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Executive summary 

 

 Mountain hares are an important part of Scotland’s moorlands and the species 

should be maintained in a favourable conservation status. 

 Compared to the rest of Europe, mountain hares are often at high densities in 

Scotland, largely because of grouse moor management.  

 Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust, working for SNH, found that mountain hare 

distribution was stable between 1997 and 2007. 

 Game bag data from 1954-2015 suggests cyclical fluctuations in numbers of 

hares are natural. 

 These data do not show any detectable long-term decline or increase in the 

numbers of hares in the bag over the last 60 years. Local declines reported for 

the late 1990s and early 2000s appear in line with the national cycle for that 

period. 

 There is no evidence for sporting management being associated with these 

periodic declines in mountain hare range or numbers in Scotland. It seems highly 

likely that intensive forestry and farming practice does locally and regionally 

restrict Scottish mountain hare distribution. 

 GWCT endorse voluntary restraint on taking hares where their numbers are low. 

We actively promote more monitoring of mountain hares by managers as very 

important practice. More research is justifiable as this would allow the refinement 

of management prescriptions. 

 A review in 2015 by SNH rehearsed these views, and they are being 

incorporated into ‘Principles of Moorland Management’ best practice guidance for 

mountain hare management  

 

Introduction 

PE1664 calls for a moratorium on the taking of mountain hares (Lepus timidus) in 

Scotland to preserve their conservation status.  The Game & Wildlife Conservation 

Trust (GWCT) are a research body with an active interest in upland land management; 

our work on this species extends back to the 1980s. GWCT are working with SNH 

(Scottish Natural Heritage), Scotland’s Moorland Forum, the James Hutton Institute 

(JHI) and others to meet Scotland’s need for sustainable management of mountain 

hares. GWCT has prepared this briefing on mountain hare status and management 

which brings together the relevant evidence. 

 

Mountain Hares in Scotland 

Mountain hares are an important part of Scotland’s moorland heritage. They are a 

valued quarry species and a locally important grazer/browser. They can be an important 

prey species for predators such as golden eagles, and are enjoyed as a wildlife 

spectacle. 



 

When GWCT, SNH and JHI surveyed for hares we found that over 80% of the UK’s 

mountain hare population is in Scotland and most of these are on now grouse moors1 

(Figure 1). This research also shows fewer hares in habitats without sporting 

management. Research has also shown that Scottish mountain hare densities can be 

up to ten times higher than are typical in other European countries 2.  

 

Figure 1: The distribution of mountain hares in 2006/07 in Scotland on a 10x10-km 
square basis.  The use of a 10x10-km square scale resulted in some small areas 

appearing to have mountain hares when in fact they were reported as absent.  They are 
(from north to south) Yell (Shetland), Mainland (Orkney), the Morvern peninsula 
(adjacent to Mull) and Islay. 
 

This pattern of range and abundance suggests that intensive fox control and habitat 

management by gamekeepers appears to benefit both red grouse and mountain hares 
3,4. The Mammal Society, picking up on previous reports24, states on its website: 

“Their [mountain hare] numbers have declined locally where favorable habitat such as 

former grouse moors has been afforested or heather has been removed by excessive 

grazing by other animals. Young forestry plantations can support high densities of hares 

which sometimes cause significant damage to trees, but these high densities decline 

once the forest canopy closes, and the ground vegetation is diminished.” 

 

Consequently, mountain hares seem to do best in areas managed for red grouse (which 

includes their own management) and these areas seem likely to be future refuges for 

them in Scotland. 



 

Current trends Mountain Hare population status 

Good practice and legislation requires that we monitor mountain hares to track the 

effects of management. 

1. In 2008 SNH, GWCT and JHI established that the Scottish range of mountain 

hares has not shrunk since the mid-1990s1. This is important as range 

contraction is often the first sign of a population in trouble.  

2. The National Game Bag Census6,27 has collected data on the numbers of hares 

shot on Scottish moors since 1954; 213 shoots contributed data for at least 2 

years during this period. These data represent an index of mountain hare 

abundance, assuming more hares are taken when more are available. The data 

suggest that mountain hare populations a ‘quasi-cyclical’; that is their abundance 

fluctuates up and down in a reasonably predictable manner over time (Figure 2). 

Fluctuations by 5-fold appear normal, with peak abundances probably being 10 

times higher than the low points. In Scotland the reasons for these fluctuations 

may include food quality and gut parasites9. 

 

Figure 2: National Game Bag Census data from 213 shoots show a cyclical pattern of 

peaks and troughs (red line) in numbers of hares in the bag between 1954 and 2015. 

The pattern of change is relative to the starting point in 1954.

 
 

3. Removing the cyclical effect using GAM (generalized additive modelling) shows 

there is no long-term trend, either up or down, in these data (Aebischer pers 

comm; Figure 3). 

 



Figure 3: National Game Bag Census data of hares taken suggest that despite large 

short- and medium-term changes, there is no discernable long-term trend (orange line) 

in numbers of hares in the bag between 1954 and 2015.  

 

 
There have been recent reports of a declines in hares seen during the BTO Breeding 

Bird Surveys of 1995 and 2013 7. We note the reported decline was 33% (not 43% as 

has been mis-quoted) and was not statistically significant. The decline may therefore 

have been due to chance, or because non-specific counts such as these are affected by 

weather, observer variation and design10.  

