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Rivers and Burns

LOCAL HABITAT ACTION PLAN

SUMMARY

The running waters of NE Scotland vary from large rivers to the smallest upland and coastal burns, all draining towards the North Sea.  The rivers and burns habitat consists not only of the watercourse itself, but also the bank and associated land or riparian zone.  The main rivers with their entire catchments within the North East are the Lossie, Dee, Don, Deveron, Ugie and Ythan.  The area also includes the lower reaches of the Spey,  its tributary the Avon, and the Findhorn.

Rivers and burns are of great value for both wildlife and human recreation, and are frequently the sole remaining semi-natural features in a landscape.  The implementation of stronger water management legislation, since the 1980s, has resulted in significant improvements in water quality and riparian biodiversity throughout North East Scotland.  These high quality river environments support many locally, nationally and internationally important species, such as the freshwater pearl mussel, the Atlantic salmon and European otter.  The main issues, which require to be addressed, include diffuse agricultural pollution, urban run-off, soil and bank erosion and a variety of damaging land and watercourse management activities.

The main objective of this habitat action plan, to be implemented through partnership working, is to maintain and improve all North East rivers and burns in terms of both water quality, and semi-natural assemblages of animals and plants in both the channel and the riparian zone.
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1.0 CURRENT STATUS

Running waters of NE Scotland vary from large rivers to the smallest upland and coastal burns, all draining towards the North Sea.  The rivers and burns habitat consists not only of the watercourse itself, but also the bank and associated land/ floodplain or riparian zone.  The main rivers with their entire catchments within the North East are the Lossie, Dee, Don, Deveron, Ugie and Ythan.  The area also includes the lower reaches of the Spey and its tributary the Avon (Map 1).  The Spey and Dee are amongst the largest rivers in Scotland and rise at altitudes of about 1310m, higher than any other British rivers (Maitland, 1985).  The Dee has a catchment of 2100km2.  Smaller rivers include the Bervie, Carron and Cowie.  The area also covers small parts of the Findhorn and North Esk catchments.

The Rivers Lossie, Spey, Deveron, Don and Dee rise in the uplands, over nutrient-poor rocks and soils, and have generally excellent water quality.  The Dee catchment, for example, is largely oligotrophic or mesotrophic and the lack of significant historical industrial development has protected it from significant pollution.  Water quality is good in most of the tributaries, but acidification affects parts of the upper catchment, while the more intensively agricultural areas are suffering the effects of eutrophication. The Dee is regarded as of national importance as an excellent example of a highland eroding river, with high headwaters and characteristic fauna and flora relatively unaffected by man. Water quality is also excellent throughout the Spey catchment  (NERPB, 1995), and most of the Don, the latter having recovered from the severe industrial and urban pollution of the 20th century, in its lower reaches.  The River Lossie has one of the most diverse aquatic invertebrate faunas in the North East and has largely recovered from the severe pollution, around Elgin, in the last century.  The upland stretches of the Dee, Don, Spey and Avon are in the Cairngorms LBAP area and the two LBAP groups are liaising on action for these rivers.

2.0 ECOLOGICAL DATA

Natural rivers or burns comprise of a variety of physical habitats (e.g. gravel bars, eroding earth cliffs, silt deposits, cobbles, riffles etc.), which in turn support a wide range of plants and animals.  In general the more diverse the range of physical habitats, the more biological diversity there is likely to be.

Many North East rivers and burns are upland in character, with high energy and low nutrient levels.  The classic, northern, oligotrophic rivers, the Spey and Dee and their tributaries have all the features of such river types.  They have extensive falls, riffles, dynamic gravel bars and erosion features.  Their fauna is also characteristic of such rivers and they are designated as ‘candidate Special Areas of Conservation’ (cSAC) as habitats for salmon, lampreys and freshwater pearl mussels.

Elsewhere in the North East are further examples of clean, upland rivers but also a few which are generally lowland in nature, and with the problems now familiar for such rivers.  The Rivers Ythan and Ugie, for example, have largely agricultural catchments and relatively high nutrient concentrations.  They also have lower gradients and include depositional features such as fine sand or silt banks.  Although many northern species of plant and animal remain associated with such rivers, they also have extensive weed beds and bankside vegetation increasingly dominated by nutrient seeking nettles and coarse grasses.

Many rare and interesting species of animals and plants are closely associated with rivers and burns in the North East, including otter and water vole, dipper, kingfishers, salmon and three species of lamprey.  Freshwater invertebrates include freshwater pearl mussel, and the stonefly Brachyptera putata, while cranefly Rhabdomastix laeta and stilleto fly Spiriverpa lunulata are found on sand and shingle banks.  Aquatic plants include water-crowfoot Ranunculus fluitans and R. hederaceus.  The species dependent on North East rivers and burns and requiring local action are shown in Tables 1 and 2 below.

Table 1: Priority Species Dependent on Rivers and Burns

(P = UK priority Species; C = UK Species of Conservation Concern; L = Locally important).

	Species
	Distribution
	Habitats
	Threats



	Water Vole 

Arvicola terrestris (P)
	Originally in all river catchments, now  mainly restricted to upper tributaries and field drains of Dee, Ythan and Deveron. Reported in Lossie and Findhorn catchments.
	River, burn and field ditch banks or the fringes of ponds and lakes
	Predation by American Mink.  Habitat degradation by dredging of burns/field drains, and trampling by cattle.

