CAITHNESS BIODIVERSITY GROUP

Draft Minutes of meeting held on Monday 9 June 2008 at Seadrift, Dunnet 19:00.

Present:

David Glass (DG) Norrie Russell (NR) Graeme Findlay (GF) David Jones (DJ)Ken Butler (KB) Sarah Crowe (SC) Mary Legg(ML) Marina Swanson (MS) Kirsty Rosie (KR) Tony Mainwood (TM)Jenny Grant (JG) Simon McLaughlin (SM) 
Introductions were made for Dave Jones who was attending for the first time and Tony Mainwood who was visiting the group.

Angus Spirit has left the Group and Emma Summers will now represent SEPA. Members  expressed their appreciation of Angus’s contribution to the work of the Group.
1. Apologies for Absence – Janet Bromham, Julian Smith, Emma Summers, Tom Sayles, Phyllida Sayles, Kathleen MacDougall, Tony Bradford, Michael Blackburn  and Barbara Bremner.
2. The draft minutes of the meeting held on 3rd March 2008 were accepted as a 
true record.
3. Action Points and matters arising:
· Action Points- All Action Points from the previous meeting are covered in agenda items.

· Non-native invasive species - DG thanked everyone for their input into the non-native invasive species list.  Highland meeting in Inverness on June 18 and now high on the Scottish Government’s agenda. Recently launched a strategy for action on this subject as part of the Invasive Non-Native Species Framework Strategy for Great Britain.  
· Caithnesss Partnership Greenspace Audit - DG reported that the Caithness Greenspace audit scoping study has been carried out by ERI, Thurso through The Caithness Partnership. The scoping study is now complete. It selected sample points in Thurso, and some other places to categorise Greenspace in Caithness and to cost the audit. A decision will be made in the near future on whether to seek funding for a full audit. 

4. Update from The Highland Biodiversity Partnership

DG – The partnership is being renewed until 2010 with the addition of new members; The Northern Constabulary, Highlands and Islands Fire Rescue Service, Scottish Gamekeepers Association and The British Association for Shooting and Conservation. 
· Marine Habitats Action Plan – a sub group has formed and will look at replicating in the Moray Firth the Action Plan which was produced in Grampian.  This could go up to Duncansby Head. 
· LEADER funding has the potential for capacity building for the biodiversity group. The bid for Caithness has not been put together yet but KB estimated £900K of funding will be available. 
· Habitats and Species Lists - There is a revision being carried out by LBAP Scientific and Advisory Group. SNH are carrying out the work but progress is slow because the Scottish Government has issued a new Scottish list which has halted progress. 

5. Caithness LEADER Implementation Group (DG) – The CLIG will be involved in evaluating and approving funding applications and a local plan will be put together for Caithness. 
CBG has been invited to attend meetings and would benefit from gaining an insight into how to put forward a successful application and also would enable us to support projects in line with the LBAP aims.
 The first meeting is on 16th June 2008. DG asked the group members to look at the documents associated with the LEADER group and to consider being the Caithness LBAP representative for the LEADER group in Caithness. No one was keen to take that up and it was agreed that DG would be the rep for the implementation group. 
6. Community Projects for Highland Biodiversity – KB gave an update on the progress of the projects. There has not been a lot of spending recently as most purchases are done in winter and spring in preparation for summer projects.

· Important Biodiversity Areas – KB has worked on making the data collected compatible with The Highland Council’s GIS system in order for it to be used in planning.  Most data has been entered (birds, plants and fungi) and distribution maps of the entered groups have been produced. KB has been using a trial version of Map Point software and proposed buying a copy for the group.  Everyone agreed that this should be done.  

*AP (1)Tom Sayles (& DG) - Group members requested that a bank account was opened for CBG.  DG to contact Tom Sayles to ask him to open a bank account. 
            *AP (2) KB to buy copy of Map Point.
· Schools Biodiversity Competition – now complete. Leader is MS not ML. School classes have submitted their entries and members of the group were invited to judge the entries.  Biodiversity packs will remain with the schools to be used in successive years.  
· Schools Marine Project – Now complete.

· Wildflower Habitat Enhancements (ML) – Kidney Vetch doing well (~50%). P. scotica – some are doing OK, others not (garden centre). ML’s home grown P.scotica doing well but pointed out that it is difficult to move them from pots. Will continue with them next year and suggested that they may require more grazing. Oyster plant seeds were scattered recently at Keiss, Dunbeath and Noss. Sheep may be grazing the plants. Question over long term survivability of the plants. Ongoing project. 

· Moths (ML)– Equipment out. Moth event 10th June with Tony Mainwood. Lots of records collected from last year from moth volunteers. 

· Water Vole Monitoring (DG) – Newtonhill is no longer available for monitoring.  Identified that some sites are occupied some years and not the next. Need for long term study. DG asked interested water vole monitors to get in touch with him. 

· Community Wildlife Boxes (MS)– All boxes made. Most are out just a few swift and barn owl boxes left for anyone who requires them.

