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2. List of key-words and abbreviations  
C-19 – Covid-19 global pandemic  
CINEA – The European Climate, Infrastructure and Environment Executive Agency  
CoP - Code of Practice 
EC or Commission – European Commission  
EASME – Executive Agency for Small and Medium-sized Enterprises of the European Commission  
FLS – Forestry and Land Scotland (the Scottish Government agency responsible for managing 
national forests and land)  
GPS – Global Positioning System  
HIA – Herbivore Impact Assessment  
Natura 2000 – a Europe-wide ecological network of nature conservation areas (following the UK’s 
exit from the European Union, this is referred to as the UK Sites Network in Scotland)  
NVC – National Vegetation Classification  
NS – NatureScot, the statutory body in Scotland, (formerly Scottish Natural Heritage), project co-
financer 
PDSU – Project Development and Support Unit  
PM – Project Manager  
RSPB – the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (project beneficiary)  
Scottish Forestry – the Scottish Government agency responsible for forestry policy, support and 
regulation  
SAC – Special Area of Conservation as defined in the European Union’s Habitats Directive  
SCM - Site condition monitoring 
SEPA – Scottish Environment Protection Agency (Scotland’s principal environmental regulator)  
SNH - Scottish Natural Heritage (see also NS) 
SoE – Statement of Expenditure  
SPA – Special Protection Area as defined in the European Union’s Birds Directive  

3. Executive Summary 
This project aimed to enable 100% favourable condition across a key sub-set of Natura features 
for which the RSPB is responsible in Scotland.  There were two overarching objectives:  
 

1. implement a series of best-practice and novel management solutions, mostly related to 
vegetation management;  

2. show that a major landowner can achieve favourable condition of Natura features on its 
holding, setting an example for others to follow, promoting the project and encouraging 
and enabling replication.   

 
This was a very practical project, delivering 11 conservation actions at a diverse range of 
locations in Scotland.  Some of these actions focussed on improving the condition of Natura 
habitats, both for specific species and their intrinsic ecological value: (C1) sub-arctic Salix; 
(C2) old sessile oakwood; (C3) shifting dunes; (C5) machair and dune slacks; (C6 and C7) 
coastal dunes and Atlantic saltmeadow; and (C9) transition mire and quaking bog.  Others 
aimed to improve the condition for specific designated species in decline at the sites (however 
this management will also have a wider biodiversity benefit): (C4) Chough; (C8) Capercaillie; 
and (C11) Greenland White-fronted Goose. Action C10 focussed on removal of non-native 
Cordgrass (Spartina anglica) which in turn will benefit the saltmarsh habitat and species that 
rely on it.  The management practices were enhanced through the exchange of knowledge 
between, and collaboration with, land managers as part of networking activities (E1) and 
demonstration events (E2). The effectiveness of the management was monitored as part of 
action D1. Lessons learnt from the practical management, demonstration events and 
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networking actions have been used to create best-practice guidance that has been shared with 
relevant stakeholders (E2), and informed a layperson’s report that is also a policy booklet (E1) 
to influence policy-makers and encourage landowners to replicate conservation actions that 
have demonstrated a positive impact on the condition of the SACs and SPAs in question.  
Finally, a range of promotional materials, film and activities were delivered to raise awareness 
of the project and its impact and share the lessons learnt and knowledge gained (E1 and E2). 
 
Delivery was impacted by two key issues: (1) the late signing of the Grant Agreement in 
November 2019 limited the activity that could take place in 2019, delaying project 
commencement by some four months; (2) as such, the project was only really at inception stage 
in March 2020 as the Covid-19 global pandemic emerged.  Both events had several significant 
implications for project delivery.  As a result, there were a number of changes and 
modifications to milestones. However, despite the very challenging circumstances in the 
beginning of the project, these deviations did not have an impact on meeting our overarching 
objectives. The project was extended by eight months to compensate for the combined impacts 
of the late signing and the pandemic, which allowed us to deliver our original scheme of work 
despite the challenges. 
 
The key achievements of the project include: 

 All Project objectives achieved:  
 Targeted habitats and species reassessed by NatureScot as favourable (NB: 

favourable recovering due to management is a ‘favourable’ category3), Insh 
Marshes (C9) and Loch A’an (C1) both ahead of schedule. 

 Best-practice and novel management solutions successfully tested 
 Practices replicated on 14 other landholdings 

 Some project goals exceeded 
o Early planting out of Salix lapponum saplings (C1) 
o Capercaillie numbers increased (the objective was to maintain numbers) 

 Results of the field layer management for Capercaillie at Abernethy have informed 
policy (Capercaillie Emergency Plan) 

 
Communication and engagement were important aspects of the project throughout. We reached 
a wide and varied audience by hosting events, delivering talks to community groups, writing 
press releases, presenting at conferences and attending networking meetings, sharing 
information on the dedicated project website and social media channels, putting up signage at 
project sites, harnessing TV and radio outlets to share our news and writing articles for 
conservation and general audiences. By embracing online technology we were able to reach 
more people than originally envisaged. 
 
Towards the end of the project, we worked to identify the key actions that must be taken to 
ensure the conservation actions of the project can be continued and the status of the project 
habitats and species that were the focus of LIFE 100% is maintained and further improved. 
These actions are documented in the AfterLIFE plan. 

  

 
3 The terminology used in the NatureScot SCM assessments differs from that used in the EU LIFE KPIs, so the 
KPI condition given is a ‘best fit’ and snapshot in time at the start of the project.  
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4. Introduction 
The overall purpose of this project was that 100% of the targeted Natura features on RSPB 
Scotland reserves would have measures in place by the end of the project to achieve favourable 
condition where on-site solutions exist. This project addressed one of the key challenges in the 
implementation of the Birds and Habitats Directive: securing favourable condition of features 
for which Natura 2000 sites are designated. If this is not achieved, the sites are clearly not 
functioning effectively, and the ability to meet statutory obligations under the directives is 
likely to be significantly compromised.  

At the outset of the project, RSPB Scotland managed 18% of Natura features in Scotland with 
over 95% of features under its control already favourable. This project addressed most of the 
remaining sites where features required specific intervention to achieve favourable condition. 
This entailed (a) working towards all our unfavourable features being in favourable condition, 
and (b) protecting features that were favourable but at risk. 
 
The main objectives of the project were: 

1. To enable 100% favourable condition across a key sub-set of Natura features for which 
the RSPB is responsible in Scotland 

2. To achieve this by implementing a series of best-practice and novel management 
solutions, mostly related to vegetation management  

3. To show that a major landowner can achieve 100% favourable condition on its holding, 
setting an example for others to follow, promoting the project and encouraging and 
enabling replication 

We worked across 11 RSPB Scotland reserves (15 Natura 2000 sites), targeting a wide variety 
of protected habitats and species. The results are summarised in Table 1 below. 

Table 1: Habitat and Species condition status 

Site SAC/SPA Habitat/Species Condition at start of 
project 

Condition at end of the 
project* 

Abernethy 
(C1) 

Cairngorms SAC Sub-arctic Salix 
(4080) 

bad; declining 
(unfavourable) 

Good, improving  
(favourable) 
 

Abernethy 
(C8) 

Abernethy SPA Capercaillie Not secure; 
decreasing 

Not secure; increasing  
(favourable maintained) 

Inversnaid 
(C2) 

Loch Lomond 
Woods SAC 

Old sessile oak 
(91A0) 

bad; declining 
(unfavourable) 

Good, improving 

(unfavourable recovering 
due to management*) 

Culbin Sands 
(C3) 

Culbin Bar SAC Embryonic 
shifting dunes 
(2110) 

bad; declining 
(unfavourable) 

Good, improving 

(unfavourable recovering 
due to management*) 

Islay (C4) The Oa, Gruinart 
Flats and Rinns 
of Islay SPA 

Chough Not Secure; 
decreasing 

Not secure; increasing 
(favourable)  

Oronsay (C4) Oronsay and 
South Colonsay 
SPA 

Chough Not Secure; 
decreasing 

Not secure; increasing 
(unfavourable recovering 
due to management*)  

Tiree (C5) Tiree Machair 
SAC and 

Machair (21A0)  
and 

Good; declining 
(favourable at risk) 

Good, improving  
(favourable) 
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Tiree Wetlands 
& Coast SPA 

Humid dune 
slacks (2190) 

Good, improving  
(favourable) 

Mersehead 
(C6) 

Solway Firth 
SAC 

Fixed coastal dune 
& herbaceous veg 
(2130) 

Bad; improving 
(unfavourable) 

Good, improving  
(favourable) 
 

Kirkconnell 
Merse and 
Mersehead 
(C7) 

Upper Solway 
Flats & Marshes 
SPA and Solway 
Firth SAC 

Atlantic 
saltmeadow 
(1330) 

Bad; stable 
(unfavourable) 

Good, improving  
(favourable) 
 

Insh Marshes 
(C9) 

Insh Marshes 
SAC 

Transition mire 
and quaking bog 
(7140) 

Good; declining 
(favourable at risk) 

Good, improving  
(favourable) 
 

Loch Lomond 
(C11) 

Loch Lomond 
SPA 

Greenland white-
fronted goose 

Secure; decreasing Secure; 0 /stable  
(favourable) 

* NatureScot - the monitoring body in Scotland - confirmed the end-of-project habitat condition, noted in the 
table above in brackets, after the KPI webtool category.  .  
 
Most of our unfavourable features were due to vegetation impacts, therefore a common theme 
was the implementation of best-practice and novel vegetation management solutions. For 
instance, at Abernethy we trialled two approaches aiming to imitate missing natural ecological 
processes. We introduced a domesticated cattle herd to emulate disturbance by large herbivores 
and used mechanical cutting to clear sections of forest, mimicking the effects of forest fire. 
This allowed the field-layer to be more diverse, supporting plants like blaeberry which are 
important hosts for invertebrates that capercaillie chicks feed on.  At Insh Marshes reeds were 
choking out rare plant species and making the habitat less appealing for ground-nesting waders.  
Introducing a herd of semi-feral ponies well-adapted to wetland environments reduced the need 
for human intervention and aimed to restore a more balanced habitat.   

Overall, we aimed to improve approximately 2000ha of habitat through the project, to improve 
and stabilise the favourable condition of the designated Natura features.  To assess the 
condition of these features, we are undertook baseline monitoring surveys which informed the 
impact of the interventions at each site. NatureScot is the statutory body in Scotland responsible 
for monitoring the condition of SSSI and Natura sites.  We worked closely with NatureScot to 
obtain condition assessments for each project site towards the end of the project, to evaluate 
the impact of the conservation actions. 

The project sites are varied in their geographical spread and variety of habitats and species 
involved.  This presented a unique opportunity to reach out to a very broad range of 
stakeholders. We engaged with the general population to highlight the importance of protected 
areas and the conservation techniques employed to ensure they are in the best condition for 
nature. We adopted a more targeted approach with other landowners/managers showcasing 
techniques and working in collaboration, for example with local graziers, to demonstrate the 
benefits and encourage replicability. 

The project created 3.5 FTE jobs for qualified personnel for the duration of the project, three 
of which were in rural areas, and 1 FTE trainee post for an ecologist. Longer-term, it enabled 
4.5 FTE jobs and allowed the trainee to secure qualified employment. Many of the project 
actions also relied on volunteer support, providing a link into the local community and an 
opportunity for volunteers to meet new people and learn new skills.  Particularly post C-19 this 
was of importance.   
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5. Administrative part 
A project manager (PM) was appointed in January 2020 and although the role changed hands 
twice, there has been someone fulfilling this role continuously throughout the duration of the 
project. In the interim periods, caretaker PM responsibilities were undertaken by project team 
members Neil Cowie (Principal Ecologist), and Gerry McAuley (Senior Project Manager). The 
reporting date was extended to 31.10.2025 in agreement with Illenia Babetto (email dated 
04.08.2025). The PM role was extended in line with the extended reporting date to both ensure 
adequate resourcing of the report writing and support the financial reporting team.  
 
The Project Manager’s responsibilities included arranging and chairing team meetings for the 
RSPB Project Teams to discuss the work programme, updating the project risk register, action 
log and decision log on a monthly basis, reviewing the schedule for project milestones and 
deliverables on a monthly basis, reviewing the budget with the RSPB Finance Officer and 
completing budget reforecasts and tracking and resolving issues. 
 
