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Peter Quelch explaining the finer points of tree form at Kinakyle (photo by Ro Scott) 

 
 

 
Admiring the incredibly life-like sculpture of John Parrott at Highland Aspen Group nursery, Kincraig (photo by 

Coralie Mills)  [It’s the real JP of course, talking about aspen – Ed.] 
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EDITORIAL 

Ben Averis 

Welcome to the Autumn 2014 newsletter, which consists almost entirely of the reports of this 

spring’s very successful Excursion & 40th Anniversary Conference in Speyside: lots of 

exploration, discussion and talks about all sorts of woodland-related matters, reflecting this 

wonderfully diverse area and the enthusiasm and interest within the NWDG.  Also in this 

newsletter is the Forest Policy Group annual report – there’s a lot going on there too.  Thanks to 

all of those who have contributed to this newsletter.  I hope everyone finds it an interesting and 

enjoyable read. 

 

 

NOTES FROM THE CHAIR 
Coralie Mills 

NWDG celebrated its 40th anniversary in great company, with an 

excellent turnout at our excursion and special conference on ‘Native 

Woodlands; What’s the Use?’ in Kingussie in May 2014. Most of this 

newsletter is devoted to reporting on that event.  Our woodland 

history conference in October this year, on ‘Woodland Products & Processes’ harmonised 

with that theme, and enjoyed similarly excellent content and participation. I hope you 

enjoyed these events, if you were able to be there. Sincere thanks are offered to the event 

organisers, the NWDG committee members and the many hosts, helpers and contributors 

who made these events possible. 

The full house at the excursion conference, and the quality and quantity (!) of debate at 

both events, re-assured me that the NWDG continues to serve a distinct and useful 

purpose in the world of woodland bodies; that is as a ‘hats-off’ forum for open discussion. 

Our simple objectives (see page 47), our non-lobbying stance and the fact that our society 

membership is for individuals, not for organisations, appear to be valuable attributes in 

maintaining the independence of the NWDG and the open-ness and frankness of our 

debates. Whether we can ever reach consensus is another thing altogether, but perhaps 

that is secondary to having the debate and learning from it. Apart from the group 

discussions, it seems to me that it is the opportunity to learn from each other within 

NOTES FOR CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE NEWSLETTER:  Copy date for Spring 2015 newsletter: 15th March 
2015 (to go out in April 2015). We welcome contributions such as group or organisation reports, 
woodland reports/updates, articles about anything to do with woodland, shorter items of news, 
letters to the editor, reviews of books or other publications relating to native woodland, and 
illustrations. Contributions should aim to be less than 1500 words long (though some understandably 
end up longer), in Microsoft Word and sent to me along with your contact details.  NEW 
PUBLICATIONS: If you have written or co-written a book or booklet which would interest our 
members, we can enclose your fliers with our mailings. This service is free to individual members; 
there is a charge of £20 (to cover postage & packing) for organisations and non-members.  We can 
also get books reviewed – just send a copy to the editor. If you would like to review a particular book, 
please let the editor know. We are usually able to obtain a free review copy from the publisher, and if 
you review it the book is yours to keep.  ELECTRONIC COPIES OF NEWSLETTER: If you would prefer to 
receive future newsletters electronically as PDF files and not in printed form, please send me an email 
requesting this and include the email address you want the file to be emailed to. 

Ben Averis, 6 Stonelaws Cottages, East Linton, East Lothian, EH40 3DX 
Tel. 01620 870 280.  Email benandalisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk 

mailto:benandalisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk
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NWDG that is such a special quality, founded in the generosity of spirit and the depth and 

breadth of expertise embodied in our membership. 

I am very grateful that at the AGM our members overwhelmingly supported the 

committee’s proposal to modify the subscription structure, creating a single flat fee for 

almost everyone (and retaining a concession only for those under 25, to encourage more 

young folk to join). This recommendation was based on a thorough review of our finances 

and our membership age profile. Full details came to you with your AGM papers and 

were previously outlined in the newsletter. The support we received from those of you 

who will pay a little more as a consequence was especially appreciated.  This means we 

can keep our main subscription rate unchanged for now, which we hope appears 

reasonable and affordable at £20 pa or £18 by Standing Order. I am similarly grateful to 

our NWDG Scottish Woodland History Conference delegates for their support for 

simplifying the conference fees from a  four tier to a two tier structure (NWDG member 

and non-member). This would ease the administrative work of the conference greatly and 

bring the conference fee structure into line with the new NWDG subscription structure. 

This year has been so busy for us, and for our lower plants workshop tutors, that we have 

not been able to run any workshops this year. However, we hope to be able to run some in 

2015 and have introduced some simple guidelines for anyone wishing to run a workshop 

for NWDG; the guidelines can found on our website, in the Events section. We are also 

developing a plan to have some informal regional site visits, which Sarah Toulson is co-

ordinating. Please do get in touch with Sarah if you would like to help arrange such a visit 

in your area. The committee members’ contact details are on page 48. 

The NWDG’s website www.nwdg.org.uk continues to be our central repository of 

information for our members. NWDG is also embracing social media, and as of the end of 

October 2014, we have a very healthy 108 members of our Facebook Group and 228 fabulous 

followers on Twitter. One good thing about this is that it gets word out about NWDG and 

our events far beyond our existing membership, and so in time will help to recruit more 

members of all ages and stages. These are our account details; please do give it a whirl if 

you can, and please note you have to join Facebook or Twitter to be able to see these. 

 Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/NativeWoodlandsDiscussionGroup/  

or search on ‘Native Woodlands Discussion Group’ 

 Twitter: NWDG @TheNWDG 

So it is time now to start looking forward to our 41st year! Our excursion in Spring 2015 

will be to Wester Ross, with some diverse and fascinating woods already shortlisted. 

Please join us there if you possibly can – this is such a remarkable region, and there will be 

something for everyone’s tastes, be they ecological, managerial, historical or otherwise. We 

have another milestone to celebrate in 2015 – that is the 20th meeting of the Scottish 

Woodland History Conference, the theme for which is now under consideration, after a 

great brainstorming session with our delegates on ideas for future meetings. More details 

of these events will be circulated and posted on the website (www.nwdg.org.uk) as dates 

and arrangements are firmed up. 

Thank you for being part of the NWDG, and I hope very much to see you at one of our 

events in the coming year, 

With very best wishes, 

Coralie 

http://www.nwdg.org.uk/
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NWDG EXCURSION AND 40TH ANNIVERSARY 

CONFERENCE: SPEYSIDE, 22ND TO 25TH  MAY 2014 
 

This highly successful event, attended by 99 people, was based at Talla nan Ros, 

Kingussie.  The locations of the places visited during these four days are shown in the 

map below; this is followed by a series of reports describing the various site visits, 

talks and discussions. 

 

 
 

 
Glen Feshie              Photo: Coralie Mills 
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Thursday 22nd May 2014 – Glen Feshie Estate, near 

Kincraig, NW Cairngorms 

Alan Crawford and Gary Servant 

 

A group of more than 50 members of the NWDG, attending the 40th anniversary 

gathering and conference in Kingussie, were lucky enough to enjoy an interesting 

excursion to see the progress made in native woodland restoration, re-wilding and 

deer management at Glenfeshie Estate, near Kincraig. 

 

We were all welcomed into a spacious shed/workshop with an ample supply of tea, 

coffee and biscuits, before enjoying an informative presentation and discussion with 

Anders Poulsen (owner of the estate and director of Wildland Ltd, which owns a 

further seven large estates in Scotland), Thomas MacDonell (estate manager) and Dick 

Balharry (ecology adviser). 

 

We learned that despite the Danish inclination towards modesty and moderation, the 

owners and managers of Glenfeshie are engaged in an altogether commendable 

competition with bodies such as Forestry Commission Scotland (FCS), Royal Society 

for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and National Trust for Scotland (NTS) to see who 

can do the best job of native pinewood restoration - evidence of which would be clear 

as we walked around the estate later in the day. 

 

Thomas gave us some history and background to the estate, reminiscing of grouse 

bags of 500+ per year, and 100 stags shot back in 1900, and underlining the ongoing 

importance of the traditional sporting side of the estate - which was the original 

motivation for purchase by the Poulsen family and which has remained constant 

throughout the period of heavy deer-culling over the past ten years or so. Thomas has 

known the glen all his life. He was formerly a fencing contractor, with plenty of 

experience at the sharp end of many native woodland and commercial forestry 

expansion schemes over the years. More recently he has been closely involved with 

some tough decisions regarding the need for extensive deer-culling to reduce the 

negative impact of wild deer on natural habitats within the Cairngorms Special Area 

of Conservation and the Glen Feshie native pinewood in particular. 

 

Back in 2004-2005 the estate became 'notorious' for the extensive helicopter culling of 

red deer, which was deemed necessary to reduce damage to the natural habitats of the 

area and which led to protests by gamekeepers and animal rights activists. At one 

stage the team were gralloching (disembowelling) 115 beasts per day in the field and 

(tragically) selling much of the meat for pet food (which gave the best price per kilo 

for venison at the time). Difficult and unpleasant work for the estate team, but 

essential to reduce deer numbers to the current target occupancy figure of around 1.2 

deer per square kilometre. Results on the ground have very clearly justified this 

drastic cull and the ongoing (and expensive) work required to keep deer numbers at a 

low level: the estate has recorded a doubling in the area of tree regeneration over the 

period 2007-2011. Despite this intensive deer culling for tree regeneration the 

opportunity and level of sporting deer shooting has remained constant throughout the 

period, and this remains a key objective of the landowners. 
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Prior to this intervention there was little or no evidence of tree regeneration anywhere 

in the pine forest. The ‘core’ trees in the wood were 225 years old, and in 2001 it was 

thought that around eight mature ‘granny’ pines were being lost per year. In 2007 

regeneration was clearly visible but not yet established, and now in 2014 there is 

extensive established regeneration of Scots pine, birch, rowan, willow and juniper all 

relatively abundant, and with bird cherry, aspen, alder and other species also present. 

 

 
Old and young pines, with juniper      Photo: Alan Crawford 

 

Regeneration is particularly thick in areas of disturbed ground (such as riparian areas 

and tracks), and becomes slightly less prolific further up the glen where browsing 

pressure is higher. Interestingly, young trees regenerating in patches of gorse were on 

average about twice the height of young trees not growing amongst gorse. 

 

Some of the potential ‘knock- on’ benefits of native woodland expansion and some 

important ecological interconnections were highlighted and discussed. For example, 

the braided river system in the glen should be good for salmon but doesn't appear to 

be at present. As woodland develops on the floodplain, and then once some of these 

trees are blown, the large scale deadwood should both stabilise the gravel bed and 

provide a river system more suited to salmon. 

 

The management plan for the estate has a 200 year vision that includes 'the restoration 

of habitats based on the ecological potential of the land'. It was evident that significant 

time and effort had been put into developing a detailed understanding of what that 

ecological potential might be (based on soils, climate and existing vegetation), and 

how it varies across the estate. Other management objectives include expanding native 

woodland and scrub communities, re-introduction of ‘missing’ species and the 

restoration of rarer woodland types (including montane and sub-montane scrub and 

woodland habitats). Overall it has been estimated that of Glenfeshie Estate's 17,000 

hectares, around 15,000 hectares could potentially become native woodland, with 
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upland pine & birch woodland (National Vegetation Classification communities W11, 

W17 and W18) likely to dominate large parts of the site. 

