Wester Ross Environment Network Meeting

Thursday 30th November 2006, Achnasheen Village Hall

Present: Kristine Mackenzie, Meryl Carr, Peter Cunningham, Kenny Nelson, Rob Dewar, Alison MacLennan, Lloyd Gudgeon
Apologies: Aaron Forsyth, Peter Davidson, John Rippen, Nicole Wallace, Jonathon Willet, Janet Bromham
1.
Welcome and introduction

LG welcomed everyone to the meeting, and asked that the previous meetings minutes be approved. The minutes of the previous meeting were approved.

2.
Report on previously-funded projects
2.1 Inverasdale Croft Pond
LG passed around photographs of the development of the pond, and mentioned that a “visitors book” is being kept to monitor the species using the pond over the next 12 months. This will be available to us next year. RD asked that if further stocking of the pond with plants is to be carried out, these should be sourced from local ponds. A primary school in Aberdeen is curerently organising visits to the pond to carry out project work. LG conveyed the thanks of Roddie MacKenzie, the crofter on whose ground the pond sits, to WREN for our support.

2.2 Loch Maree Fish Inventory
Life in the Lochans

Arctic Char ROV survey
PC reported back on all three projects. The inventory identified two separate species of Arctic Charr in the loch, one large one small, one near the surface one at depth. However, as the deepest nets were set at 30 metres, and the loch is deeper than this in places, it is possible that other populations exist also. A report of the work is being prepared.
The life in the Lochans project (funded by BAGS, not by WREN), has been completed, taking in Gairloch and Poolewe schools, although WRFT will try to continue with the work as other schools have expressed an interest. In addition to the work in schools, an open day was held at the Loch Maree Hotel, allowing older children and visitors to take part, too. A report is prepared and available.

The Arctic Char ROV survey was very successful (unfortunately, due to very bad weather, Aaron was unable to attend the meeting and show us the recordings made by the ROV during the project), capturing for the first time excellent footage of arctic charr preparing to spawn.  No actual spawning was captured, which may be the result of the continuing warm weather in late summer and autumn.
2.3 Marine Life Workshops
LG passed around the project completion report, along with a copy of the Gairloch School magazine article describing the project from the pupils’ perspective. WREN members were keen to see other groups taking advantage of the workshops, not just the schools. LG pointed out that WREN would not be able to fund additional groups, but that the intention was always for the Gairloch Marine Life Centre to develop the workshops with a subsidy from us, then go on to make them available as part of their commercial activity. It was asked if not-for-profit groups such as the Brownies of Gairloch Wildlife Group could take out a sort of corporate membership of the Marine Life Centre and so take advantage of the workshops at a reduced rate in the future. The Centre was encouraged to look into this and other ways of increasing the numbers of people attending workshops – perhaps by advertising them specifically to others schools and other groups. 
2.4 Wildlife Notice Board
PC handed out photographs of the board in situ and copies of some of the information panels. The recent bad weather had tested the structure of the board (which seems to be sound) and the fixings of the panels (less so). He asked that any one with ideas about where he might get copyright-free pictures of local wildlife should get in touch with him so that he might use the pictures on forthcoming panels.
3 Consideration of New Projects
3.1  Poolewe Primary School Wildlife Garden

Total project costs: £911.40, WREN contribution £911.40. APPROVED. AM suggested the school contact Broadford Primary, where a similar project has been undertaken. RD will provide the applicant with technical assistance. He was asked to make sure that they do not dig the pond too deep, and that it have plenty of gently sloping sides.
3.2  Darroch Stones restoration

Total project costs: about £1500, WREN contribution up to £1200, pro rata. APPROVED, subject to: project includes decent solid bench by roadside stone; solid notice board with interpretation explaining the story of Duncan Darroch and the local estate from a cultural and natural perspective. Applicant is also asked to seek involvement of Torridon School in preparing the interpretation material for the notice board and assistance from NTS with design of the board and with additional funding, if necessary.
3.3  Mihol Road Pond