A project board chaired by Project Executive Duncan Orr-Ewing (Head of Species and Land 
Management) with attendance from a number of relevant RSPB department leads regularly 
reviewed progress and was accountable for the delivery of the project’s objectives. Highlight 
Reports were produced to support the meetings and circulated to internal and external 
stakeholders as appropriate.  Sitting underneath the Board, the PM had regular virtual meetings 
and occasional in-person site visits with site team leads to review technical progress and work 
plans. 
 
To monitor project spend, a monthly financial transaction sheet was generated. The Project 
Manager assigned the relevant budget code and gave this to the RSPB Finance Officer. The 
Finance Officer prepared the Statement of Expenditure on a monthly basis using this 
information. The Project Manager and Finance Officer met every two months to review project 
spend and address any queries. 
 
The project hosted five visits of the external monitor assigned to the project, Karen Lunan. Due 
to C-19 restrictions, the first two were held virtually in June 2020 and May 2021. In-person 
visits took place in September 2021, September 2022, and October 2024 
 
The late signing of the Grant Agreement in November 2019 limited the activity that could take 
place in 2019, and the project was only really at inception stage in early 2020 as the Covid-19 
global pandemic emerged.  Both of these events had several significant implications for project 
delivery.  As a result, there were a number of changes and modifications to milestones, which 
will be expanded upon in Section 6.  NatureScot remained a co-financer as per the Grant 
Agreement – the RSPB was the sole beneficiary and delivery partner for this project.  Our 
involvement with NatureScot was instrumental to enabling success, as they are the statutory 
body responsible for monitoring the condition of SPA/SAC sites in Scotland.  They were also 
heavily involved in project communication activity, sitting on the Communications Group, to 
ensure that our comms was as targeted as possible and linked to any wider policy agendas to 
support protected areas. 
 
The grant agreement was extended once towards the end of 2023 (amendment N°1 to grant  
agreement LIFE18 NAT/UK/00083) to extend the project by eight months with the new end 
date of 31st March 2025. The extension allowed for some non-substantial changes which did 
not require a formal amendment to the Grant Agreement and which are expanded upon in 
Section 6.   
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6. Technical part 

6.1. Technical progress, per Action         

A.1 Take final steps to obtain permissions for C actions 
Status: Complete    
Foreseen start date: 07/2019 Actual start date: 11/2019 
Foreseen end date: 07/2020 Actual end date: 09/2024 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
All essential permissions and consents obtainedM 07/2020 09/2024 
 
This work was mostly complete and described in the Mid-term Report. The detail has not been 
repeated here but consents comprised two main elements: (1) statutory consents for activities 
(NatureScot, SEPA, Scottish Forestry), and (2) planning consents for structures.  
 
Although C-19 impacted on applications for statutory consents for activities, these were 
obtained in advance of project actions commencing and remain in place to allow for 
continuation of the actions beyond the project. Where required, consents have been amended 
to allow for additional actions identified as necessary, for example to allow for removal of 
broom seedlings at Culbin (C3) to ensure the scrub removal on the dunes does not have a 
negative impact by allowing other invasive plants to emerge.    
 
C-19 also impacted on planning consents with delays to these being granted, but project 
objectives were met nonetheless. Since the mid-term report, planning consent was obtained for 
a pony shed (C9) in October 2022, a Chough house on Oronsay (C4) in January 2022, and an 
additional Chough ‘house’ on Islay in August 2024. Also on Islay, legal agreements were 
finalised in September 2024 with owners of structures at Kilchiaran and Sanaigmore, which 
enabled repairs to existing Chough nest sites  known to be at-risk. 
 

C.1 Cairngorms SAC 
(Establish a tree nursery) 
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 07/2019 Actual start date: 11/2019 
Foreseen end date: 07/2024 Actual end date: 06/2021 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
Tree nursery extended and fully equipped M 12/2020 12/2020 
Nursery producing robust, high-quality Salix 
plants old enough to be planted out 

M 07/2024 
 

06/2021 

 
This wider project was led by the Cairngorms Connect Partnership with support for the tree 
nursery extension and the monitoring provided by LIFE 100% for Nature. 

All consents were in place and the tree nursery established by December 2020 with 
improvements made to the footprint of the existing nursery and two small additional nurseries 
were created nearby.  The extension to the nursery as originally planned was not required and 
additional space was created using existing materials. A part-time tree nursery manager, David 
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Blair, oversaw work at the nursery with the support of volunteers at Abernethy and planting-
out was achieved ahead of schedule, as described in the mid-term report.  

By the end of the project, approximately 13,133 Montane willows had been planted out in the 
Loch A’an basin and upper Strath Nethy (Figure 1), comprising 10,672 Downy Willow, 2085 
Whortle-leaved Willow, 240 Tea-leaved Willow, Salix phylicifolia, and 2,000 cuttings of Eared 
Willow, Salix aurita.  

All trees planted out since 2022 have been grown in the Abernethy tree nursery, except for the 
Eared Willow, which were  planted as cuttings. The planting of these did not require nursery 
space for propagation but the method was demonstrated by the tree nursery manager to the 
operational team so whilst these trees were not grown in the nursery, they were part of the 
nursery outputs. 

 
Figure 1. Montane willow planting up until May 2025 in the Loch A’an basin of the Cairngorms SAC. 

Baseline monitoring was set up in 2021 to record conditions for a representative sample of the 
planted Downy Willows, enabling the success of the planting and herbivore control to be 
monitored, as well as informing any future planting to areas where willows are doing best. 
Repeat monitoring was carried out annually. 

Overall, the willows appear to be doing well. For Downy Willow, there has been a 100% 
survival rate of the willows in the sample from 2021-2022; in 2024, 90% were recorded as 
‘healthy’, 9% as ‘surviving’ and only 1% as ‘poor’; 30% of individuals were winter browsed 
by herbivores, the majority from Hare as in previous years, and the browsing did not appear to 
impact the health of the plant to a significant degree.  
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Survival rates across the first year have been similar for Whortle-leaved willow with also a 
100% survival rate and 92% being recorded as ‘healthy’, 6% as ‘surviving’ and 2% as ‘poor’ 
condition. Only 8% (4 individuals) had some level of browsing in the last year.  

For the Eared willow direct cuttings, only about a third continued to survive and grow in their 
second growing season in 2024; 10.3% of individual sticks planted. A high failure rate was 
expected for this method (around 50%) as this is also the case in the tree nursery, but likely due 
to the shorter growing season on site, the survival rate was lower.  

In 2024, 17 of the sample Downy Willows (13.6%) were producing catkins (15 female, 3 male), 
which is an encouraging sign for seed dispersal. However, this was less than in 2023 where 
19% were producing catkins (19 female, 5 male). As catkin buds are produced the previous 
growing season, this may be a result of the cooler than average temperatures the previous July 
and August.  

No Whortle-leaved willows were observed to be producing catkins in September 2024, 
although this may also be down to reduced detectability from monitoring so late in the year, 
particularly as the catkins are smaller than those of Downy Willow. For Eared-Willow, one  
individual (0.5%) was observed producing catkins (a female). Genetic testing is planned to test 
the success of this project in producing a viable population. Seed will be collected from the 
remnant female plants that were previously genetically identified before planting commenced. 
The resulting seedlings will be tested to establish if genes are present from introduced males, 
indicating this project has enabled a more genetically diverse population to establish. 

To reduce browsing pressure deer stalking was undertaken in the basin, but very few deer have 
been observed or culled in the area since 2022. Sheep incursions were more common from a 
neighbouring estate, and groups of Reindeer were frequently seen in the area. Camera traps 
were placed around the Loch Avon basin between 2021-2023, focusing on groups of willows 
and looking towards access routes into the basin. These cameras provided useful information 
on herbivore presence and behaviour.  

NatureScot reassessed the montane willow feature of the SAC in 2022 as being in Favourable 
condition on RSPB land. Additionally, the montane willow feature across the wider 
Cairngorms SAC has been reassessed as unfavourable recovering due to management. This is 
in part due to work undertaken as part of this project, but also work taking place by 
neighbouring estates as part of the Cairngorms Connect project e.g. Wildland Ltd, and 
neighbouring National Trust for Scotland Mar Lodge Estate, who the RSPB have worked 
closely with on montane willow and mountain woodland restoration. 

More detail on this action is included in the deliverable Final Monitoring Report (D1 
deliverable, submitted in Butler). 
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C.2 Loch Lomond Woods SAC 
(Improve herbivore management) 
 
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 03/2021 Actual start date: 05/2021 
Foreseen end date: 07/2024 Actual end date: 03/2025 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
Pre-exclosure surveys and monitoring 
complete 

M July 2021 07/2021 

Exclosures created M December 2021 11/2022 
Deer numbers significantly reduced across 
SAC 

M March 2025 03/2025 

 
Herbivore Impact Assessment (HIA), lichen and NVC surveys were carried out in late 2020 
and spring 2021. The data from these surveys was crucial to refining the locations of two 
exclosures (approximately 8 Ha and 2 Ha) which were erected in the SAC in November 2022 
(figure 2), an area that would previously have been wooded but now has very little tree cover. 
These exclosures prevent browsing and grazing, facilitating woodland regeneration.  
In addition to these fences, significant efforts were made to improve herbivore control at 
Inversnaid, to benefit the regenerating woodland outwith the fenced exclosures. Since 2021, 
goats have been controlled on the reserve annually as part of the measures to reduce damage 
to the woodland and around 30 deer are controlled annually as part of the wider reserve 
management. The exclosures were monitored regularly with no incursions of herbivores 
recorded. 
 

 
Figure 2. RSPB Inversnaid, showing location of northern and southern exclosures 

C-19 restrictions in early 2021 followed by poor weather conditions delayed monitoring 
activity using the thermal drone purchased by the project, until May 2021.  The project thermal 
drone was used to improve understanding of herbivore distribution and abundance across the 
site. A drone flight in February 2024 identified 18 goats on the reserve, a drop from the 31 
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goats identified in 2022, although warm weather in both 2023 and 2024 while carrying out the 
thermal drone surveys may have impacted on the count. A drone flight in March 2025 identified 
18 goats. This last flight was carried out with a new drone, purchased to ensure final monitoring 
and the legacy of the project was secured. Technical support for equipment and software for 
the original drone had been discontinued, spare parts (including batteries) were increasingly 
difficult to obtain, and (as witnessed by the external monitor and CINEA project officer on the 
final mission in October 2024) the drone was performing intermittently with the team 
experiencing difficulties starting the equipment. These issues were impacting on efficiency of 
the action delivery and, with technical support no longer available, certain issues could not be 
resolved, putting the continuation of the actions post-project at risk. In addition to supporting 
the project and its legacy work, the new drone has been used post-project to carry out a Black 
Grouse survey and identify a new lek, something that would not have been possible without 
the drone. 

The original project drone will continue to be used until the end of its lifespan at Loch Lomond 
(C11) to further support the monitoring at that site where the project area is less remote and 
reliability of the equipment therefore less of an issue.  

Herbivore Impact Assessments (HIA) have been undertaken within the existing mature 
woodland on the reserve annually since spring 2022. The HIA undertaken in 2024 indicated 
browse pressure had dropped for the first time from high/very high in previous years to 
low/medium. A further assessment in 2025 showed this decrease in browse pressure had been 
maintained although levels were showing an increase to high/medium. An abundance of 
seedling/saplings were noted in most survey plots in 2025 although the majority showed signs 
of browsing. This indicates that browsing pressure is still at a level that is limiting regeneration. 
An annual HIA will continue to feed into decisions regarding herbivore control, and it is hoped 
that with ongoing improved herbivore management lower browsing levels will be achieved. 

In March 2023 baseline monitoring was carried out within and outside the newly installed 
northern and southern exclosures to record vegetation type and the presence of trees within 
various height categories along transects, as well as taking fixed point photography. This 
monitoring was repeated in April 2024. A greater number of small saplings (<0.5m) were 
observed outside of the exclosures but these showed signs of browsing whereas within the 
exclosures Hawthorn in particular was managing to grow taller without the browsing pressure. 
It is likely that in time Birch and Rowan will show a similar trend.  

Woodland regeneration will continue to be monitored at Inversnaid in the coming years 
through HIAs. Deer and goat control will continue according to assessed levels of browsing 
pressure until adequate regeneration of the woodland is achieved. 

