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Commercial exploitation of scientifically important fossil sites in Caithness

For many years, but to a much greater extent within the last two years, Caithness
has been one of the places most often visited by commercial dealers in fossils,

who are able to sell the extremely well-preserved specimens of foSsil fish which

they collect there, for large sums of money to customers all over the world. Many

of these collectors, and certainly the most organised and well-equipped groups,

come from Germany and Holland, and the material which they collect is taken back

for cleaning and subsequent sale. Because of their large scale and great
selectivity, these activities have now become a serious threat to scientific research
and study. The Nature Conservancy Council, as the government agency responsible for
nature conservation in Great Britain, are convinced of the need to control the problem,
to ensure that the very important scientific resource represented by the fossil fish
is properly conserved and used.

Much of Caithness is composed of rocks belonging to the '"Cld Red Sandstone', a
series of sandstones and mudstones laid down during the Devonian period, about 370
million years ago. At that time, the area now occupied by Orkney and Caithness was
the location of a vast equatorial freshwater lake, in which lived large numbers of
early fish. Study of these fish, now preserved as crushed skeletons within the rocks,
has shown that during the Devonian period, true fish were rapidly evolving from
primitive Jjawless types, and themselves later gave rise to the first emphibia and
reptiles, in the succeeding Carboniferous period. Thus the study of Devonian fossil
fish is of crucial importance to understanding the early evolution of vertebrates,
and there are still many questions to be answered. The Devonian rocks of Caithness
contain some of the most prolific and well-preserved fossil fish of this age known
from anywhere in Europe, and their importance as scientific specimens is extremely
high.

There are several fish bed horizons in Caithness, exposed in quarries and along the
coast, and the location of their outcrops are usually well-known to collectors.

The known fish fauna consists of over thirty species of fish, but the collecting
activities of the commercial dealers are largely confined to the largest and best-
preserved of these which find the readiest market. Consequently, their searches
concentrate solely on finding these particular species, and large numbers of smaller,
perhaps incomplete specimens are carelessly and thoughtlessly destroyed in the
process. For the furtherance of our understanding of the fossil assemblages
themselves, these specimens are at least as important as the complete ones, and so
much scientific information is being needlessly wasted.

The scale of the problem caused by the activities of these commercial collectors,
whose sole interest is financial gain, has now become so large that steps must be
taken to eradicate the problem. In most instances, dealers do not ask permission
from the landowner, or if they receive permission, frequently ignore the conditions
laid down in any permit they may be given. This leads to owners developing a
mistrust of all geologists, and the carrying out of serious scientific research may
subsequently be harmed. Already, two German collectors have been arrested whilst
illegally collecting fossils in Lanarkshire, and were found guilty of theft at
Lanark Sheriff Court; although they were merely admonished, it is likely that as
the law is increasingly invoked to control such activities, heavier penalties will
be imposed. Ironically, the two people convicted had been collecting at localities
in Caithness only a few days earlier!




There can be little doubt that those people most actively involved in
exploiting the financial potential of these vital scientific specimens

have scant regard for the resource or the environment which they are
destroying, and the NCC is therefore taking a new initiative to try and
bring the problem under control. This has already involved site owners,
the police and the courts, local naturalists who wish to help conserve

the local environment and heritage, Local Authorities and the NCC, and when
fully developed will hopefully lead to a much more effective system of
protection for these very valuable, but very vulnerable, sites. If such
action is not taken now, it may soon be too late.
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THE Nature Conservancy “Council
brought a successful prosecution at
Wick Sheriff Court yesterday: agamst. ;
illegal fossil hunters. ; T,
Two Edinburgh men pleaded guilty by
letter to stealing three fossil fish from the
important archaeological- site at
Acnanarras Quarry, near Spittak; The
councit took advantage of recent legisla--
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tion
; Britain to be operated by them on a strict §
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land owners. B 2% f‘ :
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and 384 less than in 1978.

‘The . number of alleged
offences referred to Reporters |

the victim ol the oifence were
also higher in 1979 - 822
cgmpareg w}th_}_S_O in 1978. -
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"’,,."'court that William = Taylor (49),:
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Virgo (Aug. 23-Sept. 22): Con- ‘. §
tacts, investments made in "
past are due-_to bear fruit.
Financial picture brightens
as you assume additional ° .--
responsibility. W

Libra (Sept. 23-Oct. 22): A
long-standing assignment or
project. can- now be com-
pleted. Timing is on target.