	Otter 

Lutra lutra (P)
	Widespread
	Undisturbed water with plenty of cover, mostly freshwater lakes, rivers or small streams and wetlands.
	Environmental pollutants and habitat degradation (e.g. loss of natural bankside vegetation).

	Freshwater Pearl Mussel 

Maragaritifera maragaritifera (P)
	Rivers Dee & Spey.  Tiny remnant populations in other main rivers.
	Non-calcareous rivers with clean sand/gravel stabilised by larger stones/rocks.
	Pearl fishing, river pollution, decline of salmonid hosts, river engineering.

	A Ground Beetle

Dyschirius angustatus (P)
	Speyside
	Sandy river shingles
	River management, disturbance, gravel removal.

	A Stonefly 

Brachyptera putata (P)
	Rivers Spey, Dee (& Don - Macadam, 2003).


	Slow reaches of rivers
	Pollution, river management

	A Cranefly 

Rhabdomastix laeta (P)
	Lower Findhorn Woods
	Shady river sections
	Environmental pollutants and habitat degradation (e.g. loss of natural bankside vegetation).

	A Stiletto Fly 

Spiriverpa lunulata (P)
	Strathspey
	River shingle
	River management, trampling of banks, pollution

	Pillwort

Pilularia globulifera (P)


	River Spey, Insh Marshes
	Standing open water
	Eutrophication, water level management

	River Jelly Lichen 

Collema dichotomum (P)


	River Don
	Inundated rocks in rivers
	Eutrophication or river-flow alterations


Table 2: Species of Conservation Concern and Locally Important Species Dependent on Rivers and Burns

	Species
	Distribution
	Habitats
	Threats

	Water Shrew 

Neomys fodiens (C)

	Moray and East Coast of Aberdeenshire.
	River banks, ponds, streams and marshland
	Predation by mink. Modification of waterside banks and their vegetation.

	Daubenton’s Bat

Myotis daubentonii (C)
	Scattered but widespread in lowland areas
	Riparian habitats. Roosts in riparian trees and bridges, feeds over water.
	Fragmentation of riparian woodland foraging habitat, loss of roost sites, poor water quality. 

	Kingfisher *

Alcedo atthis (C)


	At Northern edge of range.  Breeding reported from Moray and Aberdeenshire.
	Steep river banks for nesting and over-hanging branches.  Feeds in clean shallow rivers and burns
	Cold winters.  Modification of waterside banks and their vegetation.

	Dipper*

Cinclus cinclus (C)


	Widespread
	Shallow river beds
	Acidification, river engineering, siltation and degradation of clean substrates

	Goldeneye

Bucephala clangula (C)
	Common winter visitor. Less common breeding bird.
	Coastal and freshwater (rivers and lochs). Riparian trees for roosting and nesting sites.
	Loss and fragmentation of riparian habitat, water pollution.

	Arctic Tern

Sterna paradisaea (C) 


	River Dee and Spey


	Breeds on river shingle and islands
	Loss of habitat, disturbance, pollution



	Common Tern

Sterna hirundo (C)


	Rivers Dee, Spey and North Esk
	Breeds on river shingle and islands
	Loss of habitat, disturbance, pollution

	Osprey*

Pandion haliaetus (C )


	Nesting locally throughout the region


	Rivers, Lochs Estuaries
	

	Atlantic Salmon

Salmo salar (C)


	NE rivers and tributaries, coastal waters and open sea.
	Spawns in upper reaches and tributaries, migrates to sea, returns to rivers after one or more winters. 
	Degradation and siltation of spawning and nursery habitat due to; changes in land use, soil erosion, loss and degradation of riparian habitat. Physical barriers to passage. Abstraction of water.  Increased mortality at sea.



	River Lamprey 

Lampetra fluviatilis (C)
	Spey, Don, Dee, Ythan, North Esk, Carron and Cowie.
	Ascends rivers to breed. Larvae live in silt beds of clean rivers & occasionally large lakes.
	Pollution of silt & fine sand in river where they breed and young live, prevention of migration upstream to breeding sites.



	Species
	Distribution
	Habitats
	Threats

	Brook Lamprey 

Lampetra planeri (C)
	Dee, Spey, Ythan, Dinnet Burn, North Esk
	Silt beds in rivers, burns and large lakes.
	Pollution of silt & fine sand in river where they breed and young live, prevention of migration upstream to breeding sites.



	Sea Lamprey 

Petromyzon marinus (C)
	Dee, Spey, Don, North Esk
	Lower reaches of rivers, spawns in gravel
	Pollution and barriers to migration.  River management.



	A Click Beetle* 

Negastrius pulchellus (C)


	Speyside
	River shingle
	River management, gravel removal disturbance, pollution.



	A Click Beetle* 

Negastrius sabulicola (C)


	River Spey
	River shingle
	River management, gravel removal disturbance, pollution.



	A Cranefly* 

Gonomyia connexa (C)


	Deeside, Ballater, Aboyne Bridge
	Sandy river banks
	River management changes; habitat disturbance.



