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The aims of the Highland Environment Forum are to:

•   Foster and coordinate activity on environmental matters, both within and at the Highland level.

•   Take forward relevant actions identified in the Single Outcome Agreement, and be a valuable source of practical advice on the joint 
delivery of SOA outcomes.

•   Identify and respond to emerging environmental agendas, and provide a link between local groups and national strategies, action 
plans and reporting procedures

•   Raise awareness and promote good practice on environmental issues across Highland. 
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Meeting notes

1) Welcome and update on Highland community planning -  George Hogg, Scottish Natural Heritage

George welcomed Forum members, and updated them on Highland community planning. This is now focussed 
on the Highland Outcome Improvement Plan, for which the community planning partners have, following 
extensive engagement with communities, identified key themes where working together can add extra benefits. 
The draft plan is available to view here. The final consultation on this has recently been completed and may 
result in some amendments to the plan.

Local partnerships have now been established throughout the Highlands, and details of contacts, meeting dates 
etc can be found here. George encouraged members to engage with the local partnerships and submit 
suggestions of agenda items to them.

A Green Health Partnership, led by SNH and NHS Highland, is being developed for the region, with the aim of 
formalising green prescribing within the Highland health system.

The move to a Highland Outcome Improvement Plan presents an opportunity for the Forum to consider whether 
its role is still useful, and if so how the Forum should operate. This will be done with the participation of Forum 
members -  starting with a questionnaire, which will be followed by a discussion with those interested in being 
more involved, and reporting to the March 2018 meeting for agreement on the way forward.

George highlighted the recent launch of the Wester Ross UNESCO biosphere reserve as a good example of the 
positive results that can be driven by community enthusiasm.

Geology and Landscape

2) Echoes of Lake Orcadie: Learning from the past, inspiration for the future - Kenny Taylor, Natural 
Media

“Take sand and mud by the mountain load. Add to river water. Pour into a basin large enough to hold most of 
what is now Scotland. Keep pouring.”

Kenny evoked the geological history of Lake Orcadie through rich prose and vivid description rooted in 
geological accuracy. He highlighted the many ways in which the Devonian lake deposits have become part of 
the culture of the Highlands - from the Ring of Brodgar and stones of Stenness, to Caithness flag-roofed 
buildings, field boundaries and the writing of Neil Gunn. Kenny introduced the work of early geologists, Joseph 
Barrell, JM Clarke and Cromarty-born, Hugh Miller.  

Miller had a key role in finding and identifying Devonian fossil fish in the Orcadie deposits, and continues to be 
admired by many geologists. His writing introduced the excitement of geology to international audiences, where 
he shared with them in his own new understanding that “the days of creation were not natural, but prophetic 
days, and stretched far back into the bygone eternity.’

3) North West Highlands Geopark: successes and opportunities - Graham Phillips, Geopark Business 
Development Officer

pdf of talk

Graham expressed his own excitement and wonder at discovering that travel through west Sutherland followed 
a tectonic plate edge, perched high above the road. 

The North West Highlands Geopark is run by elected local directors and representatives of each community 
council within the geopark. Graham is working with the geopark to develop their business plan - and to seek a 
long term approach to making the park financially viable, bringing benefits to the communities that live within it. 
Some of the plans include developing an accommodation facility for visiting students and researchers, 
establishing a geofestival, and encouraging an approach the provides for outdoor activities, geological and 
cultural learning and the enjoyment of good local food through a geofood trail. The food trail is likely to be an 
early project for the business development group.

Geopark tourism routes include ‘rock’ (main) and ‘pebble’ (side) routes, and the park hopes to use signage to 
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encourage people to explore more of the area.

The geopark has developed links with Rokua national park in Finland - where they have developed many 
imaginative ideas for promoting their geopark.

4) Lochaber Geopark: Community Action and Involvement - Jim Blair, Chairman
pdf of talk 

Jim emphasised the variety of geology and landscape within the geopark (covering all of Lochaber), that makes 
it such a rewarding area for people to visit and learn about landscape evolution.  The Lochaber Geopark was 
first set up in 2007, when it was a member of the European geopark network (now incorporated into a world-
wide UNESCO geopark network). However, the park’s official status was lost in 2011, as a result of a lack of 
funding. Since then there have been continued efforts to achieve a position of financial security - these include 
running a visitor centre in Fort William, and a cafe - Darwin’s rest - in Roy Bridge. The visitor centre has c.150 
visitors a day, but even so, is only financially viable because it is run by volunteers. Stable core funding for the 
geopark remains a challenge - and five years of sustainable finance is a prerequisite to rejoining the UNESCO 
network. 