Scorpio (Oct. 23-Nov. 21): °
Areas that had been obs-

“cured by mystery of clouds
will receive benefit of Gemini (May 21-June 20): Be
greater light. ~ready for change, travel and

Sagittarius (Nov. 22-Dec. 21): - "a  varlety of experiences:
Express feelings. be recep- “’Spark of romance )vlll revive
tive to one who does care and.. «Jelallonshlp <
has your  best interests; at & . Cancer (June 21-July 22)r |
heart. " Your naturat -inclinations,-

Capricorn (Dec. 22-Jan. 19): 1 interests, abilities and=:

Pisces (Feb. 19-March . 20):-
Emphasl; o finances. tax
} ?structure and budget related

to-one who works with you.:'

Aries (March 21-April 19):-
£3-Key now is flexibility, \ersa-‘
) tility and a sense of your own ».
“worth. Delay final decisions.
%' Taurus (April - 20-May " 20): -
“Avoid direct confrontations..

Some revisions are necessary:
_—do not permit false prxde to
”block progress.

Accent .on .advancement i -{alents: surge--to- forefront:=
achievement. fulfilment of Famxlylee\wxll becomemore
ambitions. - Gemini. Sagit- - harmonh)us =
tarius people play |mpou;nt s keo (Juiy- 23-Aug. 22): Mes‘
roless «=ou s ans 's‘ages reports, visits and- a.-4-

Aquarius (Jan 20- Feb ‘IB)
Look bevond the immediate
— you are about toembark on

“exciting adventuré: .
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. short trip could: crowd ‘busy agf v
scene. Relative attempts lo-‘t

- make: amends for lecent‘:\
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GREETINGS from Junior Club'to: i

Cerol Beange (14), Lossiemouth; James Buchan (15), "
Fraserburgh; Alistair Campbell (8), Rothiemay; Gordon -
Cooke (15), Turriff; Lorne Davidson (8), Hopeman; Wendy *
Gunn (10), Delny; Colin tronside (14), Turriff; Nicola
McWilliam (4), Bridge of Don; Martin Reid (12), Aberdeen; ;
John Ritchie (13), Fraserburgh; Carolyn Stead (13),
Buckle; Keith Stuart (2), inverurie. L
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wlthout obtammg a permit.

They had camped t.hete “for
two days and seemed set for a-
long. stay,. said the Hscal
despite large notices. at 'the'

.-quarry entrance -informing’

» potential fossilers to contact.
the councll. office *at Galspie
fu‘st 8 A -»Lu

¢ Mr Heywood said poUce had
'lnt.errupted the pair alter they
had removed three fossils and
were preparing to take
another

V.-He asked the sherift to dis-

. |, regard much of the contents of

+a Jetter of mitigation sent to

~the court by the two."They had
“claimed they were genuine
amateur palaentologists -and
had no commercial lntzrest in
the fossils.

Mr Heywood pointed out.
that Mr I‘ay.ors wife runs a
shop in Edinburgh which sells .
{ossils.

“The fiscal said the dlpterus
,.species of fish which had been '
taken could fetch more than
{£300 on the market but-
. reckoned that the three taken
sab.-Achanarras would make
-about £200.

- Sheriff Ewen Stewart de-"
~ferred sentence -on the. pair
Yuntil: October 1 for a personal -
Lhvappearance and ordered the
+fossils to be forfeited. :

% DryTerry Keating, the Nature
donservancy Council - officer
¥ for? Caithness, said he hoped
~the:“conviction would. deter
;others . from 1llegal Iossll

untin,

g.
N 3 “-We obviously do not want to’

“discourage the enthusiastic
‘amateur, genuinely interested
in the fossils and that is why we
~want to extend our licensing
powers to other sites. Buf, we
-do want to stop the increasing
~amount of commercial
speculators who. are raiding
import.mt sltes
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“‘Nobel chemist dies
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" THE 1960 Nobel prize-winning
chemist Willard Libby (71) has
* died in Callfornial. L2
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FORMER trawl . skipper Mr,

Salter: Watson ; hag' died -in
Anstruther, the, at the age of
84. " 3>

Mr Watson came to, Aber-
deen in the 1930s and was

skipper of the ,Aberdeen.‘

trawler Avondee H

During the war he was
the - Eborabbey .

skipper ot
which : was: one |of the first

“Aberdeen trawlers to be

attacked, and later. in Feb-
ruary, 1941, his trawler John -
Duncan was bombed and sunk
in the Moray Firth with t.he loss ¢
of two:crewmen.: ne BI SIS

“Skipper Watson ‘was ‘taken”
from' the bndge ‘of his sinking ™
trawler ' unconsclous and 1

seriously Injured.:

He . is survived by two sons
and.a daughter
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HOUSE * bullding m Bmain
declined further in the second
quarter of 1980, according to
Department. of Envlronnwnb
flgures yesterday. . - ..,

During Aprll, May and June
10% fewer, council homes were
built - than in. Januar:, Feb-
ruary and March,,And private,
house building was 116¢-lower-
in .the second quarter. than in
the first period. - --t.