	Rhabdomastix inclinata*

 (C)


	River Feshie, River Quoich
	Sand and shingle banks in shaded areas
	River management, disturbance, pollution, trampling of banks

	A Hoverfly* 

Cheilosia Species B (C)


	Ballater
	Richly vegetated river banks
	Disturbance, changes in river management

	A Liverwort*

Scapania praetervisa (C)


	Moray (Randolph’s Leap), The Burn, Edzell
	Basic outcrops on river-banks
	Interference with flow regime


* Species not on the NE Priority list but included for completeness.

In urban areas, rivers and burns form important wildlife corridors, enabling dispersion and migration of species, the use of fragmented areas of habitat by mobile species, and the connection of fragmented populations.  Where sensitively managed, urban watercourses and the surrounding riparian zone are valuable habitats for many species and are a recreational and educational resource for the community.

Water quality is a significant factor for most aquatic species, although river corridors may retain considerable value to wildlife even where water quality is severely impaired. This is due to their retention of some semi-natural features, for example riparian vegetation.  In general, whilst having a lower wildlife value than most rural watercourses, urban rivers and burns form one of the few semi-natural habitats within the urban environment.

This action plan has obvious links to many of the other North East Action Plans, including Wet and Riparian Woodland, Estuarine and Intertidal Habitats, Farmland, Water Vole and Daubenton’s Bat.
3.0 CURRENT FACTORS AFFECTING THE HABITAT

Many human activities, from historical times to the present day, have directly or indirectly altered the physical structure of rivers in ways that harm the biodiversity.

3.1 Modifications to rivers and burns 
Rivers and burns are active systems, continually changing their form.  Many North East rivers and burns have been altered in physical structure as a result of land drainage and flood defence activities (e.g. through straightening, widening, deepening or through constraining the river within floodbanks), often causing changes in the pattern of erosion and sediment deposition elsewhere in the river.  Such activities have resulted in changes in the frequency and magnitude of flooding, altering seasonal patterns of flow and hydrographic form.  Also, flow regulation has altered patterns of sediment transport and nutrient exchange in river systems.  Consequently, modifications to rivers and burns can greatly reduce the biodiversity of this valuable natural resource.  Examples include sections of the River Ythan and the Beltie Burn (Dee) where land drainage work has produced straight uniform stretches of watercourse with little physical or biological diversity.

3.2 Physical habitat destruction and simplification 

The quality of habitats in or near water is an important measure of the overall quality of the aquatic environment.  Examples of habitat destruction and simplification include culverting, dredging, inappropriate “hard” engineering works, construction and operation of dams and reservoirs, bank reinforcement, over-management and excessive “gardening”, overgrazing leading to bankside and in-stream habitat destruction.  Many small urban watercourses in Aberdeenshire and Moray have been culverted (buried in a pipe) for all or part of their length, done either as misguided flood alleviation projects or in an attempt to hide pollution.  The Over Burn in Inverurie is a good example where culverting to allow urban development has resulted in regular flooding and difficulty in identifying sources of pollution within the urban drainage system.  Open watercourses are easier to manage in relation to water quality, flood alleviation and biodiversity.  Many streams across agricultural land are culverted and lost as an ecological resource.

3.3 Poor water quality

SEPA currently classifies 3480 km of watercourse in Aberdeenshire and Moray.  Of these, less than 53km were of poor quality and only 6 km were seriously polluted in 2002.  SEPA predicts that, by 2010, diffuse agricultural pollution will be the major cause of river water quality degradation in Scotland, as most sewage effluent problems are likely to have been addressed through Water Authority investment programmes. 

Pollution problems include eutrophication and acidification, from diffuse sources such as agricultural areas, hard standing in cities and road drainage.  Most water quality problems can be rectified, given adequate resources  Urban areas are difficult to deal with due to the complexity of drainage networks, multiple sources of pollutants, diffuse pollutant inputs, etc. Ensuring that solutions are incorporated into the infrastructure is seen as one successful way of dealing with diffuse pollution issues in urban areas.  Sustainable Urban Drainage Schemes (SUDS) offer potential solutions to many urban water quality problems.

3.4 Eutrophication

The most significant water quality issue and impact on biodiversity in rivers and burns is the enrichment (eutrophication), caused by inputs of nitrogen and phosphorus from agriculture, forestry and sewage discharges.  These nutrients favour the growth of a small range of fast growing algae and rooted plants, which eventually out-compete and exclude the majority of rarer and fussier species of plants and animals.  Many of our river banks are now dominated by tall grasses, nettles and non-native species.  The significantly increased concentration of nitrate in waters in the Ythan catchment over the past 30-40 years has resulted in its designation as a nitrate vulnerable zone (NVZ) under the EC Nitrates Directive and similar designations affect much of the rest of lowland Aberdeenshire.  Improved agricultural practices, particularly the use of nutrient budgeting to balance and target inputs, should in time improve the condition of our lowland watercourses.   Best Practice Guidance, such as the PEPFAA Code and the Forest and Water Guidelines, provide important advice on how to avoid water pollution.  The recently published 4 Point Plan (Scottish Executive 11/2002) provides specific advice for livestock farmers, who are encouraged to “reduce dirty water around the farm, improve nutrient use, carry out a land risk assessment for slurry and manure and manage water margins”. 

