
Meeting notes from Highland Biodiversity Conference, 3rd April 2017

Delegates



The conference was chaired by  Giles Brockman, FES

Presentations:
These brief notes link to the pdfs of the presentations on the Highland Environment Forum website.

1) Overview of the Highland Biodiversity Action Plan  achievements and future targets, 
Jonathan Willet

See presentation pdf

During the Highland Biodiversity Action Plan 2000 – 2016 (HBAP), the Highland Council 
Biodiversity Officers (Janet Bromham and Jonathan Willet) secured over £500,000 for local and 
regional projects, and raised the profile of biodiversity throughout the Highlands,in a large part 
through the activities of  the ranger service and, in recent years, through the seashore and SUDS 
(Sustainable Urban Drainage) projects. The HBAP process, its working groups, and the local 
biodiversity working groups have also been invaluable in getting a wide range of people around the 
table to discuss environmental subjects and to share experience and knowledge.

Some action plan projects - such as that to identify priority areas for Rhododendron removal - were 
successful in producing proposals, but have been unable to find the financial support - through 
SRDP - to carry the work out. It was also prove difficult to influence Highland Council working 
practice. However some other invasive non-native species (INNS) projects such as Giant Hogweed 
control in Munlochy and Auldearn and INNS control around Inverness have been very successful.

Jonathan noted that positive environmental work at the local level has proven to be resilient, 
whatever the economic or governmental background (and the subsequent  conference 
presentations supported this view) - and that it is important to focus on what can be achieved 
locally. This action is facilitated by keen and committed local volunteers,  the growth of involvement 
in citizen science and support from the expanding number of conservation NGOs.

2) Improving habitats for pollinators, Katy Malone, Bumblebee Conservation Trust

See presentation pdf

The 24 species of bumblebee are some of the best insect pollinators in the UK and, unlike many 
species, are active from early spring providing essential pollination for fruit orchards. 

All bees share a need for a continuous nectar source throughout the season (even a few days gap 
can put a colony at risk), a place to nest and a place to hibernate. For bumblebees nest sites are 
underground and may be mice/vole burrows or at the base of grass tussocks. Hibernating sites will 
be in dry, sandy, crumbly soil, usually on the north side of the bank, so that a single warm day in 
early spring does not wake them.

Artificial nests for bumblebees, seek to replicate their natural underground sites, but have not 
proven to be very successful. However, artificial nests for some solitary bees and other insects are 
more actively used.

Katy highlighted some of the plants that can be valuable to bees and the Beekind web tool on the 
Bumblebee Conservation Trust website which helps to identify what plants might fit into existing 
gaps in garden flowering.

http://s3.spanglefish.com/s/35091/documents/biodiversity/conference-2017/overview-of-the-highland-biodiversity-action-plan-achievements.pdf
http://s3.spanglefish.com/s/35091/documents/biodiversity/conference-2017/improving-habitats-for-pollinators.pdf
http://beekind.bumblebeeconservation.org


3) Modelling, surveying and monitoring the chequered skipper in Scotland, Tom Prescott, 
Butterfly Conservation

See presentation pdf

The chequered skipper butterfly has been extinct in England since 1976, and in the UK is now only 
found in western Scotland, where it has been recorded since the 1930s.

Recent funding in England, as part of the ‘Back from the Brink’ project will be used to reintroduce 
the chequered skipper. 

The area in Scotland in which the chequered skipper is concentrated is from North Argyll to Spean 
Bridge/Roy Bridge and Morvern. In this region populations are found along the river valleys, where 
there are areas of luxuriant purple moor grass. Prior to the recent survey work the chequered 
skipper was known from approximately 50 sites - of which 2 or 3 were the most visited and 
recorded.

Through Butterfly Conservation a model of where chequered skipper might be expected to be 
found was created, which suggested that the butterfly might be under-recorded by 80%. Through 
the societies membership, website and social media the charity put out details of 1km squares 
where they would like people to search for the skipper, and this was a great success - including 
some visitors planning their holidays around the chequered skipper hunt. 

The surveys continued over 3 years and expanded the known distribution of chequered skipper by 
42%, giving 104 new squares in which the butterfly had been seen.

