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1.1 Acronyms and Abbreviations 

The acronyms and abbreviations in Table 1 have been used throughout this report. 

Table 1: Acronyms and Abbreviations 

Acronym and 

Abbreviation 
Definition 

BERP Biodiversity Enhancement and Restoration Plan 

BESS Battery Energy Storage System 

CRWF Existing Creag Riabhach Wind Farm 

DMP Existing Deer Management Plan 

DMP Area Combined CRWF area and the site 

DMP Update This update to the existing DMP 

DMQ Deer Management Qualification 

ESDMG East Sutherland Deer Management Group 

the Estate Altnaharra Estate 

ha Hectares 

‘hefted’ 
A native local population of herbivores born and residing in a specific area and not 

likely to move any great distance during its lifespan, mainly associate with the 

females in the herd. 

HSE Health and Safety Executive 

km Kilometres 

m Meters 

NWSDMG Northwest Sutherland Deer Management Group 

proposed 

development 
The proposed Creag Riabhach Wind Farm Extension 

RAMSAR Caithness and Sutherland peatlands Ramsar site 

SAC Special Area of Conservation 

the site The proposed development application site 

SPA Special Protection Area 

sq./km Square Kilometre 

SSSI Site of Special Scientific Interest 

1.2 Introduction  

1.2.1 Background 

The existing Deer Management Plan (DMP) was produced by Pieter Bakker, the resident Estate 

Manager at Altnaharra Estate Ltd (hereafter ‘the Estate’), as part of the Environmental Statement for 

the proposed Creag Riabhach Wind Farm (CRWF) development in 2013 and is now being updated as 

requested by THC in their Scoping response for the proposed Creag Riabhach Wind Farm Extension 

(hereafter the ‘proposed development’). The DMP was produced by the Estate as it has the 

experience, expertise, management capability and personnel available to professionally undertake the 

work and successfully implement the DMP. The DMP was then subsequently updated by Natural 

Power with the assistance of the Estate via its Estate Manager prior to construction starting on the 

existing approved CRWF development in 2019. 
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This DMP Update will run in tandem with the existing Moorland Management Plan for the Estate’s 
SSSIs, which has been executed with the agreement of NatureScot, through an Agri-environment 

Scheme. 

1.2.2 Proposed Development 

The proposed development will comprise 3 additional wind turbines and a battery energy storage 

system (BESS) to the south east of CRWF. The intention is to operate both CRWF and the proposed 

development as one Wind Farm. For the purposes of this DMP Update the proposed development 

application site (‘the site’) has been added to the CRWF site to create an updated DMP Area. The new 

DMP Area will occupy 393 hectares (See Appendix A) on the Creag Riabhach landform, which equates 

to approximately 2.6% of the Estate’s open hill ground. 
 

The duration of the construction period is expected to be in the region of 2 years, depending on 

imposed restrictions and weather conditions. 

 

As part of the proposed development there are proposals to include compensatory planting to the 

south east of the existing forestry onsite. This will include an amendment to the deer fence to 

encompass this additional area so that the woodland is deer proof at all times. Further details of the 

compensatory planting proposals are included in Technical Appendix 14.1 of the EIA Report. 

1.2.3 Altnaharra Estate 

The Estate is a mixed upland estate, with interests in farming, holiday lets, forestry, fishing and deer 

stalking. The Estate comprises 14,645 ha in total, of which 670 ha are enclosed woodlands.  

 

The Estate incorporates a number of protected areas that have been designated as either Sites of 

Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs), Special Areas of Conservation (SACs), Special Protection Areas 

(SPAs) or Ramsar status. Specifically, the sites are Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands Ramsar, SPA 

and SAC; Ben Klibreck SSSI; Cnoc an Alaskie SSSI; Drum nam Bad SSSI; Loch Meadie Peatlands SSSI; 

Altnaharra SAC and SSSI, and the River Naver SAC (see Appendix A).  

 

The Estate will have full use of the site during the entire operational period of CRWF and the proposed 

development (up to 40 years), including the construction and decommissioning periods, whilst acting 

in accordance with all Health and Safety Executive (HSE) safety rules. 

