
NORTH WEST SUTHERLAND DEER MANAGEMENT GROUP
Autumn Meeting
2pm
ZOOM
Wednesday 19th November 2025 at 2pm

MINUTES


1. Chairman’s Welcome
The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting, which was being held via Zoom due to weather conditions. That has allowed a number of people to attend who might not normally have been able to.
Present: Tom Chetwynd (Chair), David Allison (Reay Forest, vice chair), Sara Harkins (Kinlochbervie Estate, vice chair), Victor Clements (Secretary/ Facilitator), Roddy Watt (Merkland), Richard Wright (Achnabourin & Syre Plantation), Craig Rigby and Dave Scott (Syre/ North Lochnaver), Pieter Bakker (Altnaharra), Mark Jamieson & Billy Lobban (Nature Scot), Andrew Spence (East Overscaig), Clovis Fletcher (Shinness), Annette & Wendy Parrott (West Shinness), Lana Richardson & Donald Reid (Wildland Ltd), David Bell & Rachel Sutherland (Tongue estate), Charles Worsley (Fiag), Stew Gillies (MoD), David Shaw (Keodale), Andrew Robinson (FLS).

2. Apologies
Steven Liddle (Wildland Ltd), Richard Osborne (Rhiconich), David Elliot, Jock Sutherland & Ian Thompson (Rhigolter), Rosie Keenan (Strathnaver grazings), Kirsty MacLeod (Treasurer), Megan Bregazzi (FLS), Harsh Joshi (Gualin).

3. Minutes of May 2025 meeting
The minutes were taken as read, proposed by Richard Wright, and seconded by Annette Parrott.

4. Matters Arising
There had been an intention to use Zoom for interim discussions by office bearers to help take forward business between meetings, but there had not been deemed a need to do this since the spring meeting.

5. NWS DMG finances
There was currently £12,693.69 in the bank account, with payments of £6603.60 due to ADMG, and £3000 to facilitator in this financial year, leaving a buffer of c £3000 by year end. There were subscriptions totalling £847 still due from this current season, and £1177 from previous seasons. Some of this may not be recoverable.
Subscriptions had been invoiced much earlier this year, and efforts made to chase up sooner, and that had been effective in getting subscriptions in. VC/ KM to chase outstanding invoices, and advise on whether some may not be recoverable. JMT Sandwood no longer wished to contribute to group, and their payments will need to be written off.

Two properties asked that keepers are copied in to subscription invoices so that they are aware when they are paid.

Reay Forest asked about how the finances might change at a lower deer population, as was happening now. Properties were being invoiced now on a hybrid model. The ADMG subscription was being raised on a 5 year rolling average to individual members, and passed directly on to them by NWS DMG. So, a reducing population/ cull is now already factored in. The DMG administration cost is paid on a % of area, applied to an agreed budgeted cost, so as long as costs are agreed for the year ahead and DMG subscriptions are collected, then, with a buffer now maintained in bank account, it should be possible to run the DMG and maintain the current bank balance. If a bigger balance is sought, then that can be factored in to estimated costs for year ahead.

There was a discussion around whether we needed to be building a bank balance to allow for future helicopter counts. Nature Scot funding was thought to be less likely in future, although they maintained they still had an ongoing funded counting schedule. The last DMG wide count was in 2019, although a very significant part of the area was covered by helicopter/ drone counts last year, so the urgency to count again is not high. It is also worth noting that drone technology is evolving very quickly indeed, including being able to count over larger areas, and analysis of satellite images is also now much better. So, we may have more options for counting in the near future than we have today. There was no consensus about raising additional funds for this purpose at present.

6. 2025 Stag Season Review
Merkland had 12 stags this season, and were planning to take 10 hinds. The estate was potentially going to be undertaking some peatland restoration, and an additional woodland creation planting, and would need some compensation culls around these two projects.

Achnabourin had only 6 stags this season, although they also managed to get 3 stags and another 3 sisk stags in the Syre Plantation. There were few mature stags around now, and the rut had been very stop/ start.

