Deer Group Meeting
7 September 11.00 – 12.00

Attendees: Duncan Orr-Ewing (RSPB Scotland), Juliet Caldwell (LINK), Nora Casey (RSPB Scotland), Kate Fry (Woodland Trust Scotland), Mike Daniels (UHI), Dan Watson (NTS), Alan McDonnell (Trees for Life), Erin Shott (Plantlife Scotland), Deborah Long (LINK)

1. Convener and Vice-Convener. (DOE/AM)
David Fleetwood has left JMT, so the Vice-Convener role is open. Duncan is acting Director of RSPB Scotland but will continue as Convener until there is certainty around his position at RSPB. Alan McDonnell was voted in as Deer Group Vice-Convener.
As a temporary arrangement, the Deer Group will be added to the Woodlands Group meetings in the meantime. Alan said this would help with FGS work by better linking deer and advocacy with Scottish Forestry. Larger organisations have representation on both groups. A standing deer item will be added to the Woodlands Group agenda, with Duncan taking over the chairing. Conversations with Scottish Forestry are very different from those with NatureScot, so having mixed membership at meetings should help join up areas of overlap.
The Programme for Government announcement on the merger of agencies was discussed. At present, deer and woodlands involve two separate agencies, while work on public agencies sits with the Governance Group. The group noted that this is one of the first most recent PfGs where deer has not been mentioned. 
AP: Juliet to send the October Woodlands Group meeting date with Deer Group members and an update on the group merge to the wider mailing list.

1. Latest update on NE Bill implementation and following actions (DOE/All)
The deer provisions are moving faster than other parts of the Natural Environment Act implementation.
Duncan and Alan met with Donald Fraser from NatureScot last week. The two main areas discussed were the Deer Code and National Deer Plan, both of which appear to be progressing.
The DMRT meeting at Battleby at the end of June was considered okay, but there was concern that some stakeholders had not fully understood the scale of the changes or the implications of the Natural Environment Act, including how to support people affected by regulatory action. NatureScot appeared to be broadly aligned with how the Deer Code is expected to work. NatureScot is identifying priority areas across Scotland, setting out where progress is expected and what change needs to look like, and discussing this with landowners and managers. ADMG understands where concerns about a prescriptive approach come from. Their main interest is clarity rather than detailed prescription within the Deer Code.
There are significant concerns about potential legal challenges, with SLE taking a more litigious approach. NatureScot appears to be looking for a more flexible approach and is continuing to signal that it is prepared to use the new powers where appropriate. NatureScot has made a distinction between ADMG being responsive and SLE being more willing to pursue legal challenges. SLE has a significant legal budget and is pushing NatureScot to be specific about when nature restoration powers will be used.
NatureScot is pushing back, arguing that greater flexibility is needed and that the powers will be used in specific cases. This has not satisfied SLE.
There was discussion about whether SGA may take a similar approach to the Deer Code as it did with the Muirburn Code, where SLE successfully pushed for wording to be changed from “must” to “should”. Although the Scottish Government has said that “should” is effectively mandatory, this was still seen as a victory for SLE.
The Deer Code timeline has slipped. The Deer Plan and venison work are now ahead of the Code. The aim is still to have the Deer Code completed sometime this year.
LINK previously secured an amendment on the Deer Plan through Mark Ruskell. Duncan has spoken to Mark about the Deer Plan being published soon and stressed the need to keep the Greens engaged.
AP: Juliet to ask Andy to get an MSP to submit a Parliamentary Question on the Deer Code timeline.
NatureScot has been holding “walk and talk” deer events. Alan attended one near Inverness and another is planned for Aberfoyle. The events are focused on making regulation practicable and getting people into deer stalking. The Inverness event was considered productive. No one from SLE attended.
A meeting is expected before Christmas to discuss the Deer Plan. There is a possibility that they will move away from the DMRT model and instead engage people through specific projects.
Crispin at NatureScot said the immediate focus has shifted from the Deer Code to the Deer Plan. The Deer Plan will be supported by incentives, with pilots helping to inform what types of incentives are taken forward in different areas. The Deer Plan will need significant effort to make it as robust as possible.
Question raised about how best to influence the Deer Plan. Grant Moir at Cairngorms National Park was seen as a useful route, although there was less confidence about engagement with Loch Lomond & The Trossachs National Park.