In addition to this citizen science survey, monitoring of chequered skipper was increased from a 
handful of sites to 25 - both on and off the national forest estate. This has been undertaken for 5 
years, and provisional results suggest that at present the skipper is doing better at sites away from 
the forest estate. However the survey work will be used to inform management of the sites, which 
could address this.

4) Vanishing bees, The pollination crisis and the evidence, Athayde Tonhasca, SNH

Athayde presented some of the factors affecting bee populations, which should form a part of the 
Scottish Pollinator Strategy:

• Bees are an important part of ecological and economic systems, with 16% of agricultural crops 
dependent on pollination in Scotland.. Honeybees are important pollinators because of their 
number, but are not so efficient at pollinating as other bees. Homeybees moisten the pollen to 
stick it to their hind legs, shortening the lifespan of the pollen, and meaning that it is less likely to 
be removed during flower visits. Wild bees - bumblebees and solitary bees, carry the pollen dry, 
often under the abdomen, which results in greater pollen exchange when they visit flowers. For 
this reason mason bees are used in Japan to fertilise fruit orchards.

• The honeybee has been in decline since the second world war and continues to face a number 
of challenges including varroa mite and pesticides which are both key factors to be addressed by 
the strategy

• A loss of suitable habitat has affected bee breeding, hibernating and feeding sites, with many 
agricultural areas being ecological ‘deserts’ for bees. The strategy should seek to promote 
measures to address this.



• Bumblebees are now bred at a factory-scale and taken out to tomato and soft fruit tunnels to 
fertilise plants. This carries the risk of disease being spread into the wild population - with 70% of 
‘bee boxes’ being shown to be carrying disease. 

And as a warning that the pollinator strategy needs to be right - Athayde noted that in parts of 
China and Brazil fruit orchards were having to be hand-pollinated as a result of the loss of bees. 

5) Dragonflies in the National Forest Estate, Jonathan Willet

See presentation pdf

The National Forest Estate (NFE) covers 650,000 hectares, accounting for 32% of Scotland’s 
woodland. The British Dragonfly Scociety (BDS)works closely with Forestry Commission Scotland 
to record dragonflies on the NFE and to advise on any habitat management required on key sites

10 sites in Scotland have been identified as hot spots - of which one, Devilla Forest in Fife, is part 
of the National Forest Estate. It is hoped that the Monadh Mor on the Black Isle will follow soon. 

Jonathan highlighted a number of significant sites - including Loch Bran, south of Inverness (which 
are important for a number of species including the northern, downy and brilliant emeralds) Coire 
Loch at Glen Affric (azure hawker), Inshriach and the old curing pond at Logierait, near Pitlochry 
(both for northern damselfly). 

In spring 2017 the BDS will be providing free training to Forestry Commission Scotland Staff in the 
Highlands on dragonfly identification and identifying their breeding and feeding habitats.

An article relating to work on the National Forest Estate can be read here.

6) Dragonflies and the bog squad, Colin Hall

Colin described the work of the British Dragonfly Society Bog Squad, working in partnership with 
Forestry Commission Scotland in Glen Affric.

The group works by using peat to block up drainage channels - which creates linear pools in the 
channels and additional pools (approx 3m X 2m X 50cm deep) where the peat has been dug to 
create the dam. To date 18 ditches have been blocked and 9 new pools have been created this 
way, and the intention is to continue to create pools that will begin to link Glen Affric to other areas,
gradually expanding the network of suitable dragonfly habitat.

On one pond creation diving water beetles and pond skaters were seen colonising pools created 
the previous months which had already filled with water. During the summer months more species, 
including dragonflies, are expected to find these pools and monitoring work will be carried out to 
assess the success of the work.

A joint work day has already taken place with Butterfly Conservation and another is upcomng with 
NTS.

The group got £250 from Action Earth to buy tools, but otherwise operates without funding, 

http://s3.spanglefish.com/s/35091/documents/biodiversity/conference-2017/dragonflies-in-the-national-forest-estate.pdf
http://www.british-dragonflies.org.uk/content/hot-spots-scotland
http://www.pressreader.com/uk/the-press-and-journal-inverness/20140502/281754152330901


7) Raising the profile of Highland Outdoor Volunteering, Suzann Barr, Abriachan Forest 
Trust

See presentation pdf

The outdoor volunteering working group comes under the banner of the Highland Environment 
Forum, and was initially managed by Jonathan Willet. The group aims to give greater outdoor 
access and volunteering opportunities across Highland by working together to promote 
opportunities and to collaborate where possible. 

