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Introduction
This article describes the process of 
woodland regeneration on the island of 
Rona that has largely taken place over 
the last 30 years or so, funded through 
various woodland grants. It is unusual 
in that it describes a whole island, with 
no fences required. The trees having 
established well, the island now has 
one of the highest deer densities in 
the Highlands – having earlier had 
no recorded presence – but it is not 
apparent that this is setting the trees 
back. There is an interesting dynamic 
going on that can usefully inform 
other woodland regeneration efforts 
throughout Scotland.

There are two islands called Rona in 
Scotland. One, sometimes known as 
North Rona and only 109ha in size, lies 
44 miles north-west of Cape Wrath. It is 

more remote than St Kilda, is the nearest 
neighbour to the Faroe Islands, and is 
missing from almost all UK maps. 

The second, known sometimes as 
South Rona, lies immediately north 
of Raasay, to the east of Skye, and it 
is this Rona that is the subject of this 
article. The name is Old Norse, meaning 
‘rough island’, and it is indeed a rugged, 
infertile place. It is about 963ha or 2,400 
acres, approximately 8km by 2km. For 
both islands, online sources including 
Wikipedia provide good geological, soil 
and climate descriptions, which are not 
being attempted here.

The purpose of this article is to 
articulate the woodland regeneration 
history on South Rona, what the current 
situation is, and what options there 
might be going forwards.

Recent history
The island has a fascinating history of 
ownership switching from private to 
state and back again, and a dramatic 
tale of human overpopulation and 
depopulation.

Raasay and Rona were bought by 
Scottish merchant George Rainy in 1843, 
who is notorious for having cleared 
people from Raasay to make way for 
sheep. Many of the cleared families went 
across to Rona, increasing the population 
there to 180, a huge number for such a 

small island lacking significant areas of 
good agricultural land. You can see today 
that very marginal land had to be worked 
to sustain these people, because while 
most has long since regressed or seeded 
over with birch, the underlying runrig is 
still visible.

In 1921 a group of Rona men, known as 
the Raasay Raiders, returned to reoccupy 
their ancestral lands. They were tried 
and jailed, but public sentiment was 
very much on their side and the episode 
forced the government to act. The state 
purchased both Raasay and Rona, with 
the immediate consequence being that 
almost all the Rona population went 
back to Raasay, which was much bigger 
and had better access to fertile farmland. 
Within a few years, just a few individuals 
were left on Rona, with the last crofting 
family leaving in 1943. 

1922–1992
People leaving for Raasay reduced the 
pressure on the natural resources of 
Rona, and the areas of runrig underlying 
some of the older woodland areas 
suggests there was a modest expansion 
of the woodland area during this period. 
There were, however, about 500 sheep 
remaining, a significant level of herbivore 
pressure on a relatively small island, so 
any woodland expansion could only have 
progressed so far.
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There were red deer on neighbouring 
Raasay, but it is not apparent that there 
were any on Rona during this period.

1992–2003
In 1992 Rona was again sold, this 
time to the current Danish owners 
Dorte Jensen and her husband Arne 
Fremmich, returning it to private hands. 
Raasay remained the property of the 
UK Government, now of the Scottish 
Ministers. 

Most of the remaining 500 sheep 
had been removed in 1987, and with 
no herbivores present, there were 
possibilities for regeneration. Through 
the 1990s a number of Woodland Grant 
Scheme (WGS) contracts were put 
in place. No fencing was required. A 
small number of Highland cattle were 
introduced in 1994 to try to provide some 
scarifying capacity, and a very small level 
of enrichment planting was undertaken.

One result of removing the sheep was 
a very significant and widespread pulse 
of downy birch regeneration across 
much of the island, multiplying the area 
of trees several-fold. Within this matrix 
of birch was a good proportion of willow, 
the usual rowan component, small 
numbers of holly and occasional Scots 
pine, while sucker growth from aspen 
can be dated to this period. It is this 
cohort of birch, now 20 to 30 years old, 
that dominates the island’s woodlands 
today.

The cattle have since been sold and 
there remains a small flock of about 
50 sheep through to the present day, 
concentrated around the in-bye fields 

at the main harbour. There were still no 
known red deer on the island.

2003–2012
By 2003 the 1990s WGS were considered 
to have been a success, and a new 
Scottish Forestry Grant Scheme (SFGS) 
had become available. It was decided 
to use the new scheme to secure the 
existing young regeneration, now about 
ten years old, and to see if further 
expansion could be achieved. Access 
provision was to be enhanced.

There was, however, a development 
that caused obvious concern and initial 
disapproval among agency staff: the 
owners wanted to introduce some red 
deer. To an agency mind, what could 
possibly be more inappropriate in a large, 
successful regeneration scheme?

The introduction of red deer
In 2003, Rona was rather one 
dimensional. There was a young 
regenerating forest, but little else 
going on. Access through the ungrazed 
vegetation was increasingly difficult. 
The owners felt some red deer would 
diversify habitats, and potentially open 
up some tracks throughout the island to 
aid access, making Rona more attractive 
to visitors.