1.2.4 The DMP Area 

The only activity carried out on the DMP Area is deer stalking for deer management purposes and this 

is not expected to change over the duration of the DMP Update. Deer management within the Estate, 
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including the DMP Area is only executed by qualified estate staff without third party participants. The 

Estate would expect their current commercial sporting activities to be sufficiently far enough away 

from the DMP Area site that they would not pose any HSE concerns. 

 

Within the operational CRWF site, there are 12.1 ha of grazing habitat lost to the development 

tracks/hard standings/borrow pit. The proposed development would add approximately another 4 ha 

to this; however, this still equates to <0.01% of the Estate’s total grazing habitat. The Creag Riabhach 

landform is considered to be of poor grazing qualities, especially on the higher levels, with the best 

grazing areas found on the lower slopes, near the Vagastie burn/A836. Furthermore, there is an area 

northwards within the same landform nearer to the Altnaharra village that is classed as an area of 

good shelter and not affected by the proposed development. There is no expected loss of forage or 

shelter in this location. 

1.2.5 Purpose of this Report 

The purpose of this DMP Update is to establish the potential impact of the construction of the 

proposed development on deer movements/populations and ensure that the deer management 

objectives below and deer welfare can be met. This DMP Update considers the potential for 

displacement of ‘hefted’ Red Deer to adjacent land, in particular onto designated sites as SSSI or SAC. 

 

This DMP Update has been written in accordance with Nature-Scot’s Code of Practice on Deer 

Management, and using Wild Deer Best Practice Guides (Scottish Natural Heritage, 20131). 

1.3 Baseline  

1.3.1 Key Species of Interest  

There are three main species of deer present on the Estate. These are Red Deer, roe deer and Sika 

deer. A brief description of each population is given below. 

RED DEER (Cervus elaphus)  

This is the most abundant deer species on the Estate. Red deer occupy the majority of the open hill 

ground and this species is particularly important in relation to this DMP Update. 

ROE DEER (Capreolus capreolus)  

Roe deer are occasionally present in small numbers in the Estate’s woodlands. In newly established 
woodlands they are culled on sight, because of the protection of the young trees, from the roe deer’s 

 
1 Scottish Natural Heritage, 2013, Wild Deer Best Practice Guides. 
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browsing impact, all in conjunction with the Wild Deer Best Practice Guides. The average cull is one 

every two to three years. Any Roe deer that occasionally present in this woodland are all solidary 

animals, as they tend to arrive as a single unit, and do not get the opportunity to establish in the 

woodland, because of the Estate’s culling policy. The proposed development would have no significant 

impact on this species, nor would it change the existing management of the woodlands. For this 

reason, no further reference is made to this species. 

Sika Deer (Cervus nippon)  

Sika deer are occasionally present in small numbers in the Estate’s woodlands. In newly established 
woodlands they are culled on sight, because of the protection of the young trees, from the Sika deer’s 
browsing impact, all in conjunction with the Wild Deer Best Practice Guides. The average cull is one 

every three years. Any Roe deer that occasionally present in this woodland are all solidary animals, as 

they tend to arrive as a single unit, and do not get the opportunity to establish in the woodland, 

because of the Estate’s culling policy. The proposed development would have no significant impact on 

this species, nor would it change the existing management of the woodlands. For this reason, no 

further reference is made to this species. 

1.3.2 History 

The Red Deer population on the Estate used to be relatively stable in the period 1990-2012. However 

due to several neighboring properties being purchased by a company with completely different deer 

management objectives and a desired Deer density of less than 1 per sq/km, the population has been 

under pressure from these continuous culls directly north and north west of the Estate which has 

affected deer density and population structures in relation to male and female and deer movement.  

 

The target population for the sustainable sporting interests on the Estate has been approximately 

1000 head on average; however, this has been reduced to approximately 800 head. This equates to 

approximately 5-6 deer per sq/km.  

