South Grampian DMG Spring AGM Meeting & Section 7 meeting
 held at 6 pm on Wed 8th April 2026
at Kilry Village Hall 

MINUTES 

1. Welcome & Introductions
The Chair welcomed everyone to the spring 2026 AGM meeting, incorporating the Section 7 meeting which would be chaired by NatureScot. He thanked all those present for the work that they had put in during the season, and Jimmy Irvine who had co-ordinated support from NatureScot.

Those present were reminded to conduct all discussions in a respectful manner when contentious issues were being addressed.

Present: Doug McAdam (Independent Chair), Victor Clements (Secretary/ Treasurer), Colin McPhail (NatureScot, chair ofS7 meeting), Graeme Taylor and Jimmy Irvine (both NatureScot), Barclay Dougall (Lednathie/ Balintore), Bruce Cooper (self employed deer stalker, Glenhead/ Glen Damph), Rob Mearns (Tulchan), Gary Coutts (Balmoral), Chris Walker (Bachnagairn/ Balmoral), Angus McNicol (Invercauld), Colin McClean and Mike Cottam (CNPA), Brian Smith (Clova Farms), John Montgomery & James Buckley (FLS), James Davidson (Alrick), Iain Robertson (Auldallan), Deirdre Stewart (ADMG), David Rudge (Rhiedorrach Glenshee), Andrew Scott (Wester Coull farm/ Scottish Tenant Farmers Association), Fiona Brewis (Broughdearg), Mark Mitchell (Scottish Water).

Apologies
Thom Wells (Balnaboth), Rob Whitson (Balmoral), Will Reid (Callater), Major Gibbs & Nick Gibbs (Glenisla House).

2. Minutes from November 2025 meeting
The minutes were taken as read and approved by the meeting.

3. Matters Arising
There were no matters arising that would not otherwise come up through the agenda.


4. Financial Position
Account for 2025-26
All subscriptions for the year had been received, gathered in via a single invoice to each property. That worked well, and reduced administration time, with all invoices settled by August. Glencally/ Auchavan and Pearsie had returned to the group as subscribing members, so overall income for the year was around £1000 higher than expected. Expenses were all in line with forecast, with just some small variance.

The closing balance at 31st March was £3291.62.

The accounts were endorsed by the meeting, with no questions.

Budget for 2026-27
Two budget options were discussed for the coming year, which was to repeat the 2025-26 budget raising £12,333 of income, or to reduce this to £11,000 and stand a small loss on the coming year. In both cases, expenditure would remain as 2025-26.

It was agreed to maintain the current budget, and continue to build a modest buffer in the bank account. VC would focus half of his administration time in April/ May to help inform the situation around Caenlochan, and to bring the deer plan to a position where it could potentially be endorsed at a June meeting.

It is planned to send out invoices as soon as possible after this spring meeting. The £12,333 subscriptions are now spread over a slightly wider area, so members will see a small reduction in their subs from 2025-26.

The intention going forward is to try and reduce administration costs for all members. This should be possible if the Caenlochan situation can be resolved, as the group communicate well and there are relatively small numbers of properties involved.
5. Election of office bearers
Chair/ vice chair
The Chair stood down to allow discussion to take place, with VC asking if there were any other candidates for the position. No other candidates were forthcoming. This being the case, Doug McAdam was asked to chair the deer group for another year in an independent capacity.
Secretary
The meeting also agreed to engage Victor Clements for another year as secretary/ treasurer.
6. Caenlochan Section 7		     Chair: NatureScot
This section of the agenda was chaired by Colin McPhail, board member for NatureScot, aided by Graeme Taylor and Jimmy Irvine.

Minutes of November 2025 S7 meeting
The minutes of previous meeting were taken as read and approved. 

Action points/ matters arising
All action points had been discharged and there were no other matters arising.

NatureScot had supported properties throughout the season, offering logistical and culling assistance, and help with overall analysis and location of animals if required.

JI & VC had been liaising to align thinking on population modelling, for both S7 reasons, and for compensatory culls to facilitate woodland creation within the area. Discussions will continue through to meeting in June.

Cull 2025/2026 review
During the season, 646 stags and 1066 hinds had been taken within the S7 area, along with 433 calves. This was a lot higher than any previous culls in the current S7, but was less than the target of 1000 stags and 1400 hinds. Overall, the cull, including calves, was 69% of the required cull target.