 

In trying to realise these aspirations the estate are faced with difficult management 

decisions, and during our lunch stop we were encouraged by Thomas Macdonell to 

offer our thoughts on some of the issues they are currently wrestling with. Never shy 

to venture an opinion on such matters, lively discussion ensued amongst NWDG 

members as we were asked to consider and to vote upon four questions regarding the 

ambitious woodland expansion plans of the estate: 

 

1. Should the estate engage in enrichment planting in the forest zone (<500m asl)? 

2. Should the estate engage in planting in the sub-montane zone (500-700m asl)? 

3. Should the estate engage in planting in the montane zone (>700 m asl)? 

4. Should the estate follow a more conventional approach to native woodland 

expansion by erecting a large fenced exclosure on the newly acquired 

Gaick/Glen Tromie estate to the south? 

 

Some people argued that because places like Glenfeshie were ‘living treasures’, being 

amongst the forty odd sites on the Caledonian Pinewood Inventory, they were places 

of particular ecological value and should be left to expand in their own way without 

us influencing the pattern of that development by enrichment planting. It was also 

noted that planting carries the risk of introducing tree disease problems (e.g. as with 

ash dieback and Dothistroma) as well as 'unsuitable non-native' genotypes. Some 

people suggested that although planting was appropriate in some circumstances, it 

wasn’t appropriate here. 

 

Those in favour of planting in the forest zone (26 in favour vs 16 against), saw it as an 

opportunity to get some species into the woodland that were currently absent (e.g. 

oak, aspen, willow), and for which there were currently no local seed sources. Those 

in favour of planting in the sub-montane zone (34 in favour vs 3 against), and in the 

montane zone (27 in favour vs 12 against), noted that the current resource of parent 

trees (such as dwarf birch and montane willows) was extremely limited and that 

expansion of these important habitats on the site would otherwise be extremely slow. 

 

There was a discussion about how long the process of ‘re-wilding’ could be expected 

to take, and a subsequent discussion around when should you intervene, if at all, if the 

process isn’t moving as quickly as we hope. When asked to vote on it the group voted 

with a majority in favour of enrichment planting in each of the woodland zones, with 

the vote in favour of planting in the sub-montane zone being the most decisive. 

 

The hugely impressive levels of regeneration achieved in Glenfeshie over the past 

decade have happened as a result of a sustained, meticulous and very labour intensive 

deer management – without the use of deer fencing – to limit herbivore movements 

within the forest and wider estate. The estate have recently acquired the adjacent 

Gaick and Glen Tromie Estate on their southern march; they intend to continue their 

native woodland expansion and re-wilding efforts there as well, with plans in 
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development for an additional 5,000 hectare woodland expansion scheme, perhaps 

within a deer-proof exclosure. 

 

The fourth question posed was thus perhaps the most contentious: should the estate 

endeavour to develop a significant woodland expansion scheme on Gaick using deer proof 

exclosures, or by the approach of intensive reduction of herbivore impacts over a 5-10 year 

period? The estate management team feels under significant pressure to conform with 

the more conventional model of forestry on large sporting estates and to use deer 

fenced exclosures rather than intensive ongoing deer culling to achieve native 

woodland expansion and restoration (not least due to the pressures of conforming to 

the rigid prescriptions of the Scotland Rural Development Programme (SRDP) 

funding). This would certainly ease tensions with neighbours such as Atholl Estates to 

the south, who run a more traditional sporting estate with deer densities in the region 

of 25 deer per square kilometre. However, the fencing option is not without problems. 

It would involve a lot of exposed high altitude fencing (a ‘maintenance nightmare') 

and would also require an extensive compensatory cull of resident deer in the initial 

stages. 

 

 
Looking across Glen Feshie      Photo: Alan Crawford 

 

Many people spoke in support of the estate continuing with their current practice, 

arguing that their work was inspirational and should act as a beacon of best practice 

for deer management, native woodland restoration/expansion, and that it should be a 

template for native woodland expansion in other areas. The alternative would lend 

credence to the view (already widely held by some in the sporting sector and some in 

production forestry) that regenerating woodland by reducing deer numbers without 
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fencing doesn't work, and that ‘even Glenfeshie resorted to fencing in the end’. Some 

discussed the logic of government subsidies for deer-fencing in relation to woodland 

expansion – perhaps the sporting estates should pay for any fences required to 

maintain the high deer densities which were causing damage to native woodlands on 

neighbouring ground? 

 

When the group voted this time, it was extraordinarily a unanimous vote of over 40 

people in favour of the estate continuing with the current policy of native woodland 

expansion and restoration without deer-fencing, and of applying this approach to the 

new area of native woodland in Gaick and Glen Tromie. 

 

 
Thomas graciously accepted that we were not intending to make his life any easier.... 

and the rest of us had plenty to think about and discuss for the rest of the walk and 

throughout the rest of the event. 

 

 
With Dick Balharry at Glen Feshie        Photo: Sarah Toulson 
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Thursday 22nd May 2014 – Highland Aspen Group nursery, 

Kincraig 

Mick Drury 

 

Increasing interest in aspen Populus tremula across Scotland led to the creation of the 

Highland Aspen Group (HAG) tree nursery at the Highland Wildlife Park in 2007. 

Currently there are two polytunnels plus beds and a standing out area. The first 

tunnel is devoted to propagation from root cuttings, taken from a range of clonal 

stands, in particular from the Speyside area. There are good results from this, but it’s 

labour intensive, potentially unsustainable and the trees are expensive. 

Experimentation with mini root cuttings, the so-called Stenval method, is less labour 

intensive and initial results are promising; here stock plants grown in air pots allow 

periodic harvesting of roots 0.5-1.0 cm in width. 

 

 
Young aspens at the Kincraig nursery       Photo: Sarah Toulson 

 

In order to increase production and lower cost of the trees, some of the commercial 

nurseries are using microprop, and Forest Research have been working on the 

development of a seed orchard for five years. HAG have now also established a seed 

orchard in their second polytunnel, with approximately 100 trees in containers, from 

36 clones. They are using grafting of known flowering material to ‘buy’ maturity and 

to ensure more regular flowering; Trees for Life are doing a lot of the grafting work at 

their Dundreggan nursery. Some stressing of the trees to promote flowering is being 

trialled.  The first seed is produced in the second year; up to 700 seeds in a single 

catkin. Amanda Calvert neatly demonstrated her patented methods for seed extraction 
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using a combination of a vacuum cleaner and a hairdryer followed by sieving. So far 

this year she has produced around 1000 seedlings, which then go into the misting unit. 

These are promising results; however, there is limited space in the polytunnel and 

they have had some problems with aphids and bugs. 

 

 
 

 

Future commercial uses of 

aspen wood are currently 

being considered (see 

recent Scottish Forestry 

article by Scott Wilson). In 

North America the closely 

related aspen species 

Populus tremuloides is used 

for the production of 

paper pulp and board. 

There are some niche uses 

as sawn wood in 

Scandinavia (for example 

as benches for saunas); 

also matchsticks. Aspen is 

a very valuable tree for 

wildlife, in particular for 

invertebrates and 

epiphytes, with five 

associated UK 

Biodiversity Action Plan 

species. 

 

Thanks to John Parrott 

and Amanda Calvert for 

an inspiring visit. 
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Minutes of NWDG Annual General Meeting at 8 p.m. on 

Thursday 22nd May 2014 at Talla nan Ros, Kingussie 
 

Ruth Anderson 

 
1.  Welcome and highlights (Coralie Mills) 

Coralie welcomed everybody to this special 40th anniversary meeting of the NWDG.  To allow 

time in what was quite a busy programme, the AGM this year would be specially short and 

sweet!  Minutes of last year’s AGM were approved.  The year’s programme of events had gone 

well and seemed to have been widely enjoyed.  This had included last May’s Excursion to 

Arisaig, with wonderful hospitality at Arisaig House, then lichen and bryophyte workshops in 

the autumn and of course the History Conference investigating the theme of plantations. 

 

2.  Admin Report (Alison Averis) 

Membership had increased from 152 in September 2013 to 174 at present and the amount brought 

in from subscriptions had increased slightly.   

Website had been pruned slightly and text size increased for greater reading comfort! 

Treasurer’s Report.  Costs were up on last year – print and postage for the newsletter had gone 

up and there were obviously higher costs in this 40th anniversary event.  However, the group had 

been delighted to receive generous funding towards this 40th anniversary event and expressed its 

grateful thanks to Forestry Commission Scotland, Visit Scotland and Highland Council.  Sum in 

the bank on 16th May 2014 £15,535.  The committee was seeking an auditor to look over and 

approve the accounts annually. [We have now found an auditor: Kirsty McLean of Highland 

Bookkeeping.  As well as the audited accounts for 2013-2014 that appear below, she has audited the 

accounts for 2011-2012 and 2012-2013; anyone wishing a sight of these should contact Alison Averis.] 

 

3. History Report (Jonathan Wordsworth) 

Last autumn’s conference had been a successful meeting with record attendance.  Thanks again to 

FCS for its continued support of the History Conference.  This year’s conference , taking place at 

the AK Bell Library in Perth on 30th October,  would seek to follow through from the current 

event and focus on “use”. 

 

4.  Workshops Report (Ruth Anderson) 

Workshops on bryophytes and lichens had been held last autumn, and well-attended; these 

would be repeated this autumn.  The committee would like to encourage anyone from the 

membership (or indeed wider) who would like to organise a workshop for NWDG, and had 

drafted a short guide to help streamline this (fairly simple) procedure.  The committee was also 

now considering the possibility of raising funds to help run a more ambitious programme of 

workshops. 

 

5.  Forest Policy Group (Ruth Anderson) 

FPG seemed to be in energetic phase with much going on, including quite a bit of external 

activity this year (meetings with Forestry Commission and  Forest Enterprise, the Minister for 

Environment and Climate Change, and representation to Scottish and UK parliamentary 

committees).   The group remained focussed on opportunities to increase the diversity of scales 

and types of ownership, enterprise and management in Scottish forestry.  The website and blog 

would be launched soon.  Anyone from NWDG wanting to contribute a guest blog should 

contact Rick Worrell (rick@thinkingtrees.co.uk).  More details of FPG activity would follow in the 

Annual Report (Ruth to circulate) or please contact Ruth with any enquiries/suggestions.  NWDG 

approved its continued support of FPG at £350 per year. 

 

mailto:rick@thinkingtrees.co.uk
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6.  Committee 2014-15 

The group voted to approve the current committee which consisted of: 

 Coralie Mills (Chair) 

 Alison Averis (Admin - Membership, Treasurer and Website) 

 Ruth Anderson (Secretary and Events) 

 Jonathan Wordsworth (History Group) 

 Mairi Stewart (History Group) 

 Ben Averis (Newsletter Editor) 

 Alasdair Bolton (Ordinary Member) 

 Sarah Toulson (Ordinary Member) 

 Chris Byrne (ordinary Member) 

 Juliet Robinson (Ordinary Member) 

 Phil Friston-Reilly (Ordinary Member) 

With changes ahead the committee was seeking volunteers (either from within the committee or 

wider membership) to take on specific roles including: 

 development of the programme of workshops 

 maintaining recruitment of new members (reflecting NWDG’s broad kirk of membership) 

 a new history rep when Coralie and Jonathan stepped down (2015)  

 ditto a new chair from May 2015. 