1.3.3 Current Red Deer Population 

The Estate, in conjunction with neighboring landowners through the North West Sutherland Deer 

Management Group (NWSDMG) and the East Sutherland Deer Management (ESDMG) group, and in 

conjunction with NatureScot, conduct a regular deer count. The results of the most recent helicopter 

counts are shown below and are for deer populations within the confines of the Estate: 

• Scottish Natural Heritage (now NatureScot) April 2012 (NWSDMG) & (ESDMG) Total - 888; 

• Scottish Natural Heritage August 2019 (NWSDMG (summer count) Total - 813; and 

• Nature-Scot December 2022 (ESDMG) Total- 19 (this count is for the deer population within the 

Vagastie area of the Estate. 
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The data for August 2019 indicates a decline in the deer population on the main part of the Estate, 

falling from just over 6 per sq/km in 2012 to 5.8 deer per sq/km in 2019.  

 

The Estate includes designated sites, which cover about 50% of the open hill ground. However, the 

main area where the majority of the hinds are hefted on the Estate is non-designated. The Estate’s 

woodlands are all deer fenced and subsequently not freely accessible to the Red Deer population. 

1.3.4 Deer Management Objectives 

The Estate’s deer populations have been managed under the same ownership for the past 30 years 
and have been under the same resident Estate Manager’s responsibility for the past 23 years. The 

deer management objectives of the Estate have remained the same. A close working relationship has 

been maintained with the Deer Management Groups and NatureScot, particularly in relation to 

designated sites and native woodland plantings.  

 

The Estate had an annual sporting cull target of approximately 40-50 Red Deer stags and 80-90 Red 

Deer hinds and calves; however, it has now become apparent that is no longer sustainable due to 

sustained culling on adjacent land holdings to the north and north west, so a figure of approximately 

30 sporting stags is considered more realistic going forward, and the hind and calves cull figure has 

been adjusted to at least 125 per annum, in an effort to try to retain stags on the ground. The historic 

cull figures achieved on the Estate in the past 6 complete seasons are shown in Table 2. 

Table 2: Historic Cull Figures 

Year Stag cull Hinds & calves 

cull 

Total annual cull 

2017/18 64 122 186 

2018/19 38 136 174 

2019/20 45 66 111 

2020/21 24 73 97 

2021/22 31 148 179 

2022/23 15 162 177 

 

The Estate employs two full time Deer Management Qualification (DMQ) qualified personnel, who 

annually count the Red Deer present on the Estate. They are very actively involved in the management 

of the herds, which means that the population is closely monitored at all times. 

 

Current deer management measures within the DMP Area include: 

• After completion of the CRWF construction phase (planned for late summer 2023), the access 

tracks will be used to disperse mineral blocks to divert the relatively small numbers of stags 
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present further away from the SSSI boundary and the A836. This has not been practically 

achievable in the past due to the inaccessibility of the area. It is intended to continue to 

‘winter’ and ‘summer’ these three stag herds on the Creag Riabhach landform but away from 

the SSSI and the A836 public road with the aid of targeted mineral block feeding. 

1.4 Potential Impacts 

1.4.1 Non-Designated Sites 

The site has no hefted (native resident) Red Deer hind population and this area is only used by a small 

number of Red Deer stags during the summer months. However, there are three groups of stags that 

are known to over-winter alongside the proposed development site near the Vagastie burn/valley and 

the A836 road (Appendix A). This has resulted in the stag herds becoming accustomed to human 

activity as they spend much of their time grazing and resting near the public road and Altnaharra 

village. There has been no effect on the resident deer population as a result of the construction or 

operation of CRWF. 

 

As the stags are predominantly present in the area during the winter months (November/December 

to April/May, depending on the weather), they are less sensitive to disturbance arising as a result of 

the construction of the proposed development as Red deer stags become increasingly docile during 

the winter period in comparison to hefted herds of Red Deer hinds. Stag groups are also considered 

easier to manipulate with supplementary feeding if needed. 

 

Based on the above it is considered that the likelihood of the resident Red Deer stag population being 

displaced as a result of the construction of the proposed development is negligible. 

 

The nearest main Red Deer hind population is hefted mainly on the Ben Harrald/Creag-an-Diridh 

landform, located west and north west of the proposed development. This population is considered 

to be very much hefted to these areas, mainly due to the shelter and grazing qualities present. This 

area is not designated and will not be readily visible from the proposed development site. 

Consequently, it is not anticipated that the proposed development would have any impact on this 

deer group as the majority of the animals spend most of their time in the Mudale Valley and will not 

be affected/displaced by the proposed development. 