· North Aspen Woods (DG)– Dunnet head survey complete. NHFT involved and the Aspen clones are being propagated at a nursery in Dornoch and available for community groups. LBAP group could take on Dunnet Head to ‘rescue’ trees from roe deer. 

7. Tacher Native Woodland Project (JG/DG) – Update to the group on site visit to Tacher Farm’s semi-natural wood in May. Several members from the group attended with the addition of Steve Robertson from the NHFT.  Everyone on the visit was impressed by the woodland (extent and species composition) and the farmer’s enthusiasm for it.
 It is thought the Aspen stands there could date from before sheep farming and the woodland is of an NVC category unique to Caithness and probably would have been typical of woodlands in the district’s river valleys.
 Steve will take on the application process for SRDP funding for deer fencing the area. The Caithness BG could take on a parallel project to survey the woodland and carry out a long term biodiversity study of it. 

8. Munsary Habitat Restoration (SC/NR) – SC gave overview of a potential project on Munsary peatlands. 
There is an area (~7ha) within Munsary with drains partially infilling with sphagnum and heather covering over the top of them.  It would be beneficial to the peatland habitat if the heather cover was reduced and blanket bog vegetation was able to come back in (vascular plants and typical sphagnum spps). There are various methods (e.g. cutting or burning) of reducing heather cover but it is unknown which method is most successful.  NR pointed out that there could be a potential for investigating how different management methods can affect carbon flux. 
The aim of this proposed project would be to have a number of sample plots in which to test methods. The plots would be monitored (5 year cycle) and the results could be used to apply to larger areas where heather is covering the bog. The area is easily accessible and close to the cottage. 
The BG has previously supported drain blocking in Munsary.  The monitoring side of the project would not be funded through the group but the restoration part could be. 

Joe Costley is putting costings for the project together. NR stated it would not be an expensive project. If Plantlife receive some funding from another source they would be willing to put money in to the project.
MS said that Caithness Countryside Volunteers could help if it was a small amount of work for half a day. 
GF pointed out that FC could potentially assist and provide machine from Inverness. 

There was a positive response from the group for this project. 
* AP for SC to liaise with Joe Costley to draw up proposal. 

9. Dunnet Head and Broubster Leans New RSPB reserves  (DJ) – RSPB recently acquired land in these areas. There are no management plans as yet.  DJ was keen to get the local knowledge and information on the sites from the BG members. Ideas on what is missing from the sites from data sets and expertise would be useful in drawing up the management plan. 

Dunnet aims to be a visitor’s site to meet the public etc. with little habitat management. The RSPB may carry out seabird monitoring at this site.  DG pointed out that there might be a colony of GY bumblebee at Dunnet Head and DJ stated the notion has already been put forward. ML suggested more cover for migrant birds and KB pointed out there is a rare subalpine habitat including alpine bearberry in the Lighthouse Parks. 
· Broubster will be a site with more habitat management. 

At Broubster the Caithness Field Club had carried out a study of how the clearance village arose. Articles are on the field club bulletin on Caithness.org. 

DG commented on rotational farming practices there in the past. 

DJ explained that RSPB have already ploughed a field at Broubster and sowed mix to provide birds with seed in winter and flowers for bees in summer. 

10. Update on Joint event for Caithness and Sutherland Biodiversity Groups
MS has been in contact with William Sutherland (Sutherland BG chairman).  Sutherland group have suggested meeting in Timespan in Helmsdale and have requested a formal inside meeting, mid-week.  September has been suggested as a quieter time for the groups to meet. CBG members have agreed to these provisional details. ML suggested travelling down on train. 
MS - alternative of taking minibus down in order to have a site visit. 

11. Future Activities and Projects
· Verges and hedgerows project (brought up by ML) 

KB – It would be worth identifying ones worth preserving perhaps getting people to post ‘good’ verges on the web. Publicise it to allow people to nominate favourite verge and put article on Caithness.org. 
Agreed that it would be important to find out who is cutting the verges. 

DG/ML –There is an Orkney leaflet (Emma Summer’s mother (SNH) involved) classifying when to cut particular verges and which ones not to cut etc. It may be possible to borrow ideas from their leaflet.

Jonathan Willet connected with production of a simple verge cutting policy. 

*AP – DG to contact Phyllida who was interested in this to get the idea going. 

· Coastal and Marine Habitats – Any potential projects? (SM)
ERI have a new post-doc marine ecologist but he is more focussed on deep water marine issues.
CBG can awareness raise about the marine environment, collate information from various independent cetacean watchers. 

· Freshwater – example project - Arctic Char in Loch Calder (DG) – existence, numbers unknown - possible to find out from fishermen and locals. 

AOB – 

· Great Yellow Bumblebee steering group - Phyllida Sayles volunteered as representative for GY bumblebee steering group. Good opportunity for information sharing through Highlands and Islands. All members at the meeting agreed to Phyllida being the rep. 

11
DATE OF NEXT MEETING – Monday 8th September 2008

Post meeting the group judged the entries submitted for the School’s Biodiversity Competition. 
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