Any thoughts or volunteers, please contact a member of the committee. [We now have a 

Workshops Organizer: Alan Crawford.] 

 

7.  Excursions 2015 and beyond 

2015 - Torridon/Loch Maree area  

2016 – North of England/Northumberland; or Ireland/Northern Ireland?; even Spain?!; or Angus!  

(RSFS going to Angus on 2015). 

 

8.  Motion to adjust subscriptions structure 

Given rising costs of running the group plus the direction of its membership age profile 

(upwards!) (as discussed at last year’s AGM), the committee had now come forward with a 

proposal to alter the subscription structure by offering a concessionary rate (0.6 x full rate) only to 

those under 25 years of age.  The motion was carried and the group agreed to try this new 

structure for 3 years before reviewing the situation.  Annual subscriptions are now as follows: 

ordinary individual £20 (£18 if paid by Standing Order); family £30 (£28 if paid by Standing 

Order); concessions (under-25s only) £12 (£10 if paid by Standing Order). 

 

9.  Any Other Business 

Further to membership rates:  Suggestion from the floor that the group might in future look at a 

reduced membership rate for anyone choosing to receive the newsletter as PDF.  The committee 

had in fact discussed a PDF option (though with no reduced rate attached at the moment) and the 

newsletter already carried a request to notify Ben if PDF was preferred but so far there were no 

takers.  Anyone preferring to receive the newsletter as a PDF file, please contact Ben 

(benandalisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk ).  

Social media update:  NWDG’s Facebook group now had 78 members. The committee had also 

collected copies lots of lovely photos, older and newer!  This was a great resource for the group – 

please do send photos from this trip or others to Sarah (sarahtoulson@googlemail.com) (this can 

include physical photos or negatives which can be copied and digitised).  And on Twitter, NWDG 

now had 158 followers – this was a good way for the group to communicate about its activities.  

Some of the followers included other woody groups in Spain, Lithuania and Canada for example.  

Members were to feel encouraged about joining NWDG on Facebook or Twitter – helpful 

instructions available from Juliet (julietpcrobinson@gmail.com). 

mailto:benandalisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk
mailto:sarahtoulson@googlemail.com
mailto:julietpcrobinson@gmail.com


 

 14 

Friday 23rd May 2014 – Rothiemurchus Estate 
 

John Tullis 

 

Members were treated on Friday morning to a fascinating tour of Rothiemurchus 

Estate, amiably hosted by Estate Forester Piers Voysey. The excursion consisted of a 

three mile guided walk around Loch an Eilein, a stunning spot a few miles south of 

Aviemore which, in addition to its well-photographed castle, offers superb access to 

the native pinewoods that characterise the area. Dominated by Scots pine, the lochside 

is also home to an attractive mix of silver birch, juniper, rowan, alder, gean, willows 

and aspen. So picturesque is the spot, in fact, that it was recently voted Britain’s Best 

Picnic Site by Warburtons Bakery. Unsurprisingly, the prospect of spending a morning 

in an iconic Cairngorms native woodland, with fine views and award-winning 

picnicking potential, saw a healthy turnout of NWDG members keen to learn more 

about this remarkable area. 

 

 
Piers Voysey with the group at Rothiemurchus             Photo: John Tullis 

 

Rothiemurchus, and in particular the area around Loch an Eilein, boasts a varied and 

complex history, with cycles of planting, felling and regeneration over the centuries. 

We were shown the location of an old lime kiln where limestone from a nearby 

outcrop was converted to quick lime for fertiliser. Such kilns, which demanded a great 

deal of energy, were normally fired by peat, but this example used locally abundant 

timber. Members also learned how logs were floated downstream over the centuries: 

damns were used to raise the loch level, with water then released in pulses to carry 

logs downstream to the Spey. The late 1700s saw several waves of timber exploitation, 

culminating in major demand during the Napoleonic wars. We also learned of the old 
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power boring mill, which drove holes through logs which were then sold to London 

for water pipes. 

 

Reaching back in time further still, members were intrigued to hear about recent Scots 

pine dendrochronology research by Dr Rob Wilson of St Andrews University. Rob 

demonstrated where he and his colleagues examined pine logs preserved in lake 

sediment from Loch an Eilein and nearby Loch Gamhna. Carbon dating revealed that 

the oldest are 7990 (± 50) years old, possibly representing the maximum extent of 

pinewoods in Scotland around seven to eight thousand years ago. 

 

Focussing more on the present, the remainder of the morning was spent learning 

about and discussing the contemporary management challenges faced by Piers and his 

team of colleagues and contractors. The recent sale of 2,300 ha of the estate’s Upper 

Forrest to Forestry Commission Scotland in April 2014, picked up by the press but not 

reported widely, offers an exciting opportunity for more joined up, landscape scale 

management of deer numbers across nearby estates such as Glenmore (FCS), 

Abernethy (RSPB), Mar Lodge (NTS), Glen Feshie, and Invereshie and Inshriach (FCS 

& SNH). The remaining Rothiemurchus land, owned by the Grant family, is managed 

for a wide variety of objectives including habitat conservation, access and recreation, 

and sustainable timber production. These are discussed in more detail below. 

 

Piers left us in little doubt as to the estate’s commitment to managing its 

internationally significant pinewoods for enhancing biodiversity and regenerating the 

Caledonian forest. The Rothiemurchus Forest Plan designates a variety of Forest 

Habitat Network types, including ‘Core Old Growth’ areas (no intervention, just 

monitoring and removal of exotics), and ‘Extended Old Growth’ (minimal 

disturbance, some thinning, and exotics removal). These areas are surrounded by 

rotation timber production areas, but the aim is to preserve and develop a network of 

extended old growth forest that links up core old growth areas. Particular focus is 

given to key species such as twinflower (Linnaea borealis), green shield-moss 

(Buxbaumia viridis), single flowered wintergreen (Moneses uniflora), capercaillie, 

narrow-headed wood ant and crested tit. 

 

The group was reminded of the tension that can exist between conservation, on the 

one hand, and public access on the other. For example, visitors to Loch an Eilein are 

encouraged to stick to the main paths, but gently discouraged (by way of tactful 

signage, leaflets and interpretation) from quieter, remoter areas where, for example, 

twinflower, aspen, willows and capercaillie thrive. This ‘shepherding’ has proved 

effective: visitors can still enjoy natural areas without overly-restrictive ‘dos’ and 

‘don’ts’. Indeed, Piers pointed out that by keeping visitors to certain routes, 

capercaillie will eventually become more familiar with people in these areas. This, in 

turn, will lead to more wildlife sightings from the paths, demonstrating how sensitive 

management can meet conservation and recreation objectives. 

 

We were also intrigued and impressed by the level of effort required to effectively 

micro-manage different parts of the site. For example, considerable thought is given to 

optimising thinning for regeneration as well as for screening paths and trails. A 
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careful eye is kept out for exotic regeneration (mainly spruce), not to mention 

precarious deadwood that might require tidying up in the interests of public safety. 

Even scheduling thinning and harvesting in such a popular recreation spot demands 

military precision: Piers reported that such is the area’s popularity throughout the 

year, there is only a four-week period when schools are not on holiday somewhere in 

the country! Intensive management, perhaps involving forwarders on access tracks 

(which may need to be rebuilt due to damage), is thus confined to a tight window each 

year. 

 

The overall impression is that there’s a lot going on at Rothiemurchus. Successfully 

managing the estate’s wildlife, visitors and forestry is an impressive feat, and we are 

grateful to Piers for showing us around and for highlighting the work involved in 

keeping this special area in optimum state, both for us and its wildlife. 

 

 
Examining archaeological remains at Rothiemurchus          Photo: Coralie Mills 

 

 

 

Friday 23rd May 2014: Highland Folk Museum, Newtonmore 
 

First part of tour – Mandy Meikle 

An outstanding feature of the Highland Folk Museum (www.highlandfolk.museum/) 

is its recreation of part of the Highland ‘township’ of Easter Raitts. The 1700s township 

brings to life the domestic and working conditions of Highland people, from how they 

lived and built their homes to how they tilled the soil. Our group of twenty had been 

granted access before the museum opened to the public for the day, so there were no 

staff in period costume – although we did catch sight of one on her way to work (and 

http://www.highlandfolk.museum/
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there are some good images on the internet: www.highlandfolk.com/newtonmore-

township.php). 

Being organic in nature, the buildings require constant labour intensive maintenance, 

repair and eventual replacement. This also relates to the overall learning process: as 

the buildings are repaired or replaced, the years of knowledge acquired by the 

museum’s staff is incorporated too. Hannes showed us the new thatched roof, 

explaining the tremendous amount of work involved in thatching just one roof. The 

museum's budget is small and the restoration work was done using free material from 

the site, collected after storm damage, and material donated from other estates 

including Alvie which donated timber and heather. The various house types in the 

township are experimental; they are not meant to be exact replicas, as local materials 

varied, some communities had better builders, and so on. 

 

 
Highland Folk Museum, Newtonmore        Photo: Sarah Toulson 

 

As we walked through the pinewoods, Hannes pointed out tubing around naturally 

regenerating hazel. Regenerating hazel? It turns out that Hannes leaves hazelnuts out 

for the red squirrels, who dutifully tuck them away in places they can't always find 

again. The nuts are viable and there were indeed many tiny hazels dotted about the 

place. So where do these hazelnuts come from? Sadly for those interested in 

provenance, probably Turkey! Hannes was of the belief that any hazel is better than 

no hazel and the museum wants to experiment with hazel coppicing. As the old adage 

goes, "three foresters, four opinions!" 

A really interesting aside came from the seemingly unremarkable banks of yellow 

broom. The broom had been severely damaged by frost some years ago and had died 

off completely, until a sewage pipe was laid. The disturbance of the soil brought about 

by laying the pipe had allowed seed remaining within the soil to germinate. Laying a 

http://www.highlandfolk.com/newtonmore-township.php
http://www.highlandfolk.com/newtonmore-township.php
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pipe is quite serious disturbance, reminiscent of the role (researched by George 

Monbiot) that large herbivores used to play in Europe's ancient forest ecosystems. 

Now out of the pinewood, we entered the outdoor museum, which contains a variety 

of community and workplace buildings – all transported and painstakingly re-built, 

numbered plank by numbered plank, at the museum. Time allowed for a quick look 

inside the old joinery shop from Kingussie, which had the original spent cruck frames 

stored within, acquired from an Edinburgh museum and dating back to the 1600s. 

Next we saw the Criagdhu tweed cottage from Newtonmore, and Macpherson's 

tailor's shop. But we couldn't tarry as the School awaited, where the teacher rules and 

lessons are very 1930s style, complete with school bell and the dreaded belt... and we 

were late! 

 

As we sat at the tiny desks, we heard horror stories of psychotic teachers scarring 

children for life and breaking wrists with the belt. The building we were in was built 

in 1937 as an extra classroom for Knockbain School, near Kirkhill. Following WWI and 

the Spanish flu outbreak, 1926 saw an influx of orphaned children from Glasgow 

being fostered by families in the Highlands. Farmers in the Highlands had also been 

lost to the war, although Spanish flu killed more people than the trenches did, so help 

was needed on the farm too. Children as young as five were brought to Knockbain, 

and a kit building was used for speed. The school closed in the 1990s as it 

amalgamated with another, and the building was bought by the museum. 

