
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 

Petition Number: PE1664 
 
Main Petitioner: Harry Huyton on behalf of OneKind 
 
Subject: Greater protection for mountain hares 
 
Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to introduce greater 
protection for mountain hares on both animal welfare and conservation 
grounds, which may include: introducing a three-year moratorium on all 
mountain hare killing, permitting culls and driven hunts only under licence, and 
ending all culling and driven hunting of mountain hares within Scotland's 
national parks using a nature conservation order. 

Background 

According to the James Hutton Institute the Scottish mountain hare is native 
to the Highlands of Scotland. They are strongly associated with the heather 
moorland that is managed for red grouse - where they benefit from habitat 
management and predator control aimed at improving grouse densities. 

OneKind published a report - Mountain hare persecution in Scotland in July, 
2017. 

Legislation protecting Mountain Hare in Scotland 

Mountain Hares in Scotland are listed on Annex V of the EU Habitats Directive 
(1992). This requires member states to maintain Mountain Hares in favourable 
conservation status (FCS). The joint position statement by SNH and 
stakeholders states that FCS for mountain hares means maintaining the 
population across its range, and maintaining a range which is comparable to 
the one which was assessed when the Directive came into force in the 1990s.  
Habitats associated with the high densities of hares in Scotland also need to 
be maintained. 

Mountain Hares in Scotland are protected by a closed season under the 
Wildlife and Natural Environment (Scotland) Act 2011, amending the Wildlife 
and Countryside Act 1981. This makes it an offence to kill a mountain hare in 
the closed season (1 March to 31 July) without a licence from SNH. During 
the open season (August – February) killing mountain hare is not licensed and 
is carried out with no regulatory oversight. 

http://external.parliament.scot/GettingInvolved/Petitions/PE01664
http://www.hutton.ac.uk/research/groups/ecological-sciences/landscape-and-spatial-ecology/mountain-hares
https://www.onekind.scot/wp-content/uploads/Mountain-hare-persecution-in-Scotland-JULY-2017.pdf
http://news.scottishgamekeepers.co.uk/2015/04/mountain-hare-current-position.html
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Mountain hare in Scotland is a priority species for conservation action under 
the UK Biodiversity Action Plan. They are also on the Scottish Biodiversity 
List, which means that they are considered by Scottish Ministers to be of 
principal importance for biodiversity conservation. 

Number of mountain hares in Scotland and number killed annually  

Dr Newey and Prof Iason at the James Hutton Institute provided the 
information in Box 1 on mountain hare populations and annual kill.  

Box 1: Summary of information on number of mountain hares in 
Scotland, and the number killed annually 

Little is known about either the abundance of mountain hares at the national 
scale, or about the numbers killed each year. There is a reasonable quality of 
evidence that there are substantial, natural fluctuations in hare populations 
from year to year [6, 7]. Such a pattern, and the practical difficulties of 
counting these animals means that obtaining reliable estimates of mountain 
hare numbers is challenging. However, developing a robust monitoring 
methodology is the focus of an ongoing SNH funded project involving the 
James Hutton Institute and The Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust. This 
work is due to report by the end of 2017. Below, we provide a summary of the 
data currently available. 

 The only estimate of the national population of mountain hares 
suggested a total Scottish pre-breeding population of approximately 
350,000 (+/- 50%) [1]. The wide confidence interval is an indication of 
the challenge of such estimates. 

 A questionnaire survey of Scottish land owners carried out over 2006 
and 2007 [2] asked for information on the distribution, management 
objectives, and number of mountain hares killed. The results report that 
25,000 mountain hares were killed during the 2006/07 hunting year by 
those estates that provided information. Based on the national estimate 
cited above this represents approximately 7% (range 5 to 14%) of the 
Scottish mountain hare population. 

The data available for estimating long-term trends in mountain hare 
populations are based either on trends in numbers shot, with the assumption 
that this is related to the density of animals available, or observations and 
sightings of live animals. There are three sources of this type of information: 

1. The National Gamebag Census (NGC) is a voluntary recording scheme 
run by the Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust (GWCT) which collates 
gamebag statistics (hunting records) from sporting estates across the 
UK. Data on the number of animals killed are submitted confidentially 
to the NGC. Summary indices of national and regional information are 
published by the GWCT, but the raw data and actual numbers are not 
in the public domain. Two recently published analyses suggest a 
change in trends. An analysis of the NGC data on mountain hares [3] 
shows a decline of 36% (but not statistically significant) in the number 

https://www.gwct.org.uk/research/long-term-monitoring/national-gamebag-census/
https://www.gwct.org.uk/research/long-term-monitoring/national-gamebag-census/mammal-bags-comprehensive-overviews/mountain-hare/
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of mountain hares reportedly killed by estates in the period 1995 to 
2009. The most recent summary suggests an increase over the five 
year period 2010 to 2014 [4]. 

2. In 1995 the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) started recording 
mammal sightings as part of its Breeding Bird Survey (BBS). These 
mammal sighting data have been used to produce an index of the 
number of mountain hares seen per year during the surveys. A recently 
published assessment of BBS mammal data suggests a non-significant 
decline of 26% over the 18 year period up to 2012 [5]. However, the 
update of the BBS in 2015 suggests that mountain hare sightings are 
increasing at a UK level [6]. A comparison of the data from the BBS 
and the NGC suggests that the two indices are strongly correlated for 
mountain hares [3]. Combining the NGC and BBS data suggests a 
decline of 28% (statistically significant) in mountain hare numbers 
(Table 1). 