Forestry Commission Scotland (FCS), 
as it was, and the then Deer Commission 
for Scotland (DCS) were sceptical: why 
put at risk the regeneration taking place?  
Eventually they relented, as long as a 
deer management plan was agreed. The 
owners suggested deer be capped to 19 
animals or two/km2, and FCS and DCS 
agreed. This initial plan didn’t amount to 
much, with no one enforcing it.

On 26 May 2003, a consignment of 
six red hinds and two red stags were 
delivered to Rona. The sleeping deer had 
been drugged and brought across in a 
boat, then carried up on stretchers to a 
small enclosure in which they were kept 
for some time, being fed and monitored 
to make sure they settled in. The animals 
were tagged year-olds sourced by a 
deer farm in Fife. The operation was 
supervised by deer farmer and vet Dr 
John Fletcher. 

About this time, deer activity was 
observed at the northern end of the 
island, and so it appeared there were 
already a small number of deer on Rona. 
Subsequently, a very old hind with a 
calf was observed, which must have 
pre-dated the introduction. The calf 
suggested a stag must have been present 

Left: Migrating in the opposite direction to 
that of the Raasay Raiders, deer are thought 
to have migrated to Rona naturally, as well as 
being introduced. © Bill Cowie

Inside young birch woodland on Rona, a species that regenerated after sheep were removed. © Victor 
Clements

Aspen thriving above Rona’s rocky shore in the absence of sheep. © Victor Clements
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as well, and indeed the local GP noticed 
a stag on the island from a boat. So it 
seems that the new animals were not 
there on their own.

The six hinds produced seven calves in 
2004, and another six in 2005, so there 
was more than 100% calving in the first 
two years. At this stage the new deer 
were clearly recognisable and largely 
behaved like farmed deer, but gradually 
the distinction broke down and their 
movements and numbers became more 
obscure.

In 2006, five of the six hinds remained 
together as a group. It is considered that 
there were 17 deer on the island at this 
point. Numbers grew, and by 2012 there 
were an estimated 100 animals, with a 
minimum 35 stags. You would imagine 
most of these came from the introduced 
animals, but there was increasing 
evidence of deer coming onto Rona from 
Raasay and vice versa. One of the two 
introduced stags was shot at Brochel 
on Raasay, giving proof of movement 
across the water. Of the other introduced 
animals, the second stag, named Eric, 
was shot on Rona as a mature animal. 
The original hinds are all assumed to 
have died by now; none were ever found.

What effect was this having on the 
trees at a density of 12 deer per sq km? 
You would expect that at some point 
in this 2003–2012 period deer impacts 
would have begun to be apparent.

The NWSS Report
The 2014 Native Woods Survey of 
Scotland (NWSS) which visited Rona 
in 2012 reported 342ha of woodland 
polygons, about 35% of the 963ha of the 
island. However, there is a lot of integral 
open ground within this, and only 18% of 
the area has a canopy of more than 50%, 
so the real woodland area is probably 
only 170–200ha, maybe 20% of the 

island.
The herbivore impacts are interesting 

– Figures 1 and 2. None of the woodland 
had low impacts, although determining 
low impacts in what is almost entirely 
downy birch regeneration is very 
difficult. Thirty-nine per cent of the 
area was at medium impacts, and 61% 
at high or very high. Most of these were 

in the northern half of the island. So 
clearly in 2012 the deer were having a 
significant impact. However, despite the 
high impacts, 289ha or 85% of woodland 
area was described as regenerating at 
that time; so these are young, thicket-
stage woodlands, largely capable of 
withstanding much of that impact.

2012–2021
The significant aspect of the period 
2012-2021 was that deer had started to 
be culled, for venison and sport but also 
to try to protect the young trees and 
provide for a steady overall population. 
From 2014 onwards, the deer culled were 
21, 22, 28, 24, 29, 39 and 22 animals 
annually. Was this enough to achieve the 
objectives sought?

How many deer are there on Rona? 
No one really knows, but it is probably 
150–200 in total. Regular deer counts 

Sedated red deer – two stags and six hinds – are carefully brought ashore in May 2003. © Bill Cowie

Figure 1. Rona Deer Impacts Map 2012: green indicates medium 
impacts, orange high impacts and red very high impacts.
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have been conducted, but overall records 
are a bit fragmented, giving only snippets 
of the picture. The terrain and significant 
coverage of thicket woodland also 
mean that a proportion of deer would 
inevitably be missed on count days. 
The DCS counted 30 deer by helicopter 
in 2009, but any number of additional 
animals could have been hidden in the 
birch thickets.

