
Highland Biodiversity Conference 21 April 2018 
On the trail of the lonesome pine  

～ the potential for expanding Highland woodland networks 

Presentation Summaries


1. Introduction to the Scottish School of Forestry: Liz Barron-Majerik, UHI 
Details of the opportunities at the Scottish School of Forestry can be found here.


2. Some highlights from the biodiversity action plan: Jonathan Willet 
Jonathan described some of the constraints  to effective delivery of biodiversity action plans, and some of the many 
positive actions that are nonetheess undertaken by group, organisations and individuals.


Constraints: 
• Lack of statutory bite: Public organisations have a duty to report on their biodiversity actions, but there is no 

baseline information to measure this against, and government doesn’t set achievement targets.

• Not embedded in anyone’s workplans: This means that getting changes in service delivery - eg verge cutting can 

be very difficult, unless there is a key individual within a service who is keen to see change - eg Caithness’ change 
of verge cutting regime.


• The Scottish Biodiversity Strategy is a wish list, rather than a strategic document.


Positives: 
• Volunteers all across the Highlands make a significant contribution to surveying and protection biodiversity

• Peatland restoration is now recognised as valuable by government and so is in receipt of large scale investment

• The Highland Environment Forum Outdoor Volunteering group brings together a range of organisations. This has 

enabled closer working, the exchange of ideas and joint development of projects that can support the new Green 
Health Partnership.


Potential future work - looking for champion organisations: 
• Making sure that wildlife-friendly SUDs and drainage schemes are a part of all new developments.

• Mink control - develop a national plan that provides a strategic framework to build on the current work undertaken 

by fisheries trusts.

• Invest in rhododendron clearance in the already identified priority areas.

• Replicate the Argyll Atlantic Hazelwood scheme in the Highlands

• Other possibilities include: A96 green corridors, grey partridge conservation, management of road verges for wild 

flowers.


Useful links: 
• Highland Biodiversity Action Plan

• Glengarry Game List


3. Sutherland - The Atlantic Hazel Woodland Audit of Assynt and Coigach: Roz Summers 
Roz enthused about the hazel woods and individual trees of Assynt and Coigach which she has been surveying for 
the Coigach and Assynt Living Landscape.


Peat cores show hazel has been here since soon after the ice retreat.  The hazel was much more common in the 
landscape before 3,500 years BP, when they appear to have been cleared by fire, coinciding with Neolithic 
settlement.  The flooring for the recently excavated Iron Age Broch at Clachtoll is made of hazel. There are Atlantic 
Hazelwoods, covered in Graphidions and Lobarions, in Assynt and Coigach, and they would have been vital for 
survival, as the ancestors would have chosen the right-sized wooden stem for the job, letting the rest continue to 
grow.  The whole tree is unlikely to have been coppiced and should not be, as it puts the tree at risk of death and 
also the lichen biodiversity would be lost.  


It is impossible to determine how old the trees are, as they are able to produce epicormic shoots form any part of the 
tree after damage - eg falling down a hill.  A tree which looks young may in fact have grown from an ancient stool, 
and old stems look as though they are feeding the new growth. Both ends of a fallen trunk can sprout.   There are 
woods which have been fenced off (from sheep grazing) as part as a forestry scheme and the hazels were single-
stemmed and probably close to death, most have now sprouted with new vigour.  World-wide, multi-stemmed trees 
are the best at surviving extreme storms and other disasters.
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Having previously only been identified in one location, Glue Crust Fungus has now been found throughout the area.  
This is the substrate for the hazel glove fungus, which has not been found (yet?). A lichen course focussing on the 
Atlantic hazel will be held in the area later in the year.


The primary management challenge is deer grazing, and it is hoped to fence some areas. 


More information:

• Atlantic Hazel Group website 

• Atlantic hazel book
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4. Caithness Biodiversity Group 
The recent work of the biodiversity group is summarised here.


5. Lochaber Biodiversity Group 
The recent work of the biodiversity group is summarised here.


6. Dothistroma (needle blight) in Scots Pine: Richard Ennos 
Richard reported on research undertaken as part of the ‘Tree Health Initiative’.


Dothistroma needle blight affects 82 tree species worldwide, and can often lead to epidemics.


It was first recorded in Britain in the 1950s, with an epidemic on Corsican pine from 1997, on lodgepole pine from 
2006, and first  recorded on native Caledonian Scots pine in 2010.


The research collected samples from different Caledonian pine populations, from nearby lodgepole pine stands, and 
from plantations of Scots and Corsican pine in Scotland.

Genetic markers identified three different types of dothistroma : 


1. a race introduced with and occurring on lodgepole pine,

2. a race introduced from continental Europe and found predominantly on Corsican pine 

3. a race apparently endemic on Caledonian pine


Types one and two can also infect Scots Pine, and they are likely to cause more damage than the type endemic on 
Caledonian pine.