 

 

 
On their best behaviour in the schoolroom at Highland Folk Museum, Newtonmore       Photo: Sarah Toulson 
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Highland Folk Museum, Newtonmore        Photo: Sarah Toulson 

 

Second part of tour – Am Fasgadh Store Rooms (Gordon Gray Stephens) 

Rachel Chisholm and another of the Newtonmore curators met us in the reception of 

the Highland Folk Museum’s brand new £3m building, a far cry from the vernacular 

constructions where we had spent the rest of the morning. The building is named 

“Am Fasgadh”, or shelter, which is the name Dr I.F. Grant, the founder of the 

Highland Folk Museum, gave to the first two buildings which housed her collection. 

Dr Grant was a pioneering collector and museum person: the Kingussie Folk Museum 

was the first open-air museum in the world. Dr Grant spent a considerable amount of 

time and effort travelling around the Highlands and Islands, acquiring items which in 

the inter-war period of the twentieth century were increasingly being discarded by 

their owners. Much of this founding collection, and additional subsequent 

acquisitions, has been stored out of sight of the public, and the new building makes 

this incredible collection much more available to interested visitors. We had the 

privilege of a visit before the store opens to booked visits with the curators in June. 

After this introduction, Rachel let the children loose in the sweet shop. Our group 

started on the mezzanine floor, and the first view is of ranks of long metal shelves, 

each rack holding three layers of ten Scottish chairs – a vast selection of styles and 

makes. This brought to mind a previous talk at the History Discussion Group, and 

helped to distinguish between the older regional furniture styles and chairs made 

after English pattern books had arrived. Beyond the chairs were stacks, each 

containing boxes and boxes designed for endless exploration: axes, adzes, augurs… all 

with a story to tell. 

After a rather un-woody detour via the costume department (with some very fine 18th 

century gowns if that’s your thing), we went downstairs to sample the larger items on 

display. Again, the range of items collected is enormous. It includes what is no doubt 
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the world’s largest collection of cas chrom (or foot plough to the uninitiated – the 

perfect tool for cultivating those wee south facing spots in western woodlands). 

However it also reaches forward to the 1960s and the Fordson Major, a tractor which 

still finds a working place in certain Argyll woodsmen’s yards today. 

All too soon it was time to head back to the Kingussie Conference, so we gave thanks 

to our hosts and headed out to the sunshine, scheming reasons for a return visit. 

 

 

Wednesday 21st - Friday 23rd May 2014 – NWDG 40th 

Anniversary Conference: Native Woods – what’s the use? 
 

Mandy Meikle/Alasdair Boulton 

This version of Mandy Meikle’s notes has been shortened, for the purposes of this newsletter, 

by Alasdair Boulton.  The full version of Mandy’s notes, along with abstracts provided by the 

speakers, will be available in due course on the NWDG website www.nwdg.org 

 

The 40th anniversary conference was held over three consecutive evenings at Talla 

nan Ros, Kingussie, in the heart of Speyside; not far from Aviemore, the venue for the 

first Native Pinewoods Discussion Group conference in 1975. 

On the first evening (Wednesday) the conference was introduced by Ruth Anderson, 

NWDG secretary. Ruth asked: what is so special about the NWDG? What has allowed 

it to continue for 40 years? How do we measure up to the group’s original vision? 

What might be our own vision for native woodlands for the next 40 years? 

The presentations and debate which followed on this and the next two evenings were 

fascinating answers to these questions. 

On Wednesday night Will Boyd Wallis, Cairngorms National Park Authority, focused 

on the native woodland resource within the National Park. Woodlands and forestry 

make up around 17% of the Park’s 4,500 km2. Will talked about how management of 

the woodland resource fits in with the Park’s objectives, both in terms of conservation 

and of development. Woodland expansion is one of four main priorities within the 

Park; red deer and muirburn are the main impediments to it. Deer were a recurring 

theme throughout the conference. Habitat degradation through over-grazing means 

that parts of the Park support declining numbers of smaller, less healthy deer; in the 

long term this will affect the vitality of the rural economy as well as the environment. 

On Thursday night there were two talks from long-standing NWDG members on the 

history of NWDG. 

Irvine Ross (Native Pinewood Managers’ Group (NPMG)) took us back to the 

formation of the Native Pinewood Discussion Group (NPDG) in 1970 at the Institute of 

Terrestrial Ecology, Aberdeen. From then onwards the interest in pinewoods, first 

kindled by the publication of Steven and Carlisle's ‘The Native Pinewoods of Scotland’ 

in 1959, grew and became increasingly mainstream.  The NPDG evolved into the 

NWDG, but in 1991 the NPMG formed to focus purely on pinewoods. By 2014, 

membership had risen from 12 representatives to 46. Much has changed for the better 

http://www.nwdg.org/
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in 40 years; however, major challenges remain and new threats such as Dothistroma 

needle-blight have now arisen. 

Peter Quelch (independent woodland advisor, formerly of Forestry Commission 

Scotland (FCS)) outlined his own journey through native woods by way of an array of 

artefacts. NWDG added history to its remit when it took over administration of the 

Scottish Woodland History Group in 2006, but studies of the more recent history of 

our native woodlands, since 1920, are still lacking. NWDG has essentially been a 

group with shared interests in conservation and in celebrating native woodlands 

through walks and music – so much so that Peter suggested we could have been called 

the Native Woodland Folk Club! Peter ended by asking how we can make the group 

attractive to younger people. Has NWDG had its day? 

Friday saw a full house of 86 people of all ages listen and join in with lively debate. 

Some of those present attended the first meeting (of the then Native Pinewoods 

Discussion Group) in Inverness in 1974. 

 

 

 

Going back ten years to June 2004: NWDG visit to Morrone Birkwoods (photo: Scott McG. Wilson) 

 

Mairi Stewart (woodland historian) covered the long history of woodland in Scotland, 

considering ‘native woodlands – what was the use?’ Although Scotland has been 

relatively un-wooded since the Bronze Age or earlier, woods were an essential 

resource for most Scots until the 19th century. However, woodland management was 

heavily regulated by owners; these regulations became increasingly rigorous over 

time. The woods that survived into the 20th century, such as the Strathspey 

pinewoods, did so because they were valued and still provided a resource. Mairi told 
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us that to rebuild our connections with woodland we must learn from the past: 

reconstruct past woodland management events, verify Ancient Woodland Sites, 

explain structure and composition and identify features of value. 

Rick Worrell (forestry consultant) addressed the present-day realities of our native 

woodland resource. Separating out the myths from the realities by referring to 

individual woodland case-studies, he outlined the wide range of uses that native trees 

are put to in Scotland. In our economic system, money-making ventures such as 

domestic firewood, industrial fuel-wood and saw-logs are profit-making and dictate 

how we manage many woods. On top of this are less tangible uses such as ecosystem 

services, non-timber forest products (NTFPs) and even ‘wandering through the 

bluebells’; uses that have a value, but not necessarily an economic one. How do we 

integrate the two? There are both positive and negative recent developments, but 

‘native woodlanders’ are the right people to develop the resource sustainably; we 

must get better at being entrepreneurial. 

 

 

 

Piers Voysey (Rothiemurchus Estate forester) looked at the productive value of native 

pinewoods. The ‘Memoirs of a Highland Lady’ reveal that Elizabeth Grant of 

Rothiemurchus got more for a single load of Scots pine in the 1840s than Piers did 

from five years’ worth of harvesting in the 21st century. Scots pine makes good timber 

and favours sites where Sitka spruce would not thrive, but often pine requires more 

labour-intensive management and processing. This is why it cannot compete with 
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Sitka and is usually treated as low-grade timber. However, Scots pine woodland can 

also be used for livestock grazing and for amenity. Sensitive management can create 

local employment. 

Simon Hodge (Chief Executive of Forest Enterprise Scotland (FES)) asked 'what's the 

use of native woodlands on the National Forest Estate (NFE)?’ Of Scotland's 400,000 

hectares of woodland, 52,000 hectares is native woodland.  We also have interesting 

non-native woods that have been shaped by largely natural events, while many native 

woods have been heavily managed in the past. As well as timber, food, water, 

minerals and energy, NFE woodlands provide ecosystem services like carbon 

sequestration, flood management and water purification. Simon discussed native 

woodland and natural processes on the NFE; the ecosystem services approach will, in 

future, focus more on natural processes. Future management is likely to be more 

tailored to individual situations, but at the same time more consistent definitions are 

needed. 

Simon Pepper (Convener of the Forest Policy Group, founder of Millennium Forest 

for Scotland and director of World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) Scotland from 1985 

to 2005) chaired the discussion that followed. He started by questioning how decisions 

about managing our native woods are made. Who benefits? Who decides this? Points 

raised from the floor included the unique importance of exotic conifer species in UK 

forestry; how can native woodlands, which are not economically viable, survive? The 

differences between ‘native woodlands’ and ‘natural woodlands’ was considered; 

natural woodlands (native or not) contain a range of species adapted to local 

conditions, which gives them greater resilience than plantations. Given the changes 

caused by climate change, our natural resource has to be resilient. Ecosystem services 

are important, but our native woods could also be used to increase overall soil fertility. 

Finally, the importance of landscape-scale management of both woodland and the 

wider environment was emphasized. 

After lunch, Gordon Patterson (Biodiversity Policy Adviser for Forestry Commission 

Scotland) talked us through the results of the Native Woodland Survey of Scotland 

(NWSS), the first complete inventory of native woodland in Scotland. He focused on 

the 120,305 hectares of woodland which are on Ancient Woodland Sites (AWS). 

Around two-thirds of this is of native species, but only half is in ‘good ecosystem 

health’.  A key factor is herbivore impact; around a third of native woods have 

herbivore impact, mainly from deer, at levels that will prevent regeneration. 

Worryingly, analysis of the results showed that 14% of AWS mapped in the 1970s now 

have woodland cover below 20 per cent or have been lost; 90% of these are in the 

unenclosed uplands. 

Maggie Birley (Coordinator of Scottish Wood) talked about small sawmills and how 

they work. In 1995, Maggie and Jim Birley bought a 55-acre 'wood' in Fife and cut 

down a few oaks while building their house there. This was the start of their venture 

into the world of small sawmills. Theirs is a ‘micro-business, but it now employs nine 

people. In terms of ‘jobs per log’ it is highly efficient and is a profit-making social 

enterprise. The number of small sawmills is still increasing, and small sawmillers have 

formed the Association of Scottish Hardwood Sawmillers (ASHS). This group co-
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operates and shares best practice. It could be the first step to a truly sustainable 

woodland economy. 

Ivor Davies (Institute for Sustainable Construction at Edinburgh Napier University) 

outlined the extraordinary complexity of modern timber usage, showing why some 

trees are more valuable than others. Large modern sawmills are hi-tech and have set 

criteria for the timber they require. Ivor showed slides of impressive modern high-rise 

buildings built with wooden frames; carbon storage in timber buildings is now an 

important consideration. Even small wooden buildings can sequester carbon. 

However, the cost of timber transport emissions is often not included as a 

sustainability factor. 

Jamie McIntyre (Forest Policy Group) talked about woodland ownership and why it 

matters. He explained why the pattern of forest ownership is crucial to the benefits 

that society gains over time. There is a huge difference between woodland ownership 

in Scotland, which has a very small number of large woodland owners, and on the 

continent, where there are many small woodland owners. In Scotland, there is a great 

deal of information on woodland 

habitats and species, but minimal data 

on ownership. Policies on ownership as 

well as on timber and biodiversity need 

to be developed. 