It had been a difficult season in many ways, with low cloud for most of the hind culling season. The cull before New Year was much lower than expected with around 550 hinds culled before Christmas, less than the requested 60% of the cull. From mid January to 15th February properties delivered a cull of over 400 hinds (+ calves). NatureScot support during this period had been very effective. 
Provision had been made for out-of- season culling of hinds beyond 15th February, but only a very small number of animals (approx. 50 hinds) were taken between then and the 31st March. GT posed the question why only limited culling undertaken post 15th February? 2 properties stated that their cull had exceeded culls of resident hinds to below S7 density targets and there was no influx of larger groups.   

NatureScot acknowledged that the cull was an increase on previous years, and that a lot of effort had went in to achieve this. All members delivered their initial cull target allocations, and most had taken up some of the unallocated total, but there was still a hind cull shortage of 334 hinds for the Section 7 area. 

Analysis of current position
Ultimately, due to the reduced hind cull, the S7 target density by spring 2026 has not been achieved, and NatureScot were adjusting their population model to address this by spring 2027.  The current projected density was 12.4 deer per sq km, down from 15.1 in spring 2025. This is above the target density of 10 deer per sq km, but using historic deer count information is the lowest density in the Caenlochan area for 50 years.

The draft population model indicates a cull in 26/27 for 700 stags and 700 hinds plus calves to achieve the 10 deer per sq km target, equating to c 3,350 deer in the S7 area.

NatureScot felt that the failure to get more deer before New Year left stalkers with a lot of work to do afterwards, but the poor weather and commitment to having stalking guests were a part of that. DM reflected that he felt the failure to allocate the full stag and hind targets was a weakness in the process. JI refuted this in that given that as the winter turned out then setting a full allocation would have left some properties trying to cull deer that weren’t on that individual property. Given the mobility of the deer allocation of larger culls is difficult.  

Those members present were generally supportive of achieving the targets for 2026-7, and the DMG would be strongly advising them to do this. Enclosure of such a large area of the group for woodland creation and agricultural protection during this summer and autumn would mean a significant compensatory full would be required, and this would ultimately reinforce the need to cull numbers for Caenlochan.

There was a discussion around the timing of the final HIA under the terms of the S7 agreement. The S7 agreement states HIA would take place 12 months after the achievement of 10 deer per sq km and therefore had been planned for 2027. Given the agreed density target had not been reached then should the HIA be postponed to 2028? This would involve extending the S7 agreement by at least another 3-4 months. Options around this would be discussed at a meeting in June so that everyone knew what would be happening, and this would also allow NatureScot to plan.



Season 2026-27 initial cull allocation
Given the indicatory cull requirements properties were asked for initial consideration of delivery of targets. 

Invercauld felt that the suggested 2026-27 totals were practical, and anticipated being able to achieve this.

Clova Farms had culled half their hinds last year, and were concerned that continuing this was not sustainable for them. However, they would assess what deer numbers they currently had before June.

Tulchan have let for 60 stags. They felt that the hind cull was do-able for them and did not see a problem in achieving this.

FLS would be fencing their ground this summer, and therefore expected their culls to be going down. This was simply a practical reality of what they were doing. FLS had pulled their contractors out of Glen Doll to show some sensitivity to the numbers of stags that where being culled there this spring, so they were alert to the effects their activities were having on others, while mindful that they had to achieve their own objectives, as well as their S7 contribution.

Callater had been let for 45 stags. They would prefer to take more hinds in place of more stags.

Alrick were likely to get 25-30 stags. They had no resident hinds, although had managed to get a small number this season gone by. 

Scottish Water would potentially be fenced out of the deer range by September this autumn, and they will then be looking to remove as many deer as practical from within this area to facilitate woodland creation and peatland restoration, as well as stronger agricultural protection for those tenant farmers within the area.
Barclay Dougall emphasized the importance of communications when Scottish Water and FLS fencing was taking place, so that deer would not get trapped in areas where they would become a problem. The risk of this was high if people did not know what was going on in detail relating to timings. Several properties offered to help chasing deer out as required, to try and minimize any issues arising.

