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Land Reform (Scotland) Bill: Negative unintended 
consequences of the non-domestic tax rate for shoot s  

 
1. Background 
“Shootings” and “deer forests” have been exempt from non-domestic rates since 1 April 
1995. In 1994, the last year in which non-domestic rates applied to shooting and deer 
forests, Scottish local authorities estimated that they raised an income of £2 million1. The 
Land Reform (Scotland) Bill proposes the reintroduction of non-domestic rates for shoots in 
Scotland - the reintroduction of sporting rates. This change could lead to further costs for 
many shooting estates, and other shoots, in Scotland, potentially affecting their commercial 
viability resulting in a host of far-reaching and negative unintended consequences. 
 
Evidence based policy works both ways: evidence can support a decision, or go against it. 
The Scottish Government is aware of the negative impacts this change could have – not 
least significant job losses in rural areas, reduced tourism, and a dramatic reduction in the 
amount of private investment made to land management. However it has cited lack of 
evidence of negative consequences as a reason to reintroduce non-domestic rates. 
Conversely however, there is no evidence that this decision would not have negative 
repercussions for rural livelihoods, jobs and tourism. This briefing lays out the evidence 
against the reintroduction of non-domestic rates for shoots in Scotland. 
 
2. A tax on people, not land: up to a 58% increase on employers’ 
tax burden at the national average annual salary  
Recent independent research showed that in 2012/13, 2,600 paid Full Time Equivalent 
(FTE) jobs were supported by the expenditure of visitors on shooting and deer stalking in 
Scotland2. The Land Reform (Scotland) Bill Financial Memorandum estimates the total gross 
annual liability (before relief) at £4 million, subject to ‘considerable rates relief’. In 1994, 
the last year in which non-domestic rates applied, estimated income of £2 million was 
generated. The estimate of £4 million is based on forward projection, and is in line with the 
overall rise in Scottish non-domestic rates income since 19941. This means that, exclusive of 
rates relief, the non-domestic tax rate burden per FTE job supported by visitors spending on 
shooting and deer stalking in Scotland is over £1,500.  
 
Furthermore the average (median) annual pay for full time employees in Scotland was 
around £26,472 at the end of 20133 and in 2014, average salaries in Scotland ranged from 
£27,063 to £32,095 dependant on city4. In the UK employers pay 13.8% toward their 
employees’ national insurance contributions for the 2015 to 2016 tax year5. The threshold 
under which employers do not pay national insurance contributions is £676 per month, so 
over the year £8,112 is exempt from employer contributions and of the average annual 
salary (rounded to £27,000), £18,888 requires employer contributions. At the rate of 13.8%, 
£2,606 is therefore contributed by employers annually per job. 
 
This contribution to national insurance, coupled with the additional non-domestic tax rate 
burden (£1,500, based on jobs supported by visitor spend on shooting and deer stalking in 
Scotland), increases the employer tax burden from £2,600 to £4,100, which represents an 
increase of up to 58% on employment-related tax bur dens .  

                                                
1 Land Reform (Scotland) Bill (2015)  Explanatory notes and other accompanying documents 
2 PACEC (2015) The Benefits and Volume and Value of Country Sports Tourism in Scotland 
3 The Scottish Parliament (2014)  Financial Scrutiny Unit Briefing: Earnings in Scotland 2013 
4 s1jobs.com (2014)  Scottish Salaries 2014: The Infographic 
5 UK Government (2015)  National Insurance rates and categories  
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3. Negative unintended consequences 
Negative consequences of this decision apply not just to employers and shoots, employees, 
rural communities and supply chain businesses – they also apply to the Scottish 
Government itself. 
 
a. Employers struggle, shoots close and jobs are lo st  
The increased tax burden placed on employers and shoot businesses could threaten the 
viability of many shoots in Scotland. Recent independent research2 into Scottish country 
sports tourism revealed that 88% of shooting and stalking providers surveyed said either 
that their shoot roughly broke even, or ran at a loss . Only 12% of providers reported their 
shoot as self-financing and profitable. An additional tax burden on employers is therefore 
likely to have dramatic consequences for employers who simply cannot afford to shoulder 
the extra tax burden – potentially leading to shoot closures and job losses. CKD Galbraith, 
Scotland’s leading rural consultancy, predicted the removal of a tax break for shoots in 
Scotland would lead to job losses as many shoots are already run at a loss6. 
 
b. Rural communities are damaged 
Many shoots are present in upland ‘Less Favoured Areas’ which are already vulnerable in 
terms of social and economic disadvantage. Job losses in these areas would hit local 
communities particularly hard. Young people tend to leave upland areas in favour of lower 
cost housing and higher wages elsewhere but, according to research conducted with local 
communities in grouse shooting areas, grouse shooting in the Scottish uplands helps 
encourage young people to stay in local communities by providing jobs and encouraging 
rural in-migration. Community members also expressed views that the presence of 
gamekeepers and their families in upland communities actively contributed to the retention of 
community services such as local primary schools and local businesses7. 
 
