Native Pine Woodland

LOCAL HABITAT ACTION PLAN

This Action Plan was prepared by Peter Cosgrove, Cairngorms Local Biodiversity Action Plan Officer.  North East Scotland LBAP has adopted this Action Plan for local Native Pine Woodlands, as most occur in the Cairngorms LBAP area of the North East.  
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Native pine woodland, Glen Feshie, © Peter Cosgrove

Habitat definition:
Native pine woodlands, of self-sown Scots pine Pinus sylvestris, are relicts of the ancient Caledonian Forest, which formerly covered much of the Scottish Highlands. In the past these indigenous forests may have covered more than 1.5 million ha of Scotland, but today less than 1% of the former range now remains. Where they occur now is determined largely by lack of intensive human activities. However, contrary to popular belief, remnant native pine woodlands are the product of human management over thousands of years. Scots pine woodlands usually contain varying amounts of Birch and other broadleaved trees, with Juniper often an important understorey species. They occur on infertile, strongly leached podzolic soils and do not support a large diversity of animals and plants compared to more fertile habitats. However, they possess a characteristic plant and animal community, which includes many rare, uncommon and highly distinctive species.

Current status, distribution and significance of the habitat:

Strathspey and Badenoch hold the largest area of native pine woodland in the Cairngorms, while most native pine woodlands in Deeside are smaller and more fragmented. Most remnant pine woodlands are well below the natural tree line and have been studied and mapped in detail. A list of all the Cairngorms sites is provided in the FC’s Caledonian Pinewood Inventory. Planted conifer woodlands occur on the lower ground in most of the Cairngorm Straths. Much of the planted conifer woodland is Scots pine (but not necessarily of local provenance), which produces seed that can give rise to self sown woodlands resembling native ‘Caledonian’ pine woodlands.

To preserve the distinctive genotypes, so called ‘buffer zones’ have been created around native ‘Caledonian’ pine woodlands (i.e. those listed in the Inventory).  The native ‘Caledonian’ pine woodlands are of disproportionate importance for biodiversity. In the UK, native pine woodlands occur only in Scotland and the total area remaining is c18,000 ha. The Cairngorms is very important for this habitat, holding between 60%-80% of the UK total (depending upon definitions used). The highest estimate represents only about 2% of the Cairngorms Partnership area. The significance of the remaining woodlands are reflected in the many conservation designations associated with the largest and most important sites.

Policy drivers:

· Scottish Forestry Strategy.

· UK Forest Standard and a suit of environmental and general Forest Practice Guidelines.

· Indicative Forestry Strategies and local forestry frameworks, such as the Cairngorms Forest and Woodland Framework.

· The Cairngorms Management Strategy identifies strategic issues and provides a vision for the sustainable management of woodlands in the Cairngorms.

· The Natura sites network and other designations.

· Individual Forest Management Plans, including widespread local consultation.

· Local authority development plans provide guidance on landuse/development issues.

Practical measures:

· Woodland Grant Scheme (WGS) – Forestry Commission (FC) general incentives and constraints which promote the management of existing woodlands (inc. natural regeneration) and expansion of new woodlands including improving the connectivity of existing stands through Forest Management Plans. Woodland Improved Grants are single discretionary payments to encourage a range of work, especially improving targeted habitat conditions in existing woodlands. Challenge Funds are discretionary payments targeted at specific habitats, species and areas. It should be noted that the WGS is currently under review and operational details could change.

· Farm Woodland Premium Scheme – an incentive specifically targeting woodland expansion and management on farms and crofts.

· Agri-environment schemes. The Environmentally Sensitive Area’s scheme and its successor the Rural Stewardship Scheme can help management where farm livestock is a key landuse and be used to link existing woodlands in a modest way.

· Targeted management by private land owners and managers.

· SSSI, SAC and SPA designations can provide advice and supporting management incentives and monitoring for particularly important areas and species.

· SNH’s various conservation grants for positive management of both designated and non-designated sites and especially their Community Grant Scheme and new ‘Natural Care’ programme.

· Heritage Lottery Funding targeted at Area Partnerships and Habitat Action Plan projects.

· New Opportunities Fund – the Community Land Fund.

· HIE and LEC Community Grant Fund

· European transitional funds – Community Economic Development Fund for local community development.

· Rural Challenge Funding.

· Forest Enterprise owns and manages significant woodland holdings for the public benefit in the Cairngorms.

· European funding sources, such as EU LIFE and LEADER can support biodiversity management in Cairngorms woodlands.