3.5 Abstraction of Water

Water is removed from our rivers for a number of very good reasons.  The Lossie, Spey, Dee, Don, Ugie and Deveron all provide a supply of clean, fresh water for drinking water and many other domestic and commercial uses (e.g. whisky distilling).  Other smaller sources are used by farmers for watering of livestock and irrigation of crops, especially potatoes.   There is no real evidence, at present, that existing abstractions are causing any ecological impact and future legislation arising from the Water Framework Directive will regulate the supply of water resources.  However, climate change may alter these impacts.  Also, small watercourses are particularly at risk of over abstraction and care must be taken to leave enough water to sustain the ecosystem.

3.6 Non-native species of plants and animals affecting rivers. 

The introduction and spread of non-native plants, animals and micro-organisms is potentially a much greater threat to our riparian biodiversity than current levels of water pollution.  Plants may be self-colonising such as Canadian Pondweed, Giant Hogweed, Himalayan Balsam, Japanese Knotweed, or may be planted as an environmental “improvement”, e.g. cultivated grass species, non-native ornamental species planted for amenity.”

Animal species have been introduced by several means, e.g. the non-native fish species, gudgeon, introduced to the River Don, through disposal or escape of live bait, and rainbow trout, which escaped from fish farms and put-and-take fisheries.  Escaped fish also bring with them the risk of diseases spreading to wild populations.  The North American Mink escaped from local mink farms and has established itself throughout the area feeding on a wide range of prey species found in and around our rivers.  The spread of the mink has been suggested as a contributory factor in the decline of the native water vole.    

3.7 Development Pressures

There is continuing pressure for development in the North East, both in the countryside and by expansion of existing settlements.   Lower value agricultural land, often within river corridors and on vulnerable flood plains, is often targeted.  These are often areas of high biodiversity or with potential for rehabilitation or restoration.   Development has often resulted in culverting and hard engineering to contain and minimise channel dimensions. Within many urban areas, the riparian zone and bankside habitats are frequently replaced with either built environment or landscaped open space “amenity” areas, both of which may be of limited biodiversity and conservation value, threatening the continuity of these important wildlife corridors.  

The increased frequency of flooding in recent years has highlighted the real costs of floodplain development and the need for greater caution.  Also, land drainage and flood defence works, if not sensitively carried out, can reduce watercourse habitats and isolate watercourses from their flood plains.  Floodplains should be allowed to perform their natural and cost effective function of storing floodwaters, thereby protecting downstream areas.

3.8 Bank Erosion

Erosion of river and burn banks, caused by livestock.  Disturbance from recreational users, including poor footpath design and siting.  Inappropriate bankside management, such as urban watercourses being over-managed to meet public expectations, e.g. Overburn in Strathburn Park, Inverurie.

3.9 Dumping and Fly Tipping 

Poor quality urban rivers may be regarded by some as “waste grounds” if not maintained as parkland or amenity open space. Urban watercourses are frequently subjected to illegal dumping and fly tipping.  If not regarded as a valuable local asset, local people may be less inclined to report such activities.

3.10 Citizen Responsibilities and Action 

Actions of individual people, no matter how seemingly minor or remote from a watercourse, can have a significant impact on water quality and biodiversity.  A chemical poured (illegally) down a drain at home can easily end up, miles away, in the local river and poison wildlife.  Small amounts of common chemicals can accumulate to cause a serious problem for plants and animals in our rivers. 

4.0 CURRENT ACTION

4.1 Legal Protection

Rivers and burns are offered better legal protection than most natural habitats through several pieces of legislation, both UK and European. The Dee and Spey are candidate SACs.  Gross point-source pollution is largely under control in Scotland and attention is now turning towards the control of diffuse pollution such as road run-off.  In parallel with this, there is a growing recognition of the importance of river habitats as a key element of river quality.  River habitats are important to overall river quality both as the supporting physical structures for wildlife to inhabit, and as key components conferring resilience of the system as a whole.  For example, a diverse ecosystem helps to enable polluting organic materials to be processed and broken down. These latter areas of interest (diffuse pollution control, habitat protection) will be addressed by the Water Framework Directive and will require a co-operative approach from all interested parties to achieve effective management.  A summary of important environmental and natural heritage legislation relating to biodiversity and Rivers and Burns is shown in Appendix 1.

4.2 Water Framework Directive

The Water Framework Directive (Directive 2000/60/EC) establishes a new, integrated approach to the protection, improvement and sustainable use of Europe’s rivers, lochs, estuaries, coastal waters and ground water.   This has been transposed into Scottish legislation through the Water Environment and Water Services (Scotland) Act 2003.

As in previous legislation, the Directive sets objectives to protect particular uses of the water environment from the effects of pollution and to protect the water environment itself from especially dangerous chemical pollutants.  The novel aspect of the Directive is that it introduces new, broader ecological objectives, designed to protect and, where necessary, restore the structure and function of aquatic ecosystems and thereby safeguard the sustainable use of water resources.  In future, the management of our waters will be judged principally by their ecological status.

The directive has a six year planning cycle and will be delivered through one or more River Basin Management Plans (RBMP), covering the Scottish mainland and islands.  An initial characterisation and assessment of impacts in the River Basin(s) will be completed in 2004, along with an economic analysis of water use and a register of protected areas.  Environmental monitoring will start in 2006 and the first draft RBMP will be produced for public consultation in 2008.  The finalised first RBMP will appear in 2009, along with a programme of measures to meet the plans objectives.

