Caithness Biodiversity Group

Draft Minutes of Annual General Meeting and Business meeting

19 January 2007,

Pentland Hotel, Thurso

Present: David Glass (chair -DG), Janet Bromham (JB), Mary Legg (ML), Ken Butler (KB), Jonie Guest (JG), Anna McConnell (AM), David Shaw (DS), Tom Sayles (TS), Phyllida Sayles (PS), Barbara Bremner (BB), Norrie Russell NR), Kathleen McDougall (KM); Alex Ford (AF)    

Annual General  Meeting

1. Apologies for absence -  Tony Bradford, Marina Swanson , Tim Cockerill, 

2. Chairman’s report. 

 David Glass welcomed members to the meeting and gave a short summary of activities. Over the last year the group had successfully completed a range of interesting projects. It was a sizeable  programme with ten thousand pounds of funding having been spent during the last project period in Caithness. Highland Biodiversity Partnership is currently pulling together a Heritage Lottery Funding bid and the group have submitted a range of projects. Hopefully these will all get funding and be able to go ahead over the next three years. 

The membership of the group has increased and it was hoped that the group would continue to attract interest from the wider community. 

Several organisations had approached the Biodiversity group during the last year for information and comment on their biodiversity plans. We had supported Pentland Housing Asociation in incorporating swift boxes in the new building in Manson lane. Highland Council had approached the group for advice on planting/ plant species that might be appropriate for the terraces in Thurso Cemetery.

3. Election of officers 

Four posts are identified within the group’s constitution and David Glass invited members to come forward for these posts.

Chairman – Tom Sayles nominated David Glass to continue as chairman, on the basis David had carried out this role well for the last 8 months. All agreed.

Treasurer – Tom Sayles agreed to take this on for the first year, to set up bank account as required. At present the group does not have funds and all payments are made on receipt of invoices through the Highland Biodiversity Project. 

Project Officer – Ken Butler agreed to take on this role which would co-ordinate projects,  liaise with Janet Bromham/ HBP and generally ensure that local projects kept on tract. The Project Officer would not be expected to manage projects as the individual project leads would still be responsible for day to day operations.

General Secretary –  No none was appointed to this post. Following discussion,   it was agreed that various people would progress individual aspects such as setting up the group etc. Minute taking will continue to rotate among members.   There is a need for someone to be the central point of contact, to circulate information and hold a copy of all files. However, as several members were not present on the night it was agreed that this post could be filled at a later date.

4. Any other Business – as no other issues were brought forward,  David Glass brought the AGM to a close.

Business Meeting

AP1- JB to speak to CASE and Helen Dunlop

AP2 –BB to pass on details of Scottish Biodiversity Marine Implementation group to KM

AP3 - JB to circulate details of Moray Firth marine project proposal.

AP4 - NR to send scoter research proposal to JB

AP5 – JB to circulate HLF bid project summaries to all members

AP6 - all to check summaries and provide feedback to KB who will forward to Sally Northcote 

AP7- NR to attend wood fuel meeting and feedback

AP8 – David Glass to amend Risk Assessment and recirculate

AP9 – Project leads to test Risk Assessment against their projects

AP10-  TS to provide insurance overview of Risk Assessment check list 

1. Minutes of Meeting –30 October 2006

David expressed his thanks to Marina Swanson for producing the minutes of the last meeting.  Following clarification of point 8 – efforts to contact Richard Guest (SEASEARCH) had been foiled by an email problem - the minutes were accepted as a true record of the meeting. Jonie Guest had since agreed to join the Biodiversity Group. Discussion on action points followed.
2. Action points from last meeting:

AP1 – Janet Bromham agreed to progress the matter of insurance cover for the group in due course.    

AP2 – A draft risk assessment had been tabled for discussion later on the agenda.

AP3 – Kathleen McDougall had attended a meeting with the Caithness Partnership. KM will continue to be the main contact and will feed back from these meetings to the Biodiversity group. The Partnership has invited Caithness Biodiversity group to put articles onto its website and the group will consider who should write these at a later stage.

AP4 – A schools competition project had been worked up  and submitted as part of the HLF bid.

AP5 – The interim funding has all been allocated. Caithness is included in the first phase of the aspen project being managed by North Highland Forest Trust.

 HBP will continue to act as fund holders for the meantime. Invoices and receipts should be sent to Janet Bromham. 

AP6 – Janet had forwarded a copy of the constitution to Tim Cockerill, FC.

AP7 – Mary Legg, Ken Butler and David Glass had met with architects for Pentland Housing Association at the development site near to Thor House. They provided suggestions for the use of bare ground within the new development, including lists of species that would be appropriate for planting. No feedback had been received. However, there are a number of other PHA developments where the same sort of information might prove to be useful.

AP8 and AP9 –Janet to speak to Case and Helen Dunlop - carried forward 

AP10 – Jonie Guest has agreed to joint the group bringing expertise from Sea search and knowledge of the marine environment.

AP11 – Alex Ford reported that ERI are to set up a website to hold records of sightings of cetaceans, turtles and basking sharks off the coast of Caithness and Sutherland.  ERI will then pass this information onto Marine Conservation Society and others who have an interest in such records.  The Scottish Biodiversity Marine Implementation group is looking to engage with local BAP groups. Barbara Bremner will pass contact to Kathleen McDougall.  {AP –BB to pass on details to KM}

Given Jonie Guest’s involvement with SEASEARCH  (voluntary underwater surveys carried out by local divers) it was suggested that Kathleen and Jonie might discuss how  the group might take marine projects forward.  

