
King Charles and the environmental destruction by red deer at Balmoral

Description

Information about deer densities in the area covered by the Caenlochan
Section 7 agreement by estate obtained through a Freedom of
Information Request

I have written several posts on parkswatch about the Royal Family’s environmental hypocrisy (see here
for example), advocating action to tackle the climate and nature crises to the world while doing the
opposite on the land they own in Scotland.  But until now it has been very difficult to show simply how
bad this is.

While Balmoral may not have had the highest deer density of the estates around Caenlochan – a
former national nature reserve that was declassified because deer browsing and trampling had
destroyed most of what was valuable within in – the figure of 26.8 deer per square kilometre is
absolutely shocking.

The number of red deer at Balmoral in context

The numbers of deer in Scotland have almost doubled since 1990 causing damage not just to the
natural environment but forestry and farming interests (see here for example) while the actions of
Scottish Natural Heritage – the government agency responsible – to try and control this have been an
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abject failure.  As a result the Scottish Government set up an independent review of deer in Scotland in
2017 .  This reported in 2019 and made a large number of recommendations, including about the
number of red deer the land could sustain (density of deer per square kilometre) without suffering
damage.

In March 2021 the Scottish Government finally responded to the recommendations in the report of the
Deer Working Group (see here). Among the many recommendations they accepted was number 86
“that SNH [now NatureScot] should adopt 10 red deer per square kilometre as an upper limit for 
acceptable densities of red deer over large areas of open range in the Highlands, and review that
figure from time to time in the light of developments in public policies, including climate change 
measures”.  

The Scottish Government also accepted in principle recommendation 39 that the Cairngorms National 
Park Authority and SNH “should have a much greater focus on the need to improve the management 
of wild deer in the Cairngorms National Park, to reduce deer densities in many parts of the Park to 
protect and enhance the Park’s biodiversity” and suggested this should be considered as part of the 
National Park Partnership Plan (NPPP) 2022-27.  

In effect what the Deer Working Group was saying was that while a number of landowners had 
significantly reduced deer densities in the National Park  (with outstanding results for natural 
regeneration in places like Glen Feshie and the northern part of Mar Lodge where numbers had 
dropped to 2 deer per kilometre) neither the Cairngorms National Park Authority nor SNH had done 
much to tackle the stalking estates which had chosen to keep numbers high.

Since then the CNPA’s NPPP,  which has now been approved by Scottish Ministers, has set a target of 
“Average open range red deer densities in each deer management group are a maximum of five to 
eight per km2 by 2030.”  Based on the evidence of what has happened at Mar Lodge and Cairngorms 
Connect, over 5 deer per square kilometre is still almost certainly too high to enable natural 
regeneration but will slow the damage to the natural environment that has been caused by overgrazing.
Climate emergency, what emergency?  Nature crisis, what crisis.

One of the primary reasons it has taken so long for both the Scottish Government and the CNPA to get
to this position in my view has been the power and influence of the Royal Family at Balmoral. Where
the Royal Family’s management of land is concerned, others follow or fear to challenge.

Hence why the figures for Bachnagairn, the part of Balmoral that had been covered for years by a
Section 7 Agreement (a voluntary agreement between SNH and landowners to reduce deer numbers),
are so important.  They show just how little the Royal Family has done to address the numbers of red
deer on their land despite years of being asked to do so.
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In June this year the South Grampian Deer Management Group, which covers the Section 7 control
area, issued a news release in which their Independent Chair (and CNPA Board Member) Doug
McAdam stated:

“Red deer numbers in the area from a recent count in March 2022 sit at around 6,974, down nearly 
24% from a population of 9,135 in January 2019. This represents the result of sustained culling in the 
area over the last four years but, for the Group to achieve what is required and deliver for both the 
public and private interest, more needs to be done and deer numbers will have to be reduced further” 

Extrapolating from this, in the absence of other publicly available figures, deer density at Bachnagairn
won’t be as bad as 26.8 and is now more likely to be around 20 per square kilometre.  This is still
double the maximum recommended by the Deer Working Group report and the damage that is being
caused by these very high numbers of deer is significant
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Damage to peat bogs caused by high deer numbers above Canness Glen, on the boundary of the
Bachnagairn, Tulchan and Invercauld Estates October 2020

The target deer density for the estate, as agreed with SNH/NatureScot for the last five years, was not
fit for purpose: 

That target would have resulted in 16.58 deer per square kilometre, still way above the
recommendation of the Deer Working Group.

Back in 2019, with a count of 771 stags and hinds and 141 calves Balmoral was far from attaining that
target and even accepting that the Deer Management Group has made a big push since then it
appears unlikely – as Doug McAdam highlighted – that they will have met this.
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The need for transparency

I do not believe the environmental destruction that has been going on at Balmoral for years would have
continued for as long as it has if there was more transparency.  The figures would have shamed the
Royal Family, who can easily afford to pay for more stalkers unlike some of the smaller estates,
farmers and forest businesses, to take action.

Unfortunately, despite the recommendations of the Deer Working Group for more openness about deer
numbers and culls, there is still very little transparency and what information there is on Deer
Management Group websites is often several years out of date.

Indeed, it took three months for NatureScot to provide any information in response to the information
request I made in April (this is not the fault of frontline staff, they are under a great deal of pressure).  I
was forced into requesting a review about their failure to provide any information, which they
responded to but redacted all the data  about deer counts and culls from the information provided
(which must have caused staff hours of work).

NatureScot only relented after I quoted the Deer Working Group report to them:

“Wild deer in Scotland are a national asset in the public domain and the Group considers that there
should be a publicly accessible National Cull Database (NCD) to provide transparency and
accountability over cull levels, so that the information is available to public bodies and other interests,
including researchers and local land owners.”

Well put!  I now intend to submit further FOIs to extract all the information Nature Scot and the CNPA
hold about deer numbers elsewhere on Balmoral.  It would be much better if they proactively published
this information, which is in the public interest, rather than continuing to cover up the hypocrisy and
protect the sporting interests of King Charles who, it appears, likes having lots of deer as this makes
them easier to shoot.
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