
Highland Environment Forum, 13th March 2019 

Subjects discussed: Green Health Partnership and Citizen Science  

Delegates 
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First 
Name Last Name Organisation

Carol-Ann Adams Interface
Suzann Barr Abriachan Forest Trust
Karen Bell Into the wild Therapy
Nathan Berrie John Muir Trust
Adrian Clark Evanton Community Wood
Lucy Cooke HTSI
Gillian Councill Alzheimer Scotland
Rowan Doff Nevis Landscape Partnership
Katie Dyke WDC

George Farlow Lochbroom Community 
Council

Lucy Ford Cairngorms National Park 
Authority

Imogen Furlong Highlife Highland
Tom Gilpin Trees for Life
Fiona Grant
Helen Greenwood
Deborah Halliday UHI (Student)

Matthew Hawkins Cairngorms National Park 
Authority

Tamara Hedderwick Greenspace Scotland

Paul Hibberd Forestry Commission 
Scotland

George Hogg Scottish Natural Heritage
Dan Jenkins NHS Highland
Andrew Kirkland UHI (Student)
Elspeth Lee NHS Highland
Marion Macdonald Eden Project
Alan Macdonnell Trees for life

First 
Name Last Name Organisation

Helena Macleod Bridge A Gap
Anne Macrae
Annabel Martin Christies Elite Trees
Katy Martin Highland Council
Carol Masheter Soirbheas
Angus McBay
Steve Micklewright Trees for Life
Ruaraidh Milne Scottish Waterways Trust
Kevin Patrick Lantra
Helen Perkins NHS Highland

Carolyn Robertson Cairngorms National Park 
Authority

Trish Robertson Highland Council
Ian Ross

Ro Scott Highland Biological 
Recording Group

Audrey Sinclair Wester Ross Biosphere
Margaret Somerville
Fiona Strachan Scottish Natural Heritage
Jane Tattum Signpost
Kate Thomson TCV
Caroline Vawdrey Highland Environment Forum
Ailsa Villegas Green Health Partnership
James Westgate BEAR Scotland
Alan Whiteside NHS Highland
Helen Wilson Paths for All
Kenny Wright Alzheimer Scotland



1. Welcome and introduction : George Hogg, Scottish Natural Heritage 

George welcomed delegates to the Highland Environment Forum and provided updates on : 


1. the Highland Community Planning Partnership decision in December 2018 to phase out single use plastics. 
Given the scale of the public sector estate involved this is significant.

The agreement is to:


• remove plastic straws from general use across all partners; 

• remove, or reduce as far as possible, single use plastics from catering operations; 

• work with contractors and suppliers to reduce/remove single use plastics where appropriate and 

explore how this might be incorporated formally into procurement processes; and 

• collaborate across named contacts in each organisation to: share thinking, knowledge and 

experience across the Partnership; and raise awareness externally within Highland to promote the 
issue of plastic pollution and its solutions. 


• that the Council’s Single Use Plastic Action Plan be shared with partners; and 

• that work be undertaken with key people in partner agencies, including SEPA, to develop a CPP 

Single Use Plastic Action Plan. 

2. Wester Ross Biosphere : Launched their strategic plan in February 2019 and also has a new website. Have a 

look.

3. SNH’s Biodiversity Challenge Fund is looking for large scale practical projects, and is open until 5th April. 

Make the most of it and get as much of the money as possible spent on Highland biodiversity!

4. Forthcoming Forum events - the biodiversity conference and Highland invasive species forum


Green Health Partnership 
5. Introducing the Green Health Partnership : Ailsa Villegas, Senior Health Development Officer – Green 

Health 

Download the presentation pdf


Ailsa introduced the work of the Highland Green Health Partnership, which is one of four in Scotland that are 
funded as part of the Scottish Natural Heritage ‘Our Natural Health’ Service programme. 


Ailsa recommended reading ‘A dose of nature’ (University of Exeter) for a summary of evidence of the benefits of 
greenspace.  Details of some of the social and environmental factors affecting people’s ability to use greenspace 
can be seen in Ailsa’s presentation pdf. 


Health benefits from being out-of-doors come in a variety of settings, some of which are less expected – for 
instance, a walk at a running track provides an even surface, with room to walk side-by-side and the flexibility to 
stop when suits the participant. 


Outdoor health benefits can be gained even by getting out for a short while - and this can even be the case for 
people who feel that they don’t like the outdoors.


The Highland Green Health Partnership is all about enjoying nature where you find it and aims to:

• Get more people to use the outdoor environment more regularly

• Contribute to reducing health inequalities by targeting activity at those who are most in need

• Co-ordinate partnership efforts  to use the outdoor environment for health

• Identify existing assets, make links between them, and identify gaps in provision

• Develop a network of those with an interest in promoting the outdoor environment for health

• Create a shared learning environment


Work to achieve these aims will be undertaken over the next three years. A mapping exercise of what 
opportunities exist is already being undertaken in association with local community planning partnerships, and it 
is hoped that this will begin to foster interest from the partnerships.


