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Many of the guides in the best practice series
highlight with the following symbol
where there
may be welfare implications for deer. In general,
these relate to the welfare of individual deer.
This guide provides a definition of welfare and
examines both legal and wider responsibilities in
relation to wild deer. The guide further describes the
principles that should be applied when considering
the welfare of free living wild deer at both the
individual and wider population level.

What is welfare?
Human perceptions of welfare as it relates to animals
is a combination of science and ethical or moral
beliefs. Society’s attitudes to animals are not static
and it is important that deer management remains
abreast of evolving scientific, ethical and moral
considerations and perceptions.
While there is ongoing debate about welfare
definitions and where exactly responsibilities for wild
deer welfare lie, current thinking is the following:

Definitions
As with all mammals, deer can experience pain, fear,
hunger and other stressful states. At an individual
level their welfare can be assessed from observations
of:
♦♦ physical state (e.g. presence of painful diseases,
injuries, emaciation);

♦♦ behaviour (e.g. social position within the herd,
an individual staggering, an individual holding
head down).

fig.1 As the
degree of human
intervention in a
wild deer population
increases, should
the responsibility for
that population also
increase?

Welfare in relation to BPG in wild deer in the
wider population level can similarly be defined as
concern for the physical and mental well-being of the
population.

Responsibilities
Legal responsibilities
The Animal Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006 only applies
to wild animals which are under the permanent
or temporary control of man, so although this Act
applies to captive deer there is normally no legal
responsibility for those who manage free-living wild
deer to ensure that their welfare is considered.
Similarly, there is no legal responsibility for those who
do not manage deer on their land in relation to any
welfare issues that may arise.
Under the Deer (Scotland) Act 1996, the Deer
Commission for Scotland (DCS) is responsible for
keeping the welfare of free-ranging deer of all species
under review , although DCS has no specific legal
powers to take action on welfare grounds.
Specific acts of ‘cruelty’ are covered by other
legislation:
Under the Wild Mammals (Protection) Act 1996,
it is illegal to:
‘mutilate, kick, beat, nail or otherwise impale,
stab, burn, stone, crush, drown, drag or
asphyxiate any wild mammal (including deer)
with intent to inflict unnecessary suffering’
Under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981, it
is illegal to:
‘use self-locking snares, bows, explosives or use

live mammals or birds as decoys, for capture and
killing of any wild animal’
Under the Protection of Wild Mammals
(Scotland) Act 2002, it is illegal to:
‘deliberately hunt a wild mammal with a dog’.1
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Wider responsibilities
Outwith legal responsibilities, current thinking is that
with increasing intervention (e.g. culling, feeding,
fencing) comes increasing responsibility for the
welfare of wild deer populations (see fig.1).
Aspiring to follow Best Practice guidance owners,
occupiers/ managers and deer managers should be
concerned about how their actions impact on the
physical and mental well-being of deer and should
aim to:
prevent welfare problems from arising (e.g.
winter starvation other than in exceptional
weather conditions);
remedy welfare problems that arise (e.g. if
planning to remove wintering ground, then
consider the implications for deer reliant on that
ground).

Wider responsibilities in practice
In practically applying deer welfare principles,
it is essential to consider the threat, severity,
duration, and number of animals potentially
affected.
The following illustrated example describes how the
principles outlined in this guide might be applied.
In this example a proposed fenced Woodland Grant
Scheme would lead to the removal of an area of
ground. An assessment of the welfare implications
for deer affected will require information on counts,
on deer distribution and an assessment of whether a
compensatory cull should be carried out.
costs
threat
removal
of
wintering
ground
of herd

severity
consequence high,
moderate
low
winter
moderate
mortality

duration
minutes,
days,
life
months

number
deer
affected
high
(2 stags,
213 hinds,
72 calves)

* See DCSG Compensatory Culls associated with
Deer Fencing
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brown dots:
deer distribution
(from winter count)
blue line: proposed
fenced area
winter count data
group stags hinds
1-6
2
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7
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1
9
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(above): groups 1 to 6 are
located inside proposed
fence while the others
outwith. This count map
indicates the winter usage
of the proposed fenced
area. While hind and stag
groups will be dispersed
throughout the summer,
the count map indicates
the number of hinds in
particular that will be
displaced throughout the
winter.
In this example 285 hinds
and calves will be excluded
from a key winter food and
shelter resource.

Compensatory cull assessment:
Any compensatory cull assessment should take into
account a number of key factors including whether it
is predominantly hind or stag ground that is proposed
to be removed from the deer range.*
In this example, the area being fenced off is heavily
utilised by hefted hinds. The implications for the
welfare of hefted hinds is considered to be more
serious than for stags, given that stags might have an
alternative. The level of compensatory cull should
therefore reflect the risk to hinds, which may be
considerable.
This guide is derived from the principles agreed at the
Workshop on the Welfare of Wild Deer, 2003, organised by
DCS and attended by representatives of: Scottish Society for
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SSPCA), State Veterinary
Service (SVS), Royal Veterinary College (RVC), Veterinary
Medicines Directorate, University Federation for Animal
Welfare (UFAW), Humane Slaughter Association (HSA),
Scottish Executive Environment & Rural Affairs Department
(SEERAD) and the organisations forming the Best Practice
steering group
1
There are exceptions to this legislation which allow dogs
under control to be used to stalk or flush from cover a
mammal for certain purposes. In the context of deer, this
includes purposes relating to deer management and sport
shooting. For details of these exceptions see BPG Use of Dogs