There are a number of actions that would improve the biodiversity of the Cairngorms woodlands.  Action in adjacent ‘non-woodland’ habitats, such as deer management on moorland, may have profound effects on woodland habitat and species compositions. There are many areas where important woodland habitats and species are thriving in the Cairngorms and these can be used to demonstrate good biodiversity management practice. Opportunities taken for promoting and developing good woodland management may increase tourism and recreation opportunities and foster a greater understanding of the role of woodland management in shaping the famous wooded landscape of the Cairngorms.

The best way forward for biodiversity conservation in the Cairngorms woodlands is through a holistic approach to all woodland management. However, some specific issues and pressures need to be tackled as well. This document identifies the important habitat and species issues that are specifically associated with woodland biodiversity. Where possible, it suggests how to carry these forward amongst the local partners.

The national biodiversity context:

There is a UK Habitat Statement for native pine woodland. This gives the following conservation direction to LBAPs, which may adopt some or all of the relevant measures identified nationally:

“Maintain and enhance the structure and wildlife interest of native pine woodlands and encourage natural regeneration in core areas aiming to restore degenerated areas and to bring them into appropriate management.”

Measures identified on a UK wide basis to consider further include:

· Promote the expansion of existing areas of native pine woodland.

· Encourage the protection of small pine wood remnants from grazing and encourage expansion, thereby reducing fragmentation and isolation of pine woodland.

· Restore pine woodland underplanted with other species.

· Follow current guidelines to conserve the genetic integrity of populations of native pine woodland species.

· Take opportunities to produce useable wood.

Targets:

The following four objectives and targets have been identified for native pine woodlands in the Cairngorms:

Main objectives:

Target 1: Ensure no net loss of key* native pine woodlands in the Cairngorms – effective immediately.

Target 2: Ensure good ecological status/quality of key native pine woodlands in the Cairngorms by directing woodland management to enhance key BAP species associated with native pine woodlands.

Target 3: Ensure no net loss in the number and/or range of key BAP species associated with native pine woodlands in the Cairngorms – by 2010. This is linked with strategic evaluation of other habitats such as moorlands.

Target 4: Focus any further expansion of native pine woodlands towards connecting isolated stands and thereby supporting functional native pine wood habitat networks – effective immediately.

* Defined by inclusion in the FC’s Caledonian Pinewood Inventory

Current factors affecting the habitat in the Cairngorms:

THE MAIN WOODLAND BIODIVERSITY ISSUES:

The following six main issues currently affect or influence, to a greater or lesser degree, practically all the important woodland habitats and species in the Cairngorms. Biodiversity actions to address these main issues are likely to benefit a whole range of habitats and species in the area and promote woodland management that would be more sustainable than that generally adopted so far. Specific issues related to individual habitats or species are described in the relevant individual accounts.

The interaction of two or more of these key factors often greatly increases the overall impact on woodland biodiversity e.g. (1) lack of co-ordinated deer management to a level to allow regeneration will reduce or halt natural tree regeneration, causing (2) woodlands to become fragmented and isolated which poses significant problems in terms of natural ecological processes (e.g. species dispersal).

1. Lack of data/important information:

The issues:

· Although most semi-natural woodlands in the Cairngorms have now been surveyed and mapped, there is a lack of basic up-to-date information on the size, quality or management of some rare/threatened woodland habitats (e.g. Aspen woodland) in the Cairngorms.

· Several organisations have produced reports, papers, booklets and leaflets on different aspects of woodland habitat and species management. There is no catalogue or inventory of this information to make this valuable resource more readily available.

· Some of the published information on the threats to important habitats and species in the Cairngorms is based on data collected in southern Britain and may have little relevance to activities undertaken in the Cairngorms.

The solutions, actions and targets:

· Identify the total area, and where possible quality and management, of any outstanding important Cairngorms woodland habitats by – 2004. This work should be related and compatible with the Scottish Native Woodland Inventory.

· Map extent of, and then model contribution of recent woodland regeneration to the Cairngorms Forest Habitat Network – by 2007. From this analysis, identify strategic priorities in developing the Forest Habitat Network – by 2010.

· Where appropriate, commission relevant research on local issues of concern to important woodland habitats and species in the Cairngorms – ongoing. For example, two rare fungi of the genus Squamanita (S. pearsonii and S. contortipes) have each only been found once in Britain in the vicinity of native pine woodlands in the Cairngorms, but nothing else is known about these species.

· Produce and make freely available a regularly updated inventory of relevant information and advice on woodland habitat and species management in the Cairngorms – by 2004.

