Caithness Biodiversity Group

Minutes of meeting on Monday 3 December 2007, Park Hotel, Thurso.

Present: David Glass, Tony Bradford, David Shaw, Ken Butler, Sarah Crowe, Mike Tyrell, Norrie Russell, Jenny Grant, Phyllida Sayles, Tom Sayles, Kirsty Rosie, Marina Swanson, Alan Paul, Simon McLoughlan, Janet Bromham, Kathleen McDougall

1. Apologies: Barbara Bremner, Angus Spirit, Mary Legg, David Brookfield 
2. Membership changes:  Jonie Guest has left the group.  David Shaw is to leave the group - Jenny Grant will now represent SNH.    
3. The draft minutes of the previous meeting on 5 September 2007 were accepted as a true record.

4. Action points:

· Biodiversity information hub - DS.  A document has been circulated by email by Jenny Grant.  The hub aims to provide a centre for information such as journals, text and websites, stored in the form of a spreadsheet.  If anyone has information to add to the hub, please contact JG.  Everyone is encouraged to contribute.

· Greenspace audit - DG.  Caithness Partnership environment subgroup has agreed a contract spec for a scoping study in preparation for a full audit.  Invitations will now be sent for tenders this month (December).  This is planned to be a hybrid Greenspace/Biodiversity audit.  CBG will be kept informed of progress.

· Biodiversity webpage - KM.  A draft page for CBG was prepared and submitted to JB.  This is now accessible as a document on the Highland Biodiversity website.
· Scrabster project - TB.  TB has circulated a document by email regarding a yellow bumblebee project at Scrabster – to be discussed later in meeting.
· Munsary project- KB.  KB has been in contact with Joe Costly at Plantlife regarding application to Landfill funds for a project at Munsary.  This will be taken forward by Plantlife and HC.

· Pentland Housing Association development sites – Graeme Hull.  GH has prepared a draft report on the ecology of a proposed development site at South Head, Wick.  DG brought a copy of the document for information, but it is currently too large a document for email distribution.  Action:  DG is to forward this document to SC to convert to PDF format, reducing the file size to make it more suitable for email circulation. 
5. Update from Highland Biodiversity Partnership (JB)
· Councillor Isobel McCallum is the new chair of HBP.
· HBP meeting to be held on 05/12/07 – DG to represent CBG.  There are two HBP sub-groups: a management group, dealing with papers, funding, etc; a Scientific and Technical Advisory Group (STAG), providing information on UKBAP priority habitat and species lists for Highland and data management issues.  STAG will give a presentation on SRDP to discuss priorities:
i. Events grants scheme promotion

ii. Local sources of wildflowers projects

iii. Non-native invasive species group – aim to set up a group, to assess the current status and needs, to then apply for appropriate funding.

· Capacity building bid – constraints have delayed the application.  Hopefully there will be a Leader 2007-13 application early next year.
· Murdo MacDonald has put together a paper on data management issues and costs for a system within Highland.  There is currently no records centre for Highland and although individual groups such as SNH and SEPA have their own data systems, there needs to be integration of data from different sources.  

· KB queried if this is necessary as the National Biodiversity Network Gateway provides this facility.  DB suggested that NBN may need promotion locally.  KB suggested that there needs to be a contact in Inverness.  It was suggested that the Highland Biological Recording Group may fulfil this role, but there is no clear system at present.
· Ro Scott (chair of STAG) is to present an update on the species list drawn up by HBP last year, with the aim of producing a draft species list for Highland.  However, the UK BAP species list is being revised and enlarged, so more species will need to be included at later date.  

· DG raised some issues regarding the current species list for Caithness.  Some of the listings appeared inappropriate.  
· DG also raised some issues regarding the wildflower project, suggesting that the aim of the proposal was unclear.  JB explained that this was more a feasibility study at present, looking at current needs and options, such as diversification for farmers, leading to funding opportunities.

6. Highland Biodiversity Priorities for SRDP (JB)

· DG has previously circulated a document for discussion and thanked all for comments received.

· Changes to farm grant schemes will include a section for competitive bids which could perhaps be customised for biodiversity needs.  
· Regional priorities - Regional Project Advisory Committees (RPACs), hoped to include advice from NGOs. Two-tiered membership of RPACs:

i. Rural payments and inspections (SNH, HC, HIE, FC)

ii. Broader group including RSPB, etc

· Scope for local biodiversity groups to target funds for local projects

· Comments from Caithness, Sutherland and Easter Ross were presented to HRPAC.  Comments were seen as being too specific and are to be reviewed over the winter.  There is concern as there is no regionalisation of funding and thus no specific funding for Highland.  There is no action on LBGs at present.
· TS expressed a lack of confidence that any funding would be accessible for biodiversity.  