AP12 – The group were informed that the Moray Firth Partnership had celebrated their 10th anniversary recently and are proposing to do a large project across the Moray Firth. {AP –JB to circulate details of marine project proposal}.

AP13 and AP14 – Members of the group had provided information to Highland Council on how they might manage the vegetation on the terraces in Thurso Cemetery. Various Health and Safety concerns had emerged during this process but, it proved a worthwhile exercise with 2 options  highlighted – to cut grass infrequently allowing an open sward to develop and, in another location, to plant a few wide spaced native trees. Highland Council is considering trial plots for both options.          

AP15  - The national repeat survey for scoters, to be carried out in 2007, is still looking for funding. RSPB staff at Forsinard would be happy to carry out some of this work and would instigate the research into breeding biology if they could find five thousand pounds.  It was felt that this work was something that statutory agencies should carry out but Norrie Russell was invited to send the outline proposal to Highland Biodiversity Project in case there were ‘people’ aspects that HBP funders might be interested in.   {NR to send scoter proposal to JB}

AP16 – paper copies are circulated by JB to members not on e-mail

AP17. Information on barn owl boxes had been sent to Tim Cockerill. More boxes are to be made by Community Service volunteers and these will be put up by Forest Enterprise. 

AP18 – Mary Legg had circulated information to group members

AP19 – David Glass agreed to circulate the contact list to all members.

3. Update on Project funding

Janet  informed the group that a consultant (Sally Northcote) had worked up the Heritage Lottery Funding bid using the ideas that each group had provided in their implementation plans. Only those projects that HLF might consider funding have been submitted. Project summaries had been circulated to lead and reserve members. It was agreed that the summaries should be circulated to all members. {JB to circulate project summaries}.

Any further comment needed to be sent to Ken Butler as soon as possible, particularly on costs. {AP all to check summaries and provide feedback to Ken Butler by 31 January } 

Mary Legg informed the group that Lindsey Duncan had been appointed to cover Marina’s maternity leave. The rangers will lead on a number of projects and Mary will provide support for the schools competition.  

The high level of interest in the local biodiversity seminar last year had been used to show that there was local demand for biodiversity project in Caithness. Once the highland project bid is complete it will be submitted to HLF at the end of February.  It will be June before we know if the bid has been successful. If successful, funding will fall over three years and activities may start immediately. It is envisaged that the current payment process whereby HC receive receipts directly from any contractors can continue.  HLF projects are people orientated so there are other projects that we will need to find funds from other sources for. The group may wish to start think about which funds they should try and tap into.

Janet Bromham was thanked for all the effort she had put into pulling the bid together.         

4. Ideas for additional activities in 2007

Members were informed that there are various pots of money that will fund small local projects i.e. Landfill tax credit scheme. This scheme has  £10,000 available for projects and can fund 90% of costs. The next approval round is in August. Janet Bromham and Anna McConnell may be able to help identify additional funding sources.

Tom Sayles informed members that The Northern Wood Heat project had commissioned Highland Birchwoods to look at the provision of short rotation forestry in Caithness. The first focus group meeting is to be held on 15th February at Dunnet to discuss how land users in Caithness might contribute. Biodiversity is seen as important and will be taken into account when new planting is being considered. The BAP group was invited to nominate someone  to sit on the focus group. Norrie Russell agreed to attend the meeting and feedback  to BAP group.         {AP –NR to attend wood fuel meeting and feedback}

5. Proposed Risk Assessment

David glass had provided an outline for discussion. This covered Health and Safety aspects as well as other types of risk. It was agreed in principle that this risk assessment process would be applied to future projects as they come forward. Following suggested amendments, it was agreed that David glass would amend and recirculate. {AP –David Glass to amend Risk Assessment} All leads were invited to test it against their project proposals. {AP Project leads to test Risk Assessment against their projects}.

Mary Legg informed the group that the rangers have to carry out an HC Risk Assessments for all the projects that they are involved with.

Tom Sayles agreed to have a look at the check list and compare with that used by Insurance companies . {AP TS to provide overview of Risk Assessment check list } 

6. Planning Applications –level of Group involvement

Following concern about the lack of consideration given to wildlife and habitat issues within the planning process, members discussed  the extent to which the Caithness Biodiversity group should comment on individual planning applications. It was agreed that the Caithness Biodiversity group should continue to raise awareness of the importance of biodiversity interests in the county with both planning officers and officials. It was felt that this might be more effective after the May elections and the consequent changes in the planning organisation. It was agreed that the group should consider producing a statement of the importance of biodiversity for the planning department.  {Agenda item next meeting}

However, it was not the role of THC Biodiversity Officers to comment on planning matters nor would in generally be appropriate for the group to comment on individual planning applications. There may be instances where it would be appropriate to draw  attention to particular features or sites. The Special Sites project will help in this respect by informing any comment the group might wish to make if the Scottish Executive or THC planning officers were to seek advice on local priorities. Results from the project will also provide a useful contribution to the next Local Development Plan.

7. Any other business
David Shaw informed members that SNH are to produce a supplement in conjunction with the Northern Times. This will be circulated in the local papers. Ian Mitchell (SNH) will be writing articles for this and would be interested to hear from the group with a view to including BAP information. 

Caithness Field Club also produces a bulletin which will include articles on biodiversity. Ken Butler requested input by 3rd week in February.

Space on the Caithness Partnership website is also available to the group and it was agreed that someone should be appointed to co-ordinate article writing. {Agenda item next meeting}  

Members were informed that SAC are running a seminar on arable weeds and biodiversity on 20th February in Tulloch Castle. This will highlight results from a local biodiversity project. Contact Gillian McKnight (SAC) if interested.

Date of next meeting was agreed at 14th March, 2007. 