Finally, Kate Holl (Woodland Advisor 

for Scottish Natural Heritage) 

considered 'native woodlands - options 

for the future'. Comparisons between 

Scotland and the west coast of Norway 

show that when herbivores are 

removed, as happened in Norway in 

the 1920s, woodland will regenerate. 

Following regeneration, deer numbers 

can increase to higher levels than 

before woodland establishment. The 

latest Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) report points to 

dangerous climate change by the end 

of this century. We need to change 

now, fast. We need to care for and 

manage the land in a different way. 

The first part of the concluding debate focussed on the differences between Scotland 

and Norway in terms of woodland and culture. Do we want to emulate Norway? The 

cause of much of the woodland regeneration there was rural depopulation. The debate 

then broadened, discussing questions such as the following. What is our vision for the 

future use of our woods? Can we achieve this vision through utilitarian values alone? 

Should we widen our scope to consider all woodlands, not plantations and semi-

natural native woodlands as separate types? Many examples of different woodlands 

were discussed, from Glenfeshie, where a single landowner has enabled landscape-
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scale woodland regeneration, to Skye, where the local community is heavily involved 

in regenerating former Forestry Commission plantations. Can NWDG help bring these 

types of schemes together? There are examples of communities owning woodlands 

and breaking down barriers between wood producers and consumers. There are 

examples of individual land-managers getting on and doing things under their own 

initiative. 

The last speaker, Bernard Planterose (co-founder in 1989 of what is now Reforesting 

Scotland) reminded us that 30 years ago very similar discussions were being had. 

Much of this debate is academic; the future is about multi-purpose woodland with the 

emphasis on 'use'. Deer impacts are still as big a problem as they were 30 years ago. 

We are still not planning for the future resource of hardwoods needed to get timber 

into buildings to sequester carbon. 

So, do we need to grow a new, parallel culture based around ‘native woodlanders’ 

and ‘re-foresters’ or can we influence some big estates to change? Can we reach out to 

the landowners, the politicians, the people with power and influence? Does NWDG 

need a concrete vision and a strategy? 

 

 

… a new, parallel culture based around ‘native woodlanders’ and ‘re-foresters’… 

 

 

What is clear is that within the group there is consensus on many of these issues; we 

need to reduce deer numbers; we need to involve more people in land-management 

decision-making. Everyone who attended the conference has thought in detail about 

these things. Our challenge now is to bring this discussion to the top of the agenda in 

wider circles. 



 

 26 

Saturday 24th May 2014 – Creag Meagaidh 

Annie Griffiths 
 

After an intense afternoon at the NWDG 40th Anniversary Conference discussing the 

progress and opportunities for native trees, our group visited Creag Meagaidh 

National Nature Reserve (NNR) to see the how the last 25 years of management has 

shaped that stunning landscape – and what is planned for the future. Another lively 

debate was assured. 

A glorious day and an enthusiastic team, led by the Reserve Manager Rory 

Richardson, welcomed us to the estate – with plenty of coffee and biscuits to fuel the 

group for the session ahead. Rory gave us an overview of the reserve that covers 3940 

hectares, spans the east-west watershed of Scotland and extends from the summit of 

the Creag Meagaidh massif down to the shores of Loch Laggan. As well as NNR status 

the reserve is included in the European Natura 2000 project as a Special Protection 

Area (SPA) for dotterel and a Special Area for Conservation (SAC) for eleven upland 

habitats. 

Rory took us through the processes involved in the evolution of the NNR, and 

highlighted the challenges experienced professionally and personally for both the 

agencies involved and for the community. These included the initial decision of 

Nature Conservancy Council (NCC) to buy Creag Meagaidh in 1986 to ensure the 

protection and enhancement of its unique habitats (then threatened by heavy grazing 

and the potential for non-native conifer planting) and the controversy within the local 

community and neighbouring estates regarding the management decisions taken to 

protect and enhance these habitats. The most contentious of these was the decision to 

enhance the natural environment by heavy culling of deer and removal of sheep from 

the reserve without the use of fencing; neighbouring estates were concerned that their 

own deer numbers would fall due to a ‘vacuum effect’ of deer moving into Creag 

Meagaidh. 

We heard that central to the success of the reserve has been the increasingly positive 

relationship with the local community – helped by provision of a shinty pitch and 

Highland Games site, educational projects, high quality deer stalking/rural skills 

training, and the reserve’s increasing role as a tourist/educational destination 

attracting visitors into the area with the attendant financial benefits for local 

businesses. In addition, most of the reserve employees, including Rory, are local. The 

community are invited to visit or attend meetings at which any concerns and issues 

can be aired and discussed. Reassuringly, whilst there has been a great increase in 

numbers of visitors with the development of paths, car parking, interpretation and 

facilities, there has been little or no detriment to the conservation aims of the reserve. 

Deer numbers are now significantly reduced, with the consequent expansion of the 

previous remnants of ancient woodland and increased visibility of a wide range of 

flora. Birch, rowan and willow have dramatically increased but there remains almost 

no Scots pine. Highland cattle graze in small numbers as an example of conservation 

farming, and there are plans to increase their use in order to control purple moor-

grass Molinia caerulea which dominates some open areas. It is estimated that 4% of the 

UK population of dotterel are found on the reserve. 
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We set off up the hill 

path into the 

regenerating woodland 

– and very soon had 

clear views of the hill 

and loch that 

encouraged us to linger 

and start a robust 

discussion regarding the 

role of designations on 

progress or otherwise of 

management plans. The 

expanding woodland is 

starting to encroach on 

the designated upland 

SAC habitats. The discussion probed how much flexibility there should be in allowing 

this to continue, with probable decrease in the extent of the SAC habitats. The general 

view was to encourage flexibility – accepting that the challenge for SNH was to do so 

within the confines of Natura 2000 and raising the question of what review process is 

in place for designations given the dynamic nature of interventions. 

Walking more steeply up the track, the conversations became more discrete with 

effort. However, a stop for an early lunch provided time for the group to ask Rory 

more questions about reserve management – as well as giving us a magnificent 

backdrop of high mountain and corrie for photographs! 

 

 

 
Lunchtime at Creag Meagaidh         Photo: Sarah Coulson 
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Another conversation regarding deer was inevitable given the reserve’s innovative 

management that is now being replicated on other estates. Currently there are around 

four deer (red, roe and, increasingly, sika) per square kilometre. Night shooting 

licences are required to ensure the level of kill required. Rory emphasised the 

positives of reducing deer numbers on the quality of the deer that remain in the 

reserve – and how that then contributes to increased income for the estate. The deer 

that are shot tend to be of high quality, and by having well trained and certified shots, 

kills are undertaken well. The reserve’s membership of the Scottish Quality Wild 

Venison (SQWV) scheme requires regular assessment of many criteria such as 

compliance with legal requirements, certification of stalkers, records of risk 

assessment of shoots, standards of gralloching, transport of carcasses, and deer larder 

equipment and processes (further detail on SQWV standards at 

http://knowledge.acoura.com/node/7050). Whilst assurance by this scheme will 

increase the value of a carcass it is also important that the reserve’s practice is seen as 

an exemplar of quality.  We heard about the cost of transporting the carcasses, and the 

challenge this presents. A recent application for an ATV track has been turned down, 

and whilst ponies are used they do require three men per pony (to meet health and 

safety requirements) with attendant costs and time implications. 

The discussion turned to other developments planned for the NNR, and the business 

and ecological cases for these. There are currently ambitious plans to extend the 

activities of the reserve by development of a new educational centre – to increase both 

public benefit and income. Recently the reserve has installed a hydroelectric scheme 

which we viewed, giving us an opportunity to discuss the processes involved – these 

focussed on damage vs benefit and natural vs manmade environments. Most thought 

that for the long term benefit the analysis was probably correct and it was reassuring 

to see how well the disturbed ground had re-grown by judicious use of raised paths. 

Our final stop before leaving was to the tree nursery which has a variety of species 

including aspen, oak and Scots pine. Rory was challenged on the need for enrichment 

planting of these species – one argument being that the reserve should be seen as a 

trial site for natural regeneration following the reduction of grazing pressure. Rory 

explained that sabre planting (tall trees put in at an acute angle so their tips are above 

grazing height) would be used on small areas of steep land. The NWDG panel were 

undecided on whether this would work, as well as on the decision to plant at all – 

which reflected the fact that time was running out and the buses were ready to collect 

us, rather than a lack of enthusiasm for a philosophical discussion around the issue. 

The overview was that the visit was very successful one. All appreciated the 

opportunity to visit such an interesting landscape and to see for ourselves the impact 

of what was once seen as a controversial woodland management decision but is now 

appreciated as an innovative game-changer in the conservation of Scotland’s natural 

habitats. Particularly helpful was the insight given by Rory into the challenges of 

managing the reserve and delivering a range of positive outcomes economically and 

with community acceptance and engagement. We appreciated his time and energy in 

making the visit successful and would like to thank him and his team. 

SNH Creag Meagaidh: www.nnr-scotland.org.uk/creag-meagaidh 

 

http://knowledge.acoura.com/node/7050
http://www.nnr-scotland.org.uk/creag-meagaidh


 

 29 

Saturday 24th May 2014 – Birch re-spacing trials at Alvie 

Estate 
 

Kate Holl (with thanks to Richard Thompson for information on the birch respacing 

trials) 

 

We heard from Richard Thompson how from the early 1990s, there was increasing 

interest in the possibility of managing natural birch stands in Scotland both for 

environmental benefits and for the production of timber. However, there was a lack of 

experimental evidence to identify the most effective management regimes and there 

were few trials to show the impact of possible regimes upon stand development. 

Therefore, in the mid-1990s a number of spacing and respacing trials were established 

in northern Scotland to show the effect of different treatments upon the development 

of naturally regenerated birch. We visited a small trial on the Alvie Estate near 

Aviemore as one example of these trials, and were met there by the owner Jamie 

Williamson. 

 

This unreplicated demonstration was installed in spring 1995 on dense birch 

regeneration that had colonised an area of ground disturbed by the widening of the 

A9 trunk road. At that time, the height of the regenerating seedlings was between 1.5 

and 2.0 m while seedling density varied from 60,000 to 175,000 seedlings ha-1. The 

space available was sufficient to allow six treatments to be compared: 

 

1. UC an unrespaced control 

2. H seedling systematically respaced to 10,000 seedlings ha-1 

3. M seedlings systematically respaced to 2,500 seedlings ha-1 

4. L seedlings systematically respaced to 1,100 seedlings ha-1 

5. WS  seedlings selectively respaced to 2,500 seedlings ha-1 

6. SMR seedlings respaced by cutting racks at 1 m intervals but no other 

selection 

 

In the H, M, and L treatments, the trees that were retained were selected primarily on 

the criterion of distance, with form as a secondary criterion. However, in the WS 

treatment tree form was the primary criterion for selection. Respacing was carried out 

using a clearing saw, and glyphosate was applied to the cut stumps to control any 

regrowth. Size of treatment plot varied inversely with target density, but with the 

exception of the control a standard size of assessment plot was used for the first period 

of the experiment. After the initial respacing, no further operations took place other 

than in the selectively respaced treatment where a further selective respacing took 

place in 2000. The location of the SMR treatment was at a slight distance to the south 

of and away from the other treatments so that it received less attention in later years. 

