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Main Street, Lairg, Sutherland. IV27 4DB. Tel: 01549 402646
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SUTHERLAND PARTNERSHIP BIODIVERSITY GROUP

Minute of the meeting of Tuesday 8th December 2009 at 1400 in the Nip Inn, Lairg.

PRESENT
REPRESENTING 

William Sutherland
Sutherland Partnership (Chair)

Ian Evans
Assynt Field Club

Ian Mitchell
SNH

Chris Daphne
West Sutherland Fisheries Trust

Andy Summers
Highland Council Senior Ranger

Paul Castle
HC Ranger Service in Sutherland

Tony Mainwood
East Sutherland Bird Group


& Butterfly Conservation Highland Branch

Janet Bromham 
Highland Council Biodiversity Officer

Judi Forsyth
SEPA

Don O’Driscoll
John Muir Trust 

Kenny Graham
RSPB

Hazel Bews
Rowan Tree Consulting

 ITEM

1. Welcome and apologies.

All were welcomed, particularly our guest Hazel from Rowan Tree Consulting.

Apologies were received from Graeme Findlay (FCS), Steve Robertson (NHFT) and Pat Rae (NHFT)

2. Approval of Previous Minutes. 

The minutes were approved subject to the following changes.

Item 3 paragraph 2 should refer to “East Sutherland” and not Caithness”.

Item 6 should be headed Draft Highland Biodiversity Action Plan as part (a) and part (b) as Highland Biodiversity Groups – Capacity Building Programme.

Item 11 AOCB last paragraph “Cultural Heritage” should be replaced by “Landscape Partnership”.
3. Matters Arising.

Alien trees database Ian Evans reported that he had ready access to the West Sutherland data, but that records for East Sutherland would need to be extracted from the NBN dataset. He concluded that it would be very time consuming but possibility of obtaining the services of a contractor to do this and the mechanisms for achieving it were discussed.


Action - IM and WS
Sutherland Summit It was confirmed that the follow up meetings were not to be thematic and for had already occurred. It was emphasised that SPBG needs to feed into the Sutherland Project and William Sutherland will attend the next one on 11th Dec. These final two which will be seeking to find out what people want to see achieved. 

Draft Highland Biodiversity Action Plan Members were thanked for their comments which had been passed on for consideration.

Sutherland Partnership Environmental Fund 

Copies of the application form and guidance notes will be circulated electronically. 
Action - WS
It was confirmed that LEADER do still require three tenders for contracts but Ian Mitchell and William Sutherland will approach them again jointly.
Action - IM and WS
A post card in response to the good wishes sent to Mary Legg on her retirement had been received and circulated.

4. Highland Council Updates

Janet Bromham emphasised that Highland Biodiversity Action Plan is a Highland Biodiversity Partnership document rather than a Highland Council document and that it would be launched at the Highland Biodiversity Forum next March. 

The response to a request for clarification on the Marine Sub-group from Ian Evans was that it is work in progress.

The Action Plan itself will need to be restricted to short to medium term achievable targets due to the current financial constraints. The Highland Data Sharing Partnership, for example, was put on hold and would now have to seen as just a long term aspiration.

It was highlighted that a strong feature of the Action Plan was related was raising environmental awareness. The Highland Council Ranger Service played a huge part in delivery of this target and yet was being subjected to cuts due to staff replacements not being appointed.

5. Biodiversity Groups – Capacity Building Programme

Hazel Bews, of Rowan Tree Consulting, works alongside Helen Smith in delivering the Capacity Building Programme for the Highland Biodiversity Groups. She initiated discussions about the “lack of capacity” that was perceived to be holding groups back by posing a number of question. What training needs are there and what is the best type of training? What awareness is there in the community about what the group does? Where are you now and what do you hope to have achieved in three years time? Why do you come together for meetings? 

She highlighted that there is £100,000 across the 7 Highland Biodiversity Groups for things like leaflets, events and websites (including training where necessary) and for working up projects to the stage of funding applications. It was pointed out that SPBG has funding that can be used to enable local groups to carry out environmental projects but that the Group sees itself as having an enabling role in this respect.

Examples of how SPBG has or could promote itself included the Loch Fleet Open Days, and the involvement of local people in the Scourie and Rogart Environmental audits resulting in very successful publications. 

Suggestions for an event for 2010 soon concentrated on NW Sutherland as being an area that had not had a great deal of promotion and an Environmental Day centred on water projects and based on Kinlochbervie met with general approval. Chris Daphne and Don O’Driscoll were already planning a West Coast “Wet and Wild Day” around Loch Innis.  Initially it was thought that early July would be suitable but later in the meeting the decision was to go for Scottish Biodiversity Week, 15 – 23 May 2010.

Chris and Don will liaise with the local school, community council etc to seek agreement and will involve Donald Mitchell and Andy Summers of the HC Ranger Service to develop plans.