4.3 Catchment Management

A Catchment Management Plan (CMP) presents a template for promoting and working towards sensitive integration of all activities within a catchment.   Within the North East a CMP has been developed for the Spey and one is in process for the Dee.  CMPs are driven by local interests, such as their importance for salmonid fisheries and European Designation as Special Areas of Conservation.   These major partnership undertakings have involved significant public consultation and stakeholder involvement to identify key issues and promote best practice.  The Formartine Partnership’s Ythan Project provides many elements of a catchment plan, with a broad partnership and the development of several novel approaches to land and water management.  Each of these initiatives will feed into the development of the Scottish River Basin Plan, which will be required under the Water Framework Directive.   Future catchment plans will develop in response to specific needs and pressures.
4.5 Nitrate Vulnerable Zones (NVZs)

The Nitrates Directive (EU Council Directive of 12 December 1991; 91/676/EEC) has the objectives of reducing water pollution caused or induced by nitrates from agricultural sources and preventing further such pollution.  Nitrates are a health hazard in waters which are used as sources of drinking water.  Nitrates are also nutrients which contribute to eutrophication, especially in coastal and marine waters. The Directive requires :-

· the establishment of a code of practice, to be implemented on a voluntary basis by farmers, to protect waters from pollution by nitrates

· the identification of waters polluted by nitrates from agricultural sources

· the identification of the land areas contributing to the pollution and the designation of these lands as Nitrate Vulnerable Zones (NVZs)

· the establishment of action programmes in relation to designated NVZs within one year of designation, and

· the implementation of these action programmes within four years of their establishment.

4.6 Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems (SUDS)

A survey of the causes of poor water quality in Scotland in 1995 found that 20% of poor quality waters resulted from run-off from urban areas.  The causes included drainage from roads, industrial and residential areas.  Uncontrolled run-off from developments increases the risk of flooding from the burn or river which receives it and can damage the river habitats.  Rainfall in urban areas normally flows to watercourses via surface water drains.  These waters are often thought of as being clean, but in fact can contain a wide range of contaminants, including oil, organic matter and toxic metals.  Miss-connections from the foul sewerage system are also common.  As a result of these problems, urban watercourses are often severely degraded.  Sustainable Urban Drainage (SUDS) is a system of structural techniques, which aims to mimic natural process to reduce run-off to a level similar to undeveloped land and to attenuate contamination.     Successful implementation of SUDS requires the cooperation of a wide range of public and private organisations involved in urban development, including planning and highway authorities, Scottish Water and developers.  SUDS is not just for new development.  In many cases SUDS can be retrofitted when opportunities arise, or when the benefits out-weigh the cost.  A good example is the creation of a flood attenuation pond on the burn in Westburn Park in Aberdeen, to prevent flooding in Fraser Road.  Most new developments in the North East will include SUDS in their design, e.g. porous car park surfaces, grassy swales rather than hard road drains, and detention ponds to hold back flood waters and remove contaminants.

4.7 Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive

The Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive requires improvements to the collection, treatment and discharge of domestic (human sewage) waste water, and waste water from certain industrial sectors, to protect inland and coastal waters and allow them to meet appropriate quality objectives.  By 31st December 2005 all effluents of urban waste water, with a polluting capacity greater than a discharge of sewage from 1999 persons must receive appropriate treatment (generally biological).  The directive also requires additional protection for sensitive areas such as designated bathing waters, drinking water sources and waters suffering eutrophication or likely to become eutrophic.

The Ythan Catchment, because of its designation as a Nitrate Vulnerable Zone, is considered sensitive and consequently nutrient removal is required at the Ellon Waste Water Treatment Plant to reduce eutrophication effects in the estuary.   Scottish Water have also provided UV disinfection and phosphorus removal at the Persley treatment plant, on the River Don, to help protect the river, estuary and designated bathing waters on the Aberdeen coast.

4.8 Rivers Projects 

There has been a history of riparian management schemes and initiatives carried out in the North East of Scotland over the last 10 years, many with the involvement of Grampian FWAG and the local Council. These initiatives have been well received and supported by the farming/land manager community and have had a significant impact in encouraging an integrated approach to land management in the area. The projects highlight the importance placed in good watercourse management by agencies, organisations and conservation groups of the North East of Scotland.  They include Grampian FWAG Supported Watercourse and Riparian Management Projects (1990-2003), Ugie Wetland Project (1997-1999), the Ythan Project (2001-2005), North East Rivers Project (NERP) Phase I, and 3 Dee Vision (www.nolimp.org).

The Ythan Project is based around the catchment of the river Ythan, and came about as a result of the extensive discussions concerning designating the catchment as a Nitrate Vulnerable Zone.  The Project aims to involve local people in protecting, restoring and enhancing the river.  It includes actions such as undertaking nutrient budgets with farmers, assisting them to create buffer strips along watercourses, river restoration projects at locations selected in conjunction with local people, and raising awareness of the value of the river ( this project ends in 2005).

A River Dee Access and Fishing Study was commissioned by the Dee Salmon Fishing Improvement Association, Aberdeenshire Council and Scottish Natural Heritage, to examine perceived conflicts amongst user groups on the River Dee.  It was carried out during the summer of 2002.

The general conclusions of the study were that relations between the various users of the river are on the whole very cordial.  There are a number of hotspots where there is more pressure of use and therefore potential conflict, and a higher degree of management is required.  The main management options include education, greater liaison between interest groups.  Local marketing of fishing and promotion of its benefits, footpath creation and management and improved ranger services.