The partnership will be formally launched on 23rd April during the new Green Health Week (19 - 26 April), and 
aims to ensure that green health is seen as a mainstream option for recommendation by health practitioners at 
the end of the three years. Everyone is encouraged to promote their outdoor activities during Green Health Week 
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https://www.wrb.scot
https://www.wrb.scot/news/latest-events
https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/funding/biodiversity-challenge-fund-bcf
https://highland-biodiversity-conference.eventbrite.co.uk
ttps://www.eventbrite.com/e/highland-invasive-species-forum-tickets-53805744430
http://s3.spanglefish.com/s/35091/documents/forum-presentations/130319/highland-green-health-partnership.pdf
http://www.highlandcpp.org.uk/hghp.html
https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/contributing-healthier-scotland/our-natural-health-service
https://nhsforest.org/sites/default/files/Dose_of_Nature_evidence_report_0.pdf


using the hashtag #GreenHealthWeek on social media. During the week there will also be a campaign on Moray 
Firth Radio and a photo competition.


During questions it was emphasised that the partnership is aiming for a collective approach with third sector 
organisations, and will be discussing with them what training and support they need to help them to provide 
opportunities. It is possible that an accreditation or kite mark scheme could be developed, alongside relevant 
training, if this was seen as useful to organisations.


It was noted that there are some pilot areas (Badenoch and Strathspey in Highland) where link workers help to 
match patients with opportunities that give health benefits. The Green Health Partnership aims to build on 
learned experience so far to test models in other pilot areas across Highland and assess if this approach might 
work in other communities,. 


A suggestion was made that information on green health benefits/ opportunities could be included with 
prescription medicines.


6. Evanton Community Wood: providing green health for all : Adrian Clark, Evanton Community Wood 

See a video about Get Outdoors, their project working with people who have dementia


Adrian highlighted some of the huge variety of work that is being undertaken by volunteers at Evanton 
Community Wood, and in particular their work with people with dementia. This includes becoming Scotland’s 
first dementia-friendly wood in association with Paths for All and providing a broad range of activities including 
walks, weaving, storytelling, movement classes, making mosaics and enjoying food together.


Since buying the woods in 2012 the trust has created many woodland paths, a new pond, children’s adventure 
play area, seats and sculpture and is currently completing its second woodland shelter where groups can gather.  
Nursery, primary and secondary schools all visit the wood, and volunteers meet every Friday morning. Pictures 
and details can be seen on the Evanton Community Wood website.


7. The mental health benefits of greenspace : Kate Thomson, TCV & Helen Perkins, NHS Occupational 
Therapist 

Download the presentation pdf


Kate and Helen described their work at New Craigs hospital using greenspace to bring health benefits to people 
with severe and enduring mental health conditions. They emphasised the value of joint working which brings 
together Kate’s practical experience with the in depth knowledge of individual patients held by clinical staff.


Prior to offering outdoor activities Kate and Helen set up a room with nature images and had sessions making 
bird feeders and undertaking observations and bird watching from the ward. A woodland area near to the 
hospital buildings has been used for outdoor activities such as fire side cooking and storytelling. 


The outdoor excursions have attracted increasing numbers of patients (with 9 out regularly) and many positive 
benefits have been seen, including feeling connected to nature, feeling more alive again and developing 
empathy. The outdoor activities have also brought staff and patients together in a relaxed informal setting, and 
support for the project continues to grow as staff see the mental health benefits to patients. 


Kate and Helen outlined some of what has worked in making use of the outdoors :


• Having a graded approach so that there is something for everyone

• Cooking at every outdoor session

• Having a mental health nurse student involved

• Ward staff greenspace champions

• Reflecting on what works and doesn’t on an ongoing basis

• Learning about when to witness and when to support

• Assessing activity versus ‘just being’ in nature
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https://youtu.be/4Rmlz6DlJq0
http://www.evantonwood.com/
http://s3.spanglefish.com/s/35091/documents/forum-presentations/130319/the-mental-health-benefits-of-greenspace.pdf


Future plans include integrating the Outsider Decider programme with Abriachan Forest Trust.

8. Workshop on tackling health inequalities through the use of Highland green space  

Thanks to Ailsa Villegas for running the workshop and writing up the notes.


How can the Green Health Partnership support the work you deliver? (green leaves)

Training for Staff and volunteers Advice Support and Funding

Training Resources for sharing good practices Keep us up to date with initiatives

GP Referral Pathways Identifying network Links

Good PR Mapping for Moving on Projects

Funding Raise awareness of opportunities

Support networks and connections Interaction of contacts that you can use

Community Buses Providing resources and Links

Links to existing Initiatives By encouraging referrals to the wood. 