Total project costs: £1,157.75, WREN contribution £757.75 (75%). APPROVED, subject to: The applicant agrees to improving public access to the pond and to information about it. This should include (but not necessarily be limited to) making a simple safe seating area on the edge of the shop car park and putting up a notice board in the shop with information on the life in the pond. The applicant is also encouraged to investigate other funding sources (CCAGS, LMCs, etc) that might create a burn-side path leading from the front to the pond. The applicant should also seek to involve a group such as the Brownies or the primary school in researching and stocking the pond with plants. KM expressed reservations, saying that we should not fund too many projects where the applicant is an individual, especially a crofter who may have access to alternative agri-environment funding. In this case, it was felt that as the site was in the centre of the village and many people would have access to it, and as the area is still used by a range of species including otters, it was an opportunity to deliver significant bio-diversity awareness benefits, and we should support it. We would look very closely at any future projects coming from individuals, though.
3.4  Strathgarve School Wildlife Garden
Total project costs: £1980, WREN contribution: £500. APPROVED. This project includes significant non-biodiversity related elements, which WREN funds can not support. However, there are some significant bio-diversity elements, and it is these that our funds can contribute to, up to 100%. Martin Hind, the Council Ranger covering mid-Ross, will kindly oversee the use of WREN funds on our behalf, and advise the applicant on best use of the money.
4. Consideration of Wester Ross-wide Projects

Before looking at possible uses of remaining funds, LG gave a brief summary of the financial position of the Small Grants Scheme. Prior to today’s decisions, we have awarded £10,551.65 out of a total scheme budget of £19,927. In addition, we have £2500 ring-fenced for publicity and dissemination. This leaves us with £6875.35 to allocate by end of March 2007. We had provisionally allocated £2000 to Lochbroom Community Council to help develop a nature trail along the riverside in Ullapool, but it now looks as though this project will not be ready in time, will not conform fully to our eligibility criteria and will anyway attract other funding. It was therefore decided that the earmarked money for the nature trail project would not be formally offered and would be used for other projects. We therefore have a useful amount of money available to spend either on additional projects coming forward from the community or on projects designed and implemented by WREN, or a combination of both. LG stressed that whichever projects we support, their expenditure must have been completed by end of March 2007.
A number of possible Wester Ross-wide project were discussed, including commissioning wildlife radio broadcasts, preparing species and habitat leaflets, creating a travelling bio-diversity exhibition, publishing a high quality Wester Ross wildlife yearbook, and creating a series of bio-diversity action tool kits for communities and groups to borrow. LG was hopeful that the toolkit could be funded using Highland BAP 2006 funds left unspent at the end of the year. He will investigate. He asked technical specialists to send him a list of the equipment that should be included in the tool kits.

It was generally felt that local habitat and species leaflets would mostly repeat information already available elsewhere, and perhaps we should be lobbying for a good clear comprehensive collection of Highland habitat and species leaflets that would be appropriate across the Highlands. Any more local detail could be included in the Wester Ross Wildlife yearbook.

The radio broadcasts, while popular, probably could not be completed within three months, and so should not be considered under the current funding. The yearbook would best be funded using longer-term resources (see below).

This leaves us with the option to support development of a travelling bio-diversity exhibition, probably based on the existing resources held at the Strathcarron Centre, along with a final call for local projects. Aaron has already said he will prepare a press release to highlight the funding opportunity.

5. Update on LBAP and Highland BAP process

LG briefly explained the processes by which progress is being made on developing a Highland BAP and generating funding for area-based projects. He asked that WREN members check the projects listed as being for future Wester Ross implementation, to see if they are still current. In particular, we have to be able to show demand for the projects listed. It was agreed that we should seek to have the Wester Ross wildlife Yearbook published by combining the two proposals – Underwater Guide to Wester Ross and Wildlife Events Calendar (combined budget - £11,200). 
7.
AOCB

Logo – the draft logo was enthusiastically received. It was suggested that the design should be simple and bold, and that if possible the Wren should have an open beak.
8.
Next meeting
To be announced.