 

Assessments took place in 1995, 1998, 2000 and at the end of 2012 (2014 for the control 

and SMR plots). Parameters measured included normal assessments of tree growth 

such as height, diameter (either at root collar or at breast height), and stocking density. 

In addition, in 2012 an attempt was made to assess log quality by assessing the 
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number and length of straight logs of one metre or more in length to be found in the 

bottom six metres of each tree stem. 

 

Seventeen years after the respacing, the results suggest there was a substantial benefit 

from respacing to a lower density and from selective as opposed to systematic 

respacing (see Table 1). Recent assessments suggest that the control had the lowest 

height of all treatments. The benefits from respacing were apparent in terms of both 

increased tree growth and of an improvement in stem straightness. Thus the 

difference in top height between the densest systematic respacing treatment (code H) 

and the selective respacing was over 4 m while the equivalent difference in mean dbh 

was around 6 cm. The percentage of trees with straight logs over one metre long was 

quite low in all systematically respaced treatments but was approaching 50 per cent 

after selective respacing. This reflected the trend for the early growth response (i.e. up 

to year 2000) to selective respacing to be greater than for moving from a high to lower 

density with systematic respacing. 

 
Table 1. Height, diameter and stem quality of birch trees 17 years after several different 

respacing treatments (see text for details) 

 

Treatment 

1995 1998 2000 2012/2014 

Mean 

height 

(m) 

Mean 

height 

(m) 

Mean 

height 

(m) 

Top 

height 

(m) 

Mean 

DBH 

(cm) 

Percentage of trees 

with straight logs 

>1 m long 

Control 1.1 2.2 2.8 7.5 No data No data 

H 1.5 1.8 2.1 9.4 6.9 11.8 % 

M 2.8 3.2 3.4 11.5 9.8 13.6 % 

L 2.6 3.0 3.6 12.2 12.9 18.8 % 

WS 4.5 5.6 6.8 14.0 16.7 46.7 % 

SMR 2.9 4.1 4.6 12.6 No data No data 

 

 

Discussion 

 

The results from this small demonstration should be treated with some caution given 

the unreplicated design (i.e. there is only a single plot of each treatment) and the fact 

that the WS treatment was the only one to have been respaced twice (in 1995 and 

2000). However, within these limitations, the results would support a silvicultural 

strategy based on early intervention to respace dense birch regeneration as a means of 

improving both growth and stem quality. One of the other interesting features is that 

it proved possible to select trees for better form when they were only 2 m tall, and that 

this selection has had positive benefits on stem straightness and potential log quality. 

 

The trials showed that only 8% of trees in the sample with a top height of 9.3 m would 

produce 1 m+ lengths of trunk with a potential for use as floor boarding. 

 

We heard that in the 2m x 2 m spacing and 4.5 x 4.5 m spacing where the 12.2 m top 

height was achieved, you don’t have to do a 1st and 2nd thin, so only one hit is required. 
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We could see that the ground flora was much more diverse in the 2 x 2 m plots (with 

2,500 stems/ha) than in the control plot. 

 

Jamie advised us that if you want to use the cut material for biofuel, it is best not to 

use bark/twigs/brash because their calorific value is low, and these bits contain 

impurities resulting in more pollution. You should only use the stems, and not the 

roots either. 

 

After thinning, the final spacing of trees was 6 m (300 trees/ha). 

 

Where a lot of birch stems are present at the regeneration stage, we wondered if the 

timber value of these dense stands can be recovered.  We were told that the answer is 

‘No’, and that it is better to fell and start again with the right spacing.  You need 

roughly a third to a half of the stem length to be ‘canopy’ for there to be enough leaves 

on the tree to be able to put on enough growth to be worth growing the tree on for 

timber.  However,  it could still have firewood value. 

 

 
“Moving well grown trees around was a nightmare of a job. 

Better to fell and start again with the right spacing” 

 

Woodchip at Alvie 

 

We heard from Jamie that Alvie House is a listed building and a guest house with 44 

beds. In 2005 heating this required 58,000 litres of oil per annum (£17k)!  The estate 

therefore made the decision at that time to change their heating system to woodchip, 

costing approximately 3p/kw hour instead of 7p/kw hour for oil. The wood chips can 

be fed into the boiler at 20% moisture content. The timber for the chips is felled and 

left for two years to season before it is chipped in the summer months. Chips are dried 

on a specially constructed drying floor. A Finnish boiler is used which is a very simple 

design and easy to maintain. Burning produces 0.02% ash, which equates to roughly 1 
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bin/day in the winter and 1/week in the summer.  280m3  of solid wood produces a 

volume of 800m3  chips/year. The boiler hopper requires to be fed approximately once 

a week in winter (two trailer loads).  There are four similar boilers on the estate, 

heating different buildings. All wood chip fuel used is grown on the estate. 

 

Jamie told us that on Alvie Estate, 800 ha of Scots pine produces 4000 m3 timber/year. 

800 m3 is used on the estate and 2000 m3  is sold.  The estate also buys in timber (locally 

where possible) to chip. The retail price of wood chip is currently £22/m3. 

 

Some companies import 

wood pellets from the USA.  

Much more processing is 

required for wood pellets, 

and moisture content needs 

to be down to 6%, so there is 

a greater cost. 

 

The 12-15m3 /hour chipper 

on Alvie will take logs up to 

16” diameter.  Chipping wet 

uses less energy, but then 

there is a risk that the chips 

will start to rot.  The barn on 

Alvie holds 2000 m3 of chips.  

Wood chips take 2-3 days to 

dry. 

 

Haulage costs are low 

because of the short 

distances involved, and they 

can use the electricity from 

the estate’s 200kw and 80kw 

hydro scheme to supply the 

chipper with electricity. 

Hydro-generated electricity 

is also used to power the fan to dry the chips.  Spruce and larch chips absorb more 

water, especially in winter, so they take longer to dry. 

 

Alvie Estate employs: 

 One man chipping (2 days/week), producing 100-130 m3   of chips/day 

 19 people directly in the woodchip side of the estate’s business 

 

We were impressed by the diversity of entrepreneurial activity on the estate, 

demonstrating the sustainable use of their renewable resources to also support a large 

number of jobs and contribute to the local economy. 

 

 
Birches at Alvie   Photograph: Sarah Coulson 
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Saturday 24th May 2014 – Kinrara to Kinakyle (between 

Kincraig and Aviemore) 
 

First part: Kinrara – Maja Pepper 

 

Kinrara Estate is one of the most diverse places in Scotland, due to the wonderful 

variety of habitats and ecosystems in a relatively small area. This estate stretches from 

the River Spey (south of Aviemore) north-west over the mountains to the River 

Dulnain. The part we walked was in the Spey valley between Aviemore and Kincraig, 

south-east of the old A9 road. The whole walk (Kinrara + Kinakyle) was 

approximately four miles long, and on it we were able to admire not only the natural 

resources of the area but also the cultural heritage. 

 

The walk was guided by the 

knowledgeable Ern Emmett, 

who gave us plenty of 

information to appreciate the 

beauty of the Highland 

scenery. 

 

The starting point of the walk 

took us through regenerated 

birch woodland carpeted with 

bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus) 

undergrowth. 

 

 

 

As we continued the birch 

woodland was merging with 

old growth Caledonian pine 

forest, which has the 

indicator mycorrhizal fungi, 

a characteristic of taiga 

forests. In the UK these 

fungi occur only in these 

pinewood remnants, but 

they are common in boreal 

areas of Scandinavia. The 

Scots pine trees (Pinus 

sylvestris) are an emblematic 

feature of the Scottish 

landscape, standing nobly 

on the infertile ground. 

These ancient and veteran woodlands have extremely high conservation value, not 

only for the general wildlife but also for the bryophytes, lichens and invertebrates 

associated with them. 

 
Birches and bilberry (photograph: Maja Pepper) 

 
Scots pines (photograph: Maja Pepper) 
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Walking on the main path we next passed a group of aspen trees (Populus tremula). In 

other parts of Europe their flowering time is from February to March, but in Scotland 

seed is rarely produced and rarely finds a suitable site on which to germinate. Thus, 

most aspen here reproduces vegetatively using suckers. All new stems or ‘ramets’ 

grow from the same root, so they are genetically identical to the parent and form a 

clone. These aspens are used by the Highland Aspen Group for propagation and 

research. The great surprise was when Ernest told us that those trees are ancient – 

older than 100 years! 

 

The next mile of our walk was among oak trees (Quercus robur). In the 18th century the 

current area was composed mainly of birchwood grazed by cattle. In 1771 John Brown 

(surveyor) stated that it would be more valuable to plant oak trees on the site. After 

almost two decades, in 1799 the extensive oak planting started and it now forms a 

lovely established oak woodland. This picturesque landscape was shaped by land 

management – including grazing – over the years. 

 

 
Oak at Kinrara (photograph: Maja Pepper) 

 

We kept walking, immersed in a beautiful and diverse landscape surrounded by  a 

great understory of old junipers (Juniperus communis). This is a magnificent example of 

extended mixed woodland interspersed with ancient trees. Aspen is commonly 

associated with juniper, which can offer protection to developing suckers. Not far 

from here we could hear the distinctive loud laughing call of a green woodpecker 

which is the largest of the three woodpeckers that breed in Britain. [An uncommon bird 

this far north; very scarce and local to the NW of Speyside – Ed.] 

 

On the left side of the path we passed Kinrara House. This house was chosen by Jane 

Gordon, better known as the ‘beautiful Duchess of Gordon’. She occupied it during 
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the summer months in the late 18th century. The Duchess of Gordon enjoyed this big 

mansion and its gardens in the company of family and friends, surrounded by grazed 

and arable lands lying along the banks of the River Spey.  No doubt they enjoyed the 

wilderness of the Highlands and its magnificent walks. In 1961 the estate was sold and 

has since been occupied for a number of years by a private owner, the Earl of Zetland. 

 

 
Juniper, birch and Scots pine at Kinrara (photograph: Maja Pepper) 

 

The big pillar called Torr Alvie was then reached. This monument commemorates the 

last Duke of Gordon, who died in 1836. It is visible for miles around. 

 

When I thought it impossible to see other remarkable and distinct ecosystems, I was 

delighted to find a spectacular view downhill towards extensive Phragmites australis 

fen with old alders and willows. This fen, which discharges into the Spey, is fed by a 

small burn draining from Loch Alvie. This habitat is the site of a number of rare fungi 

associated with ancient willows and alders. The 

water level in the wetland varies relative to the 

flood plain, but the rate of flow through is quite 

slow.  Looking up we saw two ospreys flying 

above us and heading to their nest next to Loch 

Alvie. Walking through the wetland we came 

across the birch sawfly (Cimbex femoratus) – the 

largest insect from the sawfly family, and an 

uncommon species. 

 

Kinrara is an estate that has one of the most diverse landscapes in Scotland. The great 

number of habitats and ecosystems give the place a distinctive and unique value. 
 

 
Birch sawfly Photo: Ernest E Emmett 
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Second part: Kinakyle – Ro Scott 

 

From the ‘Bogach’ we moved on to a drier area surrounded by an old bank and ditch.  

This could have been a plantation or an enclosure for natural regeneration.  Open 

ground between the birch trees had petty whin (Genista anglica) – a plant typical of dry 

heathy places in the north-east of Scotland.  We were also lucky enough to see a 

narrow-bordered bee hawk moth. 