Encourage Flexible Schedule Have a website for people to go to

Build on the likes of the Daily Mile Links between organisations e.g. HBRG with 
Community Woods

Networking with others with different skills/
expertise and spreading this all over Highland

Be Persuasion Pioneers to NHS practitioners and to the 
public

Make sure the NHS all work together Engaging Cross Sector Approach

Promotion and signposting of activities Inclusion and encouraging others to join

Partnership working Push for Green Health legislation

Encouraging social prescribing Support Networks

Encouraging advocacy Stimulate activities in local parks/community 
greenspaces

Encouraging health Professionals to use Green 
Health alongside conventional medicine.

Make contact with the Health Groups (e.g stroke 
recover, cancer survivors etc)

Opportunities to facilitate outdoor experiences 
for people with mental health issues

Information Sharing and Networking with Eden project

Promote the Big Lunch
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What can you, your organisation or initiative do, to encourage participation in green health 
activities?  (yellow leaves)

UHI: Incorporate Campus walks with student health 
initiatives

Create a culture focused on employee wellbeing re 
mental health. Getting outdoors and away from 
computers at lunchtime. Promoting this as part of 
CSR & Sustainability that are central to company 
values.

Volunteer Rangers Help Support Ranger Services

HNRG - offer expertise workshops/bioblitzres What we are already doing

Abriachan - can provide training, good practice 
examples and moving on ideas

Upscale what we are already doing

Trees for Life have 25 years of nature connection 
experience at Dundregen

Publicity : Promote opportunities, Raise 
Awareness, promote the Networks and 
Programmes, advertise Widely, use social media

Need a Hub Refer Clients to Beneficial Programmes

Deliver Greenspace activities Be informed via networking and research

Put greenspace activities in patient care plans Connect with Local GP's/Therapists

Collaboration with organisations who work with the 
hard to reach,

Inform and encourage new entrants to the land 
based sector to be ambassadors for the wider 
health benefits of the environment they work in.

Eden project: raise awareness, network, signpost Organise Green Activities to Suit All Audiences

Provide links to Adult Health & Wellbeing network Greenspace Scotland - Policy Support/Practical 
Support

Wester Ross Biosphere - promote the GHP across 
Wester Ross. Discuss with medical staff across wester 
ross

Torridon & Kinlochewe Community Council - 
Promote the GHP with Local community & GP's 
Nurses and Carers

Support training, skills and funding Help Support Access Infrastructure

Welcome volunteers Embed in Community Planning thoughts

Network with like-minded organisations Develop collaborations

Community Engagement Process with green Spaces HLH Youth Work - outdoor activities such as 
bushcraft, shore clear, nature workshops

Run more health Activities Link UHI students to Local Community Woodland 
Groups.

Funding Networking
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Citizen Science 
9. A citizen’s perspective : Katy Martin, Highland Council 

Download the presentation pdf


Katy drew delegates attention to the National Biodiversity Network which holds and integrates data 
from many different partners. Verification of records is undertaken by volunteer experts. It was noted 
during questions that there can be a shortage of verifiers, which may result in delays in records 
appearing online.


Katy highlighted some easily accessible citizen science apps that she has found useful. These include: 

• I record - record collection app with expert verifiers to confirm identification.

• I naturalist - forum to confirm identification

• Grid reference finder

• Smart Magnifier

• I spot - upload photos for online community identification support

• Opal citizen science surveys - including tree health, pollinators, bug counts - promoted surveys 

change over time, but old learning materials remain available

• Mammal Tracker

• TMA fungi - identification app for wood decay fungi

• Big Garden Birdwatch - annual event run by the RSPB

• Online Collins bird guide  - apple or android


Katy described how she had used the Opal pond survey with local primary schools around Inverness. 
Opal provides excellent teaching and identification materials for identification of pond wildlife. This is 
then used to help to assess the health of the pond and all the results are mapped on the Opal website. 


Katy asked that people record any invasive non native species they came across, so that they can be 
mapped in the hope that future projects will be developed to tackle them.


Imogen Furlong drew delegates attention to the nature ‘surgeries’ that Highlife Highland will be hosting 
in their libraries in association with the Highland Biological Recording Group, who will be providing 
identification expertise. 

10. Photo posts in the Cairngorms : Matthew Hawkins, Cairngorms National Park 

Download the presentation pdf


Matthew described how national park staff got the idea of installing photo posts after looking at collection of old 
postcards and noticing the landscape changes that have taken place.


