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Mountain hare range appears to be stable 
Mountain hares (Lepus timidus) are an important quarry species in many parts of 
Highland Scotland. Moorland management for red grouse, notably improving habitat 
and controlling predators, has allowed mountain hare populations in Scotland to build 
up to densities ten times greater than seen anywhere else in Europe. But as well as 
being a positive sporting resource, these higher than normal densities of hares can 
pose challenges for some gamekeepers, shepherds and foresters. Where the tick-borne 
louping-ill virus is present GWCT research shows that moor mountain hares can help 
perpetuate the disease, impacting on grouse and sheep. As there is currently no 
alternative form of treatment, some hare populations have been temporarily and locally 
reduced to suppress the disease, protect the red grouse and thus ultimately save the 
heather moorland both hares and grouse depend upon. Similarly, some suppression of 
hare population densities may be necessary on some occasions to allow woodland 
regeneration. 
 
Aware of these management demands the Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust 
(GWCT), SNH and Macaulay Institute published a report on the distribution of the 
mountain hare in Scotland in 2006/07. Land managers returned information that 
confirmed the current distribution of mountain hare coincides with that of managed 
grouse moors, specifically those that practise driven grouse shooting (Figure 1). The 
information from this survey was compared to a similar survey of mountain hare 
distribution undertaken in 1995 (Tapper, 1996).  There has been very little change in the 
distribution of mountain hare between the two surveys (Figure 2).  This is despite a 
perceived increase in the number of mountain hare taken throughout Scotland, with 
estates that reported mountain hare harvest in both 1995 and 2006/07 showing a 32% 
increase in the number taken. There does appear to have been a switch in the reasons 
for taking mountain hares, as in 1995 the majority (60.5%) were taken for organised 
sport, with 39.5% taken for other purposes.   In 2006/07, the majority were taken for the 
purposes of tick control (50%) followed by let/un-let shooting (40%) and forestry 
protection (10%).  24,529 mountain hares were taken in 2006/07 across 90 estates; 
about 7.0% of the UK population of 350,000 mountain hares (Harris et al. 1995).  
 
Dr Adam Smith, GWCT Director Scotland notes that this report shows grouse moor 
management is best for conserving mountain hares in Scotland. While this study could 
not provide any information about the effect of killing hares on the total population size, 
it strongly suggests that even where large bags are taken, the range does not appear to 
shrink, often the first sign of a population in trouble. GWCT feels that this research and 
ongoing monitoring suggests that Scottish moors can harvest hares without fear of 



compromising their European status. Indeed, some moors need to do so in order to 
enhance and protect the very moorland management hares have come to depend on. 
However overharvesting could, theoretically, inhibit a hare population’s ability to 
recover, especially where it is isolated from other populations which could assist 
consequent recovery. Therefore it is good practice for moorland managers to consider 
the impact of their actions on their own and neighbouring hare populations while taking 
account of the need to secure the future of the key driver of the hare population, 
investment in red grouse shooting.” 
 
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 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. 

 

Figure 2 Comparison between mountain hare distribution in Scotland in 1995/96 
(Tapper 1996) and 2006/07 on a 10x10-km square basis.   



 

 