 

Crossing a footbridge over the Allt na Criche (a burn flowing into the Spey) we 

entered an area of wood pasture, sandwiched between the Spey to the east and the A9, 

B9152 and railway line to the west.  A power line held aloft by large pylons also 

crossed the site, thus demonstrating the importance of the Spey Valley as a corridor 

for infrastructure!  Here, whilst running a course with the Royal Commission on the 

Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCHAMS), Coralie Mills and Peter 

Quelch had previously discovered two huge old alders. 

 

An estate survey of 1771 called the area ‘Kynachyle’ and described ‘birches and alders 

in amongst the pasture’ which was said to flood when the river was in spate.  The 

area, which now appeared quite dry, could have been considerably wetter in the past.  

The bases of both alders were burred, caused by repeated nibbling of the shoots by 

grazing animals.  One tree had, some time ago, lost its main trunk which was located 

as an indistinct hump under the bracken on the ground nearby, slowly decomposing 

into the soil.  The ring of branches growing out from what was now the top gave it the 

appearance of a pollard.  Peter described this as ‘Medusa-headed’.  The other alder 

retained its tall central trunk.  Peter explained that alders like these can be found at 

shieling sites up to 2,000 ft (610 m) in altitude, where the branches could have been 

harvested for leaf-fodder.  They may have (luckily) survived the era of land 

‘improvement’ at Kinakyle because of their constrained location, in between the 

transport routes (i.e. the main north-south road, and later the railway) and the river. 

 
The two old alders at Kinakyle (photograph: Ro Scott) 
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The alder which still has its main trunk (photograph: Ro Scott) 

 

Over lunch under the power line, Iris Glimmerveen explained a new protocol she had 

devised for identifying wood pasture; she handed out forms so that we could try it for 

ourselves and give feedback.  After lunch we walked along beside the railway line to a 

handy bridge underneath it, where we could rejoin the road and meet the bus which 

would take us to our next destination. 

 

 
Trying out Iris’s wood pasture identification sheets over lunch       Photograph: Ro Scott 
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Saturday 24th May 2014 – Ellan Wood, near Carrbridge 

Graham Newport 

We arrived at Ellan Wood early in the afternoon. It was warm and sunny with hardly 

any wind and these conditions were ideal for a gentle, relaxed stroll, careful thought 

and informed discussion. Ellan Wood is a very small sliver of woodland sandwiched 

between the B9153 and the railway, a mile or so south of Carrbridge. The woodland 

had a sort of plantation feel to it, with many even-aged pine trees. Because of the 

woodland’s limited extent, there was no need to hurry and we had plenty of time for 

discussion. There were 13 NWDG members plus our guide, John Parrott. 

Aerial photos from 1970 show that at that time the area was mostly open ground with 

a few scattered mature pines. Part of the area had previously been a lodgepole pine 

plantation, and part had been heathland with scattered mature Scots pines. From 1970 

the woodland had regenerated naturally, mostly with Scots pine, birch, goat willow 

and aspen. Scots pine is now the dominant species, either through colonisation in 

greater numbers or by out-competing the other species. All of the aspen trees present 

appear to have seeded onto the site and appear to be less than 40 years old. The 

occurrence of aspen inter-mixed with Scots pine, and the occurrence of seeded aspen 

are both unusual in Speyside. In other parts of Speyside most aspen occurs in mixture 

with other broadleaved species and most occurs in clonal groups and is spreading by 

root suckers. 

Although aspen trees in Speyside usually produce very little seed, there are 

sometimes good seed years. For example, it is thought that 1977 may have been a good 

seed year for aspen in Speyside because the hot dry summer may have provided ideal 

conditions for germination. Some of the seeded aspen trees at Ellan Wood may date 

from that year. At first, aspen can grow quite quickly and may keep up with pine and 

birch, but eventually most of the aspen trees here appeared to be out-competed by 

pines; many of the surviving aspens were looking quite spindly in comparison with 

the sturdier pine trees nearby. 

Why does aspen not occur with Scots pine more often? There was speculation that the 

infrequent occurrence of aspen and pine together may result from loss of aspen 

through competition. Alternatively, could it be that on some sites aspen may have 

been weeded out by hardworking, enthusiastic (or over-enthusiastic) foresters? Or 

perhaps aspen thrives on grazed ground where root damage by cattle may promote 

suckering, whereas Scots pine may prefer an absence of grazing animals. 

Discussion turned from the aspen trees themselves to one of their dependant 

invertebrates, the rare aspen hoverfly (Hammerschmidtia ferruginia). This is a rather 

fussy insect, whose larvae require damp, decaying aspen trunks greater than 20 cm in 

diameter. The adults feed on nectar from bird cherry, rowan and hawthorn. (Would 

native woodland discussion groups exist if it were not for fussy animals and plants 

that can only exist in specific conditions?) 

Experimental thinning of the woodland had been carried out in 2011, and the resulting 

timber was extracted with an Alstor light forwarder. It is hoped that this will allow 

more light to reach the existing aspen trees. Some aspen trees have been felled, partly 

to produce decaying timber for invertebrates (such as the aforementioned aspen 
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hoverfly) and partly to promote suckering. We were taken to an experimental fenced 

plot, where some aspen trees had been felled to form a small clearing. We found many 

aspen suckers, which were still only a few inches in height but seemed likely to grow 

well within the fenced enclosure in the absence of deer. 

It had been a particularly interesting site visit, despite the small size, close proximity 

to the main road and the rather ordinary appearance when first viewed from the 

coach. 

 

 
Ellan Wood        Photo: Graham Newport 

 

 

 

Saturday 24th May 2014 – Landmark Sawmill, near 

Carrbridge 
 

Ava Greenwell 

Landmark Forest Adventure Park near Carrbridge has a fairly ancient working steam-

driven sawmill as one of its attractions.  Visitors can see the flames, the steam and the 

fearsome circular saw and its fearless attendant (from the Black Country) producing 

sawn timber from rough logs using technology over a century old. 

These old sawmills were introduced in the mid-nineteenth century and were widely 

used; they were moved from one job to another, to the different forests where felling 

was taking place.  They gradually fell out of use with the development of diesel and 

electric engines.  During World War II, however, there was a shortage of home-

produced lumber, and many of the old sawmills were brought back into use; some 

were still in use in the countryside until the 1960s. 

The old sawmills were relatively simple – if dangerous – to operate.  The timber was 

horse-drawn to the clearings to which the sawmill had been brought.  A roaring log-

fire heated water in the firebox, producing pressurised steam.  This steam drove a 

piston and connecting rod, which in turn drove the crank shaft and a heavy flywheel, 
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and this was connected by a belt drive to a drive shaft.  From this, further belts would 

provide power to the saw, and sometimes generators and fans too.  All that was 

needed then was a brave and strong man to cut the timber to the correct sizes using 

the huge circular Yankee saw (with no safety guards) rotating at high speed.  To do 

this he held the log to be cut firmly on the guides of the sawbench and pushed it 

against the blades of the saw, moving his fingers quickly (in order to keep them), and 

consecutively taking a slice off one side of the log, then rolling the log over so that 

each successive cut was made at right-angles to the previous one. 

 

 
 

 
Landmark Sawmill     Photos: Ava Greenwell 
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Sunday 25th May 2014 – Invereshie and Inshriach National 

Nature Reserve 
 

Joanna Gilliatt 

 

A group of around 26 people attended this final event, on Sunday morning, despite 

many having been up until 3 a.m. at the ceilidh.  During a morning of light rain and 

sun Peter Duncan of Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) and Colin Leslie of Forest 

Commission Scotland (FCS) showed us part of the Invereshie and Inshriach National 

Nature Reserve (NNR), and talked about their work.  The NNR is partially owned by 

SNH and partially by FCS, and the two organisations work in partnership to manage 

it. 

 

First, Peter Duncan told us a little about the Invereshie and Inshriach NNR, a site 

where the woodland is 80% Scots pine, 10% lodgepole pine and 10% other species.  

The area does not have 

a history of forestry; it 

used to be rough 

grazing and birchwood, 

and was then planted 

with Scots pine in 1946.  

Peter explained how the 

number of male 

capercaillie in the NNR 

increased from 2 in 2001 

to 15 in 2013.  While the 

reasons for this are 

unknown, it does seem 

to relate to the current 

programme of 

sustainable thinning.  

Every time the 

woodland has been 

thinned the capercaillie 

seem to have moved 

into the newly thinned 

area.  Capercaillie 

primarily eat Scots pine 

shoots in the winter and 

blaeberry (Vaccinium 

myrtillus) in the 

summer, and thinning 

the woodland boosts 

the blaeberry by 

allowing more light to 

the forest floor in 

patches. 

 
Colin Leslie (L) and Peter Duncan (R) at Invereshie & Inshriach 

NNR   Photo: Coralie Mills 
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Use of the strip shelterwood system has helped boost the capercaillie numbers by 

providing – through continued management – the habitat needed.  This is in contrast 

to areas on the nearby estates, where non-intervention has been favoured.  There are 

currently three small coups, and the proposal is to compare the success of 

regeneration using different management techniques for each: to leave one coup 

without further intervention, to scarify one coup, and (eventually) to replant the third.  

In eight or ten years time, further strips will be felled, probably to the sides of the 

current coups, and as this is repeated over the years this will result in phases of trees 

of different ages.  Meanwhile, thinning will continue, with some being done every 

year. 

 

Colin also explained that the timber from the NNR is sold at a loss of approximately £1 

per ton, due to its distance to markets, while Sitka spruce could make a profit of 

around £10 per ton.  The group were particularly interested in this and suggested that 

selling the wood locally for firewood could be more lucrative. 

 

 
Peter Duncan addressing the group at Invereshie & Inshriach NNR     Photo: Sarah Toulson 

 

Our next stop was outside the Forestry Commission’s planted area, into the area of the 

NNR which belongs to SNH.  Here, Peter Duncan explained, they have tried a number 

of approaches to promote regeneration, including burning, scarifying 10 m x 10 m 

plots, and creating deadwood habitat around areas for natural regeneration.  They do 

not use fencing, since the deer are a natural part of the woodland, though they do cull 

the deer heavily.  Many of the surrounding landowners (Glenfeshie, Glenmore, 

Abernethy, etc) are using much the same approach.  Rothiemurchus Estate also culls 

deer, though not so heavily, since it is a sporting estate.  It is only since 1986, when the 



 

 43 

Creag Meagaidh NNR management started to cull deer rather than use fencing, that 

this approach to regeneration has been used. 

 

Finally, Peter Duncan took us to see one of SNH’s wildlife monitoring cameras.  

Unfortunately, there were few interesting pictures (one of a deer), though often the 

camera has pictures of pine martens, foxes and badgers.  Wildcats do not live in this 

area. 

 

At the end of the morning most participants returned to their cars, picnicked, and then 

dispersed.  This marked the conclusion of a very successful excursion.  

Congratulations to the organisers. 

 

 
 

 

Top: At the NWDG 2014 ceilidh at Talla nan Ros, Kingussie (photo by Sarah Toulson) 

Bottom: The group at Rothiemurchus (photo by John Tullis) 
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NEWS FROM OTHER WOODLAND ORGANISATIONS 
 

Forest Policy Group Annual Report 2013-14 (June 2014) 
 

Forest Policy Group 

 

The Forest Policy Group is an independent think-tank dedicated to diversifying and 

strengthening forestry in Scotland by the development of well founded, clearly 

presented policy proposals for government and its agencies, and by stimulating a 

wider debate about forestry in Scotland. 