The aim is to run the project for at least 10 to 15 years and there are currently 24 photo posts across the park. 
Landowner permission is sought, and a simple agreement drawn up, prior to installing a post. The positions of 
posts are shown a web-based map, and the aim is to get one photo a month from each site. Contributors are 
required to sign up before uploading photos, and to become subscribers to the project. There are currently 227 
contributors and more than 1000 photographs.


The photographs have already been used to identify changes in river morphology following flooding, and the 
spread of trees on to open heath. They are all are available for schools and researchers to use - and it is the 
intention to develop these links in the future.


Future plans also include having some additional photo posts, broadening the membership of photographers 
(including for example health walk groups) and making upload of images to the site easier.


Find out more at www.cairngorms.co.uk/photo-posts


There is a similar project with several photo posts in Wester Ross, which was set up by SNH in 2017.
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11. Understanding Capercaillie Genetics : Carolyn Robertson, Cairngorms National Park 

Download the presentation pdf


In Britain, capercaillie are only found in Scotland and their numbers have plummeted from 20,000 in the 1970s to 
around 1000 birds today. The Cairngorms Capercaillie Project has multiple funders, including the National Lottery 
Heritage Fund and Leader, and is currently in a 12-month development phase, to assess what should go in to the 
three year funding bid.


 As part of the capercaillie conservation programme development the following areas of work are being 
undertaken : 


1. Brood & lek counts


2. Gathering & analysing genetic material


3. Confirming existing predator control


4. Undertaking habitat assessments 


5. Scoping habitat creation opportunities


and there are opportunities to link with individuals and communities through the following actions:


1.  Volunteering 


2. Sharing stories


3. Having informative signage 


4. Holding events & activities 


5. Creating a capercaillie community working group


6. Having a capercaillie community ranger (Emma Rawling)


7. Developing recreation plans with communities 


The project is considering how people can support capercaillie monitoring work through photographing 
capercaillie droppings, and sending in the photograph and a grid reference of where it was taken. In order to 
protect capercaillie this information will not be made public.


The second piece of citizen science work being explored is how people could help collect capercaillie feathers, 
and send them to the park office, along with a grid reference. It is hoped that enough feathers could be collected 
to give an indication of whether the population has healthy genetic variation, or not.


If these methods are successful the droppings photography and feather gathering could potentially be rolled out 
to other areas - particularly the Moray woodlands.
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http://s3.spanglefish.com/s/35091/documents/forum-presentations/130319/cairngorms-capercaillie-project_highland-environment-forum.pdf
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8. Shorewatch : Katie Dyke, Whale and Dolphin Conservation 

Download the presentation pdf


Katie  introduced Shorewatch to delegates, highlighting that the method used by Whale and Dolphin 
Conservation is to recruit volunteers, and to train them in cetacean identification and Shorewatch methodology, 
in order to help ensure that the data (over 15,000 sightings) gathered during this long term study –  established in 
2005 – is scientifically valid.


Watches are at set locations, and are carried out for 10 minutes each time, with observers recording presence or 
absence of species within that time. All the data that is collected is analysed, and a review for volunteers is 
produced annually. . The data is used to raise awareness and input to policy decisions


Maintaining, training and supporting the volunteer group requires time, effort and adaptability from Whale and 
Dolphin Conservation, with face-to-face contact being an important element of Katie’s work. But the quality of 
the observations, and a sense of community and advocacy for the charity repays the effort.


Sightings of dolphins in the Moray Firth have increased since surveys began, and this is in keeping with 
observations made by Aberdeen University.


Shorewatch volunteers also had a significant role to play in the establishment of a proposed Marine Protected 
Area for Risso’s dolphins of east Lewis.  Volunteers working with researchers recorded dolphin sightings  and 
compiled a photo catalogue. As a result of this work it was proven that Risso’s dolphins are present throughout 
the year, rather than just in the summer months. Read the scientific paper here.


Shorewatch data can also be used to help marine development to avoid sensitive areas  - for example the laying 
of subsea cables, or, as at Aberdeen Harbour, to alert developers to the fact that they are causing disturbance.


Katie noted some examples of what is successful in working with volunteers:

• having a dedicated officer

• being adaptive

• offering continual support and opportunities

• providing opportunity for social interaction and learning with face-to-face meetings, newsletters, webinars, 

social media, annual gatherings

• ensuring that volunteers know that the data they gather is meaningful and making sure that they are always 

credited

• offering badges and certificates


There can also be some challenges to volunteer management - particularly in making sure that their expectations 
are not too high and that they know enough about the charity to represent it correctly. Occasionally there can be 
problems with undesirable behaviour, and extra support is needed to enable the charity to effectively provide 
mental health support.


Because of the low population of the Highlands it can be difficult to get enough volunteers for some areas to get 
enough data to be statistically significant. Whale and Dolphin Conservation is also working with other observer 
organisations to try and get compatible methodologies.
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