Syre/ North Lochnaver had culled no stags at all, with minimal animals on their ground, and no mature animals. 

Altnaharra had culled 12 stags this season, well down on the 60 they had a few years ago. They would be maintaining their hind cull of c 80 animals.

East Overscaig had 3 red stags.

Shinness had 16 red stags, and 2-3 sika stags. The season had been very warm, and like others, the rut had been very stop/ start.

West Shinness had 5 sika stags, with quite a few others on the ground.

Wildland Ltd had culled c 100 stags in total across their properties, with most of these on Loyal. There were few mature stags in the cull.

Tongue Estate had 7 stags. Very stop/ start season, with a lot of ticks on the deer, and very few mature animals around.

Kinlochbervie had three stags, all in the village itself.

Fiag had 7 red stags.

MoD Cape Wrath had 20 stags, which was a couple more than planned, with deer in very good condition.

Reay Forest had a good season, with more animals available than they were expecting. They had 66 animals in total, more than target, with a lot of good animals left on the ground.

FLS had achieved about 60% of their target cull to date, and were happy to report the details as usual in due course.

Keodale had 26 stags, just short of target. There were fewer mature animals in evidence this year. They had made a start on their hinds, with a target of 60 for this season.

Rhigolter had their normal season, with nothing specific to report.

The point was made that the direction of travel within the DMG was very evident now across a number of locations. Mature animals were in very short supply, as evidenced by the comments above. Syre were not shooting any stags at all. RW was concerned about his future, and whether stalking was worthwhile any more. Althaharra had already mentioned the change they had experienced over recent years, with an 80% reduction in their stag cull. There appeared to be little acknowledgement of these changes.
The point was made that this situation might change as habitat improves, and that there was at least a more stable situation now, which at least allowed people to plan, albeit at a much lower level of activity than was apparent before.

7. Area Updates & 2025-26 Cull targets
For all properties, the objective of this discussion was to set out cull targets, especially hinds, for the winter ahead, and to discuss anything else that might be going on in these areas. 

Far NW Area
MoD Cate Wrath, Keodale and Kinlochbervie estate were in attendance. The Mod would be cutting back slightly on their hind cull, Keodale would be taking 60 as part of a programme to reduce competition with sheep and to reduce impacts on peatlands, and Kinlochbervie would cut their target back a bit as current target was deemed to be unrealistic.
JMT Sandwood are no longer a member of the DMG, but efforts will be made to determine what their plans are, and an email will be maintained on our contacts list. They did have ongoing communications from neighbouring properties.

South Area
Hind cull targets for the year ahead were broadly in line with last year, with east Overscaig potentially taking around 5 hinds as well. 
Likewise, the sika cull will be similar to last year too. Shinness will increase their numbers a little to take account of some tree planting which the fisheries board are implementing alongside the River Tirry. West Shinness may increase their cull a little as well.
A drone count had already taken place this year, as per previous years, and the population appeared to be stable.
Shinness had now taken on a new keeper, who was very keen on his deer stalking.
North East - West side of Strathnaver
The estates to the west of Strathnaver would largely be maintaining their culls from last year, with some modest reductions at Achnabourin. The crofters now had an arrangement with a new contractor, and that seemed to be working very well, with more deer being accounted for on the in-bye fields already. The fence at the Skelpick side had also been repaired recently, and it is anticipated this too will help the situation in the strath. Culls on the fields will be reported to the DMG as per previous years. There is no target as such, but previous figures will act as a guide.
Nature do not have any formal arrangement covering the area, but they are providing support with drone counts, analysis and communications as required. There will be no drone count this November but a count is scheduled for May again next year.

Tongue estate were doing regular foot counts to keep track of what was using their ground, and adjusting their culls accordingly, and that appeared to be working quite well.  There were 109 hinds on ground at last count, and the plan is to take 30 of these over the winter.

Most of the FLS Borgie fence had now been repaired, meaning the majority of culls from now on should be from the internal population. Andrew Robinson had attended the meeting for FLS.