It was agreed that a more thorough allocation of culls would be made at a meeting on 4th June, after verification of recruitment and mortality counts in early May.
Arrangements/ support
An indicatory cull of 700 stags, 700 hinds and 350 calves, assuming a 50% recruitment this year, will need to be taken to deliver density targets. Due to higher than average hind fecundity in culled hinds NatureScot felt that recruitment would be high this year, although there was a feeling that poor winter weather would affect this. All DMG personnel were being asked to carry out recruitment counts and excess mortality counts, and NatureScot would support this where needed of photographed hinds and calves, using drones where required. The purpose of this is to verify what is happening this spring by way of recruitment, and inform the number of deer to be culled in 2026-7. NatureScot may also come out to help with a post summer calving counts in August/ early Sept.

NatureScot do not usually provide staff resource to deliver the stag cull. Although hinds are the priority, all members are encouraged to get the overall agreed stag cull as well once the population model has been finalized.

Section 7 AOCB
NatureScot staff were obligated to report to their board that deer density targets in Caenlochan had not been achieved this spring. Higher numbers of deer had been counted in spring 2025, and despite higher culls being taken, this had not achieved targets set, and therefore signatories were technically in breach of the Section 7 agreement. The cull taken was 31% under target.

This would have to be reported, and board members would need to consider what options might be open to them, including whether a Section 8 Control Scheme was now warranted. 

There was some discussion around what the options might be, and if S8 was relevant given the assurances that some properties felt the S7 agreement gave to individual properties if they had achieved what they had been asked. Those present were reminded that very significant sanctions were possible under the S8 mechanism, and that this was a much more robust process than S7.

There was a feeling from S7 signatories that some of the issues around achieving the target density were complicated, a strong level of engagement had been evident in 2025-6, and the target culls required to achieve target density by spring 2027 were very practical, with most properties present suggesting that they would be able to deliver this. Those with concerns were Clova Farms, on the basis that they had culled half their hinds last year, and FLS and Scottish Water who were now enclosing their ground, changing the deer dynamic and making it more difficult to forsee what the season ahead might bring. It was therefore difficult for them to commit to numbers.
There was a commitment from those present to allocate target culls more fully at the 4th June meeting, and a NatureScot supported recruitment count would inform the evidence base around what was actually required.

The DMG was making a firm recommendation to achieve the necessary target cull of both hinds and stags, not only to discharge the Section 7 obligations, but to prepare the ground for the 8000 ha area to be excluded from the current range, mostly to take place this summer and autumn.

The DMG Chair was to forward a letter to Colin McPhail, outlining current DMG position on this and intention of members to deliver.

NatureScot were requested by S7 Signatories/ DMG to look at postponing any paper to their board until after the meeting on 4th June, at which progress could be more accurately assessed, and the risk associated with not achieving target density under Section 7 determined.

7. Members Only Caenlochan discussion (Only if required)
This item was not required.

8. Review of season for other DMG members.
Both FLS and Scottish Water were working to try and bring their schemes forward as planned this year, and it appears that much of the fencing work should be completed in advance of next winter. Both had taken as many deer as they could last season to try and pave the way for what was going to happen, as well as delivering their S7 obligations.
The properties further east were mindful of the implications of a large number of animals getting caught on this side. AS, a tenant on Scottish Water ground, was very aware of displaced deer ending up on agricultural land, especially in easterly winds. However, he was optimistic about the new situation which was hopefully going to emerge. The eastern properties had taken more deer than previously this year, but there was still a lot of deer in evidence, including a very large group of stags (approx. 400), which presumably had arisen from further west. JI stated there was large numbers of stags counted in this area in Mar 2025 and previous counts so not sure they are from the west. 
Bachnagairn are concerned about the implications of the felling/ restocking efforts in Glen Doll, with a high number of stags removed this winter, making it difficult to know where future stocks were going to come from. FLS did re- allocate their contractors to other areas to acknowledge this impact on neighbours. It is likely that developing ground vegetation after felling will make this area more attractive to deer, so this area is likely to be a problem for the foreseeable future if some solution cannot be found, although it is difficult to know what that might be.

9. Updating South Grampian Deer Plan
Current Position
The big change from November is that it is now more obvious what is going to happen by way of woodland creation and fencing in Glen Prosen, Scottish Water ground and Glenshee, and that has allowed us to see what will be removed from the deer range, and what this might mean in terms of compensatory culls. There are some good maps of plans for felling/ restocking in Glen Doll as well.

The S7 2025-26 cull figures have been confirmed, and the planned recruitment and S7 models, once adjusted, will allow a plan to be finalized now relatively quickly.