At the end of the project in July 2025 the old sessile oak wood feature of the SAC on RSPB 
land was reassessed by NatureScot as being Unfavourable Recovering due to Management, 
an improvement from Unfavourable at the start of the project.  

More detail on this action is included in the deliverable Final Monitoring Report submitted in 
Butler. 

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the non-substantial change to 
purchase a second thermal drone to replace the original one for which technical support 
for equipment and software had been discontinued and spare parts (including batteries) 
were increasingly difficult to obtain, and which had begun to perform intermittently.  
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C.3 Culbin Bar SAC 
(Remove scrub) 
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 07/2019 Actual start date: 11/2019 
Foreseen end date: 03/2024 Actual end date: 03/2024 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
Scrub and trees cleared from within approx. 12ha M 07/2020 03/2022 
Scrub and trees cleared from within approx. 24ha M 07/2021 03/2022 
Scrub and trees cleared from within approx. 36ha M 03/2022 03/2023 
Scrub and trees cleared from within approx. 48ha M 03/2023 03/2023 
Scrub and trees cleared from within approx. 60ha M 03/2024 03/2024 
 
Scrub removal work was carried out over an overall area of 60ha. However, this includes an 
area of unvegetated shingle that is too exposed for scrub to take hold and the area within which 
scrub was present - and removed under the project - was 32ha. The actual amount of scrub 
requiring to be removed was 12ha. It should be noted that to get to the point where the dunes 
were considered free of scrub required multiple treatments: felling, tree popping, seedling 
removal, brash processing. 

Activity on C3 was severely restricted by the late signing of the grant agreement resulting in a 
delay in recruitment of the project officer, coupled with the C-19 impact on intern and volunteer 
resource which was vital for this action.  Despite the challenges imposed due to C-19, a total 
of 125 work parties were held over the course of the project, exceeding the project target of ten 
a year and achieving a total of 486 volunteer person days. Key to achieving this was the 
dedicated Project Officer funded by LIFE. 

Rather than renting tool storage, we purchased a tool store and after securing agreement from 
FLS and obtaining planning permission, located this on FLS land close to the project area. This 
provided a more sustainable and efficient solution, and also ensures delivery of clearance work 
post-project.  

Invasive scrub was removed from the dunes and a balance of scrub and open heath restored on 
the vegetated shingle feature between October and March in each year of the project. Baseline 
drone surveys of the dunes and vegetated shingle were carried out prior to project intervention 
in October 2020, and this aerial imagery used to calculate scrub cover. Repeat drone surveys 
have been flown annually in late April to visualise scrub extent at the end of each management 
season. Since the project began a total of 12 ha of scrub has been removed from the 32 ha 
project area. Much of the mature scrub on the dunes was removed in the first years of the 
project; then multiple treatments were required to tackle scattered areas scrub and broom 
regeneration on the dunes and to reduce the density of scrub on the shingle bar  

Vegetation monitoring (fixed quadrats) through the project period showed an encouraging 
increase in combined cover of grasses, sedges, rushes and herbs, especially dune grassland 
indicator species (Figure 3.). Scrub cover (live and dead material combined) decreased as scrub 
has been felled and the associated litter (e.g. conifer needles) has broken down. Cover of Birch 
and conifer scrub has remained low since mature plants were felled. However, Broom 
regeneration in both the managed and control quadrats is a significant issue which will require 
ongoing management until the seed bank is depleted. 
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Figure 3. Average estimated cover of all mobile dune*, semi-fixed dune, dune grassland, and dune heath indicator species 
combined across the 30 Culbin dune scrub quadrats (left) and the 10 control quadrats (right) from 2020 to 2023. *Mobile 

dune cover includes bare sand 

More detail on this action is included in the deliverable Final Monitoring Report submitted in 
Butler. 

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change in budget allocation for 
the Project Officer’s time to be split 50% on C3 and 50% on C10 which ensured the 
outputs on both actions could be fulfilled. 
 
We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change in arrangement for 
purchasing and installing a tool store on neighbouring land, rather than renting a facility. 
 
 

C.4 The Oa, Gruinart Flats, Oronsay & Colonsay and Rinns of Islay SPAs  
(Enhance conditions for breeding chough) 
 
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 07/2020 Actual start date: 08/2020 
Foreseen end date: 12/2021 Actual end date: 03/2025 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
Oronsay sheep handling equipment purchased & operational M 07/2020 08/2020 
Oa Chough house in place M 12/2020 06/2021 
Oronsay Chough house in place M 12/2021 06/2022 
Gruinart Chough house in place M 12/2021 06/2021 
Oa sheep handling system purchased and operational M 07/2020 08/2020 
Faecal egg testing kit purchased and operational on 
Oronsay -  NEW, not part of original agreement 

M 03/2025 10/2023 

Additional Chough house at The Oa in place  
NEW, not part of original agreement 

M 03/2025 08/2024 

Repairs to Chough nest sites at risk 
NEW, not part of original agreement 

M 03/2025 02/2025 

 
Building on previous research which recognised the need to reduce vet med inputs because of 
its impact on dung beetle life cycle, the project aimed to reduce the usage of veterinary 
insecticides on RSPB reserves at The Oa, Islay and Oronsay to increase populations of natural 
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dung invertebrates which are a vital food source for Chough. The project provided livestock 
handling and weighing equipment at both reserves. The scales are used to accurately weigh 
livestock, and the tag reader used for quick and easy access to information on sheep health and 
previous treatments to facilitate accurate administering of medication. This ensures sheep are 
not under or over dosed and consequently no unnecessary veterinary medication is input into 
the environment.  

An online knowledge exchange group looking at environmental impacts of vetmeds led to a 
joint project investigating the possibility of a further medication reduction. The Islay team set 
up an Islay Fluke testing trial, working with Moredun, Elanco, Liverpool Uni, Islay Vets and 
5 Islay farms, and using the LIFE 100% livestock handling equipment. Faecal egg counts were 
carried out by the Moredun Institute and Liverpool Uni for free. The project showed that 
accurate and quick analysis of samples allowed farmers to stop precautionary treatments and 
only treat infected animals (dosing precisely by using the LIFE handling equipment). The early 
analysis also facilitated isolation of infected and treated animals in sacrificial fields until the 
medication had passed through – avoiding infection of other animals and reducing the 
medication load in areas used by Chough. The Species on the Edge programme 
(https://speciesontheedge.co.uk/) subsequently funded a state-of-the-art testing kit, kept at the 
local vets for use by all Islay farmers, providing remote analysis with results available within 
hours. LIFE 100% for Nature subsequently funded a faecal egg testing kit on Oronsay to allow 
this remote reserve to also carry out testing on site and tailor livestock treatment based on test 
results. Deployed in October 2023 it enabled 18 faecal egg counts (7 cattle, 11 sheep) and 11 
cattle fluke egg tests (7 cattle, 4 sheep) to project end and continues to support medication 
reduction beyond the project. Anecdotal evidence suggests that dung beetle numbers are 
recovering on Islay and Oronsay; a short staff sabbatical on Oronsay in 2022 identified dung 
beetle activity in all areas searched.  

Additionally, to increase nesting opportunities, Chough shelters (livestock shelters with in-built 
nesting platforms) were installed at The Oa and Loch Gruinart on Islay. A Chough shelter was 
also installed on Oronsay in June 2022 but was destroyed by a storm in the same year. Chough 
nesting boxes were deemed a more suitable replacement option and were installed in areas 
where Chough have nested previously. The funds originally allocated to a replacement shelter 
were used to install an additional shelter at The Oa. At Loch Gruinart a Chough shelter was 
occupied by nesting Chough in 2025 which successfully fledged 1 chick. At the Oa a sub-adult 
pair were observed nest prospecting but have yet to use the Chough shelter. It’s likely to take 
time for the Chough boxes on Oronsay to establish as nesting sites, however a young pair were 
observed nest prospecting in 2024. 

In the short to medium term, the project interventions were largely aimed at stabilising the 
Chough population and avoiding any further declines. In 2025 there was a slight increase in 
number of Chough breeding pairs at RSPB reserves on Islay (Figure 4). On Oronsay the aim 
was to attract at least 1 breeding pair to the reserve; although there were no breeding pairs over 
the course of the project (2020 – 2025) a pair was seen using a rock crevice to roost in on the 
reserve in 2024 and in 2025 a pair from Colonsay and their brood of three and further three 
juvenile birds (non-breeding) were observed using the reserve, which is promising for the 
future.  

Additionally on Islay the project funded several off-reserve nest site repairs. In 2025 three out 
of four of these sites held pairs. Kilchairan (3 young due to fledge in late June), Sanaigmore 
fieldshelter (fledging 4) and Tayvullin (2 young due to fledge in late June).  
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Figure 4 - The peak count of breeding Chough pairs on RSPB Islay and Oronsay reserves per year, with the red line showing 
when project interventions commenced. Data available from 1997 onwards. 

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change in budget allocation to 
purchase a faecal egg testing kit for Oronsay. 

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change in arrangement and 
budget allocation from installing a replacement Chough shelter on Oronsay to installing 
an additional Chough shelter at The Oa, installing nest boxes on Oronsay, and carrying 
out repairs to known nest sites at risk on Islay.  

More detail on this action is included in the deliverable Final Monitoring Report submitted in 
Butler. 

C.5 Tiree Machair SAC and Tiree Wetlands & Coast SPA 
(Improve the condition of key habitats) 
 
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 07/2019 Actual start date: 11/2019 
Foreseen end date: 03/2022 Actual end date: 08/2023 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
First set of electric fencing materials purchased and 
deployed (1000m of wire and two batteries) 

M 03/2020 10/2020 

Second set of electric fencing materials purchased and 
deployed (1000m of wire and two batteries) 

M 03/2022 08/2022 

Approximately 50% of shingle patches ploughed M 03/2020 08/2021 
Remaining shingle patches ploughed M 03/2022 08/2023 
Dune slacks re-profiled and sluice replaced M 03/2020 08/2020 
 
The first set of electric fencing materials was purchased by the end of March 2020 and deployed 
by October 2020. The new sluice was also installed in August 2020 along with the clearing out 
of six scrapes and 400m of blocked drains. Shingle work was delayed due to C-19 restrictions 
on vehicle movements between the islands and could not commence until 2021 when 
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restrictions were lifted, allowing the tractor from Coll to come over to Tiree.  This delay did 
not affect the overall project objectives.  

To improve the condition of the humid dune slacks, in July and August 2020 over 1 ha of pools 
and channels that had vegetated over were cleared and re-opened using a digger, and a new 
sluice added, to increase the amount of open water in the pools, channels and wet fringes in the 
north-east wetlands of the reserve which benefited breeding waders and wildfowl. An 
additional 340m of drain was re-opened in September 2023 to create more open water. The 
newly opened areas of the humid dune slacks held water throughout the summer 2021, 2022 
and 2023 summer despite lengthy dry spells, and the new sluice was effective in holding water 
back. Monitoring in summers 2023 and 2024 revealed healthy numbers of breeding waders in 
the north-east wetlands, with numbers of all species either stable or higher than in previous 
years. No formal botanical monitoring was undertaken on the SAC habitat features but site 
staff reported that the machair and humid dune slacks appeared in very good condition in 
summer 2024 with a striking botanical diversity.  

Signs and sightings of Otters increased in the re-opened wetland areas. The summer of 2024 
was wetter with no prolonged dry spells. The pools remained topped up and the moist 
conditions prevented drying-out of the machair. [Redacted], whilst there was a record reserve 
showing of five Northern Marsh-orchids. The final stage of the habitat improvement works 
was completed in August 2024 with further ditch work being undertaken to clear the channel 
of sand, improving water control to the pools on either side. 

Electric fencing was purchased and installed in 2020, with additional kit purchased in 2023. 
This enabled targeted grazing of the reserve and benefits the machair in areas where under 
grazing was identified. Grazing has taken place in the north-east wetlands and northern 
paddocks of the reserve every autumn since 2020, removing dense, thatched vegetation, 
improving the botanical interest, and opening the area up for breeding waders. In the north-east 
wetlands there was a good showing of the rare Lesser Butterfly Orchid during annual scarce 
plant monitoring; approximately 26 flowers in 2023, 90 in 2022, and 15 in 2021. Prior to the 
project starting this plant had not been recorded in the area since 2014, and its presence is a 
positive indication that the habitat is in good condition. In the northern grazing paddocks, a 
drier section of the reserve that was suffering from under grazing, birds were monitored in 
2023, which revealed good numbers of breeding waders, including 7 pairs of Ringed Plover 
(an increase from 3 pairs in 2021) benefitting from the improved grazing management.  