· JB suggested that perhaps groups such as RSPB could consider training rural advisors to help crofters/farmers put together applications, promoting good types of land management.  NR agreed that this was a possibility.

· DG raised the point that with established professional advisors available from SAC, for example, could non-commercial input work?
· JB suggested that interest would come from the farmer to apply for funds to work up a proposal or have help to work up a proposal.
7. Communities Projects for Highland Biodiversity (KB)
· KB had circulated update document by email
i. Public meetings on biodiversity were held in Wick and Thurso and at Caithness Heritage Fair.  The event at the Heritage Fair was the most successful however numbers were very thin at the Wick session.  It was decided not to hold a meeting in Dunbeath.

· Good input has been received from the public and this can now be taken forward by contacting more specialist groups and individuals, aiming to hold smaller, more specific meetings over the winter.

· Information is requested from members of CBG.  The form available at the drop-in public meetings is to be circulated by email – Action: KB.

· There is also a biodiversity thread on Caithness.org – support is requested from CBG.
· TS expressed concern regarding spending of funds, such that the money is not all used and the funding may be lost in the future.  Can unused funds be put to other use? 
· JB suggested that although there is an element of flexibility to how funds are spent, this must be within reason, on related areas.  
· TB suggested that some of the funding for this project might be used in the proposed Scrabster project.

ii. School marine project at Crossroads primary school.  Pupils produced an installation of artwork at Seadrift Centre in Dunnet.

iii. Wildflowers.  Oyster plant seed collected from farm at Noss Head, to dry (KR)

iv. Moth trapping

v. Water vole monitoring ongoing.  Thanks to volunteers.
vi. Wildlife boxes.  Event planned for Saturday 8 December (MS).  Press release to local papers. 

vii. North Aspen Woods – ongoing.

8. Ideas for future projects and activities in 2008

· DG commented that although funding is available for projects, it needs people with time and resources to get involved – capacity building. 
Landfill Communities Fund
· All the money from this fund is assigned for biodiversity.

· There are two rounds for applications – January and August  
· 5 projects have been put forward by resources monitoring working group, sub-group of TECS responsible for management of landfill fund.  These now need to go to the full TECS committee for final approval.

· If anyone has any further ideas, please pass them on to JB who will check if projects are eligible for this funding package and, if so, will pass them on to the TECS sub-group.  Ideas should be submitted by the end of December and include costs, partners involved, etc.
· Projects need to improve biodiversity/habitats therefore survey projects are not eligible for funding.

· TS enquired if this funding could be used to improve sites that had been used for fly-tipping.  DG noted that the site of the Beil Dam had once been used for this purpose and that this had been cleared.  JB suggested that a different funding source might be more appropriate for this type of project, such as Leader 2007-13.  However, it was generally thought that this type of project was a good idea.

· NR suggested a project using satellite tags to monitor the path of common scoters in the winter.  This could perhaps be run in the form of an interactive website, raising the profile of an important species and the helping conservation of this species.  Action: JB to check the eligibility of such a project for this funding package.

· MS suggested sand martin barrels at Dunbeath Strath where a colony of birds has been lost due to erosion of habitat.  (This would need to be carried out with permission of the landowner).  JB pointed out that this would be a relatively inexpensive project for this source of funding.  It was suggested that a number of small projects could be grouped together for funding purposes.  DG commented that this had been done in the past.
· DG suggested a peatland project might be a possibility.  SC commented that it would be difficult to set up a project without having some sort of survey work first and this would not be eligible for the landfill fund.

· DS suggested the possibility of a marine project, but again any marine project would probably require survey work.

· MS suggested a video link of an important local species such as red throated divers.  This would be beneficial for habitat and species conservation and encourage tourism.  DG commented that GH is trying to establish local wildlife tours and is interested in similar ideas.  There was discussion over the suitability of such projects and the technology involved.  Actions:  JB to check eligibility of such a project; DG to email GH to contact MS for further discussion; DG to email CBG to ask for further ideas.
Great yellow Bumblebee.  
· TB circulated related document by email.  It was suggested that everyone should read the notes and reply directly to TB.  Action: JB to check eligibility of project.
Other ideas

· DG suggested native woodland project for Caithness.  TB noted that Orkney field club had successfully propagated seeds.

· DG also suggested deer protection for trees.
9. Proposed joint meeting with Sutherland Biodiversity Group

· DG had been contacted by William Sutherland of SBG

· JB suggested that as members of SBG come from across Sutherland an evening meeting might not be suitable.  It was suggested that a field event, perhaps at Munsary, might be a better idea.  It was decided that CBG agree with a joint meeting in principle, some time later in the New Year.  Ideas to be sent to DG.
10. AOCB.  MS noted that she has been removed from CBG email distribution list and asked to be put back on – Action: DG.

11. Date of next meeting: Monday 3 March 2008 at Pentland Housing Association, Traill Street, Thurso.

