
Targets to restore nature – the Cairngorms conundrum

Description

Walking along the upper River Feshie November 2021

In Scotland it is often easy to tell whether land is protected for nature, it looks, sounds and feels like 
nature is doing well.  

Ben Dolphin explained this recently in a fine article for walkhighlands  (see here) about why Scotland’s 
Nature National Reserves are a good place to walk.  The challenge for both the Scottish Government
and the Cairngorms National Park Authority (CNPA) is how do you record where nature is doing well or
recovering and, conversely, where it is in deep trouble and how do you change that?  This post looks
at the issues in the light of Scotland’s Programme for Government and the CNPA’s draft National Park
Partnership Plan which is open for consultation until 17th December (see here).
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Scotland’s targets for nature conservation and what they mean

A Fairer Greener Scotland, the Programme for Government 2021-22 (see here), included a
commitment that in 2023-4 new legal targets will be introduced to protect the natural environment:

The meaning and difference between “protected” and “highly protected” or how this relates to the
International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN)’s six categories of protected area – a
worldwide system for counting whether nature is protected – is not explained. Perhaps this was
because how scientists currently work out whether any area of land or sea is “protected” and, if so, to
what extent, is extremely complicated.  If you doubt that take a look at IUCN’s 2012 handbook on
Identifying Protected Areas in the UK (see here).

But Scotland already has 1422 Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs), the designation that forms
the building block of our nature conservation system, “covering around 1,011,000 hectares or 12.6% of 
Scotland’s land area (above mean low water springs)”  (see here).  So, does this mean that the
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Scottish Government believes 10% of Scotland’s land is already highly protected?  And, if so, how will
anyone be able to judge whether the Scottish Government’s target to “protect” 30% of Scotland’s land
and seas has been reached by 2030?  As importantly, what are the implications for the climate and
nature emergencies of 70% of our land and seas being “unprotected”?

It is instructive to compare the Scottish Government’s  targets with those contained in the Nature
Recovery Plan (see here) launched by the RSPB, WWF Scotland and the Scottish Wildlife Trust last
year.  In calling for more Marine Protected Areas they asked the Scottish Government to:

“Commit to a minimum of 30% of Scottish seas being highly protected, of which at least a third is fully 
protected”.

They explained that the Marine Protected Area Guide (see here), produced with  the International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature, defines “Fully protected” as “no extractive or destructive activities 
are allowed, and all impacts are minimized” while “Highly protected” is defined as”only light extractive 
activities are allowed, and other impacts are minimized to the extent possible“. 

The Scottish Government’s Programme for Government reads like a watered down version of the 
RSPB/WWF/SWT’s Nature Recovery Plan.  Instead of 10% of Scotland being “fully protected”, it will be 
“highly protected” and instead of 30% of Scotland being “highly protected” it will be just “protected”.  
For the technical minded, the Scottish “highly protected” does sound similar to our SSSIs where “light 
extractive activities are allowed” and damaging operations require consent.  If so, that would conform 
that the Scottish Government believes more than 10% of Scotland’s land is already  “highly 
protected”.   

Moreover, the Joint Nature Conservation Committee has counted up all the various designations that 
apply to landscapes in the UK for a report to the UN’s Biodiversity Conference and claimed as a result 
that 28% of land in the UK is currently protected (see here).  On that definition, Scotland, which has 
more large designated areas than England, is likely to have met its 30% target for terrestrial habitats 
already.

Nature targets and the Cairngorms National Park Partnership Plan

According to the IUCN’s classification of Protected Areas, Scotland’s National Parks aren’t real
(category ii) National Parks, areas set aside to protect large-scale ecological processes, but (category
v) protected landscapes, areas where people and nature interact (see here).  The challenge in terms of
meeting the Scottish Government’s targets is that clearly  much of the Cairngorms National Park’s 
4,528 square kilometres isn’t protected.  Large areas are being overgrazed and damaged by muirburn
through their management as sporting estates.

About half of the National Park, however, is “protected” by other designations. Many of these, including
most SSSIs, have been classified as the equivalent to the IUCN’s (category iv) “Habitat Species
Management Areas”. Unfortunately, these sites aren’t much use either for telling us how much land is
“highly protected” or “protected” because a significant proportion are in “unfavourable condition”.  The
actual situation on the ground is made more complicated because NatureScot reports on condition by
site and not by the area of land covered:
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“The proportion of natural features in favourable condition on protected sites at 31st March 2021 was 
78.3%*. This figure comprises:

Site Condition Monitoring (SCM) Condition Assessment – Favourable          65.1%
SCM Condition Assessment – Unfavourable Recovering                                  6.4%
i.e. monitoring has detected signs of recovery but favourable condition has not been reached.
Unfavourable Recovering Due to Management Change                                   6.7%
i.e positive management is in place that is expected to improve the condition of the site but this 
has not yet been assessed on the ground.”

(Extract from NatureScot 2021 site monitoring report (see here))

The figure of 78.3 recovering grossly misrepresents the true position by counting sites that are still in
unfavourable condition but are recovering or might do so in future. A very recent study of protected
areas across the UK (see here) picked up on this and concluded that because so many sites are in
unfavourable condition only 4.9% of land across the UK can really be said to be protected for nature.