Action – CD, DO’D, AS

Hazel asked about membership of the group and whether it should be expanded.  No firm proposals were made but doubts were expressed about involving agricultural interests in particular because it could be difficult to ascertain how representative they were.

Links with other groups were discussed as well as developing more community involvement. Environmental events would be targeting both local people and tourists. The end product for the Kinlochbervie Loch Innis project would probably be an article about the event with an offer to other areas to bid for future events.

Another aspect of capacity building was consideration of the development of the Biodiversity page of the Sutherland Partnership website managed by Plexus Media from Cromarty. All members were asked to look at the current content and provide comments and suggestions.  Page is: http://www.sutherlandpartnership.org.uk/Landscape-and-Biodiversity-g.asp

Action - All

It was decided that there was no need to meet more than the current four times per year judging by what is achieved. No firm view was reached on what training requirements might be needed. However it was thought there was probably a need to review and update the Sutherland LBAP particularly in relation to the projects listed. DO’D suggested that there should be an element related to climate change and gathering information on what new species to the area were indicators of this. WS will circulate the document and all will look at the need to update it and how. [pmn – Sutherland LBAP is available on the SP website - http://www.sutherlandpartnership.org.uk/UserFiles/File/Sutherland_LBAP.pdf ]


Action – WS and All
6. North Sutherland Community Forest Trust

Anna MacConnell, secretary of North Sutherland Community Forest Trust, had written requesting a letter of support from SPBG for their bid to purchase part of the FCS disposal of Forsinain and Dyke Forests. A draft letter of support was circulated and comments on the purchase sought. Kenny Graham reported that NSCFT were working on a joint approach with RSPB in that RSPB were bidding for part of the area suitable for restoration to peatland while NSCFT were bidding for the rest of the area, in which RSPB had no interest, for sustainable use by the community both for timber products and public recreational use. WS will redraft the letter and circulate it.


Action - WS

7. Highland Biodiversity Partnership Meeting 2 December – update

Pat Rae had previously circulated a comprehensive but concise summary of the meeting. William reported that Pat had resigned from SPBG having now left North Highland Forest Trust. The Chairman will extend the Group’s thanks to Pat for her report and for her valuable contribution to the work of SPBG.
Action - WS
8. Sutherland Partnership Environmental Fund (SPEF)

These are early days for SPEF.  Story so far: Bat Project – nothing heard.   SNH are funding.  Gearrachoile Community Woodland – application form issued, but nothing further heard.  Believed to be redrafting project specification.  Woodland Skills Course – application received but refused.  Queries relating to biodiversity benefit of coppicing and to duplication of existing work.   Culag Community Woodland Trust – application for funding of aquatic habitats survey approved (£5,600).  Brora Golf  Club – Terns awareness project approved (£560).

9. Eels – Apriority Species?

Chris Daphne made an eloquent plea for the eel to be included as a priority species on the Sutherland Biodiversity Action Plan. Eels in Britain had declined by 99% since the1980’s and were under serious threat. Inclusion as a priority species was approved and it was noted that the Sutherland BAP would need updating.

10. Forestry Commission Update

In the absence of Graeme Findlay this item was held over till the next meeting.

11. International Year of Biodiversity and Scottish Biodiversity Week 15 – 20 May 2010.

It was at this point in the meeting that it was decided to plan for the Kinlochbervie Wet and Wild day as the Scottish Biodiversity Week event for SPBG.

12. Caithness Biodiversity Group bat postcard – extend to Sutherland?

It was agreed that this was a good idea though the logistics of distributing the cards was problematic. Postage costs were likely to be very high so another means of distribution might be more cost effective. Ian Mitchell would find out postage costs. 
Action - IM
13. AOCB

IM reported that the Geo-Ranger, Donald Fisher, had been appointed to the Geopark. He would be conducting survey work as well as organising guided walks in close cooperation with the HC Rangers.

JF reported that the River Basin Management Plans had been agreed by Scottish Ministers and she would circulate details by email.
Action - JF
IE displayed the excellent Wildflowers of the Northern Highlands of Scotland by Ken Butler and Ken Crossan and reported that the Landscape Partnership in Assynt is applying for £1.2m (with a possibility of up to £2m) for 6 major projects. 3 of the 6 projects have a biodiversity connection.

TM tentatively suggested Twite as a bird species to add to the list of priority species. [pmn if there are any objections to this suggestions, SPBG members please say.  Otherwise add to list during SBAP update.]

AS expressed concerns at cuts in the HC Ranger Service as the rangers are front line troops in raising awareness of biodiversity making very significant contributions to the tourism industry and to environmental education. It was recommended that a letter of support be sent in advance of a meeting to be held on 18th Dec. 
Action – WS / IM
14. DONM

The SPBG meeting dates for 2010 had already been agreed: 11 Mar, 10 Jun, 9 Sep, 9 Dec 2010.
DRAFT








