems and issues in different areas. Roads are not a barrier to deer, of course, and this division of sub areas appears to have been counter productive in understanding some of the issues involved.

What this also means is that the Inverpolly Section 7 agreement has not been applied at the correct scale, and any agreement going forwards should cover a much wider area. On this analysis, the Inchnadamph Section 7 area should be incorporated in to a newly defined area covering several areas of key public interest.
Designated habitats

The majority of SSSI designated features in the C-SA and wider area are in Favourable or Recovering condition. The 9. C-SA SSSI Condition map is, at first glance, one of the more positive such maps in the country. The important detail lies within the Inverpolly SSSI/ SAC area.
Within the SSSI designated features, it is only the upland birch woodland that is in Unfavourable declining condition, and this is discussed in the next section. The SSSI open ground features are all either in Favourable or Unfavourable Recovering condition.

However, within the SAC designated features, the dry heaths and montane grasslands are both down as Unfavourable no change. It may be that as these would be preferred deer habitats in a wider landscape dominated by nutrient poor habitats, they get a lot of pressure. SNH suggest that the poor areas of these habitats are relatively restricted in extent, and that the broad deer density is suitable for the suite of open ground habitats.
The SAC designated oak woodland feature is also discussed below, and is also in Unfavourable condition.

The question here is, if the majority of habitats are in Favourable or Recovering condition, but the woodland is not, then why is that?

Woodland habitats

The woodlands within the Inverpolly SSSI/ SAC have had a long history of management interventions and fenced enclosures going back many decades. The 10. C-SA Woodland enclosures map details the complexity of what is going on there.

There is a concentration of woodland habitat in the NW corner of the DMG, around the main farm area on Inverpolly Estate, extending on to Eisg Brachaidh and northwards out of the SSSI/ SAC towards Inverkirkaig and Lochinver. The scale of this woodland is such that you might expect birch regeneration to arise given half a chance. There is a great deal of suitable dry heath to regenerate on to, and extensive swathes of gorse bushes which would give trees some protection and a chance to get away. Within this area, marked on the map, is a very intimate mixture of native woodland fragments, mostly birch dominated, but with localized areas of hazel and minor species such as aspen, willows, rowan and such like. Oak trees are present in very small numbers, although difficult to find. Patches of birch regeneration are present, most notably next to the coast, but elsewhere as well. There are pulses of established thicket and pole stage birch trees, but other areas that are very obviously overgrazed. Past fenced enclosures have helped establish some areas of trees. The NWSS survey data shows the whole spectrum of low, medium, high and very high impacts. It is not a uniform picture by any means. In his extensive survey of 2009, Ben Averis identified this area as having significant potential for successful regeneration, and documented the regeneration and thicket/ pole staged trees present. His view appeared to be that, on balance, this particular concentration of woodland habitat was progressing, albeit slowly and with mixed results in different areas. Certainly, achieving progress there via deer control should indeed be possible, at least for the birch woodland feature. However, as you progress eastwards, the regeneration present tended to reduce very quickly, with the woods there in much poorer condition.
Since then however, there has been a major wildfire in that area stretching to over 2000 ha which has impacted on a significant proportion of the woodland. More importantly, the flush of young vegetation growth has attracted more deer, and increased browsing impacts over the wider local area. So, the potentially promising picture articulated by Ben Averis before the fire is not so promising today. The woodland in that area has suffered a setback, and this has probably tilted the balance from being broadly or partly positive to back to negative again.  Certainly, the overall impression is now on the negative side, but this area illustrates the difficulty of coming to an overall assessment of a site when there is so much variation present. Single woods are easy to assess as to their condition. It is much more difficult to judge these matters when your woodland area is a cluster of different woods with a whole variety of things going on.

The rest of the woodland area within the SSSI/ SAC is characterized by small isolated fragments interspersed with extensive tracts of blanket bog and wet heath habitats. Many of these have been fenced, some going back 50 years or more. Some of these enclosures where built by SNH or their predecessors, others via WGS schemes from the 1990’s onwards. While some of these have been successful, others have been very poor with little regeneration or improvement. It is a very mixed picture indeed.

Marked in black on the map are the very large WGS enclosures, most of which are at the point or coming up to the point of having their fences taken away. In some cases, this would be a fairly safe decision to take. In others, the decision may need to be postponed for 5 years or so yet. In most cases, there has been regeneration close to existing seed sources and a proportion of planted trees have survived, but the greater part of some of these enclosures remain devoid of trees, even after 20- 25 years.
Marked in yellow on the map are proposed enclosures to take place within the next 5 years, although it appears that the Inverpolly Estate enclosures may not go ahead because of the payment system under SRDP which makes such schemes difficult to deliver for the landowner.
There are some areas outwith enclosures where herbivore pressures are at low- medium, such as on the south side of Loch Veyatie. Overall, there are almost no NWSS surveyed woodland fragments that are either not within an enclosure or proposed to be. The higher impacts that do exist now lie within the concentration of woodlands in the NW corner.

So, overall, we have this concentration of woodlands where regeneration is happening to a modest degree, and a scattering of small fragments which are either almost all enclosed already or are planned to be. The picture is hugely complex, and it is easy to see how a condition assessment might default to Unfavourable when making such a decision here would be extremely difficult, given the variation present. Within the first five years of this plan, it is likely that the flush of growth associated with the 2011 fire will become less palatable and that may allow regeneration to establish again in that area. If the planned enclosures are implemented, then a high proportion of the woodlands are then under active management. At that point, the owners are probably doing as much as they can for the woodland feature, and can the birch designated feature at least then be considered to be in Recovering condition?
The question is, can these woodland areas be regenerated by deer control outwith fences alone? Some group members and others will certainly support the principle of doing so. Deer numbers are already relatively low within the area, and the isolated, unfenced fragments are still largely heavily impacted at those levels. Even in the Coigach area, where deer numbers are lower still, birch regeneration is very limited and a decision has been taken to fence the priority areas. In this sort of landscape where a large proportion of the ground is nutrient poor, bare rock or water, it seems certain that the deer densities required to deliver woodland regeneration in the more fragmented areas would be in the region of 1-2 per sq km. This is a relatively safe assumption to make when densities over much of the area are around 3 deer per sq km at present, and where impacts are still too high. Densities of 1-2 per sq km would make taking any economic value from deer impossible, and would have significant income consequences for several members, especially the Assynt Foundation. Achieving such low densities is indeed likely to be a net cost operation, probably significantly so. With a fair wind, it is possible to get regeneration in the area with a concentration of woodlands, and this DMP can be directed to that end. Achieving woodland regeneration more widely is not however practicable, although there may well be some localized exceptions to this. The woodlands features have to be judged on a different basis to the open ground features in this group. It is the physical environment and pattern of small fragments in a nutrient poor environment that makes regeneration difficult here. The commonly quoted figure of 5 deer per sq km for woodland regeneration does not apply here. Densities are already lower than that across much of the C-SA sub area, at least at the time of spring counts.
It is possible to make the case however that a growing concentration of fenced enclosures is not in keeping with the wild land classification of the area. It will be important to assess all the current enclosures and make a judgement on when the fences should be removed. Some may be possible within the first five years, other within the 6-10 year window. It is important to begin this process of thinking now, but the detail will be for each property to determine as the risk ultimately lies with them.