c. Loss of tourism harms shooting-related and suppl y chain businesses 
Scotland is often the destination of choice for shooters visiting from elsewhere in the UK and 
abroad. Shooting contributes £200 million in Gross Value Added (GVA) to the Scottish 
economy8. In 2013 a total of 280,000 visitor nights were spent in Scotland for shooting and 
stalking, and the total expenditure of these visitors was around £69 million. The average 
group size for shooting and stalking visitors was 3-5. 52% stayed in Scotland for 2-6 nights 
and 41% stayed from 7-30 nights. 40% of shooting and stalking tourists stayed in hotels, 
17% hired a cottage, 21% stayed in a guest house, and 17% at a lodge2. In 2015, Public and 
Corporate Economic Consultants (PACEC) calculated the ‘employment multiplier’ for 
shooting as 1.58, which allowed them to estimate that for the 2,600 FTE jobs supported by 
visitor expenditure on shooting and stalking in Scotland, an additional 1,500 FTE jobs were 
supported in the supply chain , giving a total of 4,100 direct and indirect FTE jobs2.The 
impacts of shoot closures would clearly spread throughout the supply chain, having a 
negative effect on not just Scottish shooting-related businesses such as game dealers, but 
also the food and hospitality businesses which are supported, in some cases wholly, by 
shooting-related tourism. 
 
 
 

                                                
6 Johnson, S. (2014)  'Future bleak' for grouse shooting and deer stalking 
7 McMorran, R.  (2009) Red grouse and the Tomintoul and Strathdon Communities - The benefits and impacts of 
the grouse shooting industry from the rural community perspective; a case study of the Strathdon and Tomintoul 
communities in the Cairngorms National Park 
8 PACEC (2014) The economic, environmental and social benefits of shooting sports in the UK 
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d. Diminished investment and effort into land manag ement 
Shoot managers and gamekeepers are in many cases ‘upland custodians’ for many large 
swathes of land, and it has been estimated that at least 1 million hectares in Scotland are 
used and managed for grouse shooting alone9. From mitigating fire risk to managing one of 
the world’s rarest habitats in heather moorland, shooting in the uplands helps to sustainably 
maintain and improve the provision of ecosystem services from which we all benefit – and it 
is overwhelmingly privately funded, with only a small proportion of investment arising from 
government approved agri-environment work10. Furthermore the biodiversity benefits 
provided by upland shoots cannot be replicated by agri-environment schemes on their own, 
without the predator control conducted by shoots11. In Scotland shoot providers spend £35 
million on conservation annually8. The economic value of the conservation work undertaken 
by shoot providers in Scotland far outweighs the amount which would be levied by the non-
domestic tax rate. Essentially the new tax rate would reduce the amount of money Scottish 
shoots had available to spend on conservation. If shoots close, this private investment of 
time and money into conservation work would no longer continue, and would be impossible 
to replace without vast and unaffordable Government expenditure. 
 
e. Reduced availability of low-cost deer stalking o pportunity  
As with the previous application of non-domestic rates for deer forests, individual local 
authorities could exempt aspects of shooting or stalking from rating. An example of this 
would be the management cull of red deer hinds carried out by employed professional 
stalkers, under an SNH approved management plan. If part of this hind cull was undertaken 
by paying, visiting guests (as happens on many deer forests) it could be liable for rating 
purposes. Given that this hind stalking is relatively low-cost (compared to the cost for 
shooting sporting stags) and of low profitability, many estates may choose to undertake the 
hind cull only with employed staff. The loss of hind culling opportunity for visiting stalkers 
may not financially affect deer forests and estates but it would certainly affect many of the 
local businesses that cater for these visitors during the otherwise quiet months of November 
to February.   
 
f. Negative impacts for Government  
Should shoots close and jobs be lost, in addition to losing income from the new rate of non-
domestic tax, Government in general would, for shoot and supply chain businesses lose: 
 

• Income tax from employees 
• National insurance from both employers and employees 
• VAT from the sale of products – shooting and shooting-related or products in the 

supply chain 
 
And be obliged to pay more in benefits to those who lose their jobs. 

 
Furthermore, the Scottish Government would potentially have to spend much more on land 
management to attempt to counter the loss of private investment of time and money into 
conservation by shoots. 
 
 
 

                                                
9 Scottish Land & Estates and the Scottish Moorland Grou p (2013) Scottish Moorland and Grouse 
Management Fact Sheet 
10 BASC (2015)  Grouse shooting and management in the United Kingdom: its value and role in the provision of 
ecosystem services 
11 GWCT (2010) Waders on the fringe: why nationally scarce waders flourish on grouse moors 