The geopark has a network of interpretive boards around the park and has also produced a number of geotrails 
leaflets pointing out places of geological interest (you might also want to take a box of their Ben Nevis 
chocolates on your journey!). Geopark volunteers keep an eye on the geological SSSIs in the region and, in 
some cases, undertake management, working with community justice payback workers. They cleared 
rhododendron from one site, revealing both old and newly observed geological features. Volunteers also run 
training and excursion days, and will help to develop local projects, such as the planned stone circle for St 
Brides Primary School, Onich.

Jim’s presentation ended with a thought provoking quote:
“Civilisation exists by Geological Consent: Subject to change without notice!” Will Durant

5) The Cairngorms: a new look at an old landscape - Adrian Hall, Adjunct Professor, Department of Physical 
Geography, Stockholm University

pdf of talk

Adrian gave an insight into some of the recent research undertaken in order to understand the effect of 
glaciation and weathering in the Cairngorms. He focussed in particular on the river valleys that cut through the 
pre-glacial plateau.

These Cairngorms glens predominantly orientate NE, in a pattern that links with faults and fractures that can be 
found all across Scotland - and which date from the Caledonian Orogeny (a mountain building phase found 
across areas such as the UK, Northern Ireland, Scandanavia and parts of north central Europe, c 490–
390 million years ago). These glens often align with quartz veins, and quartz-rich rocks can be seen scattered 
along the glen floor. There are no large granite boulders in these areas, suggesting that they have been broken 
down. The weakness in the granite has resulted from groundwater penetration, as the granite intrusion cooled 
down.

In the Cairngorms the main glacial erosion features are seen in the straths and glens, with very few features on 
the plateau - indicating that there was little sliding of the glaciers at high elevations. Dating of some of the tor 
features that remain standing above the plateau have been recently undertaken using cosmogenic radionuclide 
dating. This technique looks at isotopes of berylium and aluminium that are produced when atmospheric 
neutrons strike oxygen and silicon, and which are not commonly produced by other processes. Such analysis 
suggests that the one of the tors on Beinn à Bhuird has been exposed for at least 600,000 years - making it 
amongst the oldest known rock surfaces in Scotland. Some of the tor features have undergone subsequent 
glacial disturbance - including tipping and moving tor blocks from their original position. Many tor surfaces have 
circular pits of different depths, formed by weathering since exposure.

Cosmogenic radionuclide dating has also been undertaken on the glacial moraine ridges found along the flanks 
of Glen More, revealing that they formed during a final advance of ice down Strathspey  c.15,000 years ago. 
Exciting new work by Martin Kirkbride and others suggests that there may have been several, later, small 
glaciers in the Northern Corries , including during the period of the Little Ice Age from 1300 A.D.

The Cairngorms Landscapes website provides an introduction to the geomorphology of the area
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6) Discussion

Many of the points of discussion focussed on managing tourism and included the following points:
• the importance of scenery - and drawing people’s attention to what creates it.
• the importance of the two geoparks and the Wester Ross biosphere communities working closely 

together in order to have greater impact
• the importance of working alongside North Coast 500 to develop appropriate plans
• the importance of planned management of visitor access - and the potential of closing some areas to 

traffic, and using electric shuttle bus schemes instead. Jim noted that this was in the early stages of 
consideration by the Nevis Partnership - particularly in relation to Glen Nevis.