North East-  Rest
Wildland are not expecting the same hind culls on the more eastern of their properties, and targets have been adjusted to reflect this. The suggested 75 on Ben Loyal (2024-25 cull) is unlikely, but that target will be retained for now. Cull targets for Eriboll and Polla have been increased slightly, to allow for greater movement of deer in that area. A long term forest plan is still being developed for Loyal, with accompanying FGS contracts.
Altnaharra would try to maintain a high hind cull of 80 animals to try to clear some ground to keep at least some stags in an area where they can look after them. This is the only strategy that they can pursue at present, and it is yet to seen if this can improve their overall situation.

Foinaven area
As above, Wildland would be increasing their culls a little in this area. Following two years of population reduction, Reay Forest were now looking at a maintenance cull of c 20 hinds per beat, with 25 on Gober.
Merkland were increasing their hind cull now to help facilitate peatland restoration and native woodland creation schemes. The other properties are expected to maintain their culls at 2024-25 levels.

Reay Forest are developing a very extensive 500 ha woodland creation/ regeneration scheme, straddling the two sides of the river, with the majority of the area being on the southern side, and the lesser part lying within NW Sutherland. The scheme would incorporate some moribund birch woodland. The estate had debated whether to fence the scheme or not, but it was decided that there would be a much faster result if the scheme was fenced, and that would also allow for a wider suite of species to regenerate, which would be much more difficult to achieve with deer control alone.
		
8. Habitat Monitoring 2025 
The intention this summer had been to get everyone looking at blanket bog across the DMG area. As it was, there was very good uptake and information generated on the eastern side of the DMG, but coverage was much more patchy in the west. In addition, Wildland Ltd had carried out their own blanket bog methodology on some of their properties, and Reay Forest had commissioned GWCT to carry out a wider upland habitat health check, covering a much wider range of habitats and factors which might be affecting them.

Of those who carried out HIA based on plots and using the Best Practice method, there were c 180 plots in total, with 87% Low browsing impacts and 83% Low trampling impacts. The areas which stood out for having a higher proportion of moderate or high impacts were (1) The centre ground at Althaharra, (2) Poole, especially the NE corner, and (3) Tongue Estate to the west of Borgie Forest. In this latter case, higher impacts on peatland around a conifer forest might be expected. Altnaharra explained that their strategy was to keep impacts low on designated sites around their periphery, and to maintain what deer they had left in the undesignated centre of their ground. Hence, browsing impacts were a bit higher there, although this did not show up in higher trampling impacts.

Most Wildland impacts were low, although there were some higher impacts in the west, near to fences and other pinch points, and in areas were deer where perhaps still moving through. Taking fences away helped in dealing with concentrations of impacts.

The Reay Forest results show one beat at Low/ Moderate impacts, two at Moderate and one at High impacts. The latter was because of past feeding sites, and many of the issues detailed on the estate were because of historic land use, which would take time to address. Reay Forest had just completed a significant deer reduction over the previous two seasons.

There was a discussion about Nature Scot SCM monitoring at Syre Peatlands in 2024, which deemed the site to be in Unfavourable Declining condition. The browsing and trampling impacts were actually very low overall, and very much in line with the independent HIA monitoring carried out in 2025. As with Reay Forest, the issue was with historic management practices, particularly burning and drainage. There had been a major 3000 ha wildfire in the area c 7-8 years ago. This resulted in poorer species composition than might be expected, and with the peatland being drier than it should be. Although the current browsing and trampling impacts were mostly low, and that is all that a deer group can hope to deliver, the data gathered has shown that the status of the site has declined since it was last appraised in 2006, and the recorded status of the site has to reflect this.

Plan for 2026
There was a discussion about what monitoring should be carried out in 2026. The most effective scenario is to have everyone doing the same thing at the same time, but for one reason or another, we have got away from this. Some people had AECS contracts stating what should be done in which years. Some had needed training to get them up to speed, and some had decided that outside contractor help was more beneficial. On the east of the DMG, monitoring had not been done on some properties in 2021 because the ground was leased, and the owners had not been persuaded to take part. This had been rectified for 2025.