5.0 BENEFITS

The Rivers of  North East Scotland represent a major economic resource for the area. Their high quality water, landscape and natural history attract visitors from all over the world, to the benefit of the communities, whilst increasing numbers of local people derive enjoyment from them. In addition to the traditional uses of salmon fishing and whisky distilling, which are so important to the economy, a number of tourist and recreation businesses are developing, which are dependent on the high quality of the natural resource. Canoeing, walking and adventure sports all benefit from being situated in quiet, attractive surroundings with the chance to observe nature in action. The benefit to the local economy of these activities is growing, and likely to become of increasing significance in the future.

All of the North East rivers, the North and South Esks, Dee, Don, Ythan, Ugie, Deveron and Spey are important Salmon rivers. The Dee and the Spey have an international reputation for the quality of fishing and the unique fish caught. The other rivers, though less well known are important in their own right and all the rivers sustain to a greater or lesser extent part of the rural economy through sports angling for salmon, sea trout, brown trout and related tourism activities. The reputation of these rivers draws anglers from far and wide to the North East in pursuit of “the king of fish”.  Game fishing is of considerable value to the Scottish economy, as shown in The Economic Impact of Game and Coarse Angling in Scotland by Glasgow Caledonian University and Cognesti Research International Ltd.  

6.0 UK/SCOTTISH BIODIVERSITY OBJECTIVES & TARGETS

6.1 UK

Rivers and Burns are a classified in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan as a Broad Habitat.  A statement is given for the ‘Conservation Direction’ for this habitat, as follows:-

· Maintain and improve the quality, state and structure of all UK rivers and streams and their associated floodplains.
· Restore degraded river and streams taking account of water quality and quantity, structure and hydraulic connection with the floodplain.

The Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act was given Royal Assent on 11th June 2004. This introduces a duty on all public bodies and office holders to further the conservation of biodiversity.  The Scottish Biodiversity Strategy, published on 25th May 2004, provides the framework for action under the Act.

7.0 OBJECTIVES AND TARGETS

Principal Objective

Maintain and improve all North East rivers and burns in terms of both water quality, and semi-natural assemblages of animals and plants in both the channel and the riparian zone.

Target:
All classified North East watercourses of “high” or “good” ecological status, and no net loss or reduction of river habitat in the LBAP area by 2015.

Objective 1: 
Collate details of all existing data on river and burn habitats (including the riparian zone), identify gaps, and initiate surveys as necessary.

Target:
Data collated, gaps identified and surveys initiated by end 2008.

Objective 2: 
Manage the rivers and burns resource to maintain and enhance ecological status.

Target: 
Secure “high” or “good” ecological status in all classified North East watercourses by 2015.

Objective 3: 
Sustain and restore habitats and semi-natural assemblages of animals and plants in both the channel and the riparian zone in all major NE river systems. 

Target:
Based on current survey information, ensure no net loss or reduction of river habitat in the North East LBAP area by year 2015.

Objective 4:
Increase the understanding of the value of river and burn habitats with local people, and involve them in taking personal action to lessen their own impact on water quality and associated watercourse habitats. 
Target: 
River Bank Boxes developed for each of the North East rivers and being used by Rangers and Educational establishments in a co-ordinated approach to raise awareness of river and burn habitats and the impact local people and communities have on them, by 2008
Objective 5: 
Ensure that policies regarding the protection and improvement of rivers and burns through routine public sector decision-making and operations are being delivered cohesively.

Target:
Deliver a workshop for public sector decision-makers to update on changes to policies concerning biodiversity of rivers and burns, by 2007.

This Action Plan was prepared by the North East Rivers and Burns Working Group.

8.0 PROPOSED ACTION REQUIRED TO MEET OBJECTIVES

	Operational Objective
	Outline Prescription
	Obj.
	Partners
	Lead Partner
	Fund Source
	Costs
	By Year
	Priority

	1. Collate existing data on river and burn habitats and identify gaps


	1.1 SEPA will collect and collate data on physical habitat/river morphology in relation to its duties under the WFD and Water Environment and Water Services (Scotland) Act (WEWS(S)A).


	1
	SEPA, NESBReC, Dee DSFB
	SEPA
	SEPA
	In kind
	2004

onwards 
	H

	
	1.2 Map NE Priority Habitats and Species onto GIS for planning and water improvement action plan purposes, and identify any obvious gaps in GIS data


	1
	NESBReC, LBAPWG
	NESBReC
	NESBReC


	In kind
	2008
	H

	
	1.3 Implement necessary survey work, filling gaps identified from 1.2 above.


	1
	NESBReC,

LBAP
	NESBReC
	
	?
	ongoing
	M

	2. Maintain and enhance water quality. 
	2.1 Using SEPA’s water quality data, review and cross-reference current water quality, in relation to biodiversity priorities, and identify causes of downgrading.

	2
	SEPA, LBAPWG
	SEPA
	SEPA
	In kind
	2006
	H

	
	2.2 Where biodiversity priorities are affected by poor water quality (e.g. acidity is a problem for aquatic life) or physical habitat, prepare and implement a water quality improvement plan or deliver through CMPs with appropriate partners, e.g. aim to improve downgraded water courses to good status (Water Framework Directive status categories: high, good, moderate, poor/bad).