The group meets on a casual basis a few times a year to exchange information and plan activities. 
As a result press releases have been produced, a facebook page set up, and a volunteering day is 
going to be run on Saturday 10th June from 11.00 - 15.00 as part of the celebration of 10 years of 
Merkinch Local Nature Reserve. This will allow visitors to see some of the volunteering 
opportunities on offer in the Highlands and to try out some practical activities.

Suzann invited anyone who would like to take part in the day, or to promote their volunteering 
opportunities on the facebook page (by becoming an administrator) to get in touch with Caroline.

8) Plans for managing biological data in Scotland, Stephen Moran, Highland Biological 
Recording Group

See presentation pdf

Stephen highlighted some of the challenges in getting a biological data hub for the Highlands; a 
task that had been given to him, when he worked for Inverness Museum 35 years ago, and which 
continues.

The Highland Biological Recording Group has received some funding from SNH over a number of 
years to allow several of their volunteers to upload biological records to the National Biological 
Network (NBN) database, but this funding has now stopped. The scale of the challenge can be 
seen by the fact that during 2014 - 2017 HBRG uploaded 31,539 records and its partner 
organisations the Outer Hebrides Biological Recording Group uploaded 15,518 record, and the 
Lorn Natural History Group uploaded 19,084 records. (The NBN gateway website has now been 
replaced by the NBN Atlas website.)

The Highland Biological recording Group, and its partners from the Outer Hebrides and Lorn, had 
been working with UHI to see if a joint scheme could be established, however a Scottish-wide 
review is now being undertaken by the Scottish Biological Information Forum, and this has put the 
former plans on hold.

The group is hoping that the Scottish review will present a long term, financially viable plan for 
managing biological records. 

The fact that HBRG is still seeking this solution after all this time shows that there is a need and 
appetite for a data hub. It is a testament to people’s commitment to biological recording that they 
have always found a way to keep things going.

http://s3.spanglefish.com/s/35091/documents/biodiversity/conference-2017/hef-volunteers.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/highlandoutdoorvolunteers
mailto:highlandenvironmentforum@gmail.com?subject=
http://s3.spanglefish.com/s/35091/documents/biodiversity/conference-2017/biological-recording-update-highbap-conference-3rd-april-2017.pdf
http://www.hbrg.org.uk
https://scotland.nbnatlas.org
http://nbn.org.uk/about-us/where-we-are/in-scotland/


9) Sutherland Reporting, Andy Summers, Sutherland Biodiversity Group

See presentation pdf

Following the loss of the Highland Council biodiversity officer post, and the winding up of the 
Sutherland Partnership (which had previously supported the Sutherland group) members had 
discussed how they might continue.

They had agreed that it was valuable just to be able to meet and discuss issues, but had also 
agreed to carry out four projects. These are to:

• Continue with the mink monitoring project, working with the West Sutherland and Kyle of 
Sutherland Fisheries Trusts

• Continue with the freshwater pearl mussel project - again working with both trusts. The Kyle of 
Sutherland Fisheries Trust has been working with land managers to address some of the land 
based issues, such as the effects of hill drainage, carrying out peatland and riparian habitat 
restoration and removing rhododendron.

• Carrying out a wildlife audit of the north coast. An initial meeting was held in Tongue and 
attended by an enthusiastic audience of 25. As a result the Melness, Tongue and Borgie Wildlife 
Group has been formed and a funding bid has gone in to the Caithness and North Sutherland 
Fund. The plan is to carry out visits and surveys and to organise training. A number of groups will 
be involved, including the Highland Council ranger service.

• A hazel audit of Assynt, as part of the Coigach and Assynt Living Landscape Partnership. This 
will survey and note the condition of hazels in the region, and will include recording some of the 
significant species - such as lichens - associated with them. There will also be a ‘celebration of 
hazel’ in Assynt.

