Scottish Native Woods

The Tay Western Catchments Project
Sunart Rainforest Deer Plan                                Summary INFORMATION NOTE

Purpose of Document
The purpose of this document is to set out the essential summary detail of proposed deer plan for all those involved with the current process.
Area Covered

The area covered will be the 8000 ha NRF area plus the FLS areas at Glen Hurich and Drimnatorran, as well as the Resipol Plantation area. The total area is c 15,000 ha.

Change to current deer group

It is suggested that properties leave the current East Loch Shiel Deer Management Group (ELS DMG), to form a standalone deer group with a stronger focus on the Sunart Rainforest area. The new Group will be known as the Sunart Rainforest Deer Group (or Deer Forum if that is more appropriate).

Any change should only take place with the consent and co-operation of ELS DMG.

Structure of Group

The group will have to decide whether it should exist as:

1 A recognized deer group with subscribing members, the subscription set so that the costs of running the group can be met, or
2 A forum that landholdings and others interested in deer can attend, but where the administrative costs of running the forum are covered by external means.

In the former situation, members should decide whether they wish to subscribe to the Association of Deer Management Groups (ADMG).

A North- South Strategic Fence

At present, serious consideration is being given to closing the 2 km gap at the top of the hill, and replacing the deer fence on FLS land leading down to Loch Shiel.

Such a fence will not create a completely enclosed deer area in Sunart, but it will give greater control of the deer population, and with this, greater confidence and certainty of outcome.

In the event of this fence not being closed, the ongoing deer cull will need to be higher, and resources allocated to achieving this. The default assumption is that c 40 stags annually enter the Sunart Rainforest area from the east, but this can change according to a wide range of factors. Management would be much easier if a strategic fence can be secured. FLS are currently scoping this out.

If successful, there will need to be a compensatory cull delivered involving those deer which habitually use the forestry. There will also be an area of FLS Glen Hurich on the eastern side of the fence where stalking responsibility will need to be considered.

Sustaining a Plan

Any plan designed to encourage regeneration of broadleaved woodland on such a scale will need to be sustained for at least 10 years in the short term, and will incur costs over and above any venison value of the deer being culled. For this reason, to give people confidence, and allow property owners to commit to the project, there needs to be an initial ten year commitment to external funding. The most important aspect of this will be a commitment to an ongoing incentive scheme, to be informed by the current 2025-26 trial. Regular monitoring and occasional drone counts will also be required.

FLS and SGRPID as the largest owners will need to access funds to cover the same period.

It will be difficult to approach the project with confidence if continuity of funding can not be sought.

The other important aspect to having a sustainable project is that the deer resource is not reduced any more than it needs to be to achieve the required outputs. All parties will need to exercise a degree of restraint in not removing the higher value male animals once an overall target density is achieved. Income from this source is modest in Sunart, but it is still one key component of the overall picture.
Uncertainty over starting and target deer density estimates

This deer plan is unusual in that there can not be a high degree of confidence over (1) What the initial starting deer population is, or (2) What the target density needs to be.

Initial deer population

The 2025 drone deer count located 778 red deer within the largely open hill NRF area. However, the actual deer culls of the area covered by this plan imply that a very much higher population must be present, otherwise such culls would not be possible. Retrospective population modelling suggests that a deer density approaching 18 deer per sq km is likely to reside within the area, although this may include some immigrating animals.

The very high levels of impacts recorded in WHIA monitoring, and the culls to date delivered through the trial incentive scheme suggest that a very significant deer population is present in Sunart. It is certainly much higher than the eastern part of ELSDMG, which might traditionally be believed to be the higher density area. This will not be the case.

The population model suggested uses an initial deer density of 18 deer per sq km.

Target deer density

The objective being sought implies a very low deer density, potentially < 2 per sq km, but the scale of potential regeneration, the dominance of birch and the present regeneration outputs under high impact levels suggest that this may not be required, and that objectives MAY be delivered at a higher density. It is also the case that there is no clear definition of what proportion of more palatable species are required for “favourable condition”, and whether a certain impact level is damaging or not depends very much on the density of seedlings present. It is very likely that local community members, who include native woodland advisors and commentators, may wish to put their own interpretation on data in due course.