	2
	SEPA, SW, LAs, SNH, DSFBs.
	SEPA
	various
	In kind
	ongoing
	H

	
	2.3 Influence and support development of catchment management plans, where appropriate, and ensure LBAP priorities are incorporated.
	2,3
	SEPA, SW, LA Planning, SNH, LBAP, DSFBs.
	SEPA
	
	In kind
	ongoing
	H

	3. Maintain and protect rivers and burns supporting semi-natural assemblages of animals and plants in both the channel and the riparian zone.


	3.1 Promote the use of riparian woodland grant through agricultural and forestry schemes (e.g. Scottish Forestry Grants Scheme) in appropriate areas cross-referencing with NE Wet and Riparian Woodland HAP (e.g. encourage premature felling of bankside conifers).
	3
	FC, SNW, MI, YP, SEERAD
	FC, SEERAD
	FC
	In kind
	2004 onwards
	H

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Operational Objective
	Outline Prescription
	Obj.
	Partners
	Lead Partner
	Fund Source
	Costs
	By Year
	Priority

	
	3.2 Use all opportunities to encourage best practice in the management of watercourses in forests and on farmland, as outlined in “Farming and Watercourse Management: A Good Practice Handbook”, and the Forest and Water Guidelines.


	3
	SEERAD, FWAG, SAC, SEPA, SNH, YP
	SEERAD, FWAG and SAC
	RSS
	In kind
	2004 onwards
	H

	
	3.3 Promote the adoption of fishery management practices that minimise intervention in the river and make use of soft engineering techniques, where appropriate, and  where intervention is necessary.


	3
	DSFBs, Fishery Trust, Angling clubs, SEPA, SNH.
	DSFBs
	
	In kind
	2005

onwards
	H

	
	3.4 Promote the adoption of appropriate SUDS principles (e.g. such as swales, infiltration basins, detention/retention ponds, wetlands, reedbeds) in all new developments, and consider “retrofitting” SUDS where these are a possible solution to significant surface water quality problems, increasing the quality of schemes and innovation.


	2, 3, 5
	LAs, SEPA, SW
	LAs, SW
	LA Planning and Roads Depts
	In kind
	2004 onwards
	H

	4. Manage damaging alien species.
	4.1 Extend the Cairngorms LBAP “Non-native Fish Project” in North East downstream of the CG area.


	3
	LBAP, SEPA, DSFBs
	LBAP 
	CG National Park
	?
	2004 onwards
	H

	
	4.2 Identify priority areas of invasive aliens (e.g. mink; giant hogweed, Japanese knotweed, Himalayan balsam) control and develop partnership projects to promote eradication, by distributing guidance and targeting key groups on a sub-catchment approach (e.g. DSFBs, angling interests).


	3
	SEPA, LAs, SNH, DSFBs
	SEERAD
	
	
	2006
	

	
	4.3 Implement a leaflet/flier/sticker campaign, highlighting the problem of alien invasive species through local fish and aquatic plant suppliers, and promote the use of locally sourced, native species of plants and fish, invertebrates (e.g. crayfish) and diseases (e.g. Argulus). 


	3
	SNH, SEPA, FRS, DSFBs, LBAP Awareness Group
	SNH/SEPA
	SNH/ SEPA, LAs
	1000
	2005
	M

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Operational Objective
	Outline Prescription
	Obj.
	Partners
	Lead Partner
	Fund Source
	Costs
	By Year
	Priority

	5. Identify priority areas of river/ riparian habitat for habitat enhancement
	5.1 Promote better management of riparian strips through all available opportunities, including opportunities to increase buffers strip widths (e.g. SEPA’s Habitat Enhancement Initiative, SNW booklet) 


	3, 4
	SEERAD, FWAG, SAC, SEPA, SNH, LA Parks/ Roads
	LBAPWG
	Agri env schemes,

SNH,

SEPA
	?
	2004
	H

	
	5.2 Identify priority areas on publicly owned and managed land where habitat enhancement proposals can be promoted, using information from scientific research on riparian remediation projects (e.g. Macaulay RIPAL project), where appropriate.


	3, 4
	LAs (various dept.s) SW, FC, SNH SEPA, MI
	
	
	
	2006
	M

	6. Increase public awareness of biodiversity, the wildlife value of rivers and burns and their importance as an asset to the community.
	6.1 Organise campaigns aimed at the general public, linking people with their local catchment and wildlife, and promoting personal action on issues such as water useage, “Bag It and Bin It” and a tipping survey* (link with Urban Areas HAP).

[*involving the public and LA's  reporting incidents of rubbish tipping in streams (or in general) to a  single person.  This could be used to identify tipping hotspots and target design measures,e.g. bollards, to make tipping more difficult.]


	4
	SEPA, LAs, SW, LBAPWG, LBAP Awareness Group, YP
	LAs, SW
	
	
	Ongoing
	M

	
	6.2 Provide targeted awareness raising opportunities, including guided walks, talks, seminars and educational events.

	4
	LAs (Rangers), LBAPWG
	Rangers
	
	*
	Ongoing
	H

	
	6.3 Provide a newsletter, progress report or leaflet to raise awareness and report good practice management for biodiversity in river and burn habitats.