The very large black area on the map is the large crofter forestry scheme. It is a very significant concentration of woodland right on the boundary of the SSSI, and if it was opened up, is certain to take animals away from the SSSI/ SAC area. It is likely that the fences around this plantation could be removed in the 6-10 year time period but however this is approached, this will be one of the big, strategic land use decisions to be taken in this area during the period of this plan. The grazing committee need to be involved in the wider workings of the deer group to help inform that decision.

As with the western oak woodland SAC designation at nearby Ardvar, it is extremely difficult to find areas of oak within the Inverpolly SSSI/ SAC woods, and extremely difficult to determine what Favourable condition looks like. In practice, many of the enclosures have had at least some enrichment planting, and this will diversify species composition, but while it may be practical to define the birch feature to be in recovering condition at some point in the near future, it is much more difficult to see how the oak woodland can get to a stage where it can be defined as such. As with Ardvar, there is a strong case for removing this designation and questioning the rationale for designating it as such in the first place.

Habitat monitoring going forwards
For C-SA members, it is proposed that in addition to any native woodland monitoring,  that they monitor dwarf shrub heath and blanket bog habitats within the area to be used as a proxy for the wider suite of habitats. The proposal is to break the sub area down in to three zones, namely the SSSI/SAC area, the undesignated ground to the north of there, and the southern Coigach area. Thirty plots per habitat per zone should be monitored, once every three years. Very little if any wider countryside monitoring takes place within the DMG at present.
Some personnel within the group are capable of doing this. Others will need training, an some may prefer to pay for an outside contractor or neighbour to do this work on their behalf.

Deer counting

It is accepted by all group members that co-ordinated foot counts are physically impossible within the DMG, partly due to terrain, but partly due to lack of personnel within the area.
The aspiration going forwards therefore should be to have a helicopter count every five years and to rely on population modelling and recruitment/ mortality counts in between. It has been suggested that the WSDMG more widely should budget and save resources for a contribution to such a count, but there may be other local sources of funds to help with this. It seems that going forwards, SNH will be increasingly unable to support such counts, but C-SA should push for this covering an enlarged C-SA area if possible.
Communications with crofters

There are a number of crofting townships around the periphery of the DMG, none of whom have any communication or liaison with the deer group or their discussions. As part of this planning process, contact has been made with grazing committees. The Strathcaniard grazing committee responsible for the large crofter forestry scheme, below, will be invited to join the DMG as a reporting member. Crofters around the Actiltibuie area have asked for better lines of communication with the Scottish Wildlife Trust, while those on Badantarbet more generally appear happy to maintain their relatively low population as a sporting and wildlife resource.
Crofters at Elphin and south of Lochinver are also likely to take an interest in this plan.

The large crofter forestry scheme

The very large crofter forestry scheme straddling Keanachulish and Benmore Coigach extends to 1600 ha. It is a native pinewood, incorporating a large proportion of open space. There appear to be deer within the area, browsing some broadleaves, but avoiding the majority of pine trees. The area was formerly an important wintering area.
The deer fence is still relatively intact, and many of the trees still at a vulnerable size, but it is likely within the 6- 10 year time period that the fence should be removed and the area re-integrated in to the main deer range. The major affect of this would almost certainly be to pull some browsing pressure away from the SSSI/ SAC area. Some level of damage to smaller trees may have to be tolerated, but it is likely that the strategic advantage of doing this will be more important. It is a big decision to make, but one that will be difficult to avoid as the fences get older and start to break down. At this point, rather than having animals trapped inside, less damage is likely to occur if the fences are taken away completely.

In this plan therefore, the suggestion is made that this is a significant issue that will have to be addressed, most likely in the 6- 10 year period.

Other woodland expansion

There are plans to plant up to 500 ha of new woods within the next 5 year period, across at least four properties. Some of these may not happen because of practical difficulties in implementing schemes, see below, but a willingness to do so certainly exists.
If implemented, this scale of planting is likely to remove some of the better hill pastures which are already a limiting resource within the C-SA area. As such, some compensatory culling will be necessary unless some of the existing enclosures can be opened up to mitigate against this. Precise plans for these creation areas have yet to be confirmed.
Additional deer fencing may also have repercussions for deer movements if not sensitively aligned.

Practicalities of delivering woodland schemes

While there is a willingness on the part of some members to establish new woodland areas, and past experience being that many previous such schemes have been implemented, the new SRDP structure means that new schemes must be financed by the owner until grant is paid, perhaps many months after the cost of operations is due. Combined with the risk of wildfires, see below, this has underlined to some how it will be they who carry the risk in implementing schemes which are primarily for wider public benefit not private gain. The relatively small enclosures that are possible within the SSSI/ SAC area are unlikely to improve deer welfare in the longer term. It is only large schemes like the crofters’ scheme which are likely to do that, but such schemes are higher risk and less likely to be funded at present.
One property would like to create more woodland, but is constrained in doing so because of an agricultural tenancy, and government agencies seem unable to facilitate a resolution, despite the clear public interest there would be from doing so. SRDP rules appear to be too inflexible.
Wildfires

There have been two very significant wildfires within the area in the last seven years, the earlier one of which had a particularly damaging impact to woodland habitats on Eisg Brachaidh, covering approx 2000 ha. The fresh flush of growth then attracted more deer in to the area, with the result that ongoing higher browsing levels are now in evidence, and it may take several years before this flush of younger vegetation matures and becomes less attractive. Wildfires can therefore have both immediate and longer term consequences for management of habitats within the area. The risk of fire requires to be insured against by the owners if new woodlands are being planted, and this makes some reconsider the prospect for planting new woodlands when the objective is for nature conservation and not necessarily for their own use.
There is little muirburn undertaken within the area, and it appears that the wildfires have been accidental, occurring at time of high fire risk. The approach to these fires has generally been to let them burn out if life or property is not at risk, and they therefore have been able to affect fairly significant sizes of land. At this frequency of burning, they do make woodland planting high risk in some areas, and this is a genuine issue for some members.
Sika deer

There is a small pocket of sika deer to the south of Lochinver which are widely regarded as being long established in the area, but which appear to be fairly well contained, although they do also exist in the various plantations along the south side of Loch Assynt, and in to the woodlands on Eisc Brachaidh. Occasional travelling sika stags are culled elsewhere in the Group. There has been little reporting of potential sika hybrids, although this has been reported to the north on the Assynt peninsula, and one animal has been noted on Benmore Coigach.
Group members appear content to try and contain the sika population within current boundaries, but accept that removing them would not be possible now. The increased woodland areas within the group are allowing for some spread of the population, and a number of the enclosures to the south of Loch Assynt have sika deer in them.
Poor access for stalking to parts of hill

