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whenwecountwildgreypartridges,
as we are doing at the moment, we
are also noting other species taking
advantage ofmeasures put in place
on farms to protect and provide for
some of ourmost challenged birds
andmammals.
To the lay person, seeing that a
fieldhasnotbeenploughedorplant-
ed right up to the hedge or the dyke
might make them think that the
farmer took an early lunch, or that
theyare taking thesubsidybutshort
changingthesystem.Infactwewant
to see margins left, hedges cut but
on a planned basis and never ‘short
back and sides’ at once, unproduc-
tive strips andheadlands allowed to
stand, or better still planted with a
mixtobenefitbirdsandwildlife.
We are working hard on the sci-
ence to establishwhat different bird

DrDaveParish says
responsible farminggives

wildlife aboost

Managing
land for game

birds helps
all species

survive and
thrive over

winter

species need for food, shelter, and
nesting cover and, come spring, for
rearing their chicks.We know that
managing the farm for game will
deliveroutcomesfor farmlandbirds
andsongbirds too.
This is the basis for the Interreg
North Sea Region-supported PAR-
TRIDGEproject,whichaimstoshow
how grey partridge measures can
boostwildlifeatdemonstrationsites
across northern Europe. We hope
thiswillleadtoimprovementsinsup-
portpackagesavailabletofarmersto
givewildlifeamuch-neededboost.
If we can provide for these species
allyearroundwewillcomefarcloser
to safeguarding their future. So, for
example, the wild grey partridge
requires suitable habitat, enough
foodandtolerablelevelsofpredation
for success andwhen farmers plant

except where farmers have specifi-
callymade provision for them. This
maybebecauseofaninterestingame
birds, or through a support scheme
where public money compensates
farmersforgivingoversomeof their
groundtowildlifehabitats.
Aswehead towardsBrexitwenow
have a good idea from the recently
publishedAgricultureBillthatfuture
measures to support farmers south
of the border post 2021 will be built
around care for the environment.
Implicit in any future supportmust
bepayment for farming for foodbut
theWestminsterstrategyisdefinitely
towardsdelivering‘environmentally
responsible farming’.
GWCT has always advocated that
if manage your land for the bene-
fit of game species then other birds
and wildlife will benefit too. So,

I t’s autumn and, whilst we
may still have a few days of
sunshine left, the palette of

thecountryside ischanging.
Standing crops have been harvest-
ed, bales are wrapped and stacked,
swallowsandsummervisitorswillbe
headingsouthandotherspecieswill
replacethem,stoppingofftoplunder
berries in woods and hedgerows as
theymigrate.
Pigeons in flocks are hoovering up
thegrainthatthecombineshaveleft;
rooks are gathering in numbers in
the high trees. Many species, both
gamebirdsandsongbirdsingardens
and farmsare facing theprospect of
winterandtheassociatedchallenges
tosurvival.
Themoderncountrysideisaharsh
environment forwildlife,with scant
opportunities for food and shelter

Helping a humble
mountain herb to
beat the effects of
climate change

0TheRoyalBotanicGardenEdinburgh isworkinghard to reintroduceCicerbita

ing decades. Then, we can start to
understand howwemightmanage
ourwoodlandsnowandinthefuture.
ManyofScotland’swoodlandshave
beensimplifiedbecauseofpastman-
agement suchascoppicing forchar-
coaloroakbarktobeusedintanner-
ies. By increasing the complexity of
thesewoodlands, such as diversify-
ing the types, ages, andstructuresof

ciesinthesesnowbedhabitatssoasto
protect thembefore they disappear,
withmonitoring to understand the
speedwithwhich these habitats are
changing.Thechallengeistocapture
the importanceof thesehighmoun-
tain areaswithin conservation poli-
cyata timewhentheyareshifting in
character.Thismakesthepracticeof
defining and then achieving conser-
vationgoalsextremelydifficult.
Perhapsthegreatesttestisreserved
for coastal rainforest, part of a
globally-rare temperate rainforest,
covering less than one per cent of
land surface in places such as Chile,
NewZealand and, indeed, Scotland.
Its very existence is sustained by
particular climatic conditions;mild
temperatures throughout the year,
andplentifulmoisture.
RBGE is using its three region-
al gardens as experimental sites to
understand the response of rainfor-
estspeciestoclimatechange.Logan,
in Dumfries and Galloway, is wet
andwarmwhileBenmore, inArgyll,
is wet and cool and Dawyck, in the
Borders, is dry and cool. As such,
they provide sufficiently different

climates formonitoring the growth
ofrainforest lichens.
Lichengrowthismeasuredmonth-
ly and compared to the climate. The
variability of climates across the
regional gardens is sufficient that
we can estimate the effects of future
climatechange,includingthepoten-
tial health of lichen populations in
Scotland’s rainforest over the com-

DrChristopherEllis reports
on local actions to

protectnativeplants from
globalwarming

T he most pressing global
challenge of our time is
arguably climate change.