As a result of the research there is now a programme of clearance of lodgepole pine in the vicinity of Scots pine.

 

4. Montane Woodland and the potential for expansion: Diana Gilbert, Montane Scrub Action Group

Diana provided a overview of montane woodland types, focussing in particular on sub-Arctic willow scrub, one of the 
rarest habitats in Britain, that tends to grows on north facing slopes.  This is just one a range of treeline zone, taller 
woody vegetation types that are almost completely missing from the UK uplands.


There are a range of publications about activity for montane scrub on the Montane Scrub Action Group website, 
including recently published Best Practice Guidance for establishing or managing montane scrub habitats.


Twelve species of willow can grow above the timber line, six are strictly montane  - most common being downy, the 
most rare woolly willow, with net-leaved, whortle-leaved and mountain willows scarce plants, and least willow found 
on summits. They grow alongside a wide range of tall herbs, including alpine ladies mantle, alpine bistort and 
globeflower. Invertebrates, and bird species such as black grouse and ring ouzel can all benefit from the expansion 
of montane scrub.


Diana raised a question about assuming the current distribution of plants in Scotland reflects their optimal site type.  
She noted that a number of very palatable plant species that are rare in Scotland and are described as open ground 
species are found commonly in Norwegian montane scrub/woodland - examples include: dwarf cornel, pyramidal 
bugle, and blue heath.


Work in Glen Affric has show that a decrease in deer grazing results in an increased visibility in herb species and 
flowering, in this case - including small cow wheat - which at 850 metres is now the highest known population in 
Britain.


5. Creating woodland habitat networks in the Cairngorms National Park: David Hetherington, CNPA 
David described the current work to expand native woodland within the national park, and research and mapping to 
plan for future network linkages.

 

69% of the national park woodland is of native trees – the highest proportion of any local authority or national park in 
Scotland. RSPB, SNH, FES and Wildland Ltd are now working under the banner of ‘Cairngorms Connect’ over a 
60,000 ha area to increase the extent and connectivity of mountain woodland largely through reduction in grazing 
pressure. Similar objectives at the neighbouring Mar Lodge estate mean a landscape-scale approach to mountain 
woodland expansion covers a contiguous area of 90,000 ha. An expanded woodland network also has potential 
benefits for capercaillie, for which there is an urgent need for conservation action and for which there is a 
management framework.
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One of the key instruments for encouraging woodland expansion is the 12.5% additional woodland grant funding 
from FCS for areas identified by the CNPA as priorities for native woodland expansion. These areas were within 5km 
of existing woodland with recent capercaillie records (5km is the max cock capercaillie dispersal distance) where 
there are suitable soil conditions for W17 or W18 woodland. More recently, these priority areas have been extended 
to include a wider range of soil types and a greater area of the national park and should now help to encourage 
woodland expansion across catchments. The enhanced woodland creation grant is offered for the native pine, native 
broadleaves, upland birch, low density broadleaves and diverse conifer woodland creation options.

 

Some small blocks of riverine woodland have been planted through the ‘Pearls in Peril’ project to create shading for 
freshwater pearl mussels but also help to strengthen a forest habitat network between river catchments. The recent 
harmonisation of lower deer densities between the Cairngorms Connect group and NTS Mar Lodge estate should in 
time help to encourage woodland establishment along the Geldie-Feshie river corridor, thus allowing the 
reconnection of the woodlands of the Spey and Dee catchments.

 

Woodland expansion should also result in an increase in altitudinal woodland zonation and diversity - the upland 
birch zone is currently missing - grazed out. The few remaining trees show that these birches can be very long lived - 
cores showing some to be 300/400 years old. The potential benefits of restoring this uphill zonation of pine to birch 
to willow can be seen in climatically similar SW Norway where upland birch is associated with a wide diversity of 
plant species including alpine blue sow thistle and bog rosemary (both extremely rare in the Highlands), and birds 
such as red grouse, golden eagles, waders and bluethroats.

 

6. The Croft Woodland Project: Donnie Chisholm 
Croft land covers 25% of the Highland land mass. In many places woodland planting would provide multiple benefits 
for the crofter, wildlife and landscape. However since 2008 planting rates have been dropping on croft land due to 
issues surrounding the funding mechanisms and crofters  access to these. Due to there being a historically lack of 
access to woodlands for the crofting community a shortage of skills and knowledge of woodlands at a cultural level 
was also identified. The Croft Woodlands Project seeks to address all of these issues.


The Croft Woodland Project is able to help crofters to design an outline for a scheme that fits their objectives, and 
provide the crofter with an indication of cost and information on available funding options.  If crofters are keen to go 
ahead with a Forestry Grant Scheme a forestry consultant will be engaged by the Woodland Trust to develop and 
gain approval for the application. The Croft Woodland Project is able to pay 90% of the consultants fees, with the 
crofter paying the other 10%. The Croft Woodlands Project can also offer successful applicants an interest free loan 
to help cover the initial outlay for works and materials.


