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Don't grouse about

shooting —estates I

benefit wildlife and
the economy too

ith 2018 well up and
running, sporting
estates across Scot-

land are looking forward to the year
ahead, as well as taking stock of the
season recently ended.

Many grouse moors had tocontend
with difficultspringweatherlastyear
but the season remained positive in
most places, with grouse numbers
high enough toallowshootdays. This
ensuredthatruralareascontinuedto
experiencesocialand economicben-
efitsfrom domesticand international
visitors coming to Scotland for our
world class country sports tourism.

Even where grouse numbers were
nothigh enough for shooting, westill
saw year-round conservation, bene-
fitingground nestingbirdsand other
wildlife, undertaken by gamekeep-
ersand estatestaffwhoareemployed
whether shooting takes place or not.

This year is particularly notewor-
thy for the sector with an independ-
entreview of moorland management
announced last year by Cabinet Sec-
retary Roseanna Cunningham.

The expert group that will conduct
thereview isin place to take forward
the government’s stated core objec-
tive: “This new group will look at
what we can do to balance our com-
mitment to tackling wildlife crime
withgrousemoor managementprac-
tices, so it continues to contribute to
our rural economy, while being sus-
tainableand compliantwith thelaw.”

The Scottish Moorland Group,

Tim Baynes warns against

polarising the debate

on moorlands and outlines
progress in conservation

whose members make up themajor-
ity of grouse estates across the coun-
try, has already indicated its willing-
ness to assist. Itis in all our interests
to have thorough and independent
research to inform public policy and
help lay to rest misunderstandings
around grouse moor management.

Concernsaboutwildlife crimewere
a catalyst for this review. Persecu-
tion of birds of prey is unacceptable
and widely condemned in the sector.
Those who engage in such activity
should face the consequences and
Scotland has some of the most strin-
gentlegislation and penalties to deal
with such cases.

Therehasbeenssignificantprogress
over thelast five years, with a contin-
uedlong-term decline in bird of prey
crime, according to government sta-
tistics. That said, this is an ongoing
issue thatneeds to be addressed.

We have also seen new models of
partnership to close the perceived
gap between moorland manag-
ers and conservation groups. The
Partnership Against Wildlife Crime
Scotland has aided efforts to reduce
wildlife crime, whilst the East Cairn-

gormsMoorlandPartnershipislead-
ing the way for moorland estates to
work together and with the Cairn-
gorms National Park. In the Heads
Up for Harriers project, the major-
ity of estates volunteering are driv-
engrousemoors,and2017hasseena
bumperyear with 37 chicks success-
fullyfledging. Wealso have the South
of Scotland Golden Eagle project,
with estates volunteering to get this
iconic bird re-established.

The review panel will also look at
the intensity of moorland manage-
ment and examine matters such as
muirburn and mountain hare popu-
lations. These issues have been the
focusof workatScotland’s Moorland
Forum in the last two years, result-
ing in new codes of best practice
endorsed by the government.

There is also a need to examine
what has happened where grouse
management has ceased, such as in
Wales, and the detrimental impact
it has had. With the conclusions of
the Langholm Moor demonstration
projectdue to be published this year,
which examine the conflict between
raptor populationsand grouse moor

management, it is important to
understand thatraremoorland birds
such as curlew, lapwing and golden
ploverareincreasinglyrelianton the
managementofgamekeepersaspop-
ulations decline elsewhere.

The Scottish Government has rec-
ognised the need to examine the

substantial contribution thatgrouse
shooting makes to the rural econo-
my. This is even more important on
moorlands where alternative land
uses are limited by climate, soil and
altitude and would thus affect vital
employment, paid for privately. This
has added importance at the time of
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Brexit, when other land uses, such
as hill farming, may face substantial
change.

The debate around grouse shoot-
ing is too polarised. However, those
willing to work constructively and
collaboratively do achieve results,
particularly in conservation of spe-

N Grouse shooting makes a substantial contribution to the Scottish economy and managed estates are also effective in conservation of rare birds, says Tim Baynes of the Scottish Moorland Group

cies and habitat. Those of us who
are passionate about shooting, and
the multitude of benefits it provides,
hope that cooperation and partner-
ship will prevail and help build on
whatisaScottish rural successstory.
Tim Baynes, director of the Scottish
Moorland Group.
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Drones, laser
scarers and
mobile phone
apps—how
technology

is helping
conservation

Dr Dave Parish is excited
about new developments —
and you can help too

ur countryside, and that
across theworld, hasbeen
altered by our influence.