 

Nevertheless, evidence from gamekeepers and other land managers can be a valuable 

source of ‘Practitioner Knowledge’. The value of such ‘co-produced’ information is 

something we need to capture more effectively; this is happening already in some SNH 

supported projects28. Practitioner commentary is that the hare’s population dynamics 

may be more robust than is commonly thought, with harvesting allowing greater 

breeding success22. Typically there are notable numbers of hares even on areas after 

harvesting of hares is taking place. Anecdotal evidence of this from March 2015, after 

the end of the hare shooting season, when populations might be expected to be at their 

lowest has been seen by SNH during field visits. This is the repeated experience of land 

managers who undertake the predator control and habitat management on Scottish 

moors.  

 

GWCT are working to improve the accuracy of mountain hare abundance assessments 

with SNH and JHI; we hope a report will be published this year. We are also working on 

‘Principle of Moorland Management’ guidance document for Scotland’s Moorland 

Forum. These reports will provide a formal framework for the informed and updatable 

assessments of current and future mountain hare management.  

 



Management of Mountain Hares 

Management for hares can both increase and decrease numbers. The predator control 

and habitat management typical of that used for red grouse may increase mountain 

hare numbers.  

 

A managed decline in numbers within a local area will occur when they are shot on 

moorland for three reasons; for food, for habitat protection in woodland expansion areas 

and statutorily designated sites such as SSSIs, and for disease control 1. Habitat 

protection can be a significant issue, especially during winter when many hill sheep 

flocks are removed to protect important moorland habitats; seven mountain hares have 

the same dry matter food requirement as one blackface ewe29. Young woodland areas 

can support high numbers of hares which graze on and amongst trees. To protect 

woodlands hares may be controlled to prevent both economic and ecological damage to 

trees 21. Declines in abundance will eventually be part of woodland expansion as hares 

typically do not use dense conifer woods following canopy closure. 

 

Tick & Disease Control 

Disease control is an important driver for taking hares. Hares are shot to reduce the 

overall number of tick (Ixodes ricinus) hosts on a moor. The reason for this activity is 

research GWCT undertook between the late 1970s and 1990s in Morayshire which 

demonstrated a link between hare abundance and tick biting rates on grouse11. 

Mountain hares, along with other mammals, provide a blood meal for ticks thus 

supporting ticks in completing their life cycle. Ticks are becoming more common in 

Scotland18 and disease transmission may also be increasing. Ticks can carry a viral 

disease called Louping-ill which can cause high levels of mortality in sheep and red 

grouse, with 79% of infected grouse chicks dying from the virus in laboratory and field 

conditions14. Upland wader chicks (lapwing, golden plover and curlew) have been 

observed with high numbers of ticks which may reduce their overall fitness, though 

there is no incidence of viral infection being detected in these chicks from the relatively 

small sample tested15.  

 

GWCT see a case for more experimental work to inform the modelled connection 

between tick, LIV transmission and mountain hare23. In the meantime stabilising grouse 

numbers through disease management helps underpin the continued private investment 

in conservation, providing wider biodiversity and public benefits which include; an 

increase in upland farm economics through improved sheep productivity16 and possible, 

though untested, benefits for public health, as ticks also transmit Lyme disease17.Our 

research and advice is that with the correct application of management techniques 

(limiting tick host numbers and treating sheep with acaricidal dips and anti-viral 

vaccination) it is possible to suppress tick and louping-ill to levels where their impact on 

sheep flock health and red grouse is reduced to a minimum19.  

 

 

 



The Future 

GWCT believe there may be more to be lost from constraining mountain hare 

management than to be gained. Mountain hares benefit greatly from managing 

moorland for red grouse – their disappearance from Langholm Moor during a period 

without keepering in the late 1990s-early 2000s was likely no co-incidence. Constraint 

on management would seem a poor decision at a time when hares have retreated to the 

moors in the face of predation, forestry and farming practice.  Potentially dis-

incentivising management by restricting an ability to limit high densities of hares 

appears to fail tests of necessity and reasonableness.  

 

However, GWCT stands by its joint position with SNH and SLE on the need for 

restraint25, both to ensure compliance with the law and for best practice. These views 

were also upheld by a 2015 review for SNH26 and are being incorporated into the 

‘Principles of Moorland Management’ guidance on mountain hares being produced by 

Scotland’s Moorland Forum. There are good reasons for taking mountain hares on 

Scottish moors, but GWCT has always been clear that hare culls cannot be justified for 

disease control where there are significant numbers of other tick hosting species, 

particularly deer or where tick and disease levels are low12, 20. In these cases, the 

priority for disease control should be deer management, hand-in-hand with treating 

sheep. And we believe that if hares are locally at lower than peak numbers, moor 

managers should consult their neighbours to make sure natural declines and harvest 

offtake are not coupled across large landscape areas.  

 

Lastly, we have made it clear moorland managers should act in the context of some 

demonstrable assessment of mountain hare abundance. This would aid their own 

decision making, and if properly presented, allay fears about mountain hare 

conservation. We understand from keepers and others that 2017 has been a good 

breeding year for mountain hares across their range. Putting this practitioner knowledge 

into an indexed context is of critical importance. 
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