For small schemes under 3ha, and linking hedgerows the Woodland Trust is able to pay 60% of the cost of tree and 
shelter, but is unable to fund fencing, labour, or give an on-going payment, through the MOREwoods and 
MOREhedges schemes.  


Training workshops are run on practical actions such as bracken control and tree planting- these are popular and 
generally fully booked soon after being announced. The Crofting Forestry Handbook is also currently under revision.


The common issues encountered by the project in Highland include: poor quality of land offered, a decline in fertility 
through past management practises, and a reluctance to lose grazing for the 20 year contract period. Most schemes 
so far have been on in-bye land, though the project is also currently working on a few Common Grazing schemes.


The Woodland Trust is also working with the Scottish Crofting Federation and SNH on a Crofting Schools Hedgerow 
Project, offering a hedgerow planting pack, and teaching resources related to responsible foraging, jelly making and 
biodiversity.


7. The Caledonian Pinewood Recovery Project: Fiona Holmes, Trees for Life 
The Caledonian Pinewood recovery project, will be focussed on the smaller areas of native pinewood that have not 
yet received positive management. The project is funded for 2 years, and employs two full time staff.  There are 84 
inventory sites - 75% of which are in private ownership, and these will be the priority. A number of partners are 
working together: Woodland Trust Scotland, who have contributed 10% of costs, FCS, SNH and Scottish Land and 
Estates.


The project will look at the current health of the woodland (through desk top study and ground truthing), will suggest 
appropriate management for each woodland, and encourage land managers to undertake this.


More details about the project can be found on the Trees for Life website.
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8. Funding options for native woodland expansion: Martin Mackinnon, FCS 
Details of the native woodland grants can be found here.


9. Optimizing forest management for red squirrel conservation in Scotland: Louise de Raad, UHI 
Research lead by Dr. Louise De Raad, Research Fellow at the University of the Highlands and Islands, Inverness 
College, is investigating how red squirrels respond to habitat loss and disturbance caused by forest operations. This 
study is in partnership with Forest Enterprise Scotland, and the findings will help better integrate timber production 
with red squirrel conservation.  


We fitted GPS/VHF tracking equipment to red squirrels, in order to track their movements before and after forest 
operations. The fieldwork has now been completed and data analyses have begun to gain a better understanding of 
the impact of forest operations on red squirrel behaviour.


Results so far suggest that thinning has little impact on breeding success and red squirrel survival. Furthermore, the 
data indicate that red squirrels generally did not change their drey use in relation to forest operations and shifts in 
home range seem to be due to new food resources becoming available (e.g. hazelnuts) or natural dispersal, rather 
than as a result of forest operations.


The use of nest boxes during forest operations as mitigation for any potential natural drey loss is also being 
investigated. Trail cameras have been attached to these nest boxes to monitor their usage. The website 
www.mammalweb.org now hosts all the images from the camera trapping, and Louise is looking for volunteers to get 
involved in analysing these for squirrel activity.


The next stage of the research will be to look at long-term impact of forest operations (including clear felling) on red 
squirrels and also investigate this in the context of tree diseases. For any further information please contact Louise 
on Louise.de-raad.ic@uhi.ac.uk or per phone on 01463 273439.

 


10. Red Squirrel translocations: Becky Priestley, Trees for Life 
Scotland hosts 75% of the UK red squirrel population. Translocation of squirrels to areas of the NW Highlands, where 
they were absent, was first undertaken at Dundonnell in 2008, and Alladale and Loch Broom in 2012 by Roy Dennis. 
The aims of translocation are to expand the population distribution, and to create ‘island’ populations that are secure 
from squirrelpox and grey squirrel expansion.


Licensing allows for squirrels to be trapped for release over five years, with a maximum of two squirrels per 200ha 
per year to be caught. They are checked for general health and that they are squirrelpox free before being 
translocated to new sites. 


Woodland sites of approximately 200ha+ are chosen as release sites. The squirrels are released in nest boxes, and 
provided with supplementary feeding for the first few months. So far 144 squirrels have been released to Shieldaig, 
Kinlochewe, Plockton, Inverewe, Attadale and Letterewe. Volunteer input, reporting sightings, monitoring the 
squirrels, and carrying out supplementary feeding is a vital component of the project. The translocations have proven 
to be very successful with young squirrels sighted, and reports of squirrels for beyond their original release sites - 
including travel over open ground to colonise new woodland - the furthest being approx 15km from Shieldaig to 
Torridon.


More information about this project can be found on the Trees for Life website. 

The conference is sponsored by:
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