* The figures show a general
‘ decline.in - Britain's. construe-
“tion industry with a 5% drop in
.output.compared with” Apru.
May and June, of. last: year.hh.
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FOUR women and.a child were-:

killed . yesterday - when. bombs,
hidden in food sacks,. exploded
in a village. in South easbem
~Turkey .
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British Rail are ready to
clinch the biggest sale of re-
dundant railway land they
have ever made al any one
time in any oty in Britan,
by disposing of 13 sites
totaling 125 acres n LEdin-
burgh.

More land throughout Scot-

I the cash-hungry railways sttive
< to sell or develop as much
property as they can 1n the
shortest  possible ume A
financia} cnisis after a drop mm
traffic because of the steel
strike and the industhial reces
ston has boosted the need for
money at a tume of Govern-
ment spending cuts )

But much of the land s
ezpected to go to local authori-
ties at a nominal cost because
BR are anxious to rid them-
selves of legal liabihties 1o
spend .money on dralnage and

g e e~ =

land 15 expected to follow as .

125 acres for sale in Edinbuﬁ

maintenance of property for
which they have no use

The adyantage to the councils
involved s that they can pro-
tect land for public needs, such
as cycle tracks, walkwa)s os—
in the case of dinburgh —
possible * super trems” in the
future :

The sites in/Edinburgh have
heen released after decisions

on  transport by Lothian
Regional Counci)
- \]

REVIEW

Much of the land was ear-
marked for possible road dev-
eclopments which the region
have now abandoned Though
some of the ground 1s of limited
commercial value because it 1s

‘BR set to clincl

By ALLAN McLEAN

mn long, thin strips, several
sites are likely to raise signifi-
cant sums because of therr
development potential,

In addition to their plans for-
Edinburgh, the Brntish Rail
Property Board have carmed out
a review of land 1n Tayside
Region which has identified 43
sites totalling 97 acres with
potenttal Another review 1s to
take place in Highland Region,
and will probably be followed
by a surivey of saleable property
in Grampian Region.

The BRPB cleared £50
million profit last year which
went straight into British Rail's
coffers, whch constantly need
replenishing to provide for the
Jimited imvestment 1n new

s the 13 sites

nd (

trains which the Gorernment
are prepared to allow Since thel
Beeching era began in the early
1960s BR have raised £230
million by sellivg 79,000 acres
of redundant railway land. )
in Edinburghy
have been waste land for more
than ten sears [t 1s hoped by
BR that Lothian Region will
buv four parcels of land withl

Edinburgh  District  Councik
accepting  nine  sites The
region are also interested inm

other BR land outside Edin-
burgh.

Spokesmen for both counal
confirmed that negetiations ha
taken place with BRPB Eutl no
decision has been taken, pend-
ing consideration by council-

Caithness, dunng the summer.

, the Nature Conservanty Councl

;the country -to operate

In court were Willlam Taylor
(49}, 2n engineer, of Presmnﬁem.i
of

and Robert Crawford (76).
' Hutcheson Terrace, both Edin !
! burgh. -

Achanarras was the first site n
the, intended t'n visit the NCCU office

anyone
without their consent

There are multi-language warn-
ing signs at the site and a round-

1s found taking fossiis| Caithness

i

1

the-clock warden system s In|
o6peration

Both the accused said they
, v ere genu'ne amateur palaeoto-

had
the

and were not as
been sugoesied by

! logists
earlier

" Both had denied knowledge of | Procuraror-Fiscal, Mr Barry Hey-
. a8 new permif-system operated by

t wood interested in sciling tne
"fosuls which they had obtained
They  also <aid  they  bad

Fossil hunters fall foul of permit system

years the focus has largely bee
on the fossil fish, found in th
Devonian rocks of Caithness an
Orkney, which can fetch sever
hundred pounds

Two amateur fossii hunters system, and the NCC are nowjat Golspie on their way backz
were admonished st Wick Shenff| empowered to press charges 1fjafter
Court yesterday after admtting
charges of extructing three fossil
fish from Achanarras Quarry,

their weekend stay 1n

The court had earlier heard
that Taylor's wife ran a shop In
Portobello which had on display
several fossil fish which had
come from the Caithness site
But he denied that the specimens
were for sale and both men said!
then had never made money
from their interest in fossils |}

The prosecutions stemmed from

| ponsible i
| destroy other important remain
ias weil as detracting from th

The NCC have said that irres
foss:l  hunting coul

. potential scientific value of thée
specimens taken

They are entering into agree-

firmer measures being taken by ments with owners of particula]
the NCC to control the activities'sites to establish a sinictly on-

of commercial fossil collectors in | forced permit

system reserved

the North Over the past five' for genuine research workers
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