There is an estimate of 130 deer on the 

island in 2014 (16.3 per sq km), but some 
basic population modelling suggests that 
the levels of culls subsequently achieved 
would not have been possible at this 
number and there must have been more 
at that point. An additional 30 hinds in 
2014 (19 per sq km) would have allowed 
for the culls taken and given a more 
steady population through to 2021, but 
is there really a steady population, or is 
it increasing or decreasing? There was 

no habitat information to inform this. So 
a week-long visit in August 2021 would 
give some insight into the state of the 
habitat, and advise on how to address 
this going forwards.

The current state of the woodlands
No survey work was carried out in 2021, 
but two things are immediately apparent. 
Firstly, the island is dominated by young, 
thicket-stage woods, from 30 years old 
down to ten years old or so, and the 
extent is impressive, not what you expect 
to see on such an island. Secondly, there 
is no question that high deer impacts are 
evident. Many of the woodland edges 
have a very obvious browse line, the 
kind you might normally associate with 
high density sika deer populations. The 
areas of high density regeneration have 
got away, but there is obvious browsing 
damage to more peripheral trees at lower 
densities, and some established trees 
in upland gullies have been browsed to 
such an extent that they have died.

There isn’t the extent of young 
regeneration that you might expect, 
given that ground conditions for 
regeneration look to be very good. There 
is ongoing regeneration on some of the 
steeper slopes, areas by the sea, and cliff 
faces and rocky slopes inland. 

Overall, the initial 1990s regeneration 
seems to be secure, but a new wave is 
being restricted over much of the area. 
However, the absence of such a new 
wave will be due in part to the young age 
of the established trees, and in ten years 
or so, it is likely that a higher proportion 
of them will be producing more seed 
on a more regular basis. Suppressed 
seedlings are not as obvious as you 
might expect, so it may well be too early 
to expect another significant wave of 
birch to establish, deer or no. The other 
interesting aspect of the woodlands 
is that brambles and other woodland 
ground vegetation are becoming 

Figure 2. Rona Signs of Regeneration Map 2012: green indicates no 
regeneration, purple indicates regenerating woodland.

Young woods developing around the main harbour despite the presence of 
deer. © Victor Clements

Young mixed species regeneration. © Victor Clements
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apparent, and you can see successful 
growth of new aspen stems and holly. 
It is also pleasing to see some initial 
small-scale thinning in the woodlands. 
It is hoped that the woodland resource 
will be sufficient to supply wood fuel to 
the four properties on the island, to add 
to the wind and solar power that already 
exists.

Deer are certainly impacting the 
woods at present, but is this important? 
On the plus side, the thicket woods are 
largely resilient against them now, their 
tracks have opened up areas for walkers, 
they will be creating future regeneration 
niches, and their grazing will be 
maintaining diversity in the grassland 
habitats on the island.

How to progress?
There are a number of important 
issues that simplify management of the 
woodlands on Rona going forwards.

Rona is an island. There are no 
neighbours to have to deal with, and 
modest deer movement is possible only 
from Raasay. 

Although the owners have a legal 
commitment to maintain the woodlands 
created, the grant schemes are now 
spent. This means monitoring going 
forwards can be as flexible and adaptable 
as appropriate. The woods don’t need 
grant support to progress.

The woodlands are not designated, 
and therefore there is not the same level 

of agency interest as many similar west 
coast woodlands. This greatly simplifies 
the decision making process.

The priority within this next ten year 
period is to work out, through culling, 
retrospective modelling and habitat 
surveying, what an appropriate deer 
density for Rona is, and from this a 
sustainable cull can be devised.

Within this ten year period, or just 
beyond, the point will arise when the 
vast majority of the 1992–present 
regeneration is able to produce seed 
consistently. At some point thereafter, 
there may well be a need to significantly 
reduce deer numbers for another 10–15 
year period to allow for a subsequent 
pulse of regeneration to become 
established, extending the woodland 

area by another proportion. From a 
deer perspective, we can see just how 
quickly deer numbers can expand or 
recover here. There is no risk that the 
Rona deer herd could be reduced to an 
unsustainable size.

Likewise, there is no risk that the 
entire island is going to become wooded, 
and that the mixture of habitat types 
will become threatened and areas for 
deer control reduced. The grassland 
and peatland habitats are going to stay 
open, as will the higher tops, and a 
large proportion of the island is going 
to be too far from seed sources for the 
foreseeable future.

As a regenerating island, Rona is 
therefore going to evolve over a period of 
time. It may stall, or even go backwards 
a little at times, but with a young 
woodland such as this, the capacity for 
rapid expansion is there along with a 
strong measure of resilience. 

This is a long-term project, but the 
work that has taken place over the past 
30 years has created the foundations 
from which something much more 
significant can arise. The sheep, cattle 
and even the deer will all have had their 
part to play in that, creating the island 
that you see today. If you ever have the 
chance to visit, take it and go and see for 
yourself. 
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Caught red-hoofed: red deer stags with the very obvious browse line they have created. © Bill Cowie

Brambles and other woodland ground vegetation are becoming apparent. © Victor Clements
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