This means that the position in the Cairngorms National Park may be far worse than it appears:

Extract from CNPA National Park Partnership Plan (NPPP) Conservation factsheet (see here)

Trying to work out the actual position is made more complicated because when the current NPPP was
finalised back in 2017 it claimed 81.8% of sites were in favourable position!
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Extract from current NPPP 2017-22

If the CNPA has now decided to abandoned NatureScot’s sleight of hand and that explains why the
proportion of sites in favourable condition has dropped from 81.8% to c62%, that is welcome.  It leaves
unexplained, however, how much progress there has actually been  in the last five years and why so
many sites are in poor condition.  Unfortunately, the new CNPA NPPP has followed the example of the
Loch Lomond and Trossachs National Park Authority NPPP and is almost devoid of serious analysis. 
As a result no-one reading the plan would know what the CNPA has actually achieved or much more
importantly the barriers to progress and where action need to be taken urgently.

 

The CNPA’s change in focus from protecting sites to ecological restoration

The draft NPPP has abandoned any attempt to set targets to improve the condition of protected sites:

If Scotland’s designated sites are intended as the best examples of nature in Scotland, why avoid
committing to any action to improve the ruinous condition of many of them?  How will this help the
Scottish Government achieve their targets?

It would be too simple, however, to see this as the CNPA simply abandoning their responsibilities or
wanting to avoid being seen to fail. While the state of the natural environment within many protected
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sites in the National Park is still being seriously damaged through the way the land is being managed
and those issues must be addressed, there are also some serious flaws in the current designation
system.

The most fundamental is that the designation system was designed to protect particular features and
species, rather than nature  as a whole.  Instead of letting nature  evolve and adapt, the current system
sanctions muirburn on moorland to prevent it developing into woodland through natural succession.  In
trying to focus land-management on protecting single features or species, it fossilises the land, failing
to consider the much wider benefits that might occur if nature was left to do the job.  This accounts for
the observation Ben Dolphin made in his article that in most protected areas apart from National
Nature Reserves you would have no idea you were anywhere special..

The new emphasis that the CNPA has put on ecological processes in the draft NPPP therefore is to be
welcomed:

The change is linked to and supports other policies in the plan, such as that the primary means of
expanding woodland should be by natural regeneration and that there is a need to look at the number
and impact of gamebird releases in the National Park.  It recognises that protected areas are not the
only important areas in the National Park for nature and recognises that some “unprotected places” like
Glen Tromie are, as a result of the natural regeneration there, soon likely to be far better for nature
than many supposedly protected sites.  Ecological restoration is a neat way of getting round around
the failings of the designation system, as administered by NatureScot, and recognising the good things
that are happening on the ground in parts of the National Park.
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Nowhere, however, is the change or its implications clearly set out and discussed in the NPPP. 
Effectively what the change means is that instead of trying to set targets to get specific features in the
50% of the land area in the National Park that is designated into favourable condition, the CNPA will
now focus its efforts on trying to get 50% of land in the National Park managed for ecosystem
restoration by 2045 (following the examples of Cairngorms Connect and the Mar Lodge Regeneration
Zone).

While the change in the direction of travel is generally welcome, there are still a number of serious
issues with the shift that the CNPA needs to address:

The abandonment of targets for “returning” protected sites to favourable condition is letting
traditional sporting estates who have been responsible for damaging so many of the sites, off the
hook.
What’s more, while NatureScot has almost never used their statutory powers to force landowners
to act on designated sites, at least those powers exist. It is not clear how the CNPA will enforce
its target for ecosystem restoration if landowners continue to fail to co-operate as at present. The
CNPA makes no mention of what powers would be needed to achieve its new objective.
The 50% target for ecosystem restoration by 2045 is too low and too slow. It will allow half the
Cairngorms National Park, arguably the most important area for nature conservation in Scotland,
to continue to be managed intensively for grouse shooting or deer stalking.  It will do nothing to
fundamentally change how the Royal Family (see here) and other sporting landowners manage
their land.   A few less deer and avoiding muirburn on deep peat (as set out in other targets in the
NPPP) is all that will be required of traditional sporting estates.  As for the timescales, it’s as
though the crisis in nature didn’t exist.
Ecosystem restoration requires action at a landscape scale and co-operation between
landowners, such as is happening with Cairngorms Connect on the western side of the
Cairngorms.  Promoting conservation in isolated sites, patches of native woodland behind fences,
for example, is not ecosystem restoration. The CNPA will never achieve even its 50% target if it
allows specific landowners, whose co-operation is crucial to success, to opt out.  The implication
is that the CNPA has to introduce zoning to the National Park, showing which places should be
primarily managed for ecosystem restoration and then taking action to ensure this happens. If
you started doing that you would end up with more than 50% of the land in the National Park
required for ecosystem restoration.  A good place, however, to start would be with the central
Cairngorms massif and the old Cairngorm National Nature Reserve, but that would mean tackling
sporting estate management in places like Glenavon (see here) and Invercauld (see here) .
The CNPA has not said how it will report (to the public and Scottish Ministers) on whether
progress with ecosystem restoration is really happening BUT is proposing in the NPPP to
develop a Cairngorms Nature Index by 2023.  This has the potential to record change/progress.
But given the difficulties that have plagued reporting on the state of protected sites, it should be
clear some radical thinking is required.  It might seem risky, but instead of relying solely on
scientific data, why not also ask the public (the dozens of bird watchers, botanists, hillwalkers,
anglers etc) who care about nature to report on which bits of the National Park they believe are
being restored?  That would show that the National Park really is about people and nature.

Behind all these challenges with the CNPA’s proposed change of direction lies the question of the
future of the traditional sporting estate.  The draft NPPP is silent about that and effectively defers to the
Scottish Government on the key questions of muirburn and deer control. That is the NPPP’s greatest
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weakness and unless that is addressed its good intentions are unlikely ever to be achieved.
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