One suggestion for 2026 was for those properties who did not do BB monitoring in 2025 to do theirs in 2026, and if those who took part in 2025 had the year off, then everyone would be back on the same schedule again, and able to pick up DSH in 2027. One issue however is that it was important to keep people engaged with the process and practiced with the techniques. Set against this is the fact that by far the greater area is monitored by contractors, not estate personnel, and the DMG has a duty not to commit members to costs if these are not really necessary. Evidence from other areas is that changes take time to show up in monitoring, and that annual surveys are not necessary, although there is always a pressure on people to do so.

The alternative would be to ask everyone to do DSH in 2026, although that was best done in the spring time, the window of opportunity was shorter, and this often conflicted with other estate work. External contractors were usually much busier at this time as well.

No decision was arrived at for a schedule for next year. VC would liaise with Nature Scot, and this was perhaps an issue where office bearers should convene a Zoom meeting to discuss and advise on recommendations.

9. ADMG Update
The E Scope magazine, distributed to NWS members, is the best source of ADMG news.

ADMG were focused on 4 X areas of activity at the moment:

· Proposed changes in the Natural Environment Bill. One change that would affect NWS members is the proposal to give deer control rights to tenants and crofters on unimproved hill ground and common grazings, which could have a very fundamental impact in some areas, depending on the detail of what comes forward.
· The proposed Section 6ZB of the new act would give Nature Scot a much wider suite of options for intervention. While ADMG did not challenge their right to intervene in some cases, the ability to do this in the interests of restoration, which was not easily defined, could give rise to legislation which was not easy to enforce and which may well give rise to all sorts of problems.
· ADMG were becoming increasingly active across a range of social media platforms.
· The AGM would be delayed until April, so that the full implications of the Natural Environment Bill could be discussed, hopefully with the final outcome known by that point.

10. Nature Scot Report
As reported in the ADMG section above, the Natural Environment Bill is progressing through parliament at present.
Nature Scot thanked all those would had done habitat monitoring this year. It was good information for helping them see how things were progressing in different areas.
It was currently scheduled, subject to confirmation, to undertake SCM monitoring on the Foinavon site in 2026. That would potentially influence what others might usefully do next summer to make best use of effort and resources.
There were several Peatland Action projects being considered in the NWS area. Nature Scot were now paying more attention to herbivore impacts around such schemes, with WMOs being consulted. The additional scrutiny was necessary as some of the older schemes had been failing in their outcomes, with restoration work being undone by trampling damage. More reassurance was therefore being sought in relation to both sheep  and deer grazing pressure. Properties had a 10 year period of responsibility for maintaining restoration sites, with grant funding depending on suitable outcomes within this time period, and provision for potentially having to pay money back if outcomes had been compromized.
The James Hutton Institute (JHI) had been looking at HIA and SCM methodologies, examining data across multiple sites, in order to advise on if and how the different methods could be changed to align better with each other. This was very relevant to the HIA discussion noted above.
There was also a review taking place at the moment in to the relative performance between helicopter and drone counting, the latter of which was now evolving rapidly, including across much larger areas.
Specific mention of sika deer, which were very hardy and difficult to control, and proportionately more important to the DMG South sub area. It was important to be clear on what objectives involving this species were.

11. AOCB
There was a discussion around the Hill to Grill initiative which Reay Forest had supported in the past, and which they and Wildland Ltd were willing to support again now.  SH was interested in seeing this rolled out to further areas.
Likewise, the North West 2025 Land Use Partnership, for which SH is our main contact,  were also interested in helping with training and mentoring needs, building skills and confidence in young people.
There had been a Common Ground Forum event run at Reay Forest on 6th November, with 80 people attending, including a lot of younger stalkers from a wider area of the north. These meetings have turned out to be extremely useful. It was noted that many of the younger people have greater levels of confidence than some of their older peers!
There was a request that Wildland Ltd give an update on the plans for a Forestry Grant Scheme application for Ben Loyal, so that neighbours can be fully aware of what is being proposed. LR to take this action forward.

12. Date of Next Meeting
The next meeting would take place on Thursday 14th May, 2pm at Lairg Hall.
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