 

Only a handful of stags and no hinds have been culled in the DMP Area since 2000. This highlights the 

low importance and usage of the site by deer and subsequently by stalking activities. 

 

The only natural movement from the site would be of the stags moving off during the rut in September 

and returning in November. No rutting takes place on the proposed development site itself. 
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The site is flanked by designated sites to the east, both of which are considered as being in need of 

monitoring via the Estate’s ongoing Habitat Impact Assessment (HIA). Further consideration of 

designated sites is given in Section 1.4.2 below. 

1.4.2 Designated Sites  

Designated Sites with No Potential Impacts 

DRUIM NAM BAD SSSI; CAITHNESS AND SUTHERLAND PEATLANDS SPA, SAC, RAMSAR   

The Druim-Nam-Bad SSSI and Caithness and Sutherland SPA, SAC, and Ramsar site is situated to the 

north west of the site and it is not considered that it will be affected due to the distance from the 

proposed development and non-visibility of any construction activity. There are no existing deer 

movements from the Creag Riabhach area to these designated sites, mainly due to the low deer 

numbers on Creag Riabhach, and the associated low likelihood of their displacement including the 

associated location of valleys/glens between the sites. 

LOCH MEADIE PEATLANDS SSSI; CAITHNESS AND SUTHERLAND PEATLANDS SPA, SAC, RAMSAR  

The Loch Meadie Peat lands SSSI and Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands SPA, SAC, and Ramsar site 

is situated north of the site and it is not considered that it will be affected due to the distance from 

the proposed development, the existing barriers surrounding Altnaharra village (woodland and 

associated deer fencing), and non-visibility of any construction activity. There is no existing deer 

movement between Creag Riabhach and the SSSI, mainly due to the distance and the low density of 

deer on Creag Riabhach and the associated low likelihood of their displacement. 

ALTNAHARRA SSSI, SAC  

The Altnaharra SSSI and SAC site is situated to the north of the site and it is not considered that it will 

be affected due to its distance from the proposed development, the existing barriers surrounding 

Altnaharra village (woodland/farmland and associated deer fencing), and non-visibility of any 

construction activity. The western element of the designated sites is considered inaccessible to deer 

grazing due to its ‘floating’ surface. These designated sites are also in very close proximity to the public 

road and village, so any deer occupying these areas are accustomed to human activities and are 

unlikely to be disturbed by them.  

 

There is also no likelihood of any major deer displacement from Creag Riabhach to the Altnaharra SSSI 

and SAC, due to the low deer numbers present and the low likelihood of their displacement. 

RIVER NAVER SAC 

The River Naver SAC site runs alongside the site but is not relevant to the DMP Update due to its 
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designation for Atlantic salmon & freshwater pearl mussel. 

 

Designated Sites with Potential Impacts 

BEN KLIBRECK SSSI 

The Ben Klibreck SSSI site is situated adjacent to the east of the site but is separated by the A836. 

Within the SSSI, an area called ‘Vagastie’ is part of the Estate and is occupied mainly by Red Deer hinds. 

The SSSI blanket bog feature is classified as ‘unfavourable declining’ by SNH, (Alexander Macdonald, 

14/6/2006). The Moine and Alpine heath is classified as ‘favourable maintained’ by SNH, (Alexander 

Macdonald, 14/6/2006, Jenny Rees, 17/7/2008). 

 

The Red Deer are cited as the primary reason for the status of the bog feature. Specifically, 

trampling/over-grazing is noted within the blanket bog feature. However, the SNH-commissioned 

report of the assessment of herbivores, cited ‘burning and drainage impacts’ on notified features 

within the Ben Klibreck SSSI (Brendan O’Hanrahan, August 2008, 24363). The Vagastie area is 

considered to have a relatively low level of impact pressure from deer in comparison to some of the 

other land holdings in the SSSI. The Estate is the only estate with no livestock grazing on the SSSI since 

September 2002. The Estate also had the lowest density of deer from the four landholdings which 

make up this SSSI according to the Scottish Natural Heritage deer census of December 2008. In 

response to the 2008 report (SNH 24363), the Estate has increased its hind cull within the Vagastie 

area as a precautionary measure, to assist the Deer Management Groups. The status of the blanket 

bog/upland habitat was updated on 21-05-2019 by Nature-Scot and found to be Unfavourable/No 

change, with raising negative impacts of burning and overgrazing/trampling. However, as was shown 

by NatureScot during their December 2022 count that very few deer reside on the Estate within 

Vagastie (19 in total on that day), and the main issue with the SSSI is the lack of management by 

another estate on the east side of Ben Klibreck SSSI, and therefore NatureScot has taken enforcement 

action in January 2023 via a section 10 , which means that enforced culling has been taking place by 

NatureScot staff on that particular holding, without any negative reflection on the neighbouring 

landowners of this SSSI. 