Participants include forestry and land use professionals, policy advisors, timber 

processors, architects and builders, woodland owners, community woodland 

organizations and Non-Government Organizations. 

FPG is grateful for funding from the Borders Forest Trust, Community Woodlands 

Association, Dynamic Woods, Native Woodlands Discussion Group, Reforesting 

Scotland, Network for Social Change, the Patsy Wood Trust and the Schiehallion 

Group, as well as in-kind contributions from participants. 

1 FPG meetings, external liaison and representation 

This has been a busy year in which the group has had its usual complement of three 

full-day meetings. We have also been active in external liaison, with Forestry 

Commission & Forest Enterprise, Scottish and UK parliamentary committees & the 

Minister for Environment and Climate Change, and colleague organizations. 

In February, FPG had a very productive joint meeting and field trip with staff of Forest 

Enterprise (FE) which revealed much common ground and scope for advancing FPG’s 

aims for rural development forestry in line with FE’s thinking about developments on 

the National Forest Estate (NFE). The meeting covered a range of topics including 

woodlots, disposals (sales of portions of public forest), FE’s admirable deer 

management record, and its new policy for productive broadleaves. Dialogue has 

continued since then and another meeting is planned for this autumn. 

We are currently represented on two Forestry Commission panels: the Tree Health 

Advisory Group (represented by Rick Worrell) and the Native Woodlands Survey 

Response Group (represented by Gordon Gray Stephens). 

Our convener this year was Simon Pepper, with Ninian Stuart taking over in the 

autumn as convener for 2015. 

2 FPG Website and Social Media 

Much work has been devoted this year to development of our new website and social 

media capacity. Through this, FPG aims to communicate with those in the current 

policy arena who may wish to follow our thinking; we also aim to stimulate interest 

from other like-minded organizations and individuals, and from the wider public. The 

new site features a blogspot, and FPG is on Twitter @forest_policy or via 

#forestry4people. All papers mentioned below are published on the FPG website. 
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3 Forest Ownership and Land Reform 

FPG welcomed the publication of 

the Final Report of the Land 

Reform Review Group (LRRG) in 

May this year and maintains a 

watching brief on how its 

recommendations will be 

developed. Following our 

submissions to the LRRG last year 

we submitted evidence in October 

to the UK Parliament’s Scottish 

Affairs Committee parallel inquiry 

into forestry and the tax aspects of 

land reform; and in June to an 

inquiry held by the Rural Affairs, 

Climate Change & Environment 

Committee (RACCE) of the 

Scottish Parliament. Land reform 

and the creation of opportunities 

for many more types and scales of 

ownership, tenure and enterprise 

remain a vital concern for FPG, 

which at present we are taking 

forward through our support of 

the Scottish Woodlot Association, 

and liaison with Forest Enterprise 

on forest sales and lotting. 

4 Deer Management 

Last year FPG submitted a proposal for a new licensing system for deer management 

to the LRRG. We were pleased to be invited to give evidence to an inquiry about deer 

management by the RACCE committee this spring. This inquiry may have provided 

some encouragement to raise standards across the deer sector so we have 

subsequently worked with Scottish Environment LINK (the umbrella body for 

environmental NGOs) to develop a set of recommendations which identify policy 

changes necessary to establish public confidence and secure a proper balance between 

public interests and the exercise of private rights (Deer Management – Six Key 

Attributes of a Better System). 

Work on this topic is on-going, including support for Reforesting Scotland’s plans for 

a ‘Deer Fest’ in 2016 which aims to bring together a wider range of interests in the 

discussions around deer management. 

5 Woodlots 

An FPG sub-group has been active throughout the year in supporting the Scottish 

Woodlot Association (SWA). SWA, established in 2012, aims to create opportunities 

for people to rent small forest lots for timber production, helping landowners to 
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maximize their forestry potential, by providing advice, guidance, support and the 

security of a legal framework for both parties. So far, new woodlots have been created 

on privately owned land but FPG believes that this model of ‘family forestry’ is also 

very suitable for uptake on the NFE. We were delighted that a members’ debate at the 

Scottish Parliament in October highlighted widespread support for this new form of 

tenure. Following the debate, FPG members assisted SWA in the production of a 

briefing paper for the Minister, which has led to closer dialogue with Forestry 

Commission/Forest Enterprise on developing mechanisms for woodlots on the NFE. 

6 The democratization of forestry – new topic 

A sense of political re-awakening in Scotland at present has stimulated a debate about 

how resources are shared, both natural and financial, and the role of the state in either 

managing them directly, or regulating their management by others, through policy 

and legislation. FPG’s core concern is that participation and control in forestry 

becomes extended beyond the relatively narrow set of parties who currently 

own/manage forests and exert control over forestry. To this end we are engaged in 

developing a set of principles for the democratization of forestry. This project will take 

a ‘light touch’ approach, by production of a number of short papers and blogs, aiming 

to stimulate discussion and draw in the many wider voices which are not usually 

represented in the forest policy arena. 

7 Other new papers 

Three new papers for FPG will shortly be available on the website. These are: 

Restoration of the uplands: Following a presentation at our spring meeting on the 

degraded state of the Scottish uplands and their potential for renewal through natural 

reforestation, we commissioned the ecologist Helen Armstrong to produce a paper 

highlighting the ecological and economic potential for restoration. 

Development and woodland: paper from Neil Sutherland (architect) analyzing the 

benefits of encouraging housing and small business development within forests and 

woodlands, current obstacles to this (chiefly within the planning system) and 

recommendations for recognizing the potential of woodland environments for 

strategic integrated rural development. 

Forestry and construction: paper from Bernard Planterose (architect) considering how 

forestry might be tailored more carefully towards meeting construction needs, present 

and future. 

Enquiries and suggestions: 

FPG Secretary, Ruth Anderson: admin@forestpolicygroup.org Tel: 01796 474 327 

FPG website and blog at www.forestpolicygroup.org 

 

NWDG MERCHANDISE 
Bryophytes of Native Woods: A Field Guide to Common Mosses and Liverworts of Britain and Ireland’s 

Woodlands by Carol Crawford is available direct from Carol.  The cost is £7.50 (including p&p).  

Cheques should be made payable to Carol Crawford and sent to Carol Crawford, Peak Ecology Ltd, 

Gibbsyard, Auchincruive, Ayr, KA6 5HN.  There are discounts for orders for three or more copies: 

contact Carol at carolcrawford@peakecology.co.uk for more information. 

mailto:admin@forestpolicygroup.org
http://www.forestpolicygroup.org/
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NATIVE WOODLANDS DISCUSSION GROUP CONSTITUTION 

Name: The organisation shall be the Native Woodlands Discussion Group. 

Aims and objectives: The purpose of the group is to encourage interest in native woodlands, their 

ecology, management and history. 

Membership:  Membership of the group will be: (a) Individual, (b) Family (1.5 x full rate) or (c) 

Concessionary (0.6 x full rate).  Membership of the group will cease 18 months after the payment of 

an annual subscription. Committee will advise the Meetings Organiser for the year of the fee for 

attendance of non-members. 

Officers and committee: 

a. The group elects a committee. The committee shall co-opt or appoint such officers 

as are considered necessary. Officers will be eligible to vote at committee meetings. 

b. Committee members shall serve for three years, but shall be eligible for re-election. 

c. The chairperson shall be nominated by the committee and endorsed by the Annual 

General Meeting. 

d. All members are free to attend committee meetings. 

Accounts: 

a.    The financial year shall be the calendar year 

b. The committee will set the annual membership fee before the end of October. 

c. The treasurer will keep accounts and present a financial report by 15th March each 

year. The accounts shall be independently audited by a competent person before 

presentation. 

Annual General Meeting: An AGM shall be held at such a date as is determined by the committee. 

Notification of that meeting shall appear in the newsletter at least one month prior to the AGM.  

Business at the AGM shall be determined by a simple majority except changes to the constitution 

which shall require a two-thirds majority of those members present.  Family membership entitles up 

to two votes if both are present.  The chairperson and the treasurer will each submit a report at the 

AGM. 

Meetings: The committee shall organise or authorise any member to organise such meetings as 

considered desirable. 

Publications: The committee shall approve such publications as are considered desirable, and which 

carry the group's endorsement. 

 

NWDG OBJECTIVES AND ACTIVITIES 

Objectives: The purpose of the Group is to encourage interest in native woods, their ecology, 

management and history, with a particular emphasis on Northern Britain. 

Activities: 

 Organise at least one Field Meeting with related discussion each year. 

 Organise Workshops on subjects suggested by members (initially two per year). 

 Issue Newsletters (currently two per year) with an emphasis on members’ contributions. 

 Maintain contact with like-minded organisations through the membership. 

Membership: This is open to any interested individual. (There is no corporate membership.) 

Subscription: According to the following categories -  

Ordinary individual  £20 per year (£18 if paid by Standing Order) 

Family    £30 per year (£28 if paid by Standing Order) 

Concessions (under-25s only) £12 per year (£10 if paid by Standing Order) 

Subscriptions should be sent to the Membership Secretary (Alison Averis, 6 Stonelaws Cottages, East 

Linton, East Lothian, EH40 3DX; tel: 01620 870 280; email: alisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk).  There is a £2 

annual discount for those paying by Standing Order (shown in the above figures): please ask for a 

form. 
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NWDG COMMITTEE CONTACT DETAILS 

Chair: Coralie Mills; tel: 0131 669 9385; email: coraliem@hotmail.co.uk 

Minutes Secretary: Ruth Anderson, Dundavie, Glen Fincastle, Pitlochry, Perthshire, PH16 

5RN;  tel/fax: 01796 474 327; email: ruth@dundavie.wanadoo.co.uk 

Treasurer & Membership Secretary, and Website Editor: Alison Averis, 6 Stonelaws 

Cottages, East Linton, East Lothian, EH40 3DX; tel: 01620 870 280; 

email: alisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk 

Newsletter Editor: Ben Averis, 6 Stonelaws Cottages, East Linton, East Lothian, EH40 3DX; 

tel: 01620 870 280 / 07767 058 322; email: benandalisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk 

Field Meeting: Ruth Anderson, Dundavie, Glen Fincastle, Pitlochry, Perthshire, PH16 

5RN; tel/fax 01796 474 327; email: ruth@dundavie.wanadoo.co.uk 

Woodland History: Mairi Stewart; email: mairi_skye@hotmail.com 

Woodland History: Jonathan Wordsworth; email: j.wordsworth@archaeologyscotland.org.uk 

Workshops: Alan Crawford; email: alancrawford07@hotmail.co.uk 

Member: Alasdair Boulton; email: alasdair_boulton@hotmail.co.uk 

Member: Sarah Toulson; email: sarahtoulson@googlemail.com 

Member: Juliet Robinson; email: julietpcrobinson@gmail.com 

Member: Christina Byrne; email: christina.byrne@cyfoethnaturiolcymru.gov.uk; tel: 07968 

146 829 

 

NWDG website:  www.nwdg.org.uk 
 

 

 



       
At Glen Feshie  In deep discussion (about aspens, maybe?) at Landmark Sawmill, Carrbridge 

          (photo: Gary Servant)     (drawing by Ben Averis) 

 

 

 
Admiring a pre-improvement field boundary veteran birch at Kinrara (photo: Coralie Mills)



 

 

 

Top: Glen Feshie (photo by Sarah Toulson).  Bottom: the group at Kinrara (photo by Ernest E. Emmett) 
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