Much of the C-SA area is extremely rugged and remote, and access for stalking is often very difficult or impossible. This relates to areas on Benmore Coigach, the Assynt Foundation ground and Eisg Brachaidh. The Scottish Wildlife Trust have tried to overcome this by leasing ground to a neighbouring estate, but in other areas there would appear to be very few easy solutions. It is doubtful whether any significant sanctuary areas exist which cause wider problems, but it should be acknowledged that in this sort of landscape, access to deer is not always possible, and genuine issues can arise on the back of this. In practice, deer will almost always have to leave these areas at some point in the season, particularly in poor weather, so opportunities for culling will arise on adjacent ground.
9. Other Deer Species 
Within the Coigach- South Assynt area, sika and roe deer are found in addition to red deer. There are currently no fallow deer in the area. 
9a. Sika Deer
Sika deer appear to be well established in the woods around Lochinver and occasional travelling animals are culled elsewhere in the group from time to time. Some possible hybrids have been recorded in the Assynt Peninsula to the north. There is little suggestion of numbers increasing.
While some group members appreciate the opportunity to take sika venison, the Group as whole appears content to have a policy of eliminating this species if possible, particularly if some limited hybridization may be taking place. The spread of woodlands around the DMG obviously aids the species in becoming settled in the area, and highlights the need for having effective woodland stalking in the future.
9b. Roe Deer
It appears that small populations of roe deer are present within the DMG area, and that most people welcome this. The spread of young woodlands will be helping this process. At present, it appears that roe deer numbers are still small, and only very occasional animals are shot.
Roe Deer Management Issues

There are not considered to be any significant roe deer management issues within the group, although they do occur in many of the larger woodland enclosures, and this underlines the importance of ongoing active management in those areas.
10. Moorland Management

A very large proportion of the DMG area can be described as moorland of one type or another, ranging from the very extensive peatlands, through wet heath and dry heath and mosaics of these habitats and upland grasslands. 
Very little muirburn takes place within the DMG boundary, although there have been two large accidental fires in the past seven years.  There is occasional burning for livestock, mainly by crofters. There is little proactive moorland management for deer, game species or livestock, bar trying to ensure that herbivore levels are appropriate.

11. Hill Sheep & Cattle Management

From responses given by members, it would appear that there are approx 2500 sheep within the area, mostly on Badentarbet, Inverpolly Estate and the area south of Lochinver. There are small numbers around the periphery of the group on other crofted ground. It appears that the sheep population has fallen by 50% in the past 15- 20 years.
Agricultural census statistics were obtained for both Assynt and Lochbroom parishes, but in both cases, these parishes covered an area much larger than the DMG, and it is difficult to read any meaning in to them. They do however suggest a drop of c 50% on the northern part of the DMG, and more stable numbers in the Coigach area. 

Cattle
It is understood that there are about 60 hill cattle within the area, split between Badentarbet and Inverpolly Estate. 
12.  Forestry & Woodland Management     
As will be explained later in this document, the woodland area within the DMG area has increased from around 568 ha in 1988 to over 2096 ha today, which is very similar to the pattern seen in the Assynt Peninsula to the north. The Strathcaniard grazing committee crofter forestry scheme contributed the most significant proportion of this increase. The 568 ha is mostly made up of birch dominated native woodlands, much of it within the SSSI area. The increase has been almost entirely new native pinewoods and new native woodlands more generally, with the large crofter forestry scheme making up the majority of this area. There are virtually no conifer woodlands within the area, and therefore, no ongoing production activity. A very high proportion of the woodlands are young native woodlands, and it is unlikely that any significant harvesting activity will take place in these in future.
Management of native woodland fragments within the SSSI/ SAC is the key challenge within this DMG area, and native woodlands more generally, although some of these are in much better condition than others.
13.  Supplementary Deer Policies

SNH Authorisations
Members will be encouraged to share information within their Sub-group on any out of season and night shooting authorizations, over some or all of the land where they carry out deer control. It is not believed that any deer are culled under such authorizations at present, and it is unlikely that circumstances requiring them will arise, except for incursions on to croft land around Actiltibuie and Badentarbet.
The vast majority of deer are culled in season, but deer marauding on crofts in spring and the need to control sika deer are important considerations in maintaining some flexibility within the group area.

Winter Mortality

Members will monitor and report any significant levels of winter mortality to the Sub-group, or any significant health issues encountered. It is considered that mortality within the group is approximately 2% for adults and 6% for calves in their first year, although this can increase very significantly in wet winters or after very late springs. Recruitment appears to be c 30-35%, although this can be much less after poor weather. These figures are used in the current population models for C-SA (Appendix 7 C-SA Population model), although going forwards they should be verified with specific recruitment counts on an annual basis.
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, on 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.  
Deer Fences

There are a large number of fenced enclosures within the designated part of the DMG, aimed at regenerating native woodland fragments. Some of these are now starting to deteriorate, some have had relatively poor outcomes, while others appear to have achieved their intended purpose. The area is likely to benefit from identifying and removing unnecessary and redundant fencing, and repairing that which is still required to protect woodland, particularly if additional enclosures are going to be created in future.

Much of the eastern boundary of the DMG is cut off from North Ross DMG by fences associated with native woodland plantings, and much of the northern boundary is also deer fenced, albeit this is porous in places. The large crofter forestry scheme is also entirely deer fenced, and some significant plantings are being developed on the Assynt Foundation property during the period of this plan. Fences have also recently appeared alongside the main road on the boundary with the WSMG East sub- area.

Fences are therefore an important consideration within this group, influencing  movements at the boundaries, and cluttering the landscape in the interior to some extent.

The potential removal of this fencing is discussed above.
Group members will take account of the Joint Agency Fencing Guidelines.
Supplementary/ diversionary Feeding

Keanachulish are the only estate to feed deer within the area as they are trying to create a stable but modest resident population within their boundaries. No other properties feed deer, although the Assynt Foundation are looking at some improvement of hill pastures to encourage deer away from sensitive areas. This is however unlikely to take place at any sort of significant level.
Members agree that they will inform the Group if any significant changes are made to current practice. All deer feeding which takes place will comply with industry Best Practice guidance.
Venison Marketing

Larder provision within the group is generally poor, and no properties within the area producing venison to SQWV standard, although Lochinver South have access to the SQWV accredited larder at Inchnadamph and one other stalker has access to a good larder outwith the DMG. As suggested elsewhere, it should be a priority for the Group to address this. Nevertheless, as a matter of general principle, members support the local consumption of locally shot, high quality venison.
Non-Native Species
At present, as well as the native red and roe deer, there are small numbers of sika deer within the DMG boundary. There are no fallow deer in the area and no known plans to introduce any.
Sika Deer

The policy of the Group will be to contain if not eliminate Sika deer within the Group area, and prevent them breeding with red deer.
Other non- native species

Sightings of any other deer species, notably muntjac, will be reported immediately to both the DMG and to Scottish Natural Heritage, and efforts made to remove such animals.

14.  Communications Policy & Contacts
The West Sutherland 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 own dedicated website, 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. 

