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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  

OPERATION OF THE GROUP

1. Area & Boundaries
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

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

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

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

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

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.

9. Data & Evidence gathering- Deer Counts

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

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
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

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

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

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
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.

PUBLIC INTEREST ACTIONS

PI 1. Develop mechanisms to manage deer
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

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.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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.

POPULATION MODELLING
Over recent years, the culls within C-SA have been very consistent, and although it is not possible to say with any certainty, the impression that is gained from sample counts is that the population is probably fairly stable as well. However, to get a population model to work, an annual figure has to be added in for immigration each year. In effect, these are animals that are shot which can only be sustained from outwith the C-SA area, and this amounts to 46 stags, 72 hinds and 31 calves.

What we can say about the C-SA area is that recent culls have been very stable, the population  appears stable, and the vast majority of designated features are in favourable or recovering condition. Native woodlands are discussed separately in the text.

The recommendation is therefore that the current cull levels and population density is maintained. The model below is based on this premise. It is estimated that the recruitment in 2018 has fallen by 10%, and that stag and hind natural mortality has doubled. These are estimates, agreed as appropriate with SNH.

To allow for this, the suggested hind cull has been reduced to 120 for the next two years. The stag cull remains the same for 2018, if members are content with that, but then reduced to 120 for the next two years. This produces a steady density of 4.5 deer per sq km over the five year period.
	Coigach- SA Area
	area (km2)
	398.26
	
	 
	

	 
	target density / km2
	4.5
	
	
	

	
	target pop
	1792
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	 
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves
	Total
	Density

	2016 Spring Population
	806
	763
	230
	1799
	4.5

	2016 Summer Population
	921
	878
	263
	
	

	Net immigration
	46
	72
	31
	
	

	2016/17 Actual Cull
	134
	164
	47
	345
	

	2017 Mortality
	18
	18
	16
	
	

	2017 Spring Population
	815
	768
	232
	1815
	4.6

	2017 Summer Population
	930
	884
	177
	
	

	Net immigration
	46
	72
	31
	
	

	2017/18 Actual Cull
	140
	146
	83
	369
	

	2018 Mortality
	38
	36
	32
	
	

	2018 Spring Population
	798
	774
	93
	1665
	4.2

	2018 Summer Population
	845
	821
	246
	
	

	Net immigration
	46
	72
	31
	
	

	6 year average cull
	141
	120
	45
	306
	

	2019 Mortality
	17
	16
	15
	
	

	2019 Spring Population
	733
	756
	217
	1707
	4.3

	2019 Summer Population
	842
	865
	259
	
	

	Net immigration
	46
	72
	31
	
	

	6 year average cull
	120
	120
	45
	285
	

	2020 Mortality
	17
	17
	16
	
	

	2020 Spring Population
	751
	800
	230
	1780
	4.5

	2020 Summer Population
	866
	915
	274
	
	

	Net immigration
	46
	72
	31
	
	

	6 year average cull
	120
	171
	65
	356
	

	2021 Mortality
	17
	18
	16
	
	

	2021 Spring Population
	774
	797
	224
	1796
	4.5

	2021 Summer Population
	886
	909
	273
	
	

	Net immigration
	46
	72
	31
	
	

	6 year average cull
	141
	171
	65
	377
	

	2022 Mortality
	18
	18
	16
	
	

	2022 Spring Population
	774
	792
	222
	1788
	4.5

	2022 Summer Population
	885
	903
	271
	
	

	Net immigration
	46
	72
	31
	
	

	6 year average cull
	141
	171
	65
	377
	

	2023 Mortality
	18
	18
	16
	
	

	2023 Spring Population
	772
	786
	221
	1779
	4.5


The average 6 year culls would be allocated as below. For the 120 hinds, or 120 stags, the cull per property would be reduced by the same % across properties.
	Property
	Ave Cull
	Ave Cull
	Ave Cull

	 
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves

	Lochinver S
	5
	9
	4

	Keanchulish
	5
	6
	2

	Benmore Coigach
	21
	22
	6

	Badentarbet
	6
	3
	0

	Inverpolly
	19
	30
	17

	Eisg Brachaidh
	22
	25
	10

	Drumnrunie
	12
	18
	7

	Canisp (Glencanisp)
	51
	57
	20

	
	141
	171
	65


For context, and information, it may be possible to regenerate the scattered native woodland remnants at very low deer densities, which would have to be significantly below current levels. At 1.5 deer per sq km, the sustainable cull would be approx 30 stags, 31 hinds and 10 calves, with the likely allocation as below.
	 
	1.5 deer per sq km

	Property
	Ave Cull
	Ave Cull
	Ave Cull

	 
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves

	Lochinver S
	1
	1
	0

	Keanchulish
	1
	1
	0

	Benmore Coigach
	5
	4
	1

	Badentarbet
	1
	1
	0

	Inverpolly
	4
	6
	3

	Eisg Brachaidh
	5
	5
	2

	Drumnrunie
	3
	3
	1

	Canisp (Glencanisp)
	10
	10
	3

	
	30
	31
	10


Finally, it would be possible to argue that members could reduce deer nos to 1.5 deer per sq km, but still rely on immigration to boost numbers, and the allocation per property for this is given below. In practice, it is highly unlikely that neighbouring properties would allow for this, with the chances of them closing fencelines and excluding C-SA completely high. This option is not recommended.
	 
	1.5 deer + immigration

	Property
	Ave Cull
	Ave Cull
	Ave Cull

	 
	Stags
	Hinds
	Calves

	Lochinver S
	3
	4
	1

	Keanchulish
	3
	4
	1

	Benmore Coigach
	12
	14
	4

	Badentarbet
	3
	2
	0

	Inverpolly
	11
	19
	11

	Eisg Brachaidh
	12
	16
	7

	Drumnrunie
	7
	12
	5

	Canisp (Glencanisp)
	26
	32
	12

	
	76
	102
	41


Habitat Monitoring
Although yet to be confirmed, it looks as though SNH will be proposing a Section 7 agreement across the designated area at Inverpolly, and will take responsibility for habitat monitoring across the complex range of habitats within this area.
The proposal for habitat monitoring is that the C-SA area be split in to three, with SNH undertaking habitat monitoring on the designated sites, and C-SA members conducting HIA on dwarf shrub heath and blanket bog in the areas to the north and south of this. In each area, the 30 plots per habitat will be distributed across the sub area as a whole, not individual properties.

Suggested plots are illustrated on 13. C-SA Habitat Monitoring Map
CALL have recently announced a funded plan to help provide support to DMG member across the Coigach- Assynt area, and this should be a significant asset to the area.
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