What to do to finish?
Target densities will be set out for each zone, and some modelling finalized to set out how to get there. Closing the fences will make this much easier. The important thing for the Zone 1/ Caenlochan area is knowing what is going to be possible beyond Section 7, and we need NatureScot to help us inform this position before the 4th June meeting, at which it is hoped to endorse a new deer plan to cover the next 5- 10 years. CM of CNPA provided some potential direction of travel on this below, although how this might be facilitated is not yet known. The National Park Plan would also soon be up for review as well, and that added in another layer of uncertainty.

10. Other member changes/ projects
There are no other projects coming forwards that we did not already know about.



11. CNPA Update
The CNPA have a policy position of having deer densities of 5-8 animals per sq km throughout the park area. The new legislation places a responsibility on NatureScot to help “facilitate” national park policy, so this is now a situation that members need to be more aware of than previously.

Part of the SGDMG area (largely Zones 1 & 2) lie within the CNPA area, with other areas lying outside. The discussion about large enclosed areas breaking up the DMG in to different sub areas with different objectives raised questions about the structure of the group going forwards, and which areas would be relevant to the park, and which areas not. The changes would impact on density calculations, depending on whether the group stayed together or not.

The deer plan has tried to set out that these are indeed issues that everyone needs to be aware of. The Chair suggested that discussions need to be had about future structure and working of the DMG in the various sub areas, and to try and maintain a forum that was useful for everyone, irrespective of their actual land use objectives.
CNPA had paid out £35,000 in deer cull incentives to two DMG areas. This was a similar amount to the previous year
There were now byelaws in place banning recreational fires within the park from 1st April to September, following the large scale fires on the eastern side of the park and beyond last summer. There is no impact on muirburn within the park. Sanctions can include fines up to £500, with CNPA rangers enforcing the new byelaws.

Fires were a significant worry in Glen Doll at present.

12. NatureScot Update
There are a number of important new developments coming forwards on the back of the new Natural Environment Bill:

· Section 6ZB, which gives NatureScot the ability to intervene for the purposes of nature restoration, not just to avoid damage to the natural heritage
· There is to be a new strategic National Deer Plan.
· A new competence register for anyone stalking unaccompanied
· A new updated new Deer Code
· Changes to occupiers rights for crofters and tenant farmers. This needs an agreed process/ working method to be developed first.

It is important to note that none of these measures are enacted yet, with different measures coming forwards between late 2026 and 2028.

AS of the Scottish Tenant Farmers Association noted that most problems with deer arise when ground is leased out to a third party and where tenants do not have regular contact with an estate employee who they feel they can work with.

Most tenant farmers have little interest or skills in deer management themselves, and their preference is to have a good working relationship with someone who they know and trust.

13. ADMG Update
ADMG had been through a long process of trying to influence the Natural Environment Bill this year. Section 6ZB and how that might work is a huge concern still.
The changes to occupiers rights had come as a surprise and then, outwith the legislation, the budget proposal to remove sporting rates exemptions. ADMG has had some success in dealing with this, with the principle of rewarding those engaged in conservation work and putting venison into the food chain understood, and guidance having just recently been provided for local authorities. However, the whole process has been unnecessarily complicated, clumsy and overly political. ADMG are happy to hear about things working/ not working.
The AGM had a record attendance this year, with people keen to know what is going on across a range of issues.
The Common Ground project was a good example of work being undertaken on members’ behalf.
Going forwards in 2026, the priorities for ADMG will be the Deer Code consultation, the National Deer Plan and occupier’s rights.
In terms of communications, the ADMG spring report, and the latest edition of Scope have been linked to in most recent email to members.
ADMG would like to see South Grampian joining as members again, and the Chair said the group will give consideration to this.



14. AOCB
There was a reminder that if stags in particular were closed out of their habitual wintering areas, that they will try to break back in again, and everyone needed to be aware of that and be prepared to deal with it if it happened, or take action to prevent this if possible. This was relevant to all members as it was not possible to know in advance where problems might arise. If possible members should try to take some value from these animals in season where they could.
There was a query about HIA training for members. Linzi Seivwright would be doing some training this spring, and would still have capacity for SGDMG members.
There are also places available on the Woodland HIA workshops, still taking place at various locations across the country.
JI from NatureScot also offered to coordinate with BD and provide some training for members in the area. 

Date of next meeting
The next meeting is scheduled for Kilry hall, Thursday 4th June, 10am start.
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