The link for this website is: http://wsutherlanddmg.deer-management.co.uk
C-SA has a separate page for its Deer Management Plan within this website, located at http://wsutherlanddmg.deer-management.co.uk/deer-management/deer-management-plan-south-area-sub-group/
All enquiries to the Group should be made through the Group Chairman via email, or if necessary, via phone. The contact details are:
Coigach- South Assynt DMG Contact Details
David Davies, Chair
Tel: 01854 622 452
info@inverpolly.com
The contact details for individual properties will not be available as a matter of course through the Deer Group or website, although the Chairman can put enquirers in touch with the relevant members if appropriate to do so. No cull information on individual properties will be made available outwith the membership of the Group and SNH. 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 annual deer management group meetings. The Chairman may recommend this. The annual 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 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 their 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 parties will be made aware of meetings in advance, and invited to contribute to the agenda.  Local input on the continuing evolution of the group Deer Management Plan is welcomed and encouraged. Email contacts and addresses for local community councils are included in Appendix 2. These details are not being made public through the website, but are available on request to Group members and community interests as required. C-SA members attend the wider WSDMG main meeting which take place at six- monthly intervals, so that areas of common business can be discussed.
Any queries about the running of the DMG can be addressed to Scottish Natural Heritage at any of the contact points listed below:

Scottish Natural Heritage Contact Details
Holly. Deary@snh.gov.uk is the SNH deer officer for the North Highland and also works closely with the Association of Deer Management Groups (ADMG), leading on collaborative deer management across the country. Sinclair.Coghill@snh.gov.uk should be considered as the primary point of contact for this particular DMG. Tamara.Lawton@snh.gov.uk is the best contact for specific queries about the Inverpolly SSSI/ SAC.
C-SA 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. 
C-SA welcomes comment on all matters either directly or indirectly associated with deer management within the Group area. 
15.  Training Policy

C-SA will 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 (CPD) through the adoption of Best Practice Guidance and relevant courses.
The recognized and recommended industry standard for culling deer is that all personnel involved in deer management should attain Deer Stalking Certificate level 1 (DSC1) or equivalent. 
The DSC 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
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 achieved with any DSC course passed after 2006, or an upgraded version of DSC1 passed before that time. 
All personnel requiring to take deer under special authorizations, such as at night or out of season, must be on the SNH “Fit & Competent” register. The requirement for this is to hold the DSC Level 2 qualification, or DSC Level 1 plus two references. 
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. C-SA 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.
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. To achieve this, the Plan, with its attendant maps and databases, will be published on a dedicated DMG website. The ethos behind this plan is that it will be regularly updated, perhaps twice a year, and therefore it is impracticable to circulate hard copies of the plan.

Group members are 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 by the Group 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 2023 and thereafter, 2028, and, if considered necessary, the production of a revised edition of the Plan will be actioned at those times.
C-SA will undertake to work with SNH & FCS to review progress in Year 3 of this plan, so that management provisions beyond the first five year period can be more clearly defined. 
Part Four  -  OPERATION OF THE GROUP

The Coigach- South Assynt DMG has been assessed against the DMG Benchmark document developed by the Association for Deer Management Groups in both 2014 and 2016. The Group was not able to produce a deer management plan during that period, and therefore compares very poorly with other groups across the country at present. 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. The process of analyzing how the group works is likely to improve their current assessments scores very considerably.
1. Area & Boundaries

The location of the group is shown on 1. C-SA Location map
The C-SA area initially seems to be fairly coherent and a sensible area over which to consider deer management. There does however appear to be strong evidence for the deer population in at least part of the group being very intimately linked to ground further to the east, and possibly to the north as well. It appears that many deer may well summer within the C-SA area, but they winter elsewhere, returning early summer after counts have been conducted. Population modelling suggests that deer culls should be unsustainable, and yet populations within C-SA appear to be reasonably stable. Movement to other areas is the most likely explanation for this. Population modelling and local experience tends to reinforce that view, and therefore care needs to be taken when deciding and allocating culls.
Action Points
1.1 All sub- areas within West Sutherland to liaise closely and monitor deer population models and actual culls to make sure that any movement between them can be accounted for.
1.2 There may well be a requirement to re-configure the internal WSDMG internal boundaries, subject to further analysis and discussion.
2. Membership

Participation within the Group is actually very good among those members associated with the current Section 7 process. However, other members, peripheral to the process, feel more excluded, and meeting agendas are less relevant to them. The objective going forwards should be to turn the current Section 7 meetings in to genuine C-SA meetings, with a more diverse agenda which incorporates issues relating to the designated sites, but not dominated by them.
Members of the Group can be seen on: 3. C-SA Members Map.
Action Points
2.1 Provide opportunity for all relevant landholdings within the group area to contribute as appropriate to deer management business within the area.
2.2 Structure all future meetings as C-SA meetings, not Section 7 meetings.

2.3 Recruit the Strathcaniard grazing committee as part of the group, to cover management within their large crofter forestry scheme.
3. Meetings

As above, current meetings have been structured around the Section 7 process, and the agenda needs to be widened to accommodate other members and issues. The Group would benefit from having a local secretary as SNH currently provide the secretariat for the S7 meetings. Having local capacity to do this is likely to bring other benefits as well.
Action Points

3.1  Recruit a local secretary for C-SA, either a member of the Group, or a local paid secretary.
3.2 Elect a vice-chair among the membership of the group
3.3  Create a steering group to take the Management Plan forward and deliver action points between meetings as required.
4. Constitution & Finances

C-SA operate under the constitution of West Sutherland. 
Although Group members pay subscriptions to the main West Sutherland Group, the C-SA sub- area would benefit by building up its own funds to help with training, administration and help/ co-ordination with habitat monitoring. It is suggested that the sub- group initiate a budgeting process to generate their own funds to help with local management. It should still be possible for WSDMG to continue providing banking arrangements when these are already in place.
Action Points

4.1 Recommend that West Sutherland DMG constitution be amended in spring 2018 to strengthen areas on voting arrangements and conflict resolution.
4.2 C-SA to implement budgeting process from 2019 onwards to help with local training and other necessary expenses.
5. Deer Management Plan

The sub area has struggled to produce a deer management plan in the period 2014-16, and this document now seeks to deal with that issue. This plan seeks to look at the full range of deer management issues within the area, and provide a wider overall context.
Action Points

5.1 Endorse DMP at summer 2018 meeting following consultation on the draft plan
5.2 Ensure that plan covers the wider range of management issues within the area and that it is not defined by the designated sites on Inverpolly SSSI/ SAC.
5.3 Re-assess the Group against both the Benchmark Assessment and Delivery of Public Interest Assessment in June 2018 and again in spring 2019.
5.4 Going forwards, on an annual basis before spring meetings, re-assess the Group against the Benchmark Assessment to monitor how key functions are being carried out, and introduce action points as required.
6. 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 Points
6.1 Ensure adherence to code at all times, both by the Group, and by individual members
6.2 At all subsequent meetings, Group members will have the opportunity to raise any issues relating to deer welfare or other problems that they are aware of within the Group. In all cases, members are encouraged to bring the issue up with those responsible in the first instance, or to seek the advice of the Group Chairman.
7. 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 WSDMG constitution.