3. Dr Adam Watson has undertaken counts of mountain hares on 
approximately 100 sites in north-east Scotland (although some sites 
were sub-areas of contiguous areas of ground), spanning 70 years 
(although only some sites were counted each year) [7]. The data 
provide an index of hare abundance of upland moorland and alpine 
sites across north-east Scotland. The data have not been fully 
analysed or peer reviewed. However, the data presented in a book by 
Dr Watson in 2013 [7] suggest that there are sharp, localised declines 
in mountain hare numbers on some upland heather moorland areas, 
with less steep declines or stable populations on higher altitude areas. 

 

Interpretation of the limited data available suggests that mountain hares may 
be in long-term decline but the reasons for this are unclear. Mountain hare 
populations in Scotland, as elsewhere in the species range, are characterised 
by large annual fluctuations in numbers. They exhibit “cyclic” or “unstable” 
population dynamics, where population numbers can change by a factor of 10 
or more over a 7 to 15 year time period (mean 9.5 years) [8]. The reasons for 
these cycles or unstable dynamics is unclear [8,9]. 

The population dynamics of mountain hares makes assessing population 
status, trend, and estimates of overall abundance very challenging. Therefore, 
interpretation of change in numbers and trend should be treated with caution. 
It is unclear how theses indices of abundance relate to actual numbers of 
hares, and there is a limited basis of published results on which to draw 
conclusions. 

Dr Newey and Prof Iason at the James Hutton Institute 

 

https://www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/bbs/latest-results/mammal-monitoring
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Scottish Government Action 

On 31 May 2017 in response to a report which showed that almost a third of 
golden eagles being tracked by satellite died in suspicious circumstances, the 
Scottish Government announced a package of measures to protect birds of 
prey. Some of the measures are relevant to mountain hares, including to: 

 set up an independently-led group to look at the environmental impact 
of grouse moor management practices such as muirburn, the use of 
medicated grit and mountain hare culls, and to recommend options for 
regulation including licensing and other measures which could be put in 
place without new primary legislation 

 increase resources for the detection and investigation of wildlife crime 
and work with Police Scotland to pilot the use of special constables in 
the Cairngorms National Park 

 commission research into the costs and benefits of large shooting 
estates to Scotland’s economy and biodiversity. 

Scottish Natural Heritage has developed a joint position statement on the 
subject of hare culling following consultation with key stakeholders 
representing moorland managers. The statement, issued in December 2014, 
calls for voluntary restraint on the culling of mountain hares.  

Scottish Parliament Action 

There have been a number of Parliamentary Questions (PQ) about the culling 
of mountain hares. The responses to these are summarised below. 

In response to a PQ about “the occurrence of large-scale culls of mountain 
hare between 1 August 2015 and 31 March 2016” the Scottish Government 
said no assessment of the culls has been made as “there is no legal 
requirement for estates to provide cull return data to Scottish Natural Heritage 
(SNH) outside the close season” (S5W-04505, 03/11/2016). 

If the Scottish Government are advised by Scottish Natural Heritage that culls 
are threatening the conservation status of mountain hare, Scottish 
Government will consider whether a Nature Conservation Order or other 
regulatory mechanisms should be put in place (S5W-04503, 18/11/2016). 

The Scottish Government recognises that mountain hares may need to be 
controlled for land management purposes, but does not support large-scale 
culls of mountain hares. The advice from SNH to land managers is that large-
scale culls of mountain hares to reduce tick loads and therefore the incidence 
of Louping Ill, in order to benefit grouse and other bird survival, are ineffective 
except in the highly unlikely circumstance that all other tick hosts are absent 
(S5W-04504, 03/11/2016). 

SNH is working with key stakeholders to improve transparency and 
understanding of the reasons why some moorland managers continue to wish 
to cull mountain hares. SNH aims to work with land managers to put in place 

https://news.gov.scot/news/golden-eagle-deaths
http://www.snh.gov.uk/publications-data-and-research/publications/search-the-catalogue/publication-detail/?id=2468
http://news.scottishgamekeepers.co.uk/2015/04/mountain-hare-current-position.html
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/28877.aspx?SearchType=Advance&ReferenceNumbers=S5W-04505&ResultsPerPage=10
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/28877.aspx?SearchType=Advance&ReferenceNumbers=S5W-04503&ResultsPerPage=10
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/28877.aspx?SearchType=Advance&ReferenceNumbers=S5W-04504&ResultsPerPage=10
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effective and sustainable management of mountain hares that is consistent 
with the species’ status on Annex V of the EC Habitats Directive. A subgroup 
of the Moorland Forum has been charged with producing guidance for land 
managers on mountain hare management. (S5W-04502, 04/11/2016) 

Question S5W-00983 (22/06/2016) asked for the Scottish Government’s 
response is to a report in the Sunday Herald on 13 March 2015 regarding 
a mountain hares cull. It asked whether it considers that the reported incident 
was consistent with (a) its obligations under the habitats directive and (b) 
SNH’s commitment to having a voluntary restraint on large culls that could 
jeopardise the conservation status of mountain hares. The response did not 
say whether the incident was consistent with habitat directive obligations, nor 
SNH’s commitment to voluntary restraint.  
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Wendy Kenyon  
Senior Researcher 
21 August 2017 

SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings 
with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments 
on any petition briefing you can email us at spice@parliament.scot  

Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is 
correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these 
briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent 
changes. 
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