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Deer Impacts (1)

On Protected Areas

The aim of the guide is to provide a general
overview of deer impacts, how deer impacts may
be assessed and what that means on designated
sites.

Introduction

Wild deer are an important component of
Scotland’s wildlife and have a significant
ecological role as the largest undomesticated
grazers. They are an integral part of the Scottish
countryside and at appropriate density can
contribute to maintaining the natural heritage
value of many habitats.

However, deer can cause damage to woodland
and the natural heritage through:

e Grazing, browsing, bark stripping and trampling,
which result in damage to plants; reduction in
the extent of plant cover; alterations to the
composition of plant communities; knock on
effects on dependent species; or direct effects
on other species, such as trampling of bird
nests.

When determining whether ‘damage’ or ‘serious
damage’ to woodlands or the natural heritage is
occurring, NatureScot* will take account of the
nature and extent of the impact of deer and other
herbivores on the woodland or natural heritage
features, and the importance assigned to these
features by national and international legislation,
government policy and the public interest.
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Assessing deer impacts

Some broad indications of grazing impacts can be
seen at a distance. For example, woods with
virtually no understorey of the appropriate type,
or patches of heather (Calluna vulgaris) which
appear greyish (rather than brown or purple)
when viewed from a distance, are heavily grazed.
A high grass to heather ratio in areas most likely
to be grazed (for example, around supplementary
feeding areas) can indicate heavy grazing. Spring
and flush habitats are sensitive to trampling by
hoofed animals, giving rise to visible poaching.
Dung on the ground indicates the species of
grazing animal.

Beyond these broad indications of grazing
impacts, individual habitats need to be examined
more closely. Not all impacts will occur in any one
situation. Some impacts are best seen at certain
times of year; for example, browsing on dwarf
shrubs, such as heather and blaeberry, is best
seen in early spring, after winter browsing has
taken place, but before the current year’s growth
has started. More detail on how to assess deer
impacts on different habitats can be found in the
BPG** Habitat Impact Assessment guides.
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Evaluating damage to woodland
and the natural heritage

It is important to distinguish between impacts
and damage. Impacts can be measured, and taken
collectively can be evaluated against the
woodland or natural heritage importance of the
features being impacted, in order to assess
whether damage is occurring. Damage involves

a judgement, based on clear evidence, that the
impacts are deleterious in a particular location.
Damage to woodland and the natural heritage
arises when natural and semi- natural habitats
are prevented from regenerating to sustain their
ground cover and the diversity of component
plant species. where local populations of
important species (animal or plant) are in decline;
or where important earth science features are
being eroded by deer.

% NatureScot is the operating name for Scottish
Natural Heritage (SNH), which remains the
organisations’s formal, legal identity
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Factors which have a bearing on
the nature of damage and serious
damage

In the context of the natural heritage, damage is
more likely to be considered serious by
NatureScot when a nationally or internationally
important feature is being changed, or is likely to
be changed for the worse, or habitats that have
been enhanced with public money (e.g. through
the Woodland Grant Scheme and Scottish
Forestry Grant Schemes) are being damaged. The
most important cases of serious damage are likely
to relate to the natural heritage interests of
statutory designated sites and tackling these
cases is a priority for NatureScot, Forestry and
Land Scotland (FLS) and the Scottish
Government Rural Payments and Inspections
Division (SGRPID). More detail on designated
sites can be found in the NatureScot Statutory
Guide, Natural Heritage Statutory Designations.

In the context of commercial woodlands, damage
is more likely to be considered serious when the
landowner is effectively unable to control the
deer when they are on their property.

NatureScot advises government on the condition
of statutory designated sites. On those sites
where there are concerns that deer may be
causing damage to natural heritage interests, the
agencies will work with landowners to collect
more detailed information on the nature and scale
of impacts in order to find appropriate solutions
and the right balance between incentives and
regulation. More detail on this process is provided
in NatureScot’s Statutory Guide (2) Deer Impacts
on Designated Sites.

(Continued in Part 2)