8. Wild Deer 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.
9. Data & Evidence gathering- Deer Counts

There is good count data covering at least the Section 7 area going back many years, but it is questionable whether this data is actually meaningful to the designated site, or whether count data at a wider level would be more appropriate. There is a good helicopter count covering the wider WSDMG area from 2016, and also data from the neighbouring North Ross DMG from 2015.
The terrain and lack of many personnel within the area makes a foot count almost impossible, so, going forwards, it will be important to have a helicopter count every five years or so, with Group members relying on mortality and recruitment counts and population modelling in the years in between. There has been discussion at a WSDMG level of properties saving up to part- fund such a count every five years or so, and it will be important for the sub area to work with SNH on putting a cost on this.
Action Points
9.1 Once an agreed population baseline has been decided, the Group should rely on population modelling and habitat monitoring over the period of this plan.

9.2 Carry out recruitment counts on an annual basis in late April/ early May, covering 3-400 hinds if possible across the group area.
9.3 SNH to inform sub area of likely cost of delivering next helicopter count, which would be best carried out at a WSDMG level. 
10. Data & Evidence Gathering- Culls
Cull information within the Group is generally good in most years, with WSDMG usually collating data relatively quickly and redistributing to members at a WSDMG level. 
Action Points
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 Sex and age class of culled animals to be recorded as accurately as possible, along with weights, and information to be gathered within a standardized larder sheet.

10.3 All cull data to be collated and distributed promptly at end of season
10.4 Cull data to include roe and sika deer
10.5 Each property within the DMG will be responsible for meeting its annual cull targets outlined in Appendix 5.
11. Data & Evidence Gathering- Habitat Monitoring

Habitat monitoring has been particularly extensive within the Inverpolly SSSI/ SAC area and there is very good information on what is going on there. Outwith this area, the Assynt Foundation, Keanachulish and Lochinver South all have capacity/ training to undertake habitat monitoring although information gathered is patchy and inconsistent.
The challenge for this Group is that if the Section 7 agreement was to be removed, then are properties capable of doing habitat monitoring themselves, will they still need to be supported, and if so, how?

Action Points
11.1 A schedule of habitat and designated site monitoring will be provided in the Working Plan. This will cover dwarf shrub heath and blanket bog as examples of a sensitive habitat and a more resilient habitat, and these results can then be taken as a proxy for habitat impacts more widely. Native woodland monitoring will also be undertaken.
11.2 There are options for delivering training in habitat monitoring within the Group area, particularly through CALL, but some group members have good habitat survey skills which could be transferred or shared more widely.

11.3 Updated sheep information will be attained from group members for 2021 and 2026.This will help to quantify changes in overall numbers and distribution, and help determine the relative pressure on vegetation between sheep and deer and how that might be changing.
12. Competence

There are 13 personnel involved in deer management in the area, although only two of these are full time employees, and one owner occupier carries out all his own deer management. The others are involved with a range of other estate duties, crofting or farming. Some lease ground or are contracted to manage deer.
Of the 13 X regular personnel, the following hold DSC qualifications:
DSC Level 1:

10
DSC Level 2:

4
Ten personnel hold trained hunter status, and 8 X personnel are on the SNH “Fit and Competent” register. Note that in this latter case, personnel only need to be on the register if they are applying to cull deer under authorisation at night or out of season. As many stalkers within the group do not apply for such authorisations, they are not required to be on the register.
Training standards within the area are therefore relatively good. In addition to the above, there is one accredited witness for DMQ Level 2, and one person who has successfully completed the UHI Sustainable Deer Management module.

Action Point
12.1 DMG members will seek to ensure that DSC Level 1 and Trained Hunter status are delivered as the now accepted industry standard within the area, and encouragement will be given to professional stalkers to achieve DSC level 2
12.2 Training or support in higher level qualifications will be encouraged where that is appropriate.
13. Training

A Training Policy is included earlier in this document. It is acknowledged that uptake of deer qualifications by personnel within the area is generally lower than elsewhere, and that this is an issue which the DMG should seek to address. There is considerable scope for better marketing of venison within the area, but that requires Trained Hunter status to be achieved by more personnel.
There is also a requirement for training in habitat monitoring techniques, and the Group also needs the ability to properly co-ordinate and analyse such information gathered.
Action Points

13.1 Group to promote and facilitate the uptake of appropriate deer management qualifications by all Group members
13.2 Deliver training/ tuition in habitat monitoring/ collation to all group members.
13.3 Be aware of the ongoing development of Best Practice Guidance and any new techniques or standards that arise from that
13.4 Review training needs on an annual basis.
14. Venison Marketing

There are no Quality Assured larders within the area, and a significant proportion of the venison produced is either sold or distributed locally, or taken for home consumption. A  proportion of venison is taken to larders outwith the area.
While there is no evidence of any problems arising in the area, an increased focus on the quality of wild venison brought about by an e-coli incident in 2015 is likely to increase pressure to be seen to be improving standards, and the DMG is likely to benefit if they can help co-ordinate better marketing of venison in the future.

Action Points

14.1 The DMG will work with ADMG to better understand why SQWV scheme uptake here is so poor and thereafter promote uptake within the area
14.2 In the medium term, beyond the settling in period for this Plan, the DMG will explore options to market venison from the area in a more collaborative manner.
15. Communications

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

It is important that all Group members receive the same information. Most communication is now carried out electronically but a strategy is required to ensure that those not on email / internet are kept informed. The annual communications strategy will involve making all relevant documents available through a dedicated DMG website and also the ADMG website, including 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 or demonstration events where these are appropriate.
Local stakeholders, including community councils, have been consulted on the development of this plan.
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
15.2 Encourage all Members to receive information electronically and, where this is not possible, ensure mechanisms are in place so that all Members receive the same information.

Part Five  -  PUBLIC INTEREST ACTIONS
C-SA has been assessed against the DMG Delivery of Public Interest document developed by Scottish Natural Heritage and the Association for Deer Management Groups. 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. As in the previous section, the failure to produce a deer management plan between 2014-16 meant that the group performed poorly against public interest criteria in 2016. It is hoped that this current plan will go some way towards improving that situation.
PI 1. Develop mechanisms to manage deer

C-SA has completed both the Benchmark and Public Interest assessments in 2014 and 2016, and it is anticipated that the Group will be assessed again following adoption of this current plan.
A series of actions have been identified to be taken forward in a Working Plan, and roles for implementing this will be assigned.

This forward-looking deer management plan is expected to be endorsed during early summer 2018. The plan plus associated documents, maps and minutes of meetings will be published on a dedicated DMG website space: http://wsutherlanddmg.deer-management.co.uk/deer-management/deer-management-plan-south-area-sub-group/
Action points

PI 1.1 Endorse and publish the new Coigach- South Assynt Deer Management Plan in summer 2018
PI 1.2 Re-assess the Group against both the Benchmark and the Public Interest criteria once DMP has been endorsed, and then annually thereafter for the Benchmark, and every three years for Public Interest. 

