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I fpoliticsisnotyourfavourite
pastimethenthespringperi-
od is unlikely to be themost

enjoyable time to be tuning into TV
and radio and reading the first few
pagesofyournewspaper.
A cacophony of voices is attempt-
ingtoinfluencevotersandpoliticians
ahead of the Scottish parliamenta-
ryelections,withthesubsequentEU
referendum sure to dominate once
Holyroodhasbeenelected.
Amongthecampaigngroupslook-
ing to make their views known are
organisationsrepresentingbusiness-
es,oftenexpressinghowdecisionsat
theballotboxwillaffectemployment
inyears tocome.
Yetwhilstitisnaturalthatthestanc-
esof thecountry’s largest employers
aremorelikelytodominatethenews

It’s not all about land
reformand farmpayments,
writesSarah-JaneLaing

Come the
election,

voices
from the

countryside
need to be
heard too

pages come election time, the needs
of small businesses – and especially
those in rural areas – should not get
lost in the noise of the political hul-
labaloo.
Rural news over the last year has
beendominatedby land reformand
the government’s failure to imple-
mentthenewsystemofpaymentsfor
farmers.Althoughtheseareunques-
tionably important issues, thehead-
linesdonotreflectmanyoftheevery-
dayconcernsofourruralcommuni-
tiesandbusinesses.
At a recent rural hustings jointly
organisedbyScottishLand&Estates
andNFUScotlandandsupportedby
a range of rural groups, it was infra-
structure, skills and housing that
was at the fore of the debate, along
withopportunities foryoungpeople

W hen you con-
sider it , the
ground-nest-

ingbirds thatwe love to see in
ourcountrysidereallydohave
theoddsstackedagainstthem.
Many of themhave to survive
a migration, and then they
arriveintoourpatchyclimate,
andsomewhatpatchyhabitat.
Then,after they lay, theireggs
and chicks are vulnerable to
a whole range of predators –
crows, foxes, stoats, weasels,
andrats, tonamejusta few.
At this timeofyear,ourhills,
moorland, farmlandandfield
margins should be alive with
ahostofdifferent species. For
example,waderssuchasgold-
enplover,lapwingandcurlew,
passerinessuchasskylarkand
meadow pipit, red and black
grouse, grey partridge and
more.
Seeing and hearing these
birdsinthespringisallpartof
ourrichruraltapestry.Andwe
areincreasinglybeingencour-
agedbyeveryonefromgovern-
mentdownwardstogooutand
enjoy the countryside. Many
who do will be aware of the
guidancetokeepdogsonshort
leads andunder close control
at this timeof the year, to pro-
tectground-nestingbirds.This
isanimportantconsideration
–notjustovertheuplands,but
also for thosewalkingaround
fieldmarginsandgrassystrips
thatarehometothebirds,but
whichmayalsomakeconven-
ientwalkways or routes from
onepoint toanother.
Where farmers and land-
ownershavespecificallyplant-
edgamecropsandcovercrops,
created beetle banks or sky-
larkplotsinfields,andwheth-
er they are receiving grant
funding under ‘landmanage-
mentoptions’todothis,ornot,
they can perfectly legitimate-
ly put uppolite signs advising
walkers, mountain bikers or
horse riders to consider tak-
ing an alternative route, or to
stay on thepath. Someexpla-
nationofwhyisalsohelpful, if
notessential.
Disturbance can alsomake
controlling predators more
difficult, andmore predation
can have an important effect
on nesting birds. A number
of GWCT studies show that
on farmland and moorland
where there is active game
keepering birds have much
better results in terms of
breeding success thanwhere
there is no or ineffective
keepering. Youwould expect

Managementhelpsprovide
habitat formanyspecies,
saysDrAdamSmith

Stacking the odds for
ground-nesting birds

managed grouse moors to
showhighernumbersofwad-
ersthanthosethatareunman-
aged, and this was indeed
proved to be the case by The
Game & Wildlife Conserva-
tion Trust’s nine year Upland
Predation Experiment (UPE)
at Otterburn in Northumber-
land.Hereweestablishedthat
effectivepredationcontrol, as
carried out on grousemoors
through reduction of the
number of carrion crows and
foxes, significantly improved
the breeding success of wad-
ers.Forexample,curlewwere
3.4 timesmore likely tofledge
young.That’sanincreaseto51
percentproducingchicks.
Grousemoormanagement
has predator control at its
heart anddeliversmajor ben-
efits for maintaining wader
populations.Thiswillbecome
increasinglyimportantasland
usechangesandthereismore
woodlandcover inScotland.
In1995and1996asurveywas
carriedoutbytheRSPB,incol-
laboration with the Game &
Wildlife Conservation Trust
and grouse moor owners, to
conduct breedingbird counts
inuplandareaswhere grouse
shooting was the dominant
land use. 122 properties were
visited across Scotland and
north and north-east Eng-
land. This study also showed
that golden plover, curlew
and lapwing were all much
more abundant on grouse
moors. Unsurprisingly, there
were less crowsandmore red
grouse on managed moors.
However these birds are gen-
erallymorecommon.
This is not just an upland
effect. Research conducted
at theGWCT’s demonstration
farminLeicestershireshowed
how some species of birds
nestinginhedgerowsalsobred
betterwherecrowswerebeing
controlled.
More information about
the Game andWildlife Trust
ScottishDemonstrationFarm
at Auchnerran is available at
https://www.gwct.org.uk/
auchnerran/
l Dr Adam Smith, Director,
Game&Wildlife Conservation
Trust,Scotland
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Love of wild places

