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Invasive Sitka and the Cairngorms National Park
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Sitka spruce by the summit cairn of Corryhabbie Hill (782m) with Ben Avon, Bheinn a Bhuird and
the central Cairngorms massif behind. 15th June

Two years ago | briefly considered the implications of invasive Sitka for native woodland on Ladylea
Hill, in the north east corner of the Cairngorms National Park (see here). This week | spent three days
hill walking in and around Glen Livet, in the central part of the northern Cairngorms. | had not spent
time in the area for over a decade and was struck both by changes in land-use had how self-seeding
Sitka has been spreading on both sides of the Cairngorms National Park boundary.
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Sitka colonising moorland and bog (note the sphaghnum mosses left foreground) to the west of the |

On returning home | checked and the Cairngorms National Park Authority (CNPA) has almost no policy
on Sitka despite its steady spread into and across the National Park.

Sitka does get one mention in the CNPA&??s Forest Strategy, adopted in 2018 and intended to a??set
the direction for forest management and woodland restoration in the National Park for the next two

decadesa?? (see here):

Table 2 Provisional estimates of forest cover (area, volume and carbon storage)

in the Cairngorms National Park (MNational Forest Inventory, 2015)

Total area Total area Total volume Total carbon
(ha) (%) (K m3 obs) (K t)

Scots pine Qef alala/;rpﬂ Wal' 60 7204 2577
Sitka spruce 5,600 ermark 1,843 549
5

Lodgepole pine 3,000 743 257
Larches 2,600 4 644 201
Other conifers |,600 3 557 | 54
All conifers 49,800 gl 11,040 3,758
Birch 10,200 16 858 454
Other broadleaves 1,200 3 220 |04
All broadleaves 12,100 19 1,082 560
All species 62,300 100 12,126 4318

At 9% the proportion of Sitka in woodland in the Cairngorms National Park in 2015 was considerably

less than the rest of Scotland where it now makes up 43% of tree cover. Given the propensity of Sitka
to spread, it is now likely to cover a greater then 5,600ha, although how much will depend on what the
CNPA defines as woodland (I have submitted on FOI request on this)..
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Sitka starig to colonise an area of moorland north of the A939 between Bridge of Avon and rld
of Brown. At what stage should moorland and rough grazing be reclassified as Sitka woodland?

The CNPA issued supplementary guidance (see here) to its Forest Strategy in 2025 which contains no
reference to Sitka and states that it has no intentions of revising its strategy before 2038. Do senior

staff and board members not see the evidence before their eyes when travelling around the northern
parts of the National Park?
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Epsed peat ’?’? note the hoof mar a?? on abndoned orand b te B9008

The table above from the Forest Strategy estimates the amount of carbon held in Sitka as 549Kt but,
just like the Woodland Carbon Code, fails to consider the impact that spreading Sitka has on peaty soils
(see here). Concern about that is a major reason why considerable effort and money is now being
devoted to removing self-seeded Sitka from the Flow Country 4?? so why not in the Cairngorms
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National Park?
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A few Scots Pine had colonised the moorland west of the B9008 in the past, almost certainly from th

As for the impact of self-seeding Sitka on nature, the CNPA&?7?s current National Park Partnership Plan
(NPPP) 2022-27 contains a number of actions in respect to protecting rare and endangered species
while affirming that &??ecosystem restoration is key for delivering in the medium to long terma??. The
NPPP, however, only contains a single reference to invasive non-native species (Policy A6b). This
states it will tackle and reduce a??the impacts of invasive non-native speciesa?? but again not a
mention of Sitka. It was the same with the Cairngorms Nature Action Plan 2019-24, which has not
been renewed a?? Sitka was noticeable by its absence.

Although the CNPA has had multiple opportunities to consider the impact of spreading Sitka and agree
what measures are required to manage/prevent this, so far it has failed to do so. There are good
reasons why it needs to do so urgently.
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Vieworth from the B9008 with Be innes on th riht. Ne te muirurn on the hillside behind
the spreading Sitka. The stock fence tells a tale about past land-use.

Sitka produces large amounts of small light seeds, which are less likely to be eaten by native birds and
animals than other tree species, and can be carried on the wind up hill and down dale (see here).
These seeds tolerate wet ground, including peat bogs, and once they sprout are less palatable to
herbivores then any other tree. The consequence of these natural qualities is they spread easily
although it has taken many years for the impact of Sitka 4??raina?? to become fully apparent.

Part of the explanation for this is that around the northern foothills of the Cairngorms, other species like
Lodgepole pine and Norway spruce, which spread less easily, were favoured by farmers and foresters.
Sitka also tends to seed when older than Scots pine 4?? usually at 20-25 years compared to 15-20
years a?? and there has consequently been a time-lag between it becoming the commercial conifer of
choice and it starting to spread through natural regeneration.
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Viorth from Ben Rinnes to Corryhbb iII (right of centr) and the Cairngorms National Park
beyond. Note the windfarm on far left and the muirburn in the foreground.

The other side of the explanation is that changes in land-use and management have enabled Sitka
seedlings to become established in areas where previously they would have been killed off through
browsing or burning. Agricultural abandonment, a reduction in deer numbers, a retreat from intensive
grouse moor management, the significant increase in the amount of land used for wind-farms and the
conversion of farmland and moorland to forestry have all played a role.

From the summit of Cooka??s Cairn wind-farms spread east jst outside the northern boundry of tt
National Park as far as the eye can see. The change from intensive moorland management with
muirburn to energy production has boosted the spread of Sitka.

Although wind-farm developments are prohibited within the National Park boundary, similar changes in
land-use have been occurring as illustrated by the photos above. As a consequences Sitka has been
spreading both into the National Park and within it.
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Sitka regenerating on the upper slopes of Ben Riﬁnes (0) outside the National Park.

It can only be a matter of time until what is happening on Ben Rinnes also starts to happen within the
National Park. Indeed it already has, on hills like Meall a Bhuachaille in Glen More. The potential
threats to the central Cairngorms massif and the Caledonian pinewoods that surround it should be
obvious. It should also be obvious that the longer the CNPA waits until it produces a plan to address
the threat, the greater the problem and the harder and more expensive it will be to address.
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The wind-striped protrate vegetation near the summit of Ben Rinnes is in a near natural state,
much like the summit plateau of the Cairngorms.

En route to the summit of Ben Rinnes, we uprooted over 60 Sitka seedlings by the path but found many
too big to do so. If every visitor to the summit over the last decade had made a point of pulling out just
five Sitka seedlings, much of the problem would have been contained a?? at least while muirburn
continues on the lower slopes. Now, however, you would need choppers to remove much of the Sitka
and in some places a saw. How long will it take until, like the moorland west of the B9008, a chainsaw
will be required?

Although the CNPA has had multiple opportunities to consider the impact of spreading Sitka and agree
what measures are required to manage/prevent this in the last ten years it has so far failed to do so.
Rather than waiting to find out how Sitka might change the ecology of these places, why isna??t the
CNPA, along with conservation-minded landowners, not encouraging visitors to the National Park to
uproot invasive Sitka instead of planting native species? That would do far more for nature. The CNPA
could then, along with Scottish Forestry, produce a plan to remove Sitka from areas outwith plantations.

Such actions would be fully in accordance with the precautionary principle and the statutory duty of
Scotlanda??s National Parks to put conservation first.
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