PI 1.3 Review the Working Plan on a six monthly basis and minute progress and changes. The DMP will be reviewed at autumn meetings.
PI 2. Delivering designated features into favourable condition

Designated sites and features within the DMG are documented with Appendix 3. C-SA Designated Sites and Appendix 6. C-SA Monitoring of Designated features.
The majority of designated features in and around the DMG area are already in Favourable or Recovering condition, and it is accepted that current deer densities are largely in keeping with improving conditions on these areas.
The obvious exception to this are the 2 X woodland features and the dry heaths and montane acid grasslands within the Inverpolly SSSI/ SAC site. Some of the detail relating to this is covered previously in this document under “Red Deer Management Issues”.
Action points
PI 2.1 The DMG will maintain the current approx densities of 4-5 deer per sq km across the sub group area.
PI 2.2 Culls will be focused on higher density areas to reduce local numbers around the periphery of the SSSI/ SAC area.

PI 2.3 C-SA will incorporate cull and count data from neighbouring properties to properly inform population modelling.

PI 2.4 The Assynt Foundation, Inverpolly & Eisg Brachaidh Estates will look to forward planned woodland exclosures during the period of this plan, and to remove any redundant fencing from within the SSSI. It is appreciated that there are a number of legal and financial difficulties associated with this at present.

PI 2.5 During the 6-10 year time period, consideration will be given to removing the perimeter fencing around the large crofter forestry scheme. This is very likely to draw deer away from more vulnerable woodland fragments within the SSSI area.

PI 2.6 Beyond the first five year period of this plan, it is likely that the area on Eisg Brachaidh damaged by fire will no longer be as attractive to deer, improving the opportunities for birch regeneration in that area.

PI 3. Manage deer to retain existing native woodland cover and improve woodland condition in the medium to long term.

There are approximately 2,096 ha of woodland within the Coigach- South Assynt area, covering just more than 5 % of the area of the Group (National Forestry Inventory, NFI). This is low compared to the national average of c 18.5 %, but it reflects the very large area of nutrient poor moorland and bog interior within the group, as well as water and bare rock.  The woodland is concentrated mainly around the periphery of the Group, and woodland connectivity is in fact relatively good. The 2096 ha includes all recently planted woodland as well as ancient and existing native woodlands. The area of conifer woodland is very small.
Of this area, 891 hectares or 43% is composed of native or nearly native woodland (NFI), and the woodland resource is actually heavily dominated by young plantations dating from the 1990s. A high proportion of these are native species, but some conifer blocks exist within this as well.
Of the total woodland area, 723 hectares or 34% is under an agreed management regime through an SRDP Forest Plan or Management Plan since 2008. There were no hectares of the total area under an SFGS management plan from 2003-7. 
Only 4 ha has been under a felling licence from 1998- 2014. (Woodlands covered by a Forest Plan do not require a separate felling licence).
Of the total native woodland area of 966 ha listed in NWSS (NB This figure is slightly different to the 891 ha listed above), the following herbivore impact levels are currently given:

Low: 205 ha or 19 %
Medium: 470 ha or 49%
High: 109 ha or 11%
Very High: 182 ha or 19%
68% of native woodlands therefore show low or medium herbivore impact levels. These areas are shown on 11. C-SA Woodland Herbivore Impacts map. Much of this woodland area lies within fences, but there are also pockets of lower impacts in the NW corner of the DMG area, and also some within unfenced areas of the SSSI/ SAC. 
For the 507 ha of woodland that are outwith designated sites, have more than 90% native species, 50% canopy and less than 10% invasives, the following herbivore impacts are given:
Low: 138 ha or 27%
Medium: 276 ha or 54%
High: 18 ha or 4%
Very High: 75 ha or 15%
Therefore, 81% of these woods that are otherwise in “satisfactory condition” outwith designated sites show low or medium herbivore impacts. This is in comparison to the 60% of such woodlands which Wild Deer- A National Approach (WDNA) envisage being in such condition by 2020. It should be noted that of all the native woodland within the area, 93% has greater than 50% canopy, 96% has more than 90% native species and virtually 100 % is free of invasives.
Action points

PI 3.1. Maintain deer density at 4-5 per sq km across the wider area to maintain current impact levels.
PI 3.2 During 2019, monitor the remaining native woodland area within the DMG to establish current deer impact levels.
PI 4. Demonstrate DMG contribution to woodland expansion target

There has been a fairly significant increase in woodland area within the DMG over the past 20 years or so, mostly in the 1990s with 1426 hectares being established under the Woodland Grant Scheme (WGS) since 1994.  Only 5 ha were established under the SFGS scheme from 2003- 2006.  202 ha of planting took place under the 2007- 14 SRDP scheme, with almost all of this being native woodland planting. See Map 10. C-SA Woodland Creation map for details of above.
The Land Classification Survey vegetation of 1988 suggests only 568 ha of woodland at that time, so of the current woodland area of 2096 ha, 73% has been established in the last 30 years, much of that in the last 20 years. This is a very considerable level of woodland planting, particularly in a group where such a high proportion of the ground would be regarded today as being unsuited to planting.

Looking ahead, members within the Group have suggested that they could plant up to 495 ha of new native woodland within the period of this plan, but this depends on resolving a number of legal and financial hurdles. If delivered, this would be a very significant increase in woodland area again within Coigach- South Assynt, and almost all of this is likely to be native woodland. In addition to this, it is likely that a proportion of regeneration will arise within the NW corner of the group.
Action points

PI 4.1 DMG members to take forwards up to 495 ha of new planting with in the period of this plan
PI 4.2 All to ensure that recently planted woodland areas become properly established.
PI 5. Monitor and manage deer impacts in the wider countryside

Within the DMG area, there a range of broad habitat types. These are listed below together with their areas, taken from LCS88 dataset. A full summary of the habitat types can be found in the Excel spreadsheet: Appendix 8. C-SA Broad Habitat Data. This is a very good set of data, with none of the area being hidden by cloud. The data is now almost 30 years old.
The main habitats in the wider DMG area are:
4162 ha of heather moorland, covering 10% of the DMG.
5418 ha of blanket bog, covering 13% of the DMG.
744 ha of montane habitats, covering  2% of the DMG. 
483 ha of improved pasture, covering 1 % of the DMG
307 ha of upland grasslands, representing 1% of the DMG area
568 ha of woodland, occupying approx 1% of the DMG (1988 figure)
25,393 ha of wet heather moorland, covering 61% of the area.