Central to addressing this is the
worldwideplantconservationunder-
taken by the Royal Botanic Garden
Edinburgh(RBGE)andourpartners.
FromtheCongolese forests,where
monitoring of plant species under-
pins rainforest conservation, to
Nepal,where thedescriptionofnew
species, coupledwitheconomicand
social botany, is helping communi-
ties benefit from sustainable plant
resources, we are making a differ-
ence. But, if charity begins at home,
what isRBGEdoing forScotland?
Scotland’s climate is projected to
change. Already it appears warm-
er overall, with shifting patterns of
rainfall. ThechallengeforScotland’s
plants is the added effect of climate
changealongsideotherpressures.
ThisisexemplifiedbyRBGE’swork
on Cicerbita alpina, the alpine blue
sow thistle, a tall herb characteris-
tic of mountain grasslands. Highly
palatable to grazing animals, it has
become restricted to just four small
mountainledgesinScotlandbeyond
thereachofdeerandsheep.
Management of these ani -
mals connects directly with cli-
mate change, because smaller and
isolatedplantpopulationshavelower
amounts of genetic diversity, which
reducestheabilityofspeciestoevolve
andadapt toenvironmentalchange.
Newpopulations of alpine blue sow

thistle,with increasedgeneticdiver-
sity, are beingpropagated atRBGE’s
Nursery and translocated back into
Scotland’slandscape.Thekeylesson
is that local effects – such as grazing
–canhave implications fora species
survivalunderclimatechange.
Asidefromfloweringplants,much
of Scotland’s importance in interna-
tional conservation stems from its
richnessofalgae,mosses, liverworts
and fungi, including lichens, which
are archetypal in our landscapes,
fromthehighestmountainstocoast-
al rainforest.
What thesehumble species lack in
stature, theymake up for in impor-
tance; recent estimates suggest they
capture around half of the nitrogen
thatlaterbecomesavailableforplant
growthandaround10percentofpri-
mary productivity overall. But, they
arealsomicrohabitatspecialistsand
they occur under subtly contrasting
conditionsacross the landscape.
Some species are associated only
with patches of late-lying snow in
the mountains and are threatened,
therefore,byclimatechange.RBGE’s
work includes discovering new spe-
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covercrops,providesupplementary
feed and perform even basic preda-
torcontroltheycanmeettheseneeds.
Other factorsmight include hedge
maintenance and tree planting, but
good habitatmanagement forwild-
life means planting and managing
vegetationwith appropriate care to
provideasoundenvironment.
Where these interventions are
plannedanddelivered thentheycan
have staggering results – for exam-
ple one study of game crops in Scot-
land recorded up to 100 times as
manysongbirdsperhectare in them
compared to stubble, set aside or
conventional crops, with another
studyshowing15 timesmorebutter-
fliesand40timesmorebumblebees.
Where an arable enterprise will
want to improve their yield by kill-
ing weeds with chemical treat-

ments or killing insects with insec-
ticides, this takes away a valuable
foodsource.But this canbeoffsetby
treatingareasaroundfields,margins
and headlands with fewer or selec-
tive chemicals allowingmorewild-
flowersandarableweedstoflourish,
and the associated pollinators and
pest-predators, which can actually
improvecropyields.
At this timeof year farmlandbirds
need food and shelter, so plants that
stand through thewinter and retain
their seeds throughspringare ideal.
In Scotland we have been trial-
ling kale, triticale, mustard, wheat,
oil seed rape and quinoa benefiting
many species including linnet, bull-
finch, reed bunting, house sparrow,
tree sparrow and song thrush. Any
futurepaymentregimewehopewill
ensurethatgreaterlevelsofthistype

of work can be implemented.
Finally, rememberwhen enjoy-
ing the outdoors, walking the
dogor riding thehorse that field
edges andmargins, whilst they
mightlookneglectedandscruffy
through thewinter, are in fact a
sanctuaryforbirdlife.Tempting
as theymight seem,walkor ride
throughthestubbleandleavethe
margins as a safe haven for spe-
cies thatneedthemforsurvival.
Dr Dave Parish, head of Scottish
Lowlandresearch,GWCT.

alpina, thealpinebluesowthistle, toScotland’s landscape,where ithasbecomeendangeredbecauseofgrazing

trees, we can create a wider variety
ofmicroclimates, giving lichens the
opportunity tocoloniseandsurvive.
Our futurewellbeing is intimately
linked to the fateofplantsand fungi.
Climate change issues reach across
land management options – graz-
ing, woodland management and
more – since local actions become
part of our global response. Argua-

bly, all conservation, fromtheeradi-
cationofinvasivenon-nativespecies,
tohabitat restoration, is apartof the
responsetoclimatechange.Eachwill
seek toprovidenaturewithasmuch
resilience as possible andwe can all
playapart.
Dr Christopher Ellis is head of
cryptogams, Royal Botanic Garden
Edinburgh.
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