Venison
Scotland Food & Drink has been engaged on the Strategic Deer Board and is looking closely at the venison market. Donald Fraser said that public procurement of venison is not straightforward. Using carcasses for school dinners, prisons and the NHS is more complicated than it might appear. 
Community hunting and different schemes were discussed. One issue being considered is whether all Forestry and Land Scotland carcasses should continue to go to Highland Game, and whether deer harvested from FLS land could be used differently to support the venison market.
Public procurement has been discussed as part of the wider venison picture. Food hygiene regulations are also a significant part of the issue. The cost of establishing a deer larder was estimated at around £1m each.
Duncan spoke to Brodie at Scottish Government and officials at Loch Leven in July about deer. Brodie said the Scottish Government wants the Deer Plan to be quite specific about where it wants deer numbers reduced. The areas being discussed broadly align with LINK priorities, particularly around delivery and reducing deer numbers to sustainable levels. Apart from the Clyde Climate Forest, the question is which areas should be prioritised.
If the Government emphasises national interest, native woodland and impacts on farming, as well as road safety and traffic issues, these areas may receive greater profile. The Deer Code could play a role if these priorities are built into it. Once we see the draft Deer Plan, which is expected soon and will be consulted on, our role will be to assess whether it is sufficiently specific.
An amendment was discussed on public notification, allowing communities and organisations to report deer management issues to NatureScot, with NatureScot then having a duty to respond. NatureScot has considered this. Examples included:
· Uist: a community wanted to remove red deer because of Lyme disease concerns, but estates were not engaging on reducing deer numbers. This was identified as a situation where the tool could potentially be used.
· Flanders Moss: deer impacts were also discussed.
ADMG appears to be taking a more pragmatic approach, which is positive. They seem surprised by the extent to which SLE has become involved in the deer policy space.
Ministerial engagement
LINK are meeting with Jim Fairlie and Gillian Martin are meeting on 17 September. The meeting is only 30 minutes and will focus on targets and FGS. Deborah will emphasise that this is not enough time and we need separate meetings in the future.
AP: Juliet to chase Jim Fairlie’s office regarding the deer site visit.

1. Deer Code Report (AM)
The report, prepared by Jessica Lynch Boucher, will be published on 8th September. It will be uploaded on to the LINK website and posted on LinkedIn. 
A draft was sent in advance to:
· Scot Gov - Samuel Turner and Brodie Wilson
· NatureScot - Donald Fraser, Nick Halfhide, Crispin Hill ,Robbie Kernahan
· Cairngorm National Park - Grant Moir
· Scottish Forestry - Cameron Maxwell
· FLS - Anton Watson
On the day of publication Juliet will send the report to:
· Jim Fairlie MSP
· Rural spokespeople for the other political parties and their researchers
· Mark Ruskell MSP, as Chair of the Rural Affairs and Islands Committee

Donald Fraser said the report has influenced NatureScot's thinking significantly. Cameron Maxwell responded to thank us for sending it on.

1. Meetings with NS and SG
Hill to Grill is going ahead in the Cairngorms on 24 October, as far as currently known. Duncan had previously discussed trying to get the Cabinet Secretary and/or Minister to attend. AP: Nora to follow up. 

1. Deer Common Ground
The meeting at Glen Feshie was productive, with some provocative challenges raised by Finlay Clark (ADMG). A PhD student has been contracted to evaluate the forum as it develops. Around 50 people attended, which was positive.

The forum had been requested for inclusion in the Programme for Government. £60,000 was quoted for co-development. Alan is meeting Jim Fairlie with ADMG and Scottish Venison.

Sam Turner (Scot Gov) has said Jim Fairlie is supportive of the forum, but there is reluctance around long-term funding for deer management and the scale of funding required. Overall, things appear to be moving quite rapidly in the right direction. Stalkers increasingly accept that change is coming, and there are a growing number of progressive estates.
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