Other notable habitats were 849 ha of cliffs and 3383 ha of open water (excluding Loch Assynt), with the latter covering 8% of the area of the DMG.
The DMG area is therefore very heavily dominated by wet heather moorland, blanket bog and water comprising over 80 percent of the total. Note that over 1400 ha of new woodland has been created within the area since this survey took place in 1988.
Action point
PI 5.1 An agreed monitoring programme for these habitats will be devised, to be endorsed and included in the Working Plan during 2018, attached with this plan.
PI 6. Improve Scotland’s ability to store carbon

Within the Group area there are approx.2096 ha of woodland and 5418 ha of peatlands. 
It has already been noted that a high proportion of the native woodlands within the Group is in satisfactory condition, with 68% of all native and nearly native woodlands being at low or medium herbivore impact levels, and 81% outwith the designated woodland area. A key part of this plan is to help further reduce impacts on the designated woodland areas.

There is scope for creating up to 495 ha of new woodlands within the period of this plan.

The 5418 ha of peatlands are, at 13 % of the area, a significant proportion of the DMG.  There is very limited information available on the current status of this resource outwith the designated sites. Within the designated site, several features, including blanket bog are unfavourable recovering, although the dry heath, montane acid grasslands and woodland features are unfavourable no change or declining; it is thought that the general trend of herbivore impacts is positive, although habitat monitoring will be required to ensure that this continues. A key function of this DMP will be to set population densities that are in keeping with the requirements of the peatland resource within the area. A more widespread and structured monitoring programme needs to be put in place to check the condition of the peatlands over the DMG as a whole, and to monitor these over time.
To date, no requests have been made to the Group to contribute to River Basin Management Planning within the DMG area
Action points

PI 6.1  Put in place a habitat monitoring scheme to determine the current status of blanket bogs and other habitats in unfavourable condition, within the area, and take action necessary to lower impacts on these as  required
PI 6.2 Implement the woodland creation schemes outlined above
PI 6.3 Discourage any burning that might impact on peatland sites

PI 6.4 Contribute to River Basin Management Planning as appropriate when requests to do so are forthcoming

PI 6.5 Consider taking any priority peatland sites forwards under the Peatlands Action programme, if applicable.
PI 7. Reduce or mitigate the risk of invasive, non-native deer species

A non-native deer policy is included earlier in this plan. This includes a section on sika deer, which are considered to be resident around the periphery of the group.

Action points
PI 7.1 Cull dispersing sika deer to contain the current population in the forest blocks already occupied by sika and reduce the risk of further spread.
PI 7.2 Monitor woodland habitats occupied by sika to establish whether there is any evidence for sika numbers increasing to unsustainable levels. This to be achieved by Group members, with advice from SNH as required. In practice, it is likely that an increasing population will export individuals which will be culled on adjacent properties.

PI 7. Members to report any sightings of suspected muntjac deer to SNH.
PI 8. Protection of historic and cultural features

There are likely to be many dozens of sites throughout the DMG area that have archaeological or cultural importance. It is likely that for the majority of these, 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 deer. 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.
Action points
PI 8.1 DMG to 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
PI 8.2 As required by Forestry Commission, all potential woodland creation projects, including natural regeneration schemes, will be assessed by the applicants for any negative impacts on cultural or archaeological sites.

PI 9. Delivering higher standards of competence in deer management

A training policy and audit is provided earlier in this document. The DMG recognises that professional and well trained personnel are a key element of delivering public benefits.
Of the 13 personnel involved in deer management in the DMG, 10 have DSC Level 1, 4 have DSC Level 2, and 10 have trained hunter status. Eight 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
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, and Health & Safety qualifications. Higher deer management qualifications are also held by some personnel, and one stalker is an accredited witness for DSC Level 2.
Action points
PI 9.1 Collate and continue to monitor qualifications held by estate staff, and promote a culture of continuous professional development (CPD) more widely
PI 9.2 Ensure all Group members understand the definitions of “trained hunter” status and Fit & Competent register.

PI 9.3 Support all personnel in achieving deer related qualifications, especially the DMQ qualifications.

PI 10. Contribute to public health and well-being

There have only been a small number of recorded deer- vehicle collisions within the DMG  from 2000- 16, at Strathcanaird, at the Achiltibuie junction and at the Ledmore junction.  It may be that deer from further east want to travel in to the C-SA area, but are prevented from doing so by deer fences.The overall evidence available suggests that accidents here are relatively rare in comparison to many other areas of Scotland. Comment is made that it is often local people who should know better who are often caught out.

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. The quality of available larder facilities is generally fair and all properties operate their larders to Best Practice standards. However, there is a marked lack of larders carrying SQWV status, and a significant proportion of the venison produced is either home consumed or distributed locally, with little oversight of this. Going forwards, a more formal structure for distributing venison would be preferable, and would open up additional opportunities for marketing.
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. If any incidences do occur, the carcass 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. However, in April 2016, the first diagnosed case of CWD in Europe was reported in a reindeer in southern Norway. This potentially increases the risk of CWD being brought to UK and extreme vigilance is required. ADMG and BDS guidance on CWD has been circulated to the Group.
All members are reminded to be aware of the risk of tick borne diseases, especially Lyme’s Disease. The risks of tick borne diseases should be communicated through suitable channels to guests and members of the public who might frequent their land.

There are relatively few access/ deer conflicts within the Group area, with local authorities being unaware of any significant issues. Most of the popular mountains are on NGO or community owned land, and they have learned to work around access pressure. Stac Pollaidh is perhaps the most popular mountain walk in the area, but most people stay to the main route up and there are few access issues associated with this. The legacy of access provision within the former Inverpolly NNR has tended to be very positive within the area. It is considered that access issues are not a priority consideration for the majority of group members, and no particular action points are associated with this at the moment. Management of access within the area is considered to be good.
Action points

PI 10.1 Liaise with local Community Council regarding DVCs and consider whether further mitigation measures may be helpful in reducing local risk. Information on road accidents should be sent to www.deercollisions.co.uk. The DMG will look to increase culls around particular hotspots where deer are known to cross public roads.
PI 10.2 Ensure all DMG members are aware that Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD) has now been reported in Norway, meaning that safety precautions must be taken by anyone who has had recent contact with deer or deer habitats in Norway as well as in North America. Re- circulate ADMG and BDS guidance on CWD to the Group before the 2018 stalking season and remind members of the dangers of CWD on an annual basis.
PI 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.

PI 10.4 Group members and DMG to promote a positive and welcoming message to all those visiting the area throughout the year.

PI 11. Maximize Economic benefits associated with deer

The sporting stag requirements of members going forwards is estimated at 96 animals, although a small number of stags may be taken by crofters on individual crofts. Although a number of properties use family and friends to cull stags, there can still be a value attributed to this, and an average value of £1000 per stag is commonplace in the Highlands when sporting value, venison, accommodation and a modest amount for economic multipliers is added in. The sporting value of stags can therefore be valued at £96,000 annually.

In addition, around 15-20% of the hind cull is likely to be taken with sporting guests. The value of this might be £3-5,000 annually.

