
The Abernethy/Glenmore fire â?? an opportunity for nature in the Cairngorms
National Park

Description

Near the southernmost burned area below the Coire na Ciste car park. The wildfire came over the
hill to the right of the Pass of Ryvoan (centre) from Strath Nethy.

I went to have a look at the southern edge of the area affected by the Abernethy/Glenmore wildfire on
23rd August, about five weeks after the fire started and two weeks after Glenmore had been re-opened
on 7th August (see here for timeline from the Scottish Fire and Rescue Service).  All the photos in this
post are taken from around the Coire na Ciste car park which is where the BBCâ??s Out of Doors
programme interviewed Sarah Henshall, head of conservation at the Cairngorms National Park
Authority (CNPA), on Saturday (listen here at 37 mins).  The programme also included follow up
comments from Duncan Orr Ewing of the RSPB (at 58 minutes).
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Scorched pine, c15 years old, the variable impact of the wildfire.  The edge of the Coire na Ciste car
park is just above the the mixed strip of woodland on the right

Dr Henshall made some excellent points about the variable intensity of the wildfire, how this will have
affected its impact on vegetation and that it is too early to tell how many burned trees will survive. 
While deciduous woodland is less flammable than Scots Pine, Coire na Ciste was easily accessible by
fire fighting vehicles and teams and the impact of the wildfire in this photo is likely to have been
limited/affected by their efforts.
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Looking north from the Ciste car park.  The contrast between the steep charred slopes by the Allt
Coire na Ciste and the flat area above is striking: note the lone green Scots pine on the flatter area
which appears to have escaped the fire.

One did not have to look far, however, to see how the intensity of the wildfire was modified by natural
factors. More specifically in relation to topography, steeper slopes appear to have burned more
intensely.  That is likely to have been a consequence of them being better drained, and therefore drier,
but also because the up draught fans the flames or, as one experimental study using pine needles (see
here) puts it, â??as slope increases, fireline curvature, spread rate, radiative heat flux, and convective
heat flux all rise, whereas flame inclination decreaseâ??.
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A different view of the banks of the Allt Coire na Ciste to the north of the car park and the flatter area
above.

Dr Henshall talked about ground conditions and fire breaks which helped limit the spread of wildfire
including watercourses and paths.  Whether such features â?? or any firebreak â?? helps stop a
wildfire spreading depends on its intensity.  The wildfire appears to have been unaffected by the breaks
formed by the Allt Coire na Ciste in the middle distance and the path in the foreground but by contrast
did stop where the angle of the slope changed abruptly.

While the watercourse may have helped stop the spread of the fire in the foreground (which includes a
oatch of heather on the right bank), that could also have been due to the efforts of fire fighters.  The
reason paths and small watercourses sometimes act as firebreaks â?? as with the walkers path up the
edge of Coire na Ciste (see here) â?? is due to the intensity with which the fire has been burning.  In
different conditions, wildfire may cross these and much larger firebreaks (such as the road across Dava
Moor).
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Heath rush below the Ciste car park.

The intensity of fires is also affected by the vegetation.  I have previously observed (see here) how
clumps of heath rush, a bog forming plant whose long roots help hold in water, survived the out of
control muirburn on Tinto Hill.  It was the same in Glenmore, whereas the heather roundabout had been
completely incinerated.  Heather is highly flammable and the more of it there is, the greater the likely
intensity of the fire.  It is also more tolerant of burning than other plants, which is why regular muirburn
reduces biodiversity and increases fire risk.
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Clumps of purple moor grass in a damper less intensely burned dip.

One-off fires, however, can have a regenerative effect as has been well documented for the Caledonian
pinewoods (see here and the chapter on fire Ron Summers book on Abernethy Forest). My short visit
showed just how quickly nature has started to recover after the fire.  The bright green shoots of purple
moor grass were evident in several places: the photo shows just how quickly scorched tussocks
recover so long as their root system is affected.  While dense vegetation such as this may reduce the
likelihood of new Scots pine seedlings become established it also helps reduce the erosion of soils by
water (as happens with muirburn) that might otherwise increase following a fire.
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Rosebay willow herb below what looked like broom.  Note the variable amounts of burned vegetation
lying immedately around the bush.

I should have anticipated the rapid establishment of rosebay willow herb, also known as fire weed, at
the edge of the car park but the new shoots of wood sorrel came as asurprise:
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As was the recovery of tormentil:
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This tormentil has sprung up in the more lightly burned vegetation in the foreground, rather than the
more charred area just behind

From my observations, the timing of these plant re-appearances appears linked to the intensity (and
depth) of the fire.  This does not make â??light muirburnâ??, as many grouse moor interests claim, a
good thing since repeated burning may have greater impacts in the long-term than one intense burn
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Broad buckler fern emerging from an area where the fire had burned below the surface

Just four weeks after the fire there was enough to show that the timing of vegetation recovery depends
on several factors including the depth of the fire and the plants involved.  It is too early yet to see the
extent of tree recovery â?? that wonâ??t become apparent for another couple of years â?? but because
of that it is also too early to tell whether Duncan Orr Ewing was right when he said to Out of Doors that
the wildfire has undone 30 years of woodland regeneration at Abernethy (I agreed with almost
everything else Duncan said).

It may be that the wildfire speeds up the process of natural regeneration by removing the denser
heather vegetation which can impede tree growth and by providing a new seed bed.  If that happens,
the natural regeneration of the Caledonian pine forest in thirty years time might be far more extensive
than it would have been without (as happened following the last major wildfire in Glenmore in 1960).

Whatever the case, the wildfire provides an opportunity to allow nature to develop without interference
(the RSPB had planted parts of Abernethy where the fire started because natural regeneration was not
as quick enough for their management) and see what happens as a result, not just in the woodland
zone but the montane areas above.

Much of the research into the ecological consequence of wildfire on pinewoods (see here for example)
has been undertaken with a view to giving nature a helping hand.  This sounds good but tends to result
in â??restorationâ?? which fits certain vested interests preconceptions of what nature should look like. 
This is why the RSPB is now managing Abernethy primarily with a view to saving the capercaillie, rather
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than allowing the Caledonian pine forest to develop naturally, and producing habitat which they believe
is important for it. (That is not necessary, as my example see here from Slovenia showed).  The
outcome is significantly different to what would actually would happen if natural processes were allowed
to follow their course.

I saw enough on my visit to the area around Colre na Ciste to re-affirm my belief that natural processes
should be valued in their own right.  While it was very positive that Sarah Henshall acknowledged the
value of natural processes and said we should see what happens, she still allowed for intervention to
â??helpâ?? nature in the medium term even in what should be the core of the National Park.  In my
view until that changes the organisation she works for will never be worthy of its name.
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