For this reason, it is suggested that a target density is given for Year 3, at which point data is reviewed before deciding how to progress to Year 5 and beyond. There is no other practical way of looking at this project.
A commitment to 2 deer per sq km is very unlikely to be supported by properties within the area at the outset, and this is not being suggested. However, all properties should be aware that such a density is referenced in public documents relating to native woodland, and oak dominated woodlands are more susceptible to browsing pressure than other major woodland types.

Target density

It is recommended that the deer density across project area is reduced to 7.5 deer per sq km by Year 3. This will require an annual cull of 350+ hinds, and a similar number of stags, to be taken jointly between the incentivized properties and FLS. It is possible that an additional year will be required if significant immigration in to the area is still taking place. On the other hand, if the starting population has been greatly over-stated, then a lower population than depicted may have arisen by this time. There will need to be a review of the current position to determine what progress there has been.

At this point, habitat monitoring data needs to be carefully reviewed to determine whether further reduction is required, or whether an acceptable population has already been achieved. There would also need to be a drone count of the accessible ground taken at that point, plus an assessment made of deer within the forested properties, in which there may or may not have been significant felling by that point. It is also not known yet whether a strategic North-South fence will have been constructed.

Year 3 is the time to try and answer some of the questions that cannot readily be answered today.

Habitat Monitoring

It is suggested that a truncated version of WHIA is used to monitor impacts, carried out by independent contractor in Years 1 (2027), 3, 4 & 5.

An increased number of plots will be used to allow for variability of stand structure within the area, potentially 100-120 plots.

To achieve this, and to allow for easier analysis of data, the impact types will be reduced to just Seedlings/ Saplings, and Preferentially browsed ground species. The summary impact will be the higher of the two types. Initial analysis suggests that this will return a slightly higher impact score than the current method. In addition, the ten seedlings/ saplings nearest the centre of the plot will have their height increment growth from the previous season measured, and species noted. The purpose of this is to make it more apparent if the trees are actually growing, something which is not so obvious from the WHIA alone. This provides additional information, but also a check/ balance in the system. Such changes would allow an increase in plots surveyed per day, from 6-8 to 8-10 plots, with a reduction needed in time for analysis as well.
It is proposed that the impact target should be 80% Low or Medium impacts by Year 3, and 80% Low impacts by Year 5.
It is anticipated that FLS will use the WHIA method to determine impacts on regeneration in any restored woodland areas on their ground. That process cannot begin until felling has been completed, and seedlings have had time to appear. At this stage, it is not yet clear when that position will arise.

Incentive Payments

The current trial suggests that a cull incentive scheme is an practical and cost effective means of achieving higher deer culls, with January 2026 records showing hind/ calf culls that are already 3 X the previous five year average.

However, for properties to commit fully to this, funding for this needs to be in place for a period of time. It is suggested this should be for 10 years.

The scheme would work according to current rules, with all hinds and calves over current baseline incentivized at £150 per head, with roe deer at £100 per head.

One suggested change is made to the scheme, to reflect the fact that broadleaved seedling regeneration is most vulnerable to browsing in the March- June period when there is little grass available, but the trees are newly in leaf.

What is suggested is that stags are also incentivized during this period, but within the line of the old strategic fenceline only, with the purpose of dislodging them from the priority designated site area. Beyond 1st April, calves from the previous year can also be culled, in line with General License practice, male or female. All such calves will count towards the baseline cull for the following season.
SGRPID Leases

These leases require to be reviewed in the early part of 2026. It is not appropriate that this report passes comment on what these should look like, but in principle, the new leases need to prioritize population control. The current incentive trial scheme should throw some light on what might be required to do this.

Is it possible that SGRPID effectively maintain an incentive fund for their lease properties, with a maximum budget set for any one year? The current scheme might inform what this should be.

Maintaining a level of sporting income

There is a sporting income required by some properties in Sunart, and there is a sensitivity to that. Maintaining this will be more difficult at lower deer numbers.

Three suggestions are made around this point:

1 There needs to be some discipline around NOT removing the higher value male animals when it has been determined that impact levels are at an acceptable level. This should apply to private, community and public properties.

2 Male culls will not be incentivized, bar the priority March- June period within the actual designated woodland area.
3 There are a number of smaller landholdings within the area, where stalking access during the key rut period could be made available to others. This would not interfere with the overall imperative to reduce the deer population through female control. Such an arrangement could also be used to encourage community stalking use, and  be overseen by the Sunart Community Company.
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