The total sporting value of red deer is therefore likely to be around £100,000 annually within the DMG area.
Based on an overall cull of 96 stags, 120 hinds and 42 calves, it is estimated that the total value of venison produced within the group area is around £32,000 annually. This does not take account of the fact that a number of properties market a proportion of their venison directly within the area, and a number of small game/ fish dealers operate in close proximity to the group.
The total direct economic value of deer management within the Coigach- South Assynt area is therefore likely to be in the region of £132,000 annually for red deer, with perhaps a small amount for the odd sika deer. The sporting estates will also consider their overall capital value to be partly related to the numbers of sporting stags that can be shot, but fishing opportunities, amenity value and the quality of accommodation are now increasingly more important in making such judgements.
Fishing, farming, forestry and low ground shooting , B & B accommodation and property letting are other valuable sources of income within the area, and employees involved with deer stalking will often be involved with this wider range of activities.
Within the DMG area, there are currently 13 personnel involved directly with deer management, of which only two are full time employees and one is an owner occupier who manages their own deer herd. The remainder are primarily seasonal staff, lease holders or contractors, and in some cases income from deer management allows their position as a whole to remain viable, or is an important part of their overall wider income. The value or cost of maintaining such deer management capacity is likely to be in the region of £220,000 This figure does not include ancillary staff dealing with accommodation, bookings or other necessary support services. The most significant other interests are livestock management and management of fisheries. Deer are often important in combination with these enterprises and can add value where, for example, fishing, stalking and accommodation are closely integrated in an overall package. 
All current members of the group either derive income from deer or are able to manage their culling operations at very low or no cost. The private cost of deer management is therefore very low within the area, although the cost of extensive fenced woodland enclosures and regular helicopter counts is undoubtedly high.
Opportunities to add value to deer management

There may be opportunities to add value to deer management in the area either through deer watching tourism or by adding value to venison, for example through the SQWV scheme or other premium product outlets.
Wildlife tourism in Scotland is booming and those running hotels, B&Bs and other tourism ventures are likely to welcome opportunities to see wildlife in and around where they are based. Consequently, there are chances to promote sporting and deer viewing opportunities through accommodation providers. For many people who visit the area, the wildlife which it is possible to see are a big part of the attraction, and deer certainly play their part in that. Many visitors enjoy taking pictures of deer on Inchnadamph or in the village at Lochinver. It is very difficult to put any value on this, but it is likely to be considerable, almost certainly well in advance of the sums mentioned above, and a number of businesses in Lochinver have said that they need all the attractions they can get in this area, and deer are part of that. The NC500 initiative has attracted many more people to the area, and the natural environment is part of that attraction. Deer will be making a contribution to that.
Action points
PI 11.1 Increase awareness of the value of deer in and around areas of population, to emphasize the point that deer in these areas provide positive outcomes as well as some negative ones
Larder/ infra- structure sharing

There is already some degree of larder sharing within and around the DMG and the quality of larders in general is very good, although no larders are quality assured, and a proportion of the venison is processed through larders outwith the DMG area.
Action point
PI 11.3 Maintain larder standards across the DMG area, and work with ADMG, SQWV and others to have more SQWV larders within the area accredited.
PI 12. Minimize the economic costs of deer management
For most properties within the DMG area, deer management is one of several activities that they are involved in, and the costs of employing staff and 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 but no-one will spend all of their time on deer. Nonetheless, the overall infrastructure 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 to 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 3 full-time personnel directly involved in deer management as a key part of their job. Terms and conditions will vary, but if an average annual cost of employing a staff member of £40,000 is used (to include vehicle costs, housing, etc), then a broad brush cost of £120,000 could be attributed to maintaining the very basic infrastructure of staff and equipment within the area, necessary for allowing deer management to be delivered to a satisfactory level. In addition to this, there are an additional 8 seasonal stalking and ghillieing jobs in the area and in any one year, there will be very significant investments in upgrading buildings, tracks or facilities, to be used in conjunction with deer management or for other activities. This may add another £100,000 to the total.
The cost of maintaining core staff within the area is somewhat greater than income brought in from deer alone (£220,000 vs £132,000 above), but this does not account for income from other sources, many of which are as important as deer. For example, income from fishing lets is significant on some properties while others run sheep flocks and in some cases these may be 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 on these properties helps with overall maintenance and security of the properties and therefore protects their capital value as assets.
Almost all of the members of the DMG will regard the cost of employment and maintaining infrastructure as the necessary price that has to be paid to manage these properties, and income from deer is an important part of the funding equation. With other sources of income, most estates will be able to run as profitable businesses. Others will accept a net annual cost as being necessary to maintain or improve their overall asset. While the deer related income within the area is relatively modest, it has been pointed out by several commentators that in an area like this, almost all economic activity is marginal, and the challenge is to put together a package of such activities that together can add up to a sustaining wage or income.
Within the DMG area, there are a few properties where deer management would be regarded as more of a cost than an opportunity, although even on these, the distinctions may not be clear cut.
The principle costs associated with deer grazing is likely to fall on crofters within the area, although it is believed that actual problems are fairly modest and confined in nature.

Action points

PI 12.1 Engage with Grazing Committees to collate deer culls on lower ground, and determine what management actions, including collaborative culling, can be employed to mitigate against unnecessary expense to crofters, and loss of deer to the deer management group as a whole. Set up communication and reporting structures by autumn 2018.

PI 12.2 Maintain the agreed deer density of 4-5 deer per sq km across the DMG area and, where practicable, allow for flexibility in access so that those who require deer to cull have the best opportunities for doing so.
PI 13. Ensure effective communication in deer management issues
The Deer Management Plan, minutes of meetings and other relevant information is being made publically available through the Group’s own dedicated website.

http://wsutherlanddmg.deer-management.co.uk/deer-management/deer-management-plan-south-area-sub-group/
Grazing committees and local community councils are to be added to the circulation list as appropriate, and one meeting per year is to become an open meeting. These local groups will all be notified of meetings in advance and given the opportunity to contribute to the agenda.
Existing opportunities for community involvement and education are relatively good and  Highland Council, SNH and some local initiatives provide good access and interpretation of local features of cultural or historic value, or of key local landscapes or habitats. 

Action Point 
PI 13.1 Take forwards those actions outlined in the Communications Policy/ Working Plan by spring 2019
PI 13.2 Add contact details of grazing committees, local community councils and other interested parties to circulation lists for annual open meetings. 
PI 14. Ensure deer welfare at individual and population level

It is not thought that there are any major issues relating to deer welfare at the moment. Conditions across much of the DMG area are relatively benign during the winter months, and there is both good topographical shelter and shelter within woodland areas.
One property feeds deer in the winter months to protect vulnerable animals and to keep them away from locations where they might do damage or get shot. More widely, achieving a deer density that allows habitats to move into favourable condition is likely to produce a more versatile and resilient natural food supply throughout the year, and reduce the need for artificial feeding. The DMG area has a relatively good cover of heather, and this helps provide a reasonably balanced winter food supply.
Action points
PI 14.1 Focus on bringing natural habitats in to good condition
PI 14.2 Liaise locally on significant woodland management operations where these affect shelter for deer, investigate opportunities for opening up woodlands for shelter and implement compensatory culls where significant losses in wintering ground occur
PI 14.3 Collect deer information, including larder data, 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.
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