10) Update on deer management, Robbie Kernahan,  SNH

See presentation pdf

Wild deer in Scotland have long been valued for food and for sport. They do not belong to anyone, 
but a landowner has the right to kill them on their own ground.

The first legislation relating to deer was passed in 1959, and was to protect the rights of the 
sporting resource for landowners. Since then there have been a number of legislative acts, but 
deer numbers have continued to rise. The accuracy of deer monitoring has continued to increase, 
with government (through SNH) carrying out surveys from air and land to assess numbers.

The market for venison has continued to increase. At present demand outstrips supply, meaning 
that venison is still imported from Europe and New Zealand.

Robbie outlined some of the challenges to effective management - including the size of Deer 
Management Groups, which may include 20 estates and meet only two or three times a year to try 
and plan for priorities in their area. Nonetheless, 44 groups now have a deer management plan   - 
though the effectiveness of the delivery of these is yet to assessed. 

Other aspects that need consideration include:
• the length of the open season for shooting pregnant females
• the movement of deer into urban areas
• how to reduce the number of road accidents involving deer

The Scottish Natural Heritage Report to Government on Deer Management published on 3rd April, 
is a fairly damming inditement of the failure to manage deer numbers, and is likely to lead to a 
recommendation to increase the use of existing legislative powers to effect change.

http://coigach-assynt.org/about-the-project/
http://s3.spanglefish.com/s/35091/documents/biodiversity/conference-2017/highland-biodiversity-conf-2017-deer.pdf
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/Committees/Report/ECCLR/2017/4/3/Report-on-Deer-Management-in-Scotland--Report-to-the-Scottish-Government-from-Scottish-Natural-Heritage-2016#


11) Expanding upland woodland, Giles Brockman, FES

See presentation pdf

Woodland expansion at Glenmore Forest has been occurring at heights well above those 
previously thought to be possible. 400m is the accepted height for commercial forest, but much of 
the new woodland is growing at 600 - 800 metres above sea level. 

Within the forest park area there are c.2000 ha above the commercial forest tree line, and c570 ha 
of those are now becoming wooded, predominantly with pine trees, but also juniper and a few 
broadleaved and spruce trees. 

Some of the woodland is establishing more than 1 kilometre from the nearest seed source. Fences 
have been taken down in the forest park and so managing deer numbers is key to this woodland 
expansion - numbers in the park are currently c. 10 per ha. 

Glenmore demonstrates that with appropriate management woodland expansion is possible 
throughout the Highlands.

12) An introduction to the Atlantic Woodlands project,   Adam Harrison, Woodland Trust 

See presentation pdf

Adam introduced the Atlantic Woodland Alliance -  one of the the Woodland Trusts’ Treescapes 
projects, which can found throughout Britain. 

Temperate rainforests (or oceanic woodlands) have a very limited world distribution and are 
important habitats. The Atlantic broadleaved woodlands of Britain are home to:

• 517 lichens
• 28% of the total lichen flora
• 73% of all British woodland lichens

and are the main habitat for 165 species  which include: 
• 26 species are only found in Scotland not England or Wales.
• 86 species for which Britain has International responsibility. (Coppins and Coppins, 2005) 

The woodlands face threats of:
• being small, fragmented, old, declining
• rhododendron
• grazing (over and under)
• climate change
• poor/lack of management
• disease
• under representation in designations
• encroachment by plantations

Over the next two years Adam will be developing a programme with the Atlantic Woodland Alliance 
to:

• understand the baseline condition, threats and needs of the Atlantic woodlands and 
stakeholders

• develop a shared Vision and Action Plan
• raise awareness and support for its conservation and development
• plan a conservation & development programme

http://s3.spanglefish.com/s/35091/documents/biodiversity/conference-2017/glenmore-summary-map-2017.pdf
http://s3.spanglefish.com/s/35091/documents/biodiversity/conference-2017/wcst-for-h-and-i-biodiversity-conference-april-2017.pdf
https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/blogs/woodland-trust/2017/02/working-at-landscape-scale


To find out more or get involved contact Adam via:
 Telephone: 03437705521

Mobile: 07584 595414
Email: AdamHarrison@woodlandtrust.org.uk