irrigating rivers, but as fountains of
life.”
Todayasourworldshrinksundera
burgeoningpopulationandexpand-
ingindustry,andnaturecomesunder
more and more pressure, Muir’s
words are as important as ever.We
arepartofnature,whetherwerealise
itornot,andweneednature.
In recent years study after study
has shown that exposure to nature,

T oday is John Muir Day, a
special day for lovers of
nature andwild places. It’s

now 102 years since Muir died yet
his legacy is more important than
ever. From the rocky coast at Dun-
bar where he was born in 1838 and
lived until he was eleven to the vast
wilderness areas of theUSwherehe
spent much of his adult life, Muir
was always in touch with the natu-
ralworld.
IntheUShe’sknownasthe‘fatherof
NationalParks’ forhis campaigns to
protectYosemite,King’sCanyonand
other spectacularareasof theSierra
Nevadamountains in California.He
alsofoundedtheSierraClub,still the
US’sleadingenvironmentalorganisa-
tion.Here inScotlandtheJohnMuir
Trust carries out similar work; we
also have JohnMuir’s Birthplace in
Dunbar and the increasingly popu-
lar JohnMuirWay across the Cen-
tralBelt.
Once littleknown in thecountryof
his birth,Muir becomesmore hon-
oured and rememberedwith every
year thatpasses.
Muir was an explorer, mountain-
eer and naturalist as well as a cam-
paigner. He lived the outdoor life,
walkingathousandmilesfromIndi-
anapolis to theGulfofMexicoby the
‘wildest, leafiest, and least trodden
way’; climbingmanymountains in
theHighSierra,oftenmakingthefirst
recordedascents; and showingwith
hisdetailedfieldstudiesthatglaciers
hadcarvedthelandscapeoftheSier-
raNevada.
However it’s his articles and books
that have the most significance,
writings that led to the creation of
Yosemite National Park in 1890 and
whichstill inspireus today.
Appropriatelyenough,Ifirstdiscov-

ered JohnMuir in theSierraNevada
whenIwalked thePacificCrestTrail
many, many years ago when few
knewabouthiminScotland.
ThePacificCrestTrailrunsthrough
theSierraNevadaandthereIwalked
on the JohnMuir Trail in the John
MuirWildernessandwonderedwho
thismanwaswho’d given his name
to such a beautiful and spectacular
place.
OnceIfoundoutIbeganreadinghis
words formyself, starting with The
Mountains of California, and was
impressedwithhispassionatedevo-
tion towild places andhis use of the
powerofwords topraiseanddefend
theplaceshe loved.
Muir was not someone who
thoughtwildplacesshouldbesolely
for the landscapeand theplantsand
animals that lived there. He didn’t
want to exclude people. Indeed he
thought such places were essential
for humanity and he encouraged
people tovisit them.
Hisbooksareasmuchaboutinspir-
ing people to go and see thewilds as
they are about conserving them.He
didn’t seeanyconflictbetweenthese
two,ratherhethoughitessentialthey
went together.
Twokeyquotes reveal this. “Every-
body needs beauty aswell as bread,
places to play in and pray in, where
naturemayhealandgivestrengthto
bodyandsoulalike,”hewroteinThe
Yosemite.
And in OurNational Parks, which
was written to encourage visitors,
he said: “Thousands of tired, nerve-
shaken, over-civilized people are
beginningtofindoutthatgoingtothe
mountains is goinghome; thatwild-
ness is a necessity; and that moun-
tainparksandreservationsareuseful
not only as fountains of timber and

Today is JohnMuirdayand 102yearson
fromtheDunbar conservationist’s death, his
legacy is ingoodhands, both in theUSand