• the use of signage to direct visitors to local attractions
• the value of ‘slow’ tourism and the potential to develop this aspect
• The challenges faces in areas of high density tourism - and a lack of accommodation - which can put 

people off making return visits or recommendations. 
• the need for a more widespread understanding of the importance of the natural environment in making 

Highland unique, and the undertaking the appropriate care of it.
• the facts that the natural environment has a key role in a sustainable economy, and that geology 

underpins biodiversity.
•

7) Nature’s Stage: a play in 3 Acts (past, present, future) - Clive Mitchell, Scottish Natural Heritage
pdf of talk

‘The farther backward you can look, the farther forward you are likely to see’  Winston Churchill

The evolution of the leaf, c.380 million years ago, transformed how the earth worked - creating modern carbon 
and hydrogen cycles. The formation of soils enables the chemical breakdown of  rocks, which for silicate rocks 
involves the net removal of CO2 from the atmosphere. In the paleocene/eocene (c.50 million years ago) a 
thermal maximum was reached with global temperatures rising by 6 C.  This occurred over a few thousand 
years with dramatic changes in climate and sea level rises of 10 - 25 metres. This event provides a useful 
analogue for what may happen with climate change today, as we are on course to emit the same amount of 
CO2 in just a few decades.
 
In the last 70 years human CO2 emissions have vastly exceeded the capacity of the natural carbon cycle to 
absorb it. Under current trends all the world’s allowance of CO2 from burning fossil fuels and land use (to limit 
the temperature rise to 2 degrees C) will have been consumed by 2030 - and the fossil fuels that still remain to 
be utilised vastly exceed this and that’s before we take account of unconventional sources, including fracking. 
 
During climatic fluctuations of the last 2 million years there were very few species extinctions because there 
were no barriers to movement, however it is a very different situation today. This makes thinking about nature 
on a large scale - the ecosystem approach - all the more vital.  This requires understanding how nature works 
over relevant spatial scales and time scales, appreciating the benefits that people enjoy from nature, and 
involving people in decision making. Within this thinking, we should be aiming to have a balanced ‘circular’ 
carbon cycle, along with other key elements and nutrients - in the same way as a circular economy and use of 
resources.

Discussion:
Points included that:

• There needed to be a discussion about wild land designations and whether these are still adequate for 
current demands.

• The labelling of areas as wilderness can be seen as problematic, as it can tend to suggest that local 
nature  - and in particular urban nature is of a lesser value. Valuing urban nature and enabling access to it 
is important in many ways, including creating a much stronger link between people and all nature. (Ref: 
William Cronon ‘The Trouble with Wilderness’)

• A similar argument to that above relates to separation of food production from nature in our thinking - and 
that this may have contributed to the decline of biodiversity on agricultural land.

• the value of scientific thinking in laying out the facts and options upon which we can base our decisions.
• When we plan action it is important to look to where we want to be in the future, not to get bogged down 

in where we are now.
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Marine litter
Information can also be found in Scotland’s Marine Litter Strategy for which there is a steering group

Catherine announced that the Scottish Government’s statement on its programme included announcements 
that they would be:

• developing a bottle and can deposit return system
• hosting an international conference on marine plastics
• creating a £500 K fund for communities to tackle marine litter ‘sink’ shorelines.

8) KIMO: 12 years of Fishing for Litter Scotland - James Birnie
pdf of talk

KIMO is an international initiative covering Denmark, Faroe Islands, Sweden, Belgium, Germany, Netherlands, 
Lithuania, the Isle of Man and the UK. It was founded, and is funded by, local authorities - although Highland 
Council is not currently a member. The aim of KIMO is to make the coastline and the Northern Seas safe and 
free of litter and pollution and to:

1. Exchange information on effective pollution prevention, clean up operations and sustainable 
development.

2. Lead by example in improving regional marine environments.
3. Lobby national Governments, the European Commission and others to
4. take effective action on issues affecting Northern Seas.
4. Make joint representations against proposals which threaten the quality of our marine environment
5. Undertake demonstrative environmental projects.

The organisation runs a number of marine projects - that include ‘Fishing for Litter’ and ‘Pick Up Three Pieces’ 
beach cleaning.

Fishing for Litter works with fishermen and harbours to prevent rubbish being dropped at sea. Removal of 
commercial waste charges is key to the success of this approach. In addition KIMO provides fishing boats with 
bins to collect waste, and skips are positioned on the harbour-side for waste collection - over 1000 tonnes have 
been collected since the scheme began in 2005 - a third of which came from Highland waters. There are 
currently 15 Scottish ports involved, and Lochinver will join the scheme. The scheme runs until 2020 - and so 
there is a need to identify how it can be continued - hopefully with local authority buy-in.

KIMO is also working with harbours to provide electric link points for ferries, so that their generators can be 
switched off whilst they are in port - reducing air pollution.

