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OneKind is grateful to the Public Petitions Committee for their continued 

consideration of petition PE1664, Greater Protection for Mountain Hares. This 

submission responds to some of the key issues raised by stakeholders in their 

written submissions to the Committee.  

1. The population status of mountain hares 

Given the paucity of available population data for mountain hares it is impossible to 

come to an evidence-based and certain conclusion as to the overall population trend. 

However, we note that: 

 From the evidence submitted to the Committee, there appears to be 

consensus that there have been localised declines, particularly in the North-

East Highlands, and that the overall population trend is likely to have declined 

and then begun to recover in recent years.  

 Localised declines in themselves are a serious concern. From a conservation 

perspective, mountain hares are an important prey species for a number of 

species of conservation concern, including the Golden Eagle. We would also 

argue that the absence of mountain hares in their natural habitat reduces the 

recreational value of the area.  

 SNH have conducted their own review of population data, but as this has yet 

to be published we are unable to comment on its significance. 

In summary, there is major uncertainty over the overall health of the mountain hare 

population, but there are sufficient grounds for serious concern. We do not consider 

that the appropriate response to this uncertainty is to continue to allow the 

unregulated and unmonitored large-scale killing of mountain hares. Indeed, we 

believe that this would not be compatible with the Scottish Government’s 

commitments to the conservation of this species, and in particular the EU Habitats 

Directive, which places a requirement on Scotland to maintain the mountain hare 

population in favourable conservation status, and prohibits “the use of all 

indiscriminate means capable of causing local disappearance of, or serious 

disturbance to, populations of such species”1. 

Given these commitments, a more appropriate response would be to apply the 

precautionary principle and introduce greater protection for mountain hares. 

2. Animal welfare concerns 

We note that some stakeholders, such as Scottish Land and Estates, argue that 

there are no animal welfare concerns associated with the large-scale killing of 

mountain hares and compare the practice with deer control. We believe there are 

major concerns that have not been addressed by the Scottish Government or 

stakeholders. The risk of injury and prolonged death is high due to the following risk 
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factors: shooting activity generally takes place on rough terrain and during winter 

conditions; large numbers of shooters and animals are involved; shotguns are used; 

and no best practice guidance specific to this activity is adhered to. This is not 

comparable to deer stalking, for example, where risk of injury and prolonged death is 

relatively low provided the activity is carried out by skilled marksmen and in 

accordance with the existing Best Practice Guides. 

4. Disease control 

We note that disease control, specifically louping-ill in grouse and Lyme disease in 

humans, is cited as a motivation for mountain hare killing by both the GWCT and 

SLE. We would like to draw the Committee’s attention to the following: 

 A 2015 Report to the Scientific Advisory Committee of Scottish Natural 

Heritage concluded that “there is no clear evidence that mountain hare culls 

serve to increase red grouse densities”2.  

 The most recent scientific review of the effectiveness of mountain hare culling 

as a management technique for louping-ill concluded that “there is no 

compelling evidence base to suggest culling mountain hares might increase 

red grouse densities”3. 

 The written evidence from the James Hutton Institute advises that “there is no 

good evidence that mountain hares transmit Lyme disease, especially not in 

the presence of other transmission hosts”. 

5. Greater protections for mountain hares 

The overarching ask in this petition is that the Scottish Government introduces 

greater protections for mountain hares. We believe this is substantiated on 

conservation, animal welfare and ethical grounds. However, we are not prescriptive 

as to the approach the Scottish Government might take and have put forward a 

number of possible mechanisms, including: 

 A three-year moratorium on culls and large-scale recreational killing.  We 

agree with the recommendation in the evidence submitted by the James 

Hutton Institute that any moratorium be accompanied with the articulation of 

“a series of expected outcomes”.  

 Applying the closed season rules all-year round, which would mean that all 

hare killing would have to be carried out under licence from SNH. 

 Ending all mountain hare killing within the Cairngorms National Park using 

existing powers available to Ministers. 

We are concerned that much emphasis is being put on the forthcoming Principles of 

Moorland Management (PoMM) guidance on sustainable hare management that is 

currently being drafted by the Moorland Forum. The has been no consultation 
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outside of the Forum membership, or transparency as to how they have been 

developed and what they will require. Given the importance of this issue and the 

significant public interest, we believe that any guidance or standards endorsed by 

the Scottish Government that is intended to address concerns over mountain hare 

culls should be developed with broad consultation and in a transparent fashion. 


