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SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE
DISCUSSION PAPER
Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands Special Protection Area (SPA), Special Area of Conservation (SAC) and The Flow Country World Heritage Site (WHS)
Purpose
1. This paper requests the Committee’s input on the future of work regarding the Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands Special Protection Area (SPA), Special Area of Conservation (SAC) and The Flow Country World Heritage Site (WHS).
Action
2. The Committee is asked to:
· Note the previous work undertaken in this area.
· Consider the areas of advice requested from the Committee.
· Consider the recommendation set out regarding the future of collaborative management of the World Heritage Site and associated Protected Areas.
· Consider the focus of advice for the future of this work.
Preparation of the paper
3. The paper was written by James Plowman, Dave Mackay and Clive Mitchell. It is sponsored by Eileen Stuart.
Background
4. The Peatlands of Caithness and Sutherland form one of the world’s largest expanses of blanket bog. Between the 1970s and early 1990s large areas were afforested with conifer plantations. Much of the remaining unplanted areas form part of the Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands SAC/ SPA, and Flow Country WHS.
5. The Flow Country Science Group was established to consider evidence for any edge effects from conifer plantations on peatland areas of Caithness and Sutherland and advise on the future management of forestry proposals in this area. The research identified that forestry in these peatland areas is having a detrimental effect on the special features of these sites including blanket bog, breeding golden plover and dunlin through an “edge” effect. These edge effects include ‘seed rain’ (see below), drying of peat, an aversion to nesting close to forest edge, and an increase in nest predators. 
Request for SAC input
6. The Flow Country Science Group is no longer functioning and, in the years since it last met, a number of associated issues and conflicts with biodiversity, net zero and adaptation ambitions in the Flow Country have arisen. As a result, there are a number of areas where we would benefit from drawing on the expertise of the Committee.
7. We expect input to be required occasionally over a number of years rather than intensively over a short period of time. Four key areas have been identified and are set out below (noting that we expect further issues to arise in future):
a) Native tree planting: We increasingly receive proposals for riparian native tree planting within and adjacent to the SAC/SPA/WHS.
We need advice over the applicability of conifer forestry edge effect science to native deciduous trees.
b) Conifer regeneration on peatland: Parts of the boundary of Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands SAC/ SPA and Flow Country WHS are adjacent to non-native conifer plantations. Non-native conifers from the plantations are spreading onto open peatlands impacting the interests of these Protected Areas and peatland restoration areas (‘seed rain’). It has long been recognised that this is a concern (the issue also occurs elsewhere in Scotland). However, to date no coordinated action or policy has been developed to deal with the issue and if left unchecked the impacts will increase and spread over a wider area. We believe a multi-stakeholder discussion is required across Government and the land management and NGO sector, to explore ways to address the issue.
As part of that discussion it would be helpful have specialist input from the SAC to comment on options and future implications. 
c) Edge effect monitoring: In 2016 long term monitoring of forest edge removal in the Flow Country was set up. The aims of the monitoring are: 
i. To assess the impacts of forest edge removal on dunlin and golden plover on the adjacent Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands SPA. 
ii. To use the results to inform and refine guidance provided to owners/agents and the assessment and approval of forest plans, as well as contribute to the body of scientific knowledge.
The monitoring was repeated in 2023 and a report was produced (Flow Country: monitoring impacts of Forest Edge removal. Golden plover and dunlin monitoring 2023). The report is available to Committee members on request and it concluded:
“It is difficult to draw any firm conclusions from the survey work due to a number of factors such as the number of study plots were restricted due to the availability of forest remove areas, considerable variation in territory density for all species both between plots and between years and variation in the timing forestry removal plots were felled.”
We wish to seek advice from the SAC on the merits of current monitoring methods and future proposals to provide a sound basis for partnership work on the WHS.
d) Applying edge effect science to additional species: RSPB are developing a case to consider applying edge effect assessments to include common scoter (SPA interest). We are considering how to use this research moving forward.
We wish to seek advice from the SAC on the proposed approach, including data requirements.
Next steps
8. To inform collaborative management of the WHS and associated protected areas, operational staff need assurance, in the first instance, on the issues highlighted above. There are two main options:
· Option 1 – Re-establish The Flow Country Science Group.
· Option 2 – Set up an SAC sub-group.

Recommendation
9. We recommend Option 1. The Flow Country Science Group was made up of representatives from NatureScot, RSPB, Scottish Forestry and Forestry Research. The multi-agency approach ensured there was buy in and agreement on the Edge Effect policy from the key players. This allowed the Edge Effect policy to be successfully implemented as it was seen as an example of successful joint working. This Group would also include a formal link with the governance arrangements for the World Heritage Site. It could also consider wider aspects of peatland restoration and management that overlap with the WHS interests.
We therefore recommend that The Flow Country Science Group is re-established, with SAC representation. This may be a nominal lead with attendance varying depending on the primary issues being discussed.
We also recommend retaining Option 2 as a backstop, should Option 1 not be possible.
10. We welcome comments from the SAC on whether the focus of advice is on the Flow Country (possibly informing wider peatland issues) or if it centres on wider issues (and informs specific issues in the Flow Country).
Recommendation
11. The Flow Country Science Group’s Edge Effect work was centred on the Flow Country, where we have established procedures and a good working relationship with Scottish Forestry and RSPB.
We therefore recommend continuing to focus on the Flow Country, at least initially, with any relevant guidance also informing wider peatland issues.
Conclusion
12. The Committee is invited to consider the paper, specifically the recommendations and questions posed in paragraph 2.

Contact: James Plowman, James.Plowman@nature.scot
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