One of the project focuses was Ringed Plover, a designated feature of Tiree Wetlands and Coast 
SPA. The aim of the project was to stabilise the Ringed Plover breeding population, which is 
undergoing long-term declines nationally. Through the project, breeding sites have been 
rejuvenated by reducing vegetation encroachment, with the aim of maintaining optimal 
breeding conditions for the species. The first round of refreshing gravel piles - used by Ringed 
Plover for nesting - that were vegetated over was completed between August and September 
2021, using a tractor to shallow-plough the area, hand removing turfs, and then raking over. 
Additional gravel piles were refreshed by ploughing in August and September 2023. In total, 
through the project 17 gravel piles were refreshed, covering an area of approximately 1 ha. 
There were 4 pairs of breeding Ringed Plover using the refreshed shingle patches in summer 
2023, 9 pairs in 2024 and 10 pairs in 2025 compared to just 1 pair before the project habitat 
management in 2021.  
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Figure 5. The peak count of breeding Ringed Plover pairs on RSPB The Reef (Tiree) reserve, with the red line showing when 
project management (shingle ploughing) commenced. Data available from 1993 onwards. Note – breeding Ringed Plover 

are monitored biennially rather than annually, to reduce disturbance. 

Greenland Barnacle and White-fronted Geese which are also a designated features of the Tiree 
Wetlands and Coast SPA, are likely to benefit from the grazing and pool creation interventions, 
which create more areas of optimum feeding and roosting habitat. Therefore, their populations 
have also been assessed over the project duration. The peak count of Barnacle geese was 3200 
individuals in winter 2022/23, 2800 in 2023/24 (drop due to bird flu in Barnacle Geese on Tiree 
in winter 2022/23) and 3250 in 2024/25, the reserve target is 2,660 individuals. The peak count 
of Greenland White-fronted Geese was 375 individuals in winter 2022/23, 360 in 2023/24 and 
370 in 2024/25, the reserve target is 374 individuals. 

The machair and humid dune slack (Tiree Machair SAC) features were reassessed by 
NatureScot at the end of the project in July 2025 as being in Favourable condition on RSPB 
land. Although increasing, the population of Ringed Plover (a feature of the Tiree Wetlands 
and Coast SPA), had not yet returned to pre-management levels so was considered 
Unfavourable Recovering Due to Management.  

C.6 Solway Firth SAC 
(Return vegetated dunes to favourable condition) 
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 07/2019 Actual start date: 07/2021 
Foreseen end date: 07/2024 Actual end date: 01/2022 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
Invisible fencing purchased and deployed* M 06/2020 09/2022 
Approx. 2.6ha of scrub cleared M 07/2020 01/2022 
Approx. 5.2ha of scrub cleared M 07/2021 01/2022 
Approx. 7.8ha of scrub cleared M 07/2022 N/A 
Approx. 10.4ha of scrub cleared M 07/2023 N/A 
Approx. 13ha of scrub cleared M 07/2024 N/A 
Additional NoFence collars purchased and deployed - 
NEW, not in original agreement; subsequently deemed 
not required within the project period. 

M 03/2025 N/A 

* The originally intended physical cable demarcating the ‘fenced’ area was changed to an innovative 
virtual fence solution offered by NoFence whereby grazing compartments are created using an App 
and cattle wear collars which track and control (cattle are trained to respond to sounds) their 
movements, keeping them within the invisible fence area.  Given the nature of the dune system, a 
solution not requiring intrusive infrastructure is advantageous.   
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One of two sub-projects at RSPB Mersehead focused on improving the condition of the fixed 
coastal dune grassland at the Solway Firth SAC, which was most recently classed as being in 
Unfavourable condition due to scrub encroachment. Scrub clearance was not possible in 2020 
due to C-19 restrictions. A change in methodology following a review incurred a further delay 
but enabled a more efficient delivery using a contractor to remove the scrub in one intervention 
in 2022. In total an estimated 5.2 ha of patchy scrub was removed across a 13ha area, where 
scrub was concentrated within the 35 ha SAC area of sand dune including dune grassland. 
Scrub was also removed from adjacent 5.5 ha of dune but the patches were smaller and the 
actual scrub area difficult to quantify.  Project scrub removal and grazing was implemented 
within the sand dune area. The dune grassland is also grazed but is not funded by EU LIFE.  

Following this scrub removal, a conservation cattle herd was introduced to graze the fixed 
dunes for the first time, following the 2022 breeding bird season. The herd comprised 5 cows 
wearing NoFence collars plus their calves, grazing for 74 days between July and October 2022, 
with access to around 15 ha of dune. This grazing occurred for a second and third year in 2023 
and 2024, covering an area of approximately 16.19 ha. The aim of this grazing is to keep any 
remaining dune scrub under control and benefit the dune vegetation.  

The cattle collars’ GPS data provided the site team with information on the location of the 
cattle, which assisted with understanding their grazing patterns. As 2022 was the first year the 
site staff and grazier had used NoFence technology, it was important time was given to learning 
the technology and building confidence in the system before removing cattle access to the 
grazing ‘retreat’ field behind the dunes. The cattle took just over a month to start exploring the 
full area of the dunes within the virtual fence boundary. Therefore the grazing ‘retreat’ field 
and the area of dunes closest to this (and also where the water trough was located) were the 
most heavily used areas in 2022. However, once the cattle started exploring the dunes, coverage 
was fairly extensive. In 2023 the NoFence collars showed it took less time for the cattle to roam 
into the dunes, the area in proximity to the water trough was still heavily used, but there was a 
significant reduction in reliance on the “retreat” field (Figure 6). 

 
Figure 6. Mersehead NoFence cattle data from 2022 and 2023, shown as a heat map, with scrub mapped in 2020 (prior to 

project scrub removal) shown in black. 
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A baseline botanical survey of the dunes was carried out in summer 2022 - after scrub removal 
but prior to the introduction of grazing - and repeated annually between 2022 and 2025.  
Drought conditions in 2023 resulted in desiccated vegetation which impacted plant 
identification and vegetation height.  

There were a number of factors which made comparison of the data across the project period 
more challenging: stakes marking the centre of monitoring quadrats being missing or 
challenging to locate; unreliable GPS marking of quadrats; Quadrats D5 and D6 were located 
in areas of scrub removal on the seaward side of the dunes and were representative of more 
dynamic dune habitat than landward quadrats D1-4 making it difficult to draw comparisons 
across all quadrats as vegetation represented was distinctly different in both structure and 
composition.  

There was an overall decrease in the number of species in both the landward (D1-4) and 
seaward (D5-6) quadrats compared to the start of the project. Many of the species which were 
not re-recorded were observed in low abundance i.e. >1%. The issue described above with 
quadrat placement could be attributed to some of these differences. In the landward quadrats 
there was an increase is dune species such as Sand Sedge (Carex arenaria) from 1.75% in 2022 
to 18% in 2025 and Marram grass (Ammophila arenaria) increased from 13% in 2022 to 52% 
in 2025 which could indicate a recolonisation of areas opened up by grazing. In seaward 
quadrats Isle of Man Cabbage (Coincya monensis), a nationally scarce, endemic species found 
in areas of disturbance increased from 2% to 5% between 2022 and 2025. Overall these changes 
did not appear to show a clear trend in the timescale of the project and are likely a combined 
effect of seasonality, surveyor variation and quadrat placement in addition to grazing. 

The fixed coastal dune grassland feature of the SAC was reassessed by NatureScot at the end 
of the project in July 2025 as being in Favourable condition on RSPB land.  

More detail on this action is included in the deliverable Final Monitoring Report submitted in 
Butler. 

 

C.7 Upper Solway Flats & Marshes SPA and the Solway Firth SAC 
(Enable effective grazing management) 
 
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 07/2019 Actual start date: 10/2020 
Foreseen end date: 12/2022 Actual end date: 16/2023 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
Access road improvements completed (Kirkconnell) - 
REMOVED – see section 6.2 

M 12/2021 N/A 

Drainage/ditching work completed (Kirkconnell) - 
(REMOVED) 

M 12/2022 N/A 

Electric fencing purchased and deployed (Kirkconnell) M 12/2021 09/2021 
Water troughs purchased and deployed (Kirkconnell) M 12/2020 06/2023 (part) 
Cattle corral and crush system purchased and deployed 
(Mersehead) - NEW, not in original agreement 

M 09/2022 03/2022 

Stock fencing for the merse purchased and deployed 
(Mersehead) - NEW, not in original agreement 

M 12/2021 09/2021 
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Two stock bridges purchased and deployed 
(Kirkconnell) - NEW, not in original agreement 

M 12/2021 09/2021 

Access point groundworks completed (Kirkconnell) - 
REMOVED – see section 6.2 

M 12/2022 N/A 

Moveable stock bridge purchased and deployed 
(Mersehead) REMOVED – see section 6.2 

M 12/2020 N/A 

 
This project was delayed due to C-19 restrictions and two interventions requiring alternative 
proposals to deliver the project outcomes. As described in section 6.2, we were unable to install 
a mobile stock bridge originally intended to facilitate grazing on a section of saltmarsh within 
the SAC at Mersehead only accessible by crossing the Southwick Water river channel. Instead, 
we upgraded access and cattle infrastructure in an area of salt meadow habitat at Mersehead 
which was previously ungrazed for a period, enabling a grazing regime to be put in place. 
Grazing of this new compartment commenced in 2022 following the breeding bird season and 
is repeated annually. As this area had not been grazed for about 20 years prior to the project 
interventions, a baseline botanical survey of the salt meadow at Mersehead took place in 
summer 2022, prior to the reintroduction of grazing. This survey was repeated annually 
between 2022 and 2025 but was impacted by drought in 2023. The average height of vegetation 
over the monitoring period varied but overall showed a decreasing trend. Analysis of individual 
quadrat data confirms all quadrats with the exception of SM4 showed a decrease in vegetation 
height and vegetation density between 2022 and 2025 (Figure 7). The increase in vegetation 
height in SM4 is likely due to an issue with quadrat placement. Relocation of single stakes 
marking the centre of each quadrat was a limitation as most of the stakes were missing by the 
2025 re-survey. 

 

Figure 7. Average vegetation height and density of salt meadow vegetation between 2022 and 2025. Density was measured 
as fully obscured (FO), partially obscured (PO) and not obscured (NO). 

At Kirkconnell, we no longer needed to deliver the access point groundworks as we were able 
to deliver this more efficiently and without encroaching on non-RSPB land holding. In 
addition, the intended access road improvements were deemed not required as described in 
section 6.2.   

Despite delays incurred by C-19 restrictions, installation of the northern the water troughs was 
completed. Installation of the southern troughs was delayed by the issues detailed in section 
6.2 but will be completed before the next breeding season. 

The number of species recorded during the project varied across years but overall showed a 
slight decrease. Some species not recorded in 2025 that were recorded previously were noted 
during the 2025 re-survey but did not fall within the placed quadrat. An issue with quadrat 
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placement described in more detail in the Final Monitoring report, may be a factor in 
accounting for differences in species recorded. Sea Milkwort (Glaux maritima) increased in 
abundance from 1% in 2022 to 22% in 2025. A similar increase in Saltmarsh Rush (Juncus 
gerardi) was observed 10% in 2022 to 46% in 2025. No significant changes were observed 
among dominant grass species. Overall changes in species composition and abundance do not 
appear to show a clear trend in the timescale of the project and are likely an effect of 
seasonality, surveyor variation or quadrat placement in addition to grazing. 

Whilst the primary impact of this management was on the salt meadow habitat, geese are a 
designated feature on the site (under the Solway Firth SPA, which subsumed the Upper Solway 
Flats and Marshes SPA in 2020), and should benefit from this grazing management, and 
therefore their population has been assessed over the course of the project. As part of routine 
reserve monitoring, goose counts are carried out every year over the winter months. In winter 
2022/23, 2023/24 and 2024/25 Pink-footed Goose numbers were well above the management 
plan target, with a maximum count of 819, 1000 and 804 individuals respectively, compared 
to a reserve target of 373 individuals. The maximum count of Barnacle Geese in winter 
2022/23, 2023/24 and 2024/25 were 3,444, 4320 and 1520 individuals respectively, the 
management plan target is 4,124 individuals. In winter 2021/2022 HPAI killed thousands of 
geese along the Solway coast, with Barnacle Geese the worst affected which is likely to be an 
element in the drop in goose numbers recorded above. There are significant issues impacting 
geese populations such as HPAI which were out with the control of this project. However the 
project interventions aimed to improve habitat condition to support the recovery of these 
populations.  