 

It is considered unlikely that the proposed development would cause any displacement of Red Deer 

from the vicinity of the DMP Area. However, a worst case scenario has been considered where there 

is potential that the proposed development may result in temporary displacement during construction 

of approximately 30-40 stags from the site onto the east side of the Vagastie river and onto the Ben 

Klibreck SSSI. However, this should have a minimal impact on the SSSI, as they are very likely to stay 

in the Vagastie valley, which is within their usual range, during construction, due to the separation 

distance from any construction work and the normality of human activity to these deer.  
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The hinds resident in this area normally reside on the higher slopes of Ben Klibreck, several kilometres 

away from the proposed development. It is only in extreme weather conditions, such as heavy 

snowfall, that they move into the east side of the Vagastie valley near the A836 road and within the 

vicinity of the stag herd previously noted.  

 

This situation is likely to continue without any conflict, as any period of extended snowfall and extreme 

temperatures would be likely to restrict accessibility to the site and result in the cessation of 

construction activities. This has been confirmed during the existing CRWF construction period of 

2020/21/22 and into 2023 without any negative consequences for the deer or their movement. In fact 

the stag herds in particular took no notice of any of the construction activities and acted completely 

normal, at all times. 

CNOC-AN-ALASKIE SSSI; CAITHNESS AND SUTHERLAND PEATLANDS SPA, SAC, RAMSAR 

The Cnoc-An-Alaskie SSSI and Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands SPA, SAC, and Ramsar site is 

classified as ‘favourable recovering’ for the breeding bird assemblage feature (Scottish Natural 

Heritage 13-5-15) but ‘unfavourable declining’ for its blanket bog feature (Scottish Natural Heritage 

30-05-18) due to deer trampling and overgrazing. However, again the Estate is fully cooperating with 

NatureScot on this issue, although the impacted sites are on the extreme south west corner of the 

SSSI, on neighbouring land holdings, so out of control of the Estate, and several miles from the 

proposed development. 

 

The blanket bog feature is most relevant to this DMP Update. There are no concerns that deer 

numbers will impact on this site due to relocating stags from the site. This is mainly due to the low 

numbers of stags present. The group concerned would number approximately 30 animals (potentially 

the same herd as mentioned for the Ben Klibreck SSSI). These stags are accustomed to human activity 

from road users, SSE staff visiting the Vagastie dam, and trout fishers from the Crask Inn fishing the 

trout lochs on the SSSI.  

 

1.5 Monitoring, Mitigation and Enhancement 

As detailed in the assessment of potential impacts above (Section 1.4) it is considered that there is 

very low likelihood of Red Deer being displaced by the construction of the proposed development. It 

is proposed that the current monitoring measures (as described below in Section 1.5.1) are maintained 

and if required then the mitigation measures outlined in Section 1.5.2 are implemented. 

1.5.1 Monitoring 

Although the likely impact is low, it is recognised that there is a need for precautionary monitoring of 
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the SSSI feature on the site, especially the blanket bog area. Therefore, 32 random habitat assessment 

points as per NatureScot (Alexander Macdonald, 59300) for blanket bog were established in 2017 on 

the SSSIs and the whole of the Estate, and 31 dwarf shrub heath HIA points were also randomly chosen 

by NatureScot over the entire Estate. As this information is gathered by estate staff in alternating years 

(Blanket Bog one year and Dwarf Shrub Heath the following and so on), Scottish Natural Heritage 

advised by email (Alexander Macdonald 16-09-2019) prior to the construction of the operational 

CRWF, as a release to the planning conditions, that NatureScot is content with using the Estate’s HIA 
findings as a monitoring tool for deer impacts on the whole Estate and in relation to the DMP, 

especially as this information is gathered annually and supplied to the Deer management Groups and 

NatureScot for scrutiny and is used in the wider areas deer management planning, and will instantly 

highlight any areas of higher impact.  