Pick Up Three Pieces is a beach clean programme that works closely with schools, using this simple message 
to encourage children and their families to think about, and collect, marine waste.

Net recycling - There is a market for pelagic nylon net recycling, but polypropylene nets have to be recycled in 
Denmark, and KIMO Scotland found that the process of collection and transport was too expensive (approx 
£300 per tonne) to make this viable.Although KIMO is not currently running a net recycling project we haven’t 
given up trying to find cost effective solutions for net recycling. It is very much an ongoing process.

9) Waves of plastics in scarcely populated NW Sutherland: Quantities, origins, what we do and what 
can be done - Julien Moreau, Surfers Against Sewage

pdf of talk

Julien’s talk highlighted some of the environmental challenges of dealing with marine plastic pollution - including 
the fact that most of it (c.95%) makes its way to deep ocean floors, where it cannot be retrieved. 

That seabirds and sea mammals become entangled in plastics has long been recognised, but plastics can also 
be ingested by marine life - and may be found in stomachs and larvae.

Recording litter collection on Balnakeil beach from early April to the end of July revealed that nearly 50% of the 
items were lengths of fishing twine and cord - probably dropped from boats after net mending. Plastics from fish 
farms are prominent on west cost shores - including float barrels and long lengths of black plastic pipe. Gun 
cartridges also get carried down rivers in large numbers. At Balnakeil military rubbish washes ashore - and 
includes sonar buoys and flares parachutes.
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Julien drew attention to a number of campaigns against marine pollution, including:
• Highland coordination against marine plastic pollution facebook page
• Surfers Against Sewage campaigns - including for a ban on single use plastics

10) The Marine Conservation Society: Beachwatch in the Highlands and beyond Catherine Gemmell, 
Marine Conservation Society

pdf of talk

Catherine highlighted the value of taking part in the Great British Beachwatch (15 - 18 September), during 
which, in addition to beach cleaning, collectors record all the litter collected on a 100metre length of beach. Last 
year 70 Highland volunteers cleaned 143 beaches. The data submitted to MCS is collated on a UK-wide 
database, and can then be used to identify changing patterns in litter found, hotspots for particular kinds of litter 
etc. The database is an important campaigning tool, both nationally and locally - both to encourage change 
(36.7% of the litter comes from domestic waste) and to highlight positive results, such as the 40% reduction in 
washed up carrier bags since the carrier bag charge was introduced. The database information is available to 
anyone who would like to use it - and be can interrogated on both geographical area and litter type.

In Highland MCS also employs a seasonal outreach worker, linked to Glenmorangie Distillery and the DEEP 
project, which is reducing waste from the distilling process and introducing new oysterbeds to the Dornoch Firth.

Catherine emphasised the importance of partnership working - including taking part in the ‘Ullapool Pier Day’ 
organised by Noel Hawkins, for his Scottish Wildlife Trust ‘Living Seas’ work.

New campaigns into stopping the use of single use plastics, and to prevent wet wipes from being flushed away 
(including better labelling) are being run in partnership with other campaign organisations, such as Surfers 
against Sewage. An exhibition created by Julia Barton, and recently shown in Ullapool, will be on display in 
Scottish parliament in December, 

11) FLAG Funding
Sarah Lamb was unable to attend due to vehicle breakdown - but a pdf of her presentation can be seen here

12) Discussion
This included:

• the potential for an accreditation scheme for marine friendly communities (in a similar approach to the 
fairtrade communities scheme)

• the potential for involving fishermen in recording where rubbish is found - and so identifying hotspots
• the need to address how to deal with large plastic items - which require special collection
• promoting beach cleans to tourists - pick up 3 whilst you holiday
• the potential of working more closely with Scottish Water to identify where waste water origin marine litter 

is coming from 
• that the Moray Firth Partnership is planning a project based on marine litter mapping and co-ordination/

promotion of existing work
• Aquaculture - KIMO will be looking at the industry in more detail, but there is also the potential for direct 

community involvement - including speaking to fish farm managers, and informing councillors - who will 
feed the information back to KIMO.

It was agreed: to form a marine litter/plastics working group to explore what HEF members might be able to do 
to help tackle this issue. Caroline will be in touch with all those that express an interest in the group.
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