The Atlantic salt meadow feature of the SAC was reassessed by NatureScot at the end of the 
project in July 2025 as being in Favourable condition on RSPB land. 

More detail on this action is included in the deliverable Final Monitoring Report submitted in 
Butler. 

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change in arrangement to 
purchase a drone in lieu of a camera to enhance the accuracy of the monitoring of the 
impact of the scrub clearance and enable us to monitor the cattle grazing at Mersehead 
and Kirkconnell, as well as undertake remote checks of the fence infrastructure.  

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change in arrangement from 
access point groundworks and associated drainage/ditching works (Kirkconnell) to 
installing two stock bridges.  

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change in arrangement from a 
moveable access bridge to fencing and a cattle corral and crush system, and the associated 
change in grazing area.  
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C.8 Abernethy Forest SPA 
(Introduce large-scale ground vegetation management) 
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 07/2019 Actual start date: 11/2019 
Foreseen end date: 07/2024 Actual end date: 09/2025 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
Manuscript of scientific paper on capercaillie responses 
AMENDED to interim report 

D  07/2024    09/2025 

Approx. 20ha vegetation cut with robocutter  
NEW, not in original agreement 

M  12/2020 12/2020 

Approx. 20ha vegetation cut with robocutter  
NEW, not in original agreement 

M 12/2021 12/2021 

Approx. 20ha vegetation cut with robocutter  
NEW, not in original agreement 

M 12/2022 12/2022 

Approx. 20ha vegetation cut with robocutter  
NEW, not in original agreement 

M  03/2025 03/2025 

Annual grazing (October – February over 3-year period) 
complete within approx. total 200ha area 

M  03/2023 03/2023 

Fire training completed - REMOVED M  12/2019 N/A 
Cattle hired and on site - (using different methodology – see 
Section 6.2) 

M  03/2020 09/2020  

 
The stockperson (Assistant Warden), Mike Butler, has been in post since September 2020. 
Alternative funding secured for operations on the reserve enabled the RSPB to convert the 
fixed-term role into a permanent post in April 2023 which in turn enabled the reallocation of 
the LIFE budget originally allocated to this post.  

Initial problems with the cattle collars (NoFence) described in the mid-term report were 
resolved and following successful trials using the collars within the fenced areas; the fencing 
provided a ‘safety net’ and allowed the site team and grazier to gain the required confidence 
and experience to operate the virtual fence system. 

Aiming to improve Capercaillie habitat in the Abernethy Forest SPA, this project trialled two 
forest field-layer managements at scale, cutting/mulching of the field layer with a machine 
known as Robocut (replacing the originally intended burning), and cattle grazing/disturbance. 

Mechanical cutting by Robocut took place using an external contractor over the 5 years of the 
project (2020/21 to 2024/25) within a 200 ha trial Robocut plot on the reserve (Figure 8). In 
2024 an underspend in other areas of the EU LIFE 100% project enabled an additional area of 
approximately 16 ha to be cut in 2024/25, bringing the total area cut within the Robocut plot 
over the course of the project to approximately 92.46 ha, which has exceeded the project target 
of 60 ha. It is thought that the benefit of cutting to Capercaillie extends to about triple the area 
physically cut, so it is hoped the EU LIFE 100% funded cutting has improved over 300 ha of 
habitat for Capercaillie.  

Cattle grazing, trampling and disturbance by 45 cows began in 2020/21 (between October and 
March) throughout the 200 ha grazing plot (Figure 8). Winter 2022/23 was the final year of 
cattle grazing under the project. Within the grazing plot, food blocks were used to encourage 
cattle away from existing tracks, allowing for a good coverage of the full grazing plot. In 
addition to the EU LIFE 100% project funded grazing plot, grazing was expanded at Abernethy 
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for Capercaillie but also to benefit other species including Black Grouse, wader populations, 
key invertebrate assemblages and plant communities; over 1000 ha is now grazed with around 
150 cattle each year. 

 

Figure 8. [Redacted] 

Following long term declines in the number of lekking Capercaillie males recorded both at a 
national and reserve level, there was an increase on the reserve over the past 4 years. In 2019, 
before the project interventions commenced, there were 18 males recorded lekking across the 
whole of the RSPB Abernethy reserve. In 2023 this number was 27, 28 in 2024 and 29 in 2025, 
continuing a run of annual increases since 2019. The largest increase in numbers of Capercaillie 
had been recorded in the cattle grazing plot, 3 males in 2019 to 14 in 2025. Higher than usual 
hen numbers were also recorded in 2023 and 2024, including 7 and 8 on the grazing plot lek in 
2023 and 2024 respectively.  

One of the project objectives was to study the impact of these different treatments on 
Capercaillie productivity, to inform future management. In summer 2022 a new method of 
measuring productivity was trialled at Abernethy, using camera traps placed at Capercaillie 
dust baths. This new monitoring method, designed to minimise disturbance, proved successful 
and was deployed again in 2023 and 2024;[text redacted] [Provisional analysis of the dust bath 
camera data showed an increase in productivity in all areas, with the largest increase within the 
grazed plot and a smaller increase in the robocut plot.] 

 

Monitoring of various environmental variables was carried out in the cutting and cattle plots, 
as well as a control plot (this monitoring is taking place through the RSPB and Cairngorms 
Connect partnership) with baseline monitoring carried out between April 2019 and March 
2020, prior to any management commencing. The [confidential] results [were] submitted [to 
EU LIFE]. 



 26

At the end of the project in July 2025 NatureScot reassessed the Capercaillie feature across the 
entirety of the Abernethy Forest SPA as being in Favourable Maintained condition.  

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change to replace burning with 
mechanical cutting as reflected in the revised milestones. 

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change to the stockperson role 
to be split 50% stockperson time and 50% wider reserve team time (see Section 6.2) 

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change to the stockperson  
funding from April 2023 onwards and the reallocation of funds.   

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change in methodology from 
cattle being hired to being provided on a grazing let.  This also results in modifications to 
budgeted items as originally proposed for the cattle hire (more detail in Section 6.2) 

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change to the scientific paper 
being replaced with an interim report on the interventions for Capercaillie. This will 
allow for further data collection to provide a robust scientific paper by 2030. 

C.9 Insh Marshes SAC 
(Establish a Konik pony herd) 
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 07/2019 Actual start date: 11/2019 
Foreseen end date: 09/2020 Actual end date: 10/2022 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
Infrastructure works (track upgrades, livestock handling 
pen and shelter) completed 

M 07/2020 04/2020 track 
10/2022 shelter 

Approx 1 to 2 ha of reeds cut with pedestrian mower by 
this date each year (to supplement pony impacts) 

M 09/2020 N/A 

Hay making to provide winter feed for ponies complete 
by this date each year 

M 09/2020 09/2021 

 
A livestock handling pen purchased under the project supporting the transfer of the herd to 
targeted grazing areas, and welfare checks; it also enables on site treatment minimising stress 
for the animals and avoiding the need for sedation. The access track upgrade and pony shelter 
construction were delayed due to C-19 but were completed in 2020 and 2022 respectively.   

Haymaking was delayed by the late signing of the grant agreement and subsequent procurement 
issues during C-19 impacting on equipment purchases but commenced in summer 2021 without 
impacting on the overall project objectives. 

Theo Jones was employed as the stockperson (Assistant Warden) for the Konik herd from 
February 2020 onwards. This is expanded on in section 8.1.   

The focus of the project was on the transition mires and quaking bogs, a designated feature of 
Insh Marshes SAC. Although the condition of the habitat had been defined by NatureScot as 
Favourable Maintained at the start of the project, issues with increasing dominance and 
encroachment of Common Reed Phragmites australis had been identified. Without 
intervention site status was at risk of being downgraded to Favourable – Declining at the next 
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assessment and Unfavourable in the future. Habitat condition had been particularly impacted 
in the eastern part of the mire, known as Coull Fen, which is one of the wettest parts of the 
reserve, and therefore too wet for most grazing livestock. Through the project a trial Konik 
pony grazing regime was established on Coull Fen, alongside the necessary associated 
infrastructure, with the aim of reducing the extent and expansion of reed and maintaining the 
favourable condition of the transition mire and quaking bog.  

Koniks have grazed the marsh annually in summer for six years over the course of the project, 
starting with 5 ponies, reaching a peak of 22 ponies grazing in 2023, and reducing to 17 with 
losses due to flooding, foot issues, and colic. Following significant and unprecedented flooding 
in 2023 resulting in the loss of a pony, emergency procedures and staffing requirements were 
reviewed and revised with the minimum on-call staff requirement increased to two. Additional 
equipment requirements were identified, and evacuation kit was purchased under the project. 
The review also identified that the number of ponies and the requirement to manage them as 
two herds increased staffing requirements and complicated evacuation procedures as ponies 
were in two locations. This issue is being addressed and is expanded on in the AfterLIFE plan.   

To assess the effectiveness of Konik pony grazing on reducing reedbed encroachment on the 
transition mire, habitat baseline vegetation monitoring (D1) was carried out in 2020 (see mid-
term report annex 09) on Coull Fen and repeated in 2024. In addition to habitat monitoring, the 
ponies were fitted with GPS collars (procured separately to the EU LIFE 100% project) to 4 of 
the Koniks in 2022, and 3 of the Koniks in 2023 (issues with the 4th collar meant this could not 
be used in 2023). The GPS collars provided data on the spatial use of the habitat by the ponies 
and enabled us to interpret changes in vegetation detected between 2020 and 2024 in relation 
to grazing pressure.   

The area of reedbed was similar in 2024 to 2020 however, reedbed edge retracted in areas 
where pony grazing was highest and expanded in areas where ponies were absent or occurred 
only at low densities, indicating that pony grazing has successfully reduced reed encroachment 
into the transition mire areas (Figure 9).  

 

Figure 9. Map showing the change in extent of reedbed edge between 2020 and 2024 overlaid with pony GPS collar data 
with darker red indicating higher grazing levels. 
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In addition to changes in reedbed edge, the reedbed transect monitoring revealed a statistically 
significant reduction in Reed dominance in areas which received medium or high grazing 
pressure in comparison to low or no grazing.  Reductions in Reed dominance were highest 
within areas that received the highest grazing pressure adding further support to the success of 
Konik grazing in reducing Reed. Further evidence that grazing has led to a reduction in Reed 
over the trial period came from the simple habitat transects. With the exception of Transect U 
which was the only ungrazed transect, all transects saw a reduction in Reed adding further 
support to the changes being driven by grazing.   

The results of the monitoring are explained in detail in the Final Monitoring Report.  

In 2022 the transition mires and quaking bogs at Insh Marshes were reassessed as being in 
Favourable condition by NatureScot. The feature was assessed as Favourable Declining in 
2014 and was at risk of becoming Unfavourable. Evidence from this project monitoring 
indicated that the habitat condition had not declined and that Konik grazing was having a 
positive impact. At the end of the project in July 2025 the transition mire and quaking bog 
feature of the SAC was reassessed by NatureScot and confirmed to be in Favourable condition.  

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change to descope the 
pedestrian mower, and reallocation of the budget to purchase more reliable and higher 
quality hay making kit (square baler). 