	4
	
	LBAPWG, CMP
	
	
	
	M

	
	6.4 Support existing river based environment/amenity groups (e.g. River Urie Group) and encourage establishment of other such groups, e.g. through community councils and/or general publicity.

	4
	YP, LAs, LBAPWG
	LBAPWG
	
	
	
	M

	7. Implement protection and improvement policies


	7.1 Promote and, where possible, require the full implementation of the Forestry Commission’s “Forest and Water Guidelines” during public and private forestry operations.  
	3
	FC, SNW, Grampian Woodlands Company.
	FC
	FC
	In kind
	?
	H

	Operational Objective
	Outline Prescription
	Obj.
	Partners
	Lead Partner
	Fund Source
	Costs
	By Year
	Priority

	
	7.2 Ensure that LBAP priorities are incorporated into appropriate policy and guidelines, e.g. Forest and Water Guidelines.
	3
	FC, SNW, LBAP, Forestry Advisers
	FC, 
	FC
	In kind
	2003 onwards
	H

	
	7.3 Lobby at National level for development of policies to control alien plant species adjacent to rivers, and policies which promote the use of locally-sourced native plant species for developments and publicly funded schemes.


	5
	LA Planning, Parks & Roads Depts, SNH,SEPA SEG
	SNH/SEPA
	
	
	ongoing


	M

	
	7.4 Identify opportunities in and around settlements for the deculverting of watercourses to improve biodiversity, amenity and reduce flood risk.
	5
	SEPA, SNH, LAs Planning & Flood/ Road Dept., SEG
	LA planning/SEPA
	
	
	ongoing
	M

	
	7.5 Develop operational policies that encourage the avoidance of unnecessary management interventions in watercourses, and “soft engineering” alternatives for necessary operations.
	5
	LA Planning Dept. & Flood Engineering/ Road Dept. SEPA, 

Dee DSFB
	LA
	
	
	ongoing
	H

	
	7.6 Ensure that development plan policies deliver the biodiversity, amenity and recreational value of the area’s rivers and burns and their value as a habitat for wildlife, and promote the protection of this habitat.


	5
	LA Planning Dept., SNH, SEPA
	LA
	
	
	ongoing
	H

	
	7.7 Ensure that development plan policies promote opportunities through development proposals and public schemes, for rehabilitation and restoration of physically degraded watercourses.
	5
	LA Planning Dept., SNH, SEPA,

Dee DSFB
	LA
	
	
	ongoing
	H


KEY to abbreviatons: ACP – Aberdeen Countryside Project; CMP – Catchment Management Plan; DSFB – District Salmon Fisheries Boards; FC – Forestry Commission; FRS – Fisheries Research Services; FWAG – Farmland and Wildlife Advisory Group; LAs – Local Authorities (Aberdeen City, Aberdeenshire and Moray); LBAP – Local Biodiversity Co-ordinator; LBAPWG – NE LBAP Rivers and Burns Working Group; MI – Macaulay Institute; NESBReC – North East Scotland Biological Recording Centre; RSS – Rural Stewardship Scheme; SAC – Scottish Agricultural College; SEERAD – Scottish Executive Environment and Rural Affairs Department; SNW – Scottish Native Woodlands (NE); SuDS – Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems; SW – Scottish Water; YP – Ythan Project.

Sources of Further Information

Dee District  Salmon Fisheries Board (1999) Habitat Survey of Dee and Tributaries, Cowie and Carron.  

Includes data on salmon, trout, eel, lampreys, minows and sticklebacks.  Contact Dee DSFB for more information.

Petts G, Heathcote J, and Martin D (Eds) (2002) Urban Rivers, Our Inheritance and Future. IWA Publishing. 

Provides user-friendly information on river/riparian restoration in urban areas.  

SEPA publications:

· Watercourses in the Community: A Guide to Sustainable Watercourse Management in the Urban Environment (2000). Published by the SEPA Habitat Enhancement Initiative. 

· Improving Scotland’s Water Environment (1999). SEPA State of the Environment report.

· Farming and Watercourse Management Handbook (2000), published by WWF Scotland, with SEPA’s Habitat Enhancement Initiative, SNH, FWAG and SAC.

· Managing River Habitats for Fisheries: a guide to best practice.  Published in 2002 by SEPA for a partnership of Scottish Executive, Fisheries Research Services, SNH and SEPA.
· River Habitat Quality Report:  the physical character of rivers and streams in the UK and Isle of Man (1998).  Report by EA, SEPA and EHS.
· The New Rivers & Wildlife Handbook (1994).  RSPB, NRA, The Wildlife Trusts.
· SEPA River Classification Scheme, see http://www.sepa.org.uk/data/classification/classification_scheme_rivers_2000.htm
APPENDIX 1: Legislation Relating to Rivers and Burns

 

Summary of important environmental and natural heritage legislation relating to biodiversity and Rivers and Burns:

· Control of Pollution Act 1974 (as amended)

· Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries Act 1975

· Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981

· Control of Pollution (Amendment) Act 1989

· Environmental Protection Act 1990

· Town and Country Planning (Scotland) Act 1997

· Natural Heritage (Scotland) Act 1991

· Conservation (Natural Habitats) Regulations 1994

· Environment Act 1995
· Land Drainage & Flood Prevention (Scotland) Act 1997
· Water Environment and Water Services (Scotland) Act 2003
· Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries (Consolidation) (Scotland) Act (2003)
· Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004
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