Scotland,writesChrisTownsend
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to enter farming and thewider land
basedsector.
The forthcoming election is
undoubtedlyan important event for
those of us whowant to ensure our
rural economiescan thrive in future
years.Andat theheart of this goal is
opportunity–creatingopportunities
forgrowthandalsoforwidersocietal
benefits.
We regularly hear the term ‘brain-
drain’ in themedia, where the best
young talent is forced to move in
order to access employment una-
vailable at home. Sometimes char-
acterised as young graduates leav-
ing Scotland tomove to cities such
asLondon,asimilarscenariooccurs
where young people leave our rural
areastomovetourbanlocationssuch
as Edinburgh andGlasgowbecause

there are insufficient opportunities
tobuildacareerontheirhomepatch.
The importance of stemming this
flowof youngpeople fromour rural
areas – and the help required from
decision-makersinordertodothat–
cannotbeunderestimated.
Many rural businesses are small-
scale enterprises. These small busi-
nesses are vital to the sustainability
ofruralcommunities.Abusinessina
largecitymayemploy100peoplebut
if itcannotsurvive, it is likelythatthe
employeeswillbeable tofindanoth-
eropportunity locallyand thewider
area will remain largely unaffected
by its closure. This is not the case in
ruralareas.
Our rural businesses can often be
lowvolume - but large impact. They
may only employ a handful of peo-

plebuttheywillhelpdriveeconomic
activityintheareaandoftensupport
other localbusinesses.Forexample,
anestatewhichdiversifies into tour-
ism will in turn support local food
suppliers, tradesmenandgarages.
Suchbusinesses,andthecommuni-
ties they support, are not looking to
the impendingelectionsas a chance
todemandhandoutsorspecialtreat-
ment.Butwhatisneededisacommit-
menttointroduceenhancedconnec-
tivity,whether that be electronically
throughruralbroadbandorphysical-
ly throughpublic transport, toallow
existingandnewruralenterprisesto
reachtheirfullpotential.Moreneeds
to be done to ensure that infrastruc-
ture is fit for the 21st century in our
countryside,notonlyoururbanloca-
tions.

more important than ever

wecannot expect to see theendof it.
...Sowemustcountonwatchingand
striving for these trees, and should
always be glad to find anything so
surelygoodandnoble tostrive for.’
lTomarkJohnMuirDaythismonth,
Scottish Natural Heritage and part-
nerswill be organising a series events
and activities around the JohnMuir
Way from 16-24April, which you can
findaboutathttp://www.visiteastlothi-

whether by standing looking or
by venturing deep into it, has a
powerful and positive effect on our
wellbeing.
When they are asked, visitors to
theHighlands generally say that the
landscapeisthemainreasontheyare
there. Nature is important to them
even if they never venture far from
roadsandtowns.
Thehugepopularity of nature and

wildlife programmes on television
furthershowsthis.Muirwouldhave
understood.
This need for nature andwildness
means thatMuir’s words in defence
of themare still relevant and should
beheeded.Theyalwayswillbe.
Ashesaidinaspeech ‘thebattlewe
have fought, andare still fighting for
theforestsisapartoftheeternalcon-
flict between right and wrong, and
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an.org/john_muir_day.asp, while the
JohnMuirTrust is offering half price
membership to new recruits over the
sameperiod.
Cairngorms-based explorer Chris
Townsendisanelected boardmember
oftheJohnMuirTrust,Hehaswritten
more than 20 books about his adven-
tures in themountains, including the
newly published Out There: A Voice
fromtheWild (SandstonePress).

Opportunitiesarebeingcreatedfor
youngpeopleacrossruralareas,but
this often takes placewith one hand
tied behind the back of businesses
whowant todomore. ScottishLand
& estates has been working with
Rural Skills Scotland, Lantra and
otherstoincreaseroutesintofurther
educationandskillstrainingforagri-
cultural and land-based industries,
including country sports, but wid-
ening access to such training needs
to bemore of a priority for govern-
ment. Itwas clear from thehustings
that there is a desire to retain young
people in rural regions but this has
tobe converted intoa tangiblepack-
ageofactions fromthenextScottish
Government.
The availability of housing is a key
partofthatpackage,theScottishGov-

ernment has recently announced a
RuralHousingFundwhichwill pro-
vide£25moverthenextthreeyearsin
ordertoincreasethesupplyofafford-
able housing of all tenures in rural
Scotland.Suchsupporthastobewel-
comedbutwiththenation’s ‘housing
crisis’ evenmore acute in rural are-
as, the potential of private and com-
munity landowners to play a great-
er role in housing provision should
berealised.
Sarah-Jane Laing is Director of Poli-
cy&ParliamentaryAffairsatScottish
Land&Estates

0Avisitorpeers throughthe
windowof theJohnMuirbirthplace
inDunbar