C.10 Cromarty Firth SPA 
(Reverse Spartina and Ulex invasion) 
 
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 07/2019 Actual start date: 11/2019 
Foreseen end date: 07/2024 Actual end date: 03/2025 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
Spartina leaflet and poster produced annually by this date D 07/2020 01/2021 
Gorse and fence removed from saltmarsh at Nigg & Udale M 12/2022 12/2022 
Annual Spartina clearance within approx. 100ha of habitat 
complete 

M 07/2020 08/2020 

Annual Spartina clearance within (same) approx. 100ha of 
habitat complete 

M 07/2021 07/2021 

Annual Spartina clearance within (same) approx. 100ha of 
habitat complete 

M 07/2022 07/2022 

Annual Spartina clearance within (same) approx. 100ha of 
habitat complete 

M 07/2023 07/2023 

Annual Spartina clearance within (same) approx. 100ha of 
habitat complete 

M 07/2024 07/2024 

Approx 200ha habitat cleared of Spartina - REMOVED M 07/2021 N/A 
Approx 300ha habitat cleared of Spartina - REMOVED M 07/2022 N/A 
Approx 400ha habitat cleared of Spartina - REMOVED M 07/2023 N/A 
Approx 500ha habitat cleared of Spartina- REMOVED  M 07/2024 N/A 
 
Management of Spartina was restricted in 2020 due to C-19, with the late appointment of the 
Project Officer, some members of the site team being on furlough, lack of interns and 
restrictions on volunteer work parties – which are crucial to monitoring and herbicide 
treatment.  Despite this, the site team made considerable progress in mapping and recording 
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existing Spartina stands, undertaking preparatory data collection, as well as recruitment of 
volunteers.   

The Spartina leaflet (see mid-term report Annex 3) was slightly delayed due to C-19 and some 
members of the reserve team being on furlough leave. The leaflet highlights the challenge of 
Spartina within the SPA, why treatment is needed and promotes volunteering opportunities. A 
Spartina ID leaflet (Annex 01) was produced to aid volunteers with identification. Different 
methods of treatment were trialled to establish the most effective approach. Annual monitoring 
and management reports (Annex 02) recorded progress and informed future action.    

A change to the milestone targets for Spartina anglica treatment was approved following the 
mid-term report. The original proposal noted that 500ha of habitat was affected by Spartina.  
This was incorrect and there was only 100ha of habitat where Spartina is likely to be present, 
but due to the resilience of the plant, it needs to be treated multiple times over many years to 
fully eradicate.  It is also important to note that Spartina is not present in the whole 100ha area, 
but in stands within this overall habitat area. Detail on the early planning and mapping work 
undertaken to inform the action was included in the mid-term report and is not repeated here. 

In early 2021, an App was developed by the Project Officer and RSPB data unit, which enabled 
easier mapping and monitoring of Spartina stands, using GPS locations for each Spartina stand.  
This improved the efficiency of both data collection and treatment. 

At Nigg and Udale, monitoring has identified a significant reduction in Spartina cover since 
the project commenced. At Udale Spartina coverage had reduced from an estimated 2348 m2 
in 2021 to 13 m2 in 2024. At Nigg Spartina coverage had reduced from an estimated 1745 m2 
to 11m2 in 2024 (See Figure 10).  

 

Figure 10. Estimated Reduction in Coverage of Spartina at Nigg and Udale Bays Between 2021 and 2024. 

Data from the BTO showed that the peak wintering waterbird assemblage had increased in 
recent years with a peak count of 16,163 birds recorded in 2022/23 and 26,664 in 2023/24. Bar-
tailed Godwit numbers had also increased since winter 2021/22, with nationally important peak 
counts of 441 individuals in 2022/23 and 428 in 2023/24. There are however many factors 
outside of the RSPB’s control that may impact bird numbers. Long term trends highlight the 
importance of creating and maintaining optimum conditions for foraging and roosting on the 
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reserve, and the Spartina data shows excellent progress towards this objective. The level of 
Spartina coverage on-site at the project start in 2020 was unlikely to have had an impact on 
wintering waterbirds however left un-managed this invasive species would have encroached 
across large tracts of saltmarsh and mudflat resulting in these habitats becoming less suitable 
for the birds they support. Effective control of Spartina centres on putting in place management 
ahead of declines in habitat condition.     

The results from this action informed the Spartina Management Guidance document 
described in section 6.1 / E2. 

The Wintering waterbird assemblage/ Bar-tailed godwit features of the SPA were both 
reassessed by NatureScot at the end of the project in July 2025 as being in Favourable 
condition on RSPB land. 

More detail on this action is included in Annex 02 and the deliverable Final Monitoring 
Report submitted in Butler. 

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change to the overall 
intervention area from 500ha to 100ha and associated milestones for Spartina treatment. 

C.11 Loch Lomond SPA  
(Optimise sward conditions)                                  
Status: Complete (bar installation of materials to widen bridges) 
Foreseen start date: 08/2019 Actual start date: 10/2021 
Foreseen end date: 10/2019 Actual end date: Autumn 2025 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
Vegetation removed using Soucy-equipped tractor by 
this date each year (i.e. between August and October 
each year) 

M 10/2019 10/2021 

Cattle pen constructed M 12/2020 10/2023 
Bridges widened to enable project tractor to access 
additional areas of reserve  
NEW, not part of original agreement; non-substantial 
change agreed 02/2025 

M 03/2025 Autumn 2025 
(installation in 
progress) 

 
At RSPB Loch Lomond the aim of the project was to optimise sward conditions for wintering 
Greenland White-fronted Geese. Many areas of the Loch Lomond reserve remained 
undermanaged for several years due to the rough vegetation and wet ground. These areas were 
less suitable for geese due to the build-up of rank, dense vegetation, which impedes access to 
forage. The project purchased a tractor with special low-ground pressure Soucy-tracks to cut 
vegetation on the wet-ground, targeting areas of potentially suitable goose foraging habitat.  

The late signing of the grant agreement (expanded on in section 6.2) prevented cutting in 2019 
and management was not possible in 2020 due to C-19 related delays for tractor training for 
site staff. The first round of cutting took place in winter 2021/22; the total area of the reserve 
cut or grazed over the course of the project, and which is suitable for geese, is approximately 
166.8 ha. Areas where cutting has been repeated year on year have had considerably less dense 
vegetation and have therefore taken less time to cut in subsequent years, thus allowing 
expansion of cutting into a wider area. Additionally, the warden is more experienced using the 
tractor, and more confident regarding which areas are suitable for cutting. In 2024 flooding at 
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Loch Lomond (C11) impacted on the delivery of planned project activities, in particular the 
cutting of two areas not accessible to the LIFE tractor as the existing bridges were too narrow. 
The scheduled hire of a Softrak machine could not be rearranged as the hire company had no 
other dates available, highlighting the need for in-house delivery to ensure annual delivery. The 
reallocation of unspent budget from other actions allowed a structural review of the two bridges 
in question and the purchase of materials to overlay the existing structures; additional support 
structure was not required. Installation could not be carried out within the project period due 
to delays with delivery of the non-standard timber sections and fixings and the breeding season 
commencing; construction is now underway with the cost covered by the RSPB. 

A cattle pen was purchased under the project and installed in 2023 following delays due to C-
19 and contractor availability resulting in the requirement to re-tender. The pen supports the 
site’s grazing infrastructure to assist with targeted grazing of key fields to improve their 
condition for returning Greenland White-fronted Geese.  

Overall, tractor cutting has been highly effective, and has significantly increased the 
availability of open, herb rich, and accessible sward. There have been noticeable positive 
benefits, particularly the use of the cut areas for roosting and feeding by geese and wildfowl. 
In some fen areas cut, nationally scarce Tufted Loosestrife spikes have increased. There was 
also an increase in other bird species observed on the managed areas including Lapwing, Snipe, 
Teal, Wigeon and passage waders Black-tailed Godwit, Dunlin, Ringed Plover and 
Greenshank.  

In winter 2024/2025 the peak count of Greenland White-fronted Geese was 165 individuals 
(Figure 11), a slight increase from the previous year. The project target was 250 individuals. 
The trend in goose numbers is reflective of the decline in the global population which is being 
driven by poor breeding productivity due to climatic changes at their breeding grounds. While 
this was beyond the influence of the project, the role of the reserve is to ensure local conditions 
are as favourable as possible when the birds return for the winter.  

Figure 11. RSPB Loch Lomond peak count of Greenland White-fronted Geese. Red dashed line indicates start of project 
interventions. Data available from 2005/06. 

More detail on this action is included in the deliverable Final Monitoring Report submitted in 
Butler. 
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In July 2025 the Greenland White-fronted goose feature of the Loch Lomond SPA was 
reassessed by NatureScot as being in Favourable condition on RSPB land.  

The findings from this action informed the guidance document on habitat management for 
Greenland White-fronted Goose described in section 6.1 / E2. 

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change to budget to reallocate 
unspent funds to the widening of two bridges to ensure annual cutting of all areas. 

 

D.1 Monitor project impacts  
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 07/2019 Actual start date: 11/2019 
Foreseen end date: 10/2024 Actual end date: 09/2025 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
Monitoring carried out throughout, results 
summarised in Final Report 

D 03/2025 09/2024 

 
Robust and regular monitoring and assessment has been a critical tool for measuring the 
project’s achievements and ensuring its goals are met. The data also allowed us to assess the 
impact of our actions from year to year, ensure they weren’t having a negative impact, and 
gauge whether adjustments were required. Annual monitoring reports were produced from 
2022 onwards and have been submitted previously. The monitoring which has been undertaken 
over the course of the project is complete and shown in Appendix 3 of the Final Monitoring 
Report submitted in Butler. 

Baseline vegetation monitoring was undertaken at Insh Marshes (C9) in summer 2020 and 
provided insight into the historical dynamics and the current status of several key ecological 
components that may be impacted by the new management practice of conservation grazing by 
the Koniks (for the full report, see mid-term report, annex 9). In addition, baseline monitoring 
was undertaken at most sites and used to assess the impact of the project interventions at the 
end of the project.  This included: monitoring of herbivore impacts on Salix through the wider 
Cairngorms Connect partnership (C1); botanical surveys (NVC and lichen) to ensure the 
proposed exclosure locations would not negatively impact rare species, and herbivore impact 
assessments to monitor the ongoing impact of feral goats and deer (C2); aerial monitoring of 
the site before and during the scrub clearance intervention (C3); annual monitoring of breeding 
Chough on Islay and Oronsay (C4); a botanical survey prior to pool creation work on Tiree 
confirmed that no rare species would be negatively impacted by this and we have not changed 
the species composition as a result of the work (C5); aerial footage of the dune system took 
place prior and post scrub removal (C6); productivity monitoring of Capercaillie was assessed 
over the course of the project and summarised in an interim report (submitted in Butler) which, 
together with findings from further monitoring, will inform a peer reviewed scientific paper we 
aim to publish by 2030 (C8); annual mapping and recording of Spartina locations and 
assessment of the impact of treatment of stands was carried out at Nigg and Udale (C10);  
vegetation surveys were carried out to monitor the grazing impacts at Kirkconnell and 
Mersehead (C7 and C6).   

A trainee ecologist was recruited in October 2021 to support the ecology team and site teams 
with the extensive monitoring programme. Further support was provided on some of the sites 
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by dedicated volunteers. The trainee left in September 2024 after securing permanent 
employment elsewhere. To provide the final monitoring and contribution to the Final Reporting 
of the project, we recruited a monitoring officer in November 2024. 

Monitoring activity has been supported by equipment purchased through the project including: 
drones for Culbin Sands (C3) and Mersehead (C6); GPS unit and tablet for Nigg & Udale 
(C10); thermal drone for Inversnaid (C2).   
We initially envisaged purchasing two GPS units for monitoring action C10, but with the in-
house development of a new mapping and monitoring App, having a tablet to use in the field 
to record live data was advantageous and improved the efficiency and accuracy of recording 
Spartina stands and a second GPS unit was not required. 

The monitoring that was undertaken provided the evidence to inform a NatureScot 
reassessment of all features at the end of the project in July 2025 to establish if Favourable 
condition or improving towards Favourable condition had been achieved through the project 
interventions. All site features achieved Favourable condition or were considered as 
Unfavourable Recovering Due to Management. NatureScot considers sites that are 
Unfavourable- Recovering to be in a positive condition for its reporting purposes.   

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the minor deviation for purchasing 
a tablet rather than a second GPS device for action C10. 
 
We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the non-substantial change for 
reallocation of unspent funds to purchase a replacement drone for action C2 to enable 
the final monitoring and secure legacy monitoring.  
 
We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the minor deviation from a 
scientific paper manuscript to an interim report for action C8. This will allow for further 
data collection and will in turn ensure publication of a robust scientific paper by 2030. 
 