2. Awareness raising:

The issues:

· Some planted woodland habitats are of great importance for biodiversity, but often are undervalued because of their perceived ‘artificial’ nature or poor public image (e.g. planted conifer woodlands for Capercaillie and Twinflower).

· Woodland owners and managers need free advice on all key BAP woodland habitats and species in the area to enable them to manage their land for the maximum benefit of biodiversity.
The solutions, actions and targets:

· Properly consider the requirements of all key BAP species dependent upon woodland areas need to be considered when reviewing or negotiating changes to, or reform of woodland fiscal support measures – effective immediately.

· Produce and make freely available a regularly updated inventory of relevant information and advice on woodland habitat and species management – by 2005.

· Ensure all woodland management follows the best practice guidelines and advice available issued by the FC (through their various grant schemes) and other partners, including the use of local provenance native stock for planting – effective immediately.

· All forest managers entering into conservation management agreements involving public money on woodland habitats and species should be encouraged to attend local training courses on environmental/biodiversity issues – by 2007. This could form part of a wider targeted awareness raising programme tied into action rising out of the latest research developments on Priority woodland habitats and species.

· Environmental assessments should particularly consider impacts of existing and forthcoming woodland management programmes on important adjacent habitats and species in the Cairngorms – by 2010. For example, the planting of unimproved grassland corners with trees can have detrimental impacts on important grassland fungi.

· The local partners should consider employing a small team of woodland advisors (such as for the Forest of Spey and Deeside Forest), with no commercial obligations, to visit land managers on a regular basis to advise and educate them on relevant environmental/biodiversity issues – at the earliest opportunity.

· Raise the profile of the contribution of native and non-native productive woodland to biodiversity of the Cairngorms by encouraging all partners to recognise the importance of well managed productive woodland to biodiversity conservation in the Cairngorms – ongoing.

· Link awareness raising issues with the wider Cairngorms Education for Sustainable  Development programme – ongoing.

3. Access to appropriate policy and funding sources:

The issues:

· Land managers may wish to carry out management activities beneficial to biodiversity, but are limited or unable to do so due to lack of realistic payments.

The solutions, actions and targets:

· Consider/develop the case for extra funding where existing sources of funding are considered inadequate or inappropriate – at the earliest opportunity.

4. Habitat loss, fragmentation and inappropriate management:

The issues:

· Changes in land use. The direct destruction of important woodland habitats (particularly as a result of past practices) is an important biodiversity issue for a number of key habitats and species.

· The degradation of woodlands leading to the indirect loss of woodland habitats through neglect, abandonment, or over-exploitation is an important issue for many key habitats and species. For example, both under-grazing and over-grazing have profound biodiversity implications on vegetation structure and the removal of both standing and fallen dead wood also has important implications for organisms such as fungi and invertebrates.

· Deer are an essential component of woodland biodiversity, but in many areas their densities are such that they pose one of the greatest threats to existing woodland and to future woodland regeneration and expansion.

· Habitat fragmentation or isolation. Some habitats (e.g. Aspen woodland and montane scrub) are now found only in small, isolated and discontinuous patches. This habitat fragmentation may pose significant problems for natural ecological processes and species dispersal in particular, making their key species particularly vulnerable to chance extinction.

The solutions, actions and targets:

· Develop and promote cost-effective management for important woodland habitats and species in the Cairngorms, so that criteria for any grant scheme are met - ongoing.

· Given that high deer densities are such an important threat to woodland biodiversity, partners should continue to support Deer Management Groups on a catchment level – ongoing – and set and revise site specific cull targets based on objectives for the site, and the (monitored) response of woodland and non-woodland vegetation – by 2007.

· Ensure that all land managers wishing to enter a suitable and properly funded woodland biodiversity management scheme are able to do so, as they are in most other European National Parks – by 2005.

· Promote the importance of existing productive woodlands as important for biodiversity management with local partners – ongoing.

· Consider important strategic woodland habitat networks when developing new landuses or encouraging changes in current management. In particular, bring existing strategically important woodlands into favourable management and target any future woodland expansion into ‘gaps’ to create habitat networks – by 2005.

· Bring neglected woodlands back under favourable biodiversity management before attempting habitat restoration schemes – completion dates will vary according to habitat type under the UK BAP.

· Ensure that any future expansion in woodland does not threaten other important BAP Priority habitats and species in the Cairngorms (e.g. where a new woodland would threaten or severely compromise an important strategic non-woodland habitat network) – on-going. To achieve this, ecological criteria need to developed for important non-woodland habitats at the earliest opportunity.

