
Sitting ducks in the Cairngorms National Park – Scotland’s not so sporting estates
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Young ducks on a pool Ralia. Note the turf covered island with peaty sides on the right, evidence that some or all of this pool is artificial

Yesterday Raptor Persecution UK published an excellent post calling for greater scrutiny of duck
shooting on sporting estates (see here).  By coincidence I had had my eyes opened to what is going
on the week before when passing through the Ralia Estate to check on how Abrdn’s tree planting
proposals at Far Ralia (see here).

Anyone who has spent any time on the lower parts of the sporting estates on Speyside will have
noticed the proliferation of duck pools over the years, often with hides for shooting. A recent example is
in Glen Banchor:
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New ponds in peat bog. Notice the dead trees, a good example of what happens when they are planted on bog unless the peat is
drained/destroyed by mounding, releasing carbon into the atmosphere.

This “pond” is n the edge of a large area of peat bog which was “restored” a couple of years ago with
funding apparently from NatureScot (see here) and not much more than a stone throw from the new
native woodland planting funded by NatureScot and the Woodland Trust (see here).
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Close up of top photo showing digger marks and part of the artificial island, created when the peat around it was removed

Why public authorities and conservation organisations are paying sporting estates to restore woodland
and peatland while allowing them to do this is unclear.  The British Association of Shooting and
Conservation (BASC) advises landowners to consult planning authorities before digging such pools in
their guidance on flight ponds (see here) but I cannot find a single planning application for a flight pond
ever been recorded on the Ralia, Kinrara (where there is a row of such ponds parallel to the A9) or
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Glen Banchor estates.  Has there ever been an application in the Cairngorms National Park?

Naively, I had thought that these ponds were intended to create habitat to attract wild duck to roost,
when they are known as flight ponds”, or perhaps to take up permanent residence.  I cannot recall,
however, ever seeing a duck on these pools despite often being out in the gloaming when ducks return
to safe places to roost.  But then I am usually away in the summer.

What I learned last week is that young duck reared in captivity are released onto the pools in summer,
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usually in July, and are then fattened up on grain:

Grain feeder at southern end of large lochan in photo above

With the abundant food, the young ducks quickly become “hefted” to the pool, an evolutionary
weakness if you like that it ruthlessly exploited by gamekeepers.

Once the duck shooting season starts on 1st September the “guns” are stationed around the body of
water before the duck are flushed by dogs.  The ducks then circle round and round the pool – they are
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so hefted they don’t try to fly away – in a frenzy giving the “guns” multiple opportunties to shoot them. 
The carnage ceases when the gamekeeper blows a whistle and the shooters may then move on to
another pool – the ducks are too hefted to be scared off by the noise.  This is called “sport” .  To be
fair, some of those who shoot wildfowl decry it (see here).

In theory the creation or extension of existing pools of water, if done in the right places, could create
new habitats.  Where duck are released and then fed, however, this supports artificially high numbers
(akin to feeding deer through the winter) and these  then gobble up many of the plants and animals
which might otherwise colonise the area.  These sitting ducks therefore appear bad for biodiversity, like
pheasant.  Ducks, as Raptor Persecution Scotland pointed out, are also one of the main carriers of
Avian flu.

The Cairngorms National Park Authority in their current partnership plan committed to assess the
impact of gamebird releases on biodoversity by 2027 and then devise a plan of action (see here). The
CNPA may lack resources but this is spineless.  One thing they could do immediately is inform
landowners they expect any work to create or enlarge existing pools of water should require planning
permission and take enforcement action where this has not happened.  A good place to start would be
the new pond in Glen Banchor.
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