E.1 Carry out obligatory communication actions 
 
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 07/2019 Actual start date: 01/2020 
Foreseen end date: 03/2024 Actual end date: 08/2025 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
Project booklet produced D 03/2020 06/2021 
One networking visit carried out by this date 
each year, on average 

D 07/2020 10/2024 

Layperson’s report / policy booklet produced D 03/2024 09/2025 
Project website online M 01/2020 09/2020 
Information boards in place M 07/2020 07/2021 
 
Project booklet 
A booklet introducing the project was produced in 2021 (see mid-term report, Annex 10). A 
small number were printed after C-19-restrictions were lifted and the booklets were distributed 
to stakeholders at in-person demonstration events. The electronic version was hosted on the 
project website and has now been replaced with the Layperson’s Report.  



 34

 
Project website 
A project webpage was set up in summer 2020 as a soft-launch to the project during the C-19 
pandemic (https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/projects/100-for-nature/). Over the 
course of the project, the website has been refreshed and updated to improve content, feature 
videos and offer a more engaging platform for the general public. Further updates were 
provided via blogs linked both to the website and the project films. In 2024 the website was 
migrated to a new platform, in line with the RSPB’s general website migration, to ensure 
continued support and a website presence beyond the project. The documents produced under 
the project are hosted on the website offering guidance for other landowners and land 
managers.   
 
Networking 
This action was delayed due to C-19 restrictions preventing face-to-face meetings during 2020. 
The real value from networking with other LIFE projects is in seeing similar work and sharing 
knowledge ‘on the ground’. However, virtual networking opportunities were embraced and 
enabled us to broaden the reach of the project. Staff changes and resulting gaps in project and 
finance management impacted on networking events in 2023. More information on the 
networking events is provided in the Networking summary submitted in Butler. The main 
networking events and knowledge exchanges are listed below. 

2021:  site visit to the Celtic rainforest LIFE team in Wales (C2).    
2022: Networking visit to Denmark (LIFE REDCOHA) (C3); return visit from Celtic 
Rainforests LIFE Wales team (C2); virtual networking with Sands of LIFE and others (C3) 
2024: Knowledge exchange LIFE 100% ecologists with RSPB Haweswater and Geltsdale 
reserve teams (C1, C8); networking at Sands of LIFE conference by Culbin project officer 
(C3); visit to Abernethy (C8) from Alex Pyric from French Haut-Jura; LIFE 100% conference; 
knowledge exchange (C8) with Capercaillie experts in Austria and Germany (return visit to 
Abernethy by Bavarian Capercaillie expert in September 2025)  

Information boards 
This action was delayed due to C-19 related challenges in collating content and procuring 
design input. All boards were installed during summer 2021, in locations best suited to the 
particular project: on external reserve notice boards on walking routes at Inversnaid (C2), Islay 
(C4), and Insh (C9) to reach a greater audience; in visitor centres at Abernethy (C8),  
Mersehead and Kirkconnell (C6 & 7), and Loch Lomond (C11); on tool sheds at Culbin Sands 
(C3) and Tiree (C5); at the tree nursery in Abernethy (C1). At Nigg and Udale (C10) we used 
annual information leaflets to reach more people than interpretation boards would have.  
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Layperson’s report and policy booklet 
This action was delayed due to staffing issues in the policy and advocacy team and delays in 
collating relevant data. The booklet was produced in September 2025 and launched via a press 
release in October which generated a radio interview with BBC Dumfries. Printed copies were 
distributed at in-person events, notably the Nature Friendly Farming conference and party 
conferences in Edinburgh. The electronic version is available on the project website and has 
also been shared with MSPs.      
 

E.2 Carry out additional communication actions 
 
Status: Complete   
Foreseen start date: 07/2019 Actual start date: 11/2019 
Foreseen end date: 07/2024 Actual end date: 10/2025 
 
Name of Deliverable / Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 
End-of-project conference held M 07/2024 11/2024 
Rich, varied, broadcast-quality suite of project 
films, suitable for a wide variety of uses, produced 

M 07/ 2024 11/2024 

At least one demonstration event held under each 
C action, supported by SNH (NS) 

M 07/2024 05/2024 

Develop an assessment of Spartina control in the 
Cromarty Firth for submission to an online 
repository (e.g. Conservation Evidence) 
NEW, not part of original agreement 

D 07/2024 10/2025 

Produce guidance on management techniques for 
Greenland white-fronted geese (referencing 
experience from Loch Lomond and Islay) 
NEW, not part of original agreement 

D 07/2024 10/2025 

 
End of project conference: The two-day conference held on 2 and 3 October 2024 in 
Aviemore, brought together 80 stakeholders from the UK including landowners and managers, 
conservation professionals and students, policy advisors, and council officers - for talks, 
discussions and demonstrations on the key aspects of habitat conservation and its importance 
in reversing biodiversity decline. Whilst not as close to the project end as originally envisaged 
the date was chosen to avoid other major events as well as busy periods in the field and thereby 
allow for a wider range of attendees. An important part of the conference was a panel discussion 
on the challenges, barriers and advantages to adopting interventions trialled by the project with 
panellists Dee Ward, Scottish Land and Estates, Duncan Orr-Ewing, Head of Species and Land 
Management, RSPB Scotland, Ailis Watt, Senior Policy Officer, RSPB Scotland, Jeff Waddell, 
Head of Nature Conservation, National Trust for Scotland, and Nathan Mclaughlan, Senior 
Casework Manager for coastal infrastructure projects, NatureScot. Both panellists and 
delegates were engaged in the discussion and working relationships, particularly around policy, 
have been forged as a result of this open debate. 
 
Film suite: 14 films were produced over the course of the project. These are featured on the 
project website and hosted on the RSPB’s Youtube channel, and can be accessed here:  

 Ponies on the marsh (C9 Konik herd being established at Insh Marshes) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N23bxADI9Jk 
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 Making room for nature (C8 cattle trial at Abernethy forest) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SeNx3WeXpfs 

 Carrying the Future (C1 saplings being planted in Loch A/an)  
https://youtu.be/SfJeShMPftI?si=KpwgGLqD6YhPoHdG 

 Restoring Culbin's Dunes (C3 volunteers removing scrub) 
https://youtu.be/IIbIFnnqzs4?si=9tVEhuKN6RA44OGl 

 Farming for nature (C4 explaining the sheep handling kit) 
https://youtu.be/sMDBUpeVV6E?si=dbklLjjWF_3hsy8_ 

 Nature's Comeback (C5 shingle ploughing on The Reef) 
https://youtu.be/CitUPFzzMy0?si=f9EywMZ6zViyP1Vd 

 Grazing for nature (C6 using NoFence to graze the dunes) 
https://youtu.be/-wNhISBjGsY?si=YLYgcLLS7ziMDP3f 

 Robocutter in the Forest (C8 trialling mechanical cutting at Abernethy Forest)  
https://youtu.be/pl0cWjYQH34?si=tvnufUKLFal4Kqm9 

 The tractor that makes a home for geese (C11 introducing the low-ground-pressure 
tractor to the Loch Lomond reserve) 
https://youtu.be/9leqLMIjKbQ?si=fQapk2XgWVcqnvxC 

 Bringing back Willow (C1 monitoring the saplings planted at Loch A’an) 
https://youtu.be/xhXKceBN6aU?si=R5vZ4rQVY6cs9xFX 

 Finding out what works (C8 showing the results of the two methods trialled at 
Abernethy) 
https://youtu.be/mN3bcCPsolM?si=Q01tN2vEi5w-TJj2 

 Making a home for geese (C11 update on the tractor work at Loch Lomond) 
https://youtu.be/bS2quUV6Jig?si=iXvRFBayFgHMH45d 

 100% for Nature (showcasing the project as a whole) 
https://youtu.be/Ot2JVke-Sb0?si=F3eAa7JEZpwbgd37 

 Volunteers for Nature (C3 showcasing the role volunteers play in conservation) 
https://youtu.be/XvT0coZbj1k?si=AG-fy853QusktYbq 

 
In addition, the following films were not specifically filmed for the project but were made 
using the project equipment and reference LIFE 100% for Nature’s impact on species not 
directly targeted by the project: 

 Small Blue (C3 highlighting the importance of volunteers and the difference their 
work at Culbin is making) 
https://youtu.be/OIzKEZKkL48?si=rM8qMEsonKJtPtwQ 

 Natterjack Night (C6 on the Natterjack success story at Mersehead) 
https://youtu.be/dBZylTiibcg?si=e0xWqyJzckLVx_3h 

 
The films appeal to a general audience base, showcasing the intrinsic value of the sites where 
the projects are taking place, activity that has taken place through the project and the results, 
and why management interventions on protected sites are important.  We included site staff 
and volunteer commentary using ‘plain’ language to explain the management techniques. By 
September 2025, our films had been viewed collectively over 45000 times. We originally 
intended to use external assistance to deliver the project film suite, but we were able to use our 
in-house Communications Manager (CM) who is an experienced film-maker. This provided 
efficiencies as the CM was able to react swiftly (for example monitoring of willow saplings 
(C1) and clearing of scrub (C3) are weather dependant and dates can only be confirmed two 
days in advance).  
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We employed an external company for the post-production of the overall 100% for Nature film 
as it was thought their expertise and ability to add graphics would produce a higher quality film 
and save time. In retrospect, the in-depth knowledge of the subject matter gained by our in-
house CM over the course of the project outweighed the benefits of an external consultant. The 
resulting film is of high quality but required an unanticipated amount of input from project 
staff.  

The equipment funded by the project has not only been useful for LIFE 100% but also 
supported other RSPB work. Having in-house production and a comms plan built-in from the 
start of the project had multiple benefits. It provided flexibility and, with the rental cost for 
equipment removed, the freedom to experiment: filming at Inversnaid (C2) in lockdown was 
turned into 90 seconds at Inversnaid, sparking a series of ‘90 seconds in nature’ films 
bringing a little nature to those of us unable to access it; the Inversnaid film 
(https://youtu.be/_ZwWo-fF3s0?si=Nsw9ggdizKAPgyMo) had 11k views.  

Continuity and physical engagement in the project teams’ place of work built up relationships 
and a better understanding of the work. Having the time to engage and have the work explained 
(numerous times by patient site teams) enabled films to be produced that a non-specialist 
audience would understand. LIFE 100% made space for that for which Stephen, the 
Communications Manager, is immensely grateful. 

In addition, this close engagement also meant Stephen picked up on other important 
conservation stories, building up a bank of imagery useful for telling not just the LIFE 100% 
for Nature story but a lot of RSPB stories world-wide; imagery that has been included in films 
to potential funders, for example an advert highlighting the importance of legacy bequests to 
nature conservation.  

We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the change in approach to film 
suite development, detailed further in Section 6.2. 
 
We would like to thank the Commission for accepting the non-substantial change to 
reallocate underspend of the budget to purchase additional filming equipment to enable 
the production of higher quality handheld footage. This has facilitated filming in 
challenging terrain and remote locations like Culbin Sands. 
 
Demonstration events:  This action was delayed due to C-19 related restrictions on in-person 
meetings. However, as noted in our mid-term report, virtual forums presented opportunities to 
discuss the project online (e.g. at the Reef Graziers’ Forum (C5) and reach a greater audience 
than was usually the case at in-person meetings.  
However, a total of 33 demonstration events (virtual and in-person on site) were held over the 
course of the project and sites continue to welcome interested parties to demonstrate the trialled 
technology, for example NoFence grazing, low-ground-pressure tractor, thermal drone or the 
mapping app developed in-house (C10).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 38

Guidance documents: Two guidance documents were produced: 
 A Practitioner’s Guide to Managing Spartina Anglica  
 Greenland White-fronted Goose – Habitat Guidance 

 
 

     
 

F.1 Manage project effectively and efficiently 
 
Foreseen start date: 10/2019 Actual start date: 01/2020 
Foreseen end date: 07/2024 Actual end date: 10/2025 
 
 
As noted in Section 5, a PM has been in post since January 2020 and although the role changed 
hands twice, there has been someone fulfilling this role continuously throughout the duration 
of the project. The PM post was extended in line with the extensions to the reporting deadline 
to 31.10.2025 to ensure sufficient resourcing of the report writing and auditing. There are no 
formal milestones or deliverables associated with this action. 
 