5. Climate change and pollution:

The issues:

· Climate change may have profound and unforeseen changes on many upland areas, including woodland habitats and species. Some sensitive habitats, like native pine woodland, and their characteristic species e.g. Capercaillie and Twinflower are likely to decline as current habitats become unsuitable.

· Acidification as a result of atmospheric sulphur and nitrogen deposition may alter nutrient levels in the soil and affect the composition and structure of vegetation communities.

· Inappropriate forest management can damage surrounding species and habitats. For example, chemical sprays may harm lower plants such as fungi and lichens. Herbicides and insecticides may also runoff into adjacent sensitive habitats such as watercourses and wetlands. However, the FC’s Forest and Water Guidelines have virtually eliminated this from happening in recent years.

The solutions, actions and targets:

· Tackling the issue of climate change is discussed in the Introduction under the theme of common threads and recurring issues across all action plans.

· Reduce spraying whenever possible and ensure that any spraying is tightly controlled (by following the FC’s Forest and Water Guidelines) and takes account of the lower plant interest on a site by site basis – effective immediately.

6. Non-native/alien species:

The issues:

· Introduced non-native species* into the wild can potentially kill, harbour diseases or compete with native species (e.g. Sika deer and Grey squirrel) and significantly impact upon a range of biodiversity based economic activities.

The solutions, actions and targets:

· Tackling the issue of non-native species is discussed in the Introduction under the theme of common threads and recurring issues across all action plans.

*Excludes tree species. The Cairngorms Partnership’s Management Strategy recognises that some productive conifer woodlands will compromise non-native species. However, there is a presumption in favour of native tree species in the Cairngorms Management

Strategy. For example, 66% of new plantings and restocks have been carried out with native species and 34% with exotic species in Forest Enterprise’s Strathmashie, Inshriach and Glenmore woodlands since 1990.

The following specific native pine woodland issues were identified over and above those listed in the general ‘Main woodland biodiversity issues’ section:

Habitat loss, fragmentation and inappropriate management:

The issues:

· The UK native pine woodland HAP expansion target has been reached. However, the age class structure of some remnant native pine woodlands shows a paucity of young trees. The desired old growth habitats and species associated with these stands will diminish over time unless suitable adjacent productive conifer woodlands are managed as potential old growth habitat.

· The ability of native pine wood habitat networks to function properly can be compromised by poor management, in particular inappropriate muirburn. However, the best natural regeneration of Scots pine and Birch often follows fire.

The solutions, actions and targets:

· Suitable productive conifer woodlands should be identified and managed to mimic old-growth habitat. Regardless of new planting and regeneration, maintenance of BAP species will be achieved only by an integrated approach that includes native pine woodlands and productive conifer woodlands. Current woodland management should encompass this – effective immediately.

· Functioning habitat networks can be achieved in the short-medium term only through the integrated management approach of native pine woodland and productive conifer woodland. The information for this type of approach should be used immediately when revising all forest design plans. It is important that this is done both within and across estate boundaries.

· All estates and land managers should practice the revised Muirburn code to avoid damage to native pine woodlands – effective immediately.

· The lack of young trees in some commercially productive pine plantations/woodlands suggests that although area targets may have been achieved, there is a legitimate argument for planting areas in lieu of those woodlands lacking young trees – effective immediately.

· The use of prescribed fire as a management tool to improve forest regeneration and woodland habitats should be trialed and its wider applicability as a conservation tool appraised - by 2008.

Practical action:

Capercaillie in crisis:

The Capercaillie is one of the most threatened and declining bird species in the UK and the Cairngorms area is the most important (and largest) remaining stronghold. Local partner organisations have worked on many different levels in a concerted effort to save the species from extinction in the UK for a second time.

· Building on projects already carried out by forest managers and owners to improve conditions for woodland grouse, the Scottish Executive has provided an additional £700,000 to help deal with the backlog of forest fence removal and marking in core areas. Local foresters, fencing contractors and sawmills have already begun developing effective working methods for this removal and marking.

· Local partners have been successful in securing nearly £5 million (through matched European LIFE funding) for assistance to improve Capercaillie habitat and breeding success in the remaining core areas. The five year project got underway in spring 2002 and most of this money will be spent in the Cairngorms area.

· The LBAP project officer worked with local gamekeepers and estate managers to identify an additional and preventable cause of Capercaillie mortality (accidental captures in snares). The work has been published in a journal and local co-operative work is now underway to ensure that this preventable threat is tackled in an effective manner.