Much of it now is far from being tru-
ly wild and, not surprisingly, this
has led to many conservation chal-
lenges resulting in calls for action.
Fortunately, in the 21st century, we
have new tools and technology to
help with this.

So, what is the best way to save
valuable habitats and the species
thatrelyon theminthefaceofurban-
isation, deforestation, invasive non-
nativespeciesand agriculturalinten-
sification?

Most ecologists now agree that
interventionand activemanagement
of the landscapes and maintaining
therightmixofhabitatsonanappro-
priate scale that will allow wildlife

to flourish, are crucial. The days of
conservation through inaction are
long gone, if they ever existed atall.

Wildlife management requires
knowledge and understanding of
the problems, and skill in applying
solutions, without adding too great
a burden on other land users. The
latter may be controversial to some
but is important: we have to appre-
ciate that we cannot simply exclude
competing interests; we have to find
solutions acceptable to all.

Modern technology is now help-
ing to inform wildlife management
decisions. One excellent exam-
ple is the use of drones. These have
become widely available and skilled
operators can access otherwise
inaccessible areas, and conduct sur-
vey work, often from a significant

height. Drones can also be deployed
to record a wide range of data from
avery large area, often very quickly,
compared with the ‘old fashioned’
alternative of tramping across the
countryside with a notebook, binoc-
ularsand acompass. Thereisa huge
saving in time and less disturbance
to the wildlife.

Similar technology, greatly scaled-
up,isdeployed by satellite. Theseare
notjust there to keep mobile phones
working: many satellite networks
collect data on land cover, temper-
ature, gas emissions and, of course,
the weather, and a lot more besides.

Such technology is great for
providing data at landscape, and
even countrywide, scales, but what
ifourinterestisin the day-to-daylives
of individual animals? Colleagues at

the Game & Wildlife Conservation
Trusthave studied the movements of
woodcock, a species of wading bird,
using special tags as they migrate
between the UK and their wintering
grounds in Scandinavia and Russia.
Theseare carefully fitted to the bird
and, once activated, communicate
by satellite allowing real-time moni-
toring of where the birds goand how
long they stay ateach stopover on the
way. This provides valuabledata that
fillsa huge gap in their annual cycle,
and helps to explain changes in the
number of birds returning to breed,
for example, that previously would
have been impossible to monitor.
Sometimes wildlife management
isn’tabout trying to increase animal
numbers, but reducing or deterring
them. Some conservation projects

maybesosuccessful thattheirresults
create conflictwith otherland users.

One such case is that of sea eagles
potentiallykilling farmers’ lambs on
Mull. The proposed solution is laser
scaringdevices. These medium-pow-
ered lasers emita green light which,
when projected ontothe ground near
thebirds, scaresthem away effective-
ly. The lasers have huge range and
could allow farmers to quickly and
easily scare eagles from large areas
of land. The same applies to geese
and other potential bird pests, but
the technology hasn’t yet been tried
onmammals.

This is something GWCT is now
looking at with multiple partners
for the LIFE Laser Fence project. We
hopetofind waystouselaserstokeep
somemammalsoutofareaswewant

toprotect, providingavaluablealter-
nativetolethalmethods of control. It
might be possible to keep rats out of
grain stores, or deer away from busy
roads, without resorting to poisons
or expensive permanent fencing.
Technology might seem out of
reach to the average ‘citizen scien-
tist’, but thatisn't the case. Advances
inmobile phonesand apps mean that
the public is equipped to help with
many tasks like data gathering.
Modern phones with their capa-
bility to process and store large
amounts of information could be
used to help find and identify target
species and record even quite com-
plexdata. Therearesimpleappsthat
allow logging precise locations of
findings — exploiting satellites again
—and accessing software like map-

ping programmes. It is likely
thatwider and better results will
be achieved with the help of the
latest technology in the hands of
the wider public —and we scien-
tists are grateful for that.

Dr Dave Parish, head of lowland
research Scotland, Game & Wild-
life Conservation Trust.
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