6.2. Main deviations, problems and corrective actions implemented  
 

Given the significant disruption and challenges introduced with the Covid-19 pandemic, there 
were numerous changes to the baseline programme, but which did not affect the overall aims 
and objectives of the programme. The revised deliverables from the baseline implementation 
programme are included in Annex 01. In summary, the core challenges that have faced the 
project were: 
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 Late signing of the Grant Agreement with the European Union:  the grant agreement 

was originally intended to be signed in July 2019, with an official project start date of 15th 
July 2019.  This was delayed until November 2019 which introduced a delay to the 
commencement of project activity and expenditure.  This impacted on staff recruitment and 
the Project Officer role (C3/C10) could not be filled until March 2020 with a knock-on 
impact on project activity commencing. Delays were also encountered on C11 as equipment 
could not be purchased in time to undertake vegetation clearance in the management period 
between August and October 2019. 

 
 Covid-19 pandemic: the Covid-19 pandemic was a major challenge to project delivery in 

the crucial set up stage.  On advice from the Commission, rather than formally pause the 
project, activity continued, albeit in a significantly reduced capacity. Furlough leave 
reduced the number of staff available; restrictions meant that procuring external assistance 
and sub-contractors was extremely challenging, volunteer sessions weren’t possible, and 
in-person training could not commence. In addition, Covid-19 had a negative impact on 
availability and delivery of materials. This introduced delays to some projects where 
outputs relied on new equipment and/or external resource, particularly where site visits to 
quote for work or deliver in person training could not be undertaken. The project was 
extended by eight months to enable us to complete the programme of work. 

 
 Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI) - 2022 and 2023 saw significant outbreaks 

of HPAI on many wetland and coastal sites across the UK. In winter 2021/2022 HPAI 
killed thousands of geese along the Solway coast, with Barnacle Geese, one of the target 
species at Mersehead and Kirkconnell (C7) the worst affected. 

 
 Staff turnover/role changes - the project experienced significant staff turnover during the 

five years which had numerous implications – time had to be invested in recruitment and 
experience can be lost which takes time for the new starter to acquire. There were 
sometimes gaps between a role leaving and replacement joining requiring other project staff 
to step in to avoid loss of continuity and then invest time in training the new starter. The 
staff changes will be expanded upon in Section 8.   

 
 Weather impacts – as described in section 6.1, an unprecedented large-scale flood at Insh 

Marshes (C9) highlighted issues with the emergency pony evacuation procedures, requiring 
a review and, as a result, additional equipment and management requirements. In 2024 
flooding at Loch Lomond (C11) impacted on the delivery of planned project activities, in 
particular the cutting of two areas not accessible to the LIFE tractor. The scheduled hire of 
a Softrak machine could not be rearranged as the hire company had no other dates available, 
highlighting the need for in-house equipment to ensure annual delivery.    

 
 Statutory consents - Obtaining statutory consent for the livestock water supply connection 

at Kirkconnell (C7) was more difficult than expected. Scottish Water’s (SW) application 
form makes no distinction between a supply for livestock drinking water and a supply for 
a building development. Although planning consent was not required for the troughs, the 
lack of a planning reference resulted in the application being repeatedly rejected by the 
Business Stream, the organisation processing applications on behalf of SW. Significant 
staff time and lengthy correspondence was required and in January 2024 consent was 
granted to connect to SW’s pipe on neighbouring land. It was at this point that it was 
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discovered that said land was no longer in local ownership. Negotiations commenced with 
the new owner and were initially positive but in May 2024 permission to connect to the 
Scottish Water pipe on their land was declined and the SW consent lapsed in June 2024. 
Alternative solutions were investigated and agreement in principle was reached with 
another landowner at the end of October 2024 to connect to the same SW pipe further along 
its route. This allowed us to apply for revised SW consent which is expected to be granted 
shortly. 

 
The main changes to the project actions and mitigating measures/solutions are listed in Table 
2.  Generally, these changes are positive enhancements to project delivery arising from new 
technology, revised methodology or new resource, that was not available at the time of the 
grant agreement being implemented. 
 
Despite the very challenging circumstances at the project start, good progress was made 
overall, with opportunities identified for some actions to be accelerated.  Some activities were, 
however, severely delayed due to the restrictions arising from the C-19 pandemic and a formal 
eight-month extension to the July 2024 project completion date was granted to ensure project 
objectives could be met.  

Table 2: Key project changes 

Action Change / deviation Nature of change Summary implication 
C2 Purchase of 

replacement drone 
This was a financial change, 
whereby a new thermal drone 
was purchased to replace the 
original drone which began to 
perform only intermittently and 
for which technical support 
(equipment and software) had 
been discontinued and spare parts 
and batteries were increasingly 
difficult to obtain.  

The new drone secured the 
continuation of HIAs.  
The old project drone now 
supports the monitoring of 
project action C11 where 
the project area is less 
remote and equipment 
reliability a lesser issue.  
 

C3  Change to the 
allocation of the 
Project Officer to 
reflect that their time 
will be spent 50% on 
action C3 and 50% on 
action C10 

This was a financial change, 
whereby the original budget 
allocation in the grant agreement 
had Project Officer time solely 
allocated to action C3.  It was 
always the intention that the 
Project Officer would split their 
time between the work at Culbin 
Bar SAC (C3) and the Cromarty 
Firth SPA (C10).  As such, we 
created a new budget allocation 
for the Project Officer within 
C10 to reflect this use of resource 
and reduce the C3 allocation 
accordingly. 

This did not impact on the 
project deliverables and 
the Project Officer was 
employed to deliver work 
at both locations.  The 
seasonal nature of the 
interventions meant their 
time was split on C10 in 
the spring/summer months 
and on C3 in the 
autumn/winter months in 
keeping with management 
consents and bird nesting 
restrictions, and 
disturbance of wintering 
waterfowl. 
There was no additional 
budget implication, as the 
funding allocated for the 
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Action Change / deviation Nature of change Summary implication 
Project Officer remained 
sufficient. 
 

C3 Change to the 
procurement approach 
to purchase and install 
a tool store rather than 
rent space for the 
duration of the project 

This was a financial and 
technical change, whereby 
purchase rather than rental of a 
tool store facility was more 
efficient and offered a better 
legacy solution for activity post-
LIFE.  There was a change to the 
budget allocation from Other 
Costs to Infrastructure and 
External Assistance 
 

There was no budget 
implication as the tool 
store was purchased within 
the budget allocation for a 
rental facility. 
 
This had a positive impact 
on the project deliverables, 
providing a legacy item for 
future activity. 
 

C4 Change to the 
replacement Chough 
‘house’ on Oronsay 

This was a financial and 
technical change, whereby, due 
to the vulnerability of the 
structure to weather events, we 
decided not to replace the storm-
damaged shed structure in the 
open area of the reserve with like 
for like. Instead, we installed 
Chough nest box(es) within cliff 
areas within the Oronsay and 
Colonsay SPA, historically used 
by breeding Chough. 
 

The budget allocation for 
the replacement ‘house’ 
was reallocated to provide 
an additional Chough 
‘house’ on Islay where the 
structures are less 
vulnerable.   

C4 Additional external 
assistance 

This was a financial and 
technical change, whereby we 
carried out repairs to stabilise and 
secure known Chough nest sites 
within existing buildings at The 
Oa. The nest sites had been 
identified as being at risk due to 
deterioration. 
 

The repairs to the nest sites 
support the prospects for 
breeding Chough. We 
entered formal agreements 
with the building owners 
to ensure these nest sites 
are retained.  

C7 Change to equipment 
(moveable stock 
bridge) at Solway 
Firth SAC (Mersehead 
reserve) 
 

This was a financial and 
technical change. 
We did not purchase a mobile 
stock bridge, originally intended 
to facilitate grazing on a section 
of saltmarsh within the SAC that 
is impossible to access without 
bridge infrastructure due to the 
need to cross the Southwick 
Water river channel.  Due to the 
size of the bridge needed to 
permit livestock to cross safely, 
we were not able to procure a 
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Action Change / deviation Nature of change Summary implication 
mobile bridge acceptable within 
the consents needed from 
NatureScot as part of the 
designation.  With other access 
alternatives discounted, a grazing 
review was undertaken for the 
site. This identified a different 
section of saltmarsh that is also 
of high value for the barnacle 
goose population, but also suffers 
from a lack of grazing in recent 
years due to a lack of suitable 
infrastructure.   
To enable us to graze this section 
of saltmarsh instead of the area 
originally proposed, we made the 
following change to budgeted 
items: 
Installation of fencing to enable 
grazing within Phase 1 
compartment as shown in 
Annex 19.  This also required an 
associated gating system (to 
enable access from compartment 
18 and 19), removal of old fence 
lines and an additional water 
trough.   
Purchase of a cattle corral and 
crush system to conduct 
livestock welfare checks by the 
site team/grazier on site and 
make the site more attractive to 
future prospective graziers. 
A small Unmanned Aerial 
Vehicle (UAV) with camera 
was purchased in place of a 
camera to undertake fixed point 
photography of the sand dunes 
before and after the scrub 
clearance under action D1. This 
enhanced the accuracy of the 
monitoring of the impact of the 
scrub clearance and had broader 
utilisation enabling us to monitor 
the cattle grazing at Mersehead 
and Kirkconnell, as well as 
undertake remote checks of the 
fence infrastructure.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
These changes required a 
change in budget category 
from Equipment to 
Infrastructure & External 
Assistance 
 
These changes still 
delivered the objective of 
enabling effective grazing 
management on the site. 
 
 
 
This required a €1920 
budget allocation from the 
C7 budget to the existing 
€480 allocation in D1. 
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Action Change / deviation Nature of change Summary implication 
C7 Change to external 

assistance for 
groundworks for new 
access point at Upper 
Solway Flats & 
Marshes SPA 
(Kirkconnell reserve): 
 

This was a financial and 
technical change. 
Extensive groundworks to create 
a new access point at Kirkconnell 
were no longer required as a 
more efficient location for access 
onto the site, one not requiring 
use of non-RSPB land, was 
identified.  As a result of this 
change, and the corresponding 
efficiencies in budget allocation, 
new items could be delivered to 
further the objectives for the 
Kirkconnell site: 
Installation of two small-scale 
stock bridges – this improved 
access to the southern section of 
the merse for cattle, where 
ditches/channels restricted 
access.  This required a change in 
budget category from External 
Assistance to Equipment  
Additional contribution 
towards the full upgrade of the 
access road to Kirkconnell (at 
Maxwellbank farm) – Both the 
original proposal for access 
improvement (a partial upgrade 
to a section of the access road) 
and a new proposal, submitted 
with the mid-term report (RSPB 
to contribute an additional 
amount to the cost of the full 
track upgrade and enter 
management agreement with 
relevant landowners) were 
reviewed and deemed not 
required. Instead, relevant 
paperwork is in place to ensure 
indefinite use of the access track. 
Additional contribution to 
secure a reliable water supply 
to the south of the site - we 
negotiated a suitable arrangement 
in principle with a neighbouring 
landowner. Securing Scottish 
Water new connection consent 
was however protracted and once 
obtained the neighbouring land 

There was no additional 
budget implication as the 
new expenditure items 
were delivered within the 
existing C7 budget. 
 
These changes still 
delivered the objective of 
enabling effective grazing 
management on the site. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This change still delivered 
the objective of enabling 
effective grazing 
management on the site. It 
achieved a cost saving 
within the existing C7 
budget which we were able 
to reallocate to other 
actions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This change has not 
affected delivery of the 
objective of enabling 
effective grazing 
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Action Change / deviation Nature of change Summary implication 
was in different ownership, the 
new landowner not in agreement 
to a water connection. A new 
connection point was identified 
and an agreement in principle has 
been met with the landowner. A 
revised connection consent is 
expected shortly.  As such, the 
expected legal costs and 
connection fees will be borne by 
the RSPB to ensure completion. 
 

management on the site. 
Delivery of the water 
supply will enhance, but is 
not crucial to, the 
objective. 
 
 

C8 Change in 
methodology from 
burning to cutting, in 
one of the trial plots. 
New milestones are in 
place to reflect the new 
vegetation clearance 
technique using a 
remote-controlled 
robotic mower 

This is a technical and financial 
change, whereby the original 
trial of burning areas of field-
layer within a 200ha plot has 
been changed to mechanical 
cutting.  All burning related 
activities have been replaced by 
mechanical cutting using a sub-
contractor.  

Although this was a shift 
in methodology for this 
trial plot, the impact of the 
mechanical cutting was 
similar to controlled