 

The area is approximately 1200 ha of the entire SSSI, with the nearest plot being 225m from the 

proposed development. 

 

Due to the low deer numbers involved and the low likelihood of change, it is not envisaged that there 

will be a need to extend the monitoring area. It should also be noted that there were no concerns 

expressed in Brendan O’Hanrahan’s SNH report 24363. Furthermore, the Estate’s monitoring will give 

an early indication of change. Conducting HIA monitoring over the entire Estate will give a more robust 

and true reflection of deer impacts, as supported by NatureScot. 

1.5.2 Mitigation 

It is proposed that ‘guiding’ of any potential temporary displacement of the stags on or near the site 

could be achieved in the form of strategically placed mineral blocks. During the construction period, 

this could be done in areas of hard ground away from the SSSI boundaries but close to where the stags 

reside under normal conditions. It is anticipated that this would encourage them to stay in or very 

near to their original area, without causing any additional deer movements. It is anticipated that this 

approach would specifically target the three small existing stag herds, without attracting additional 

deer. 

 

No heather burning is currently proposed; however, if decided upon in future then this will be 

executed away from the combined operational CRWF and proposed development site and not on SSSI 

ground, which would aid in diverting deer away from both areas, and in any case-controlled Muir 

burning would be undertaken according to The Muir Burn Code (NatureScot, 2021)2 at all times.  

 
2 Scottish Natural Heritage, 01-08-2011, The Muir Burn Code, a code for best practise on Muir burning & updates 

2021 
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1.5.3 Enhancement 

Some areas of the construction work embankments and reinstated areas could be more beneficial to 

the deer, due to embankments potentially creating shelter and new vegetation growth on disturbed 

surfaces providing forage. This could potentially compensate for some of the habitat losses. 

 

The proposed Biodiversity Enhancement and Restoration Plan (BERP) includes measures for restoring 

blanket bog habitat in an area to the north east of the site (see Technical Appendix 6.2 for further 

details). This could also improve conditions for deer. 

 

There is a requirement for compensatory planting within the vicinity, and it is anticipated that this will 

provide some additional shelter for the stags residing on or near the proposed development site. This 

could further assist in diverting the stags away from the A836 public road, although it would have to 

be designed correctly and studied and approved by all the relevant authorities. 

1.6 Changes to Deer Management Measures 

No significant additional culling of deer is expected during, or as a result of, the proposed 

development. However, should this prove necessary, the Estate has the necessary qualified personnel 

and equipment to carry out such a task. Should such a scenario arise, it is proposed that any additional 

culling would be absorbed into the Annual Estate Cull Targets, without impacting on any neighbouring 

properties.  

 

Any deer culled on or near the site will be completely removed from the site, including the gralloch so 

that no attractions are left for any carrion birds. 

1.7 Conclusion 

All of the deer management for the proposed development will be undertaken by the Estate as the 

Estate has the experience, expertise, management capability and personnel available to professionally 

implement the DMP and DMP Update.   

 

The impact of the proposed development on deer management on the Estate is considered to be 

minimal and manageable with the proposed plan and monitoring protocols identified in this DMP 

Update. The long term sustainability of the Estate’s deer management, and that of neighbouring 

estates, will be unaffected by the proposed development. 

 

This conclusion assumes that the neighbouring landowners continue with their existing deer 

management without any significant changes. Any major changes of deer management on 

neighbouring properties would be considered out with the control and scope of this DMP Update as 
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deer are a shared resource.  

 

The Estate is committed to closely monitoring the DMP Area and adjacent SSSIs as part of the ongoing 

routine HIA programme. The proposed monitoring involves counting the deer population on an on-

going basis and keeping records of the findings. Furthermore, the Estate will continue to keep records 

of cull numbers, deer population counts and mortality rates in order to inform ongoing management 

decisions, in addition to its HIA monitoring programme. 

 

This DMP Update would be reviewed as required and any adjustments be considered in consultation 

with the relevant authorities (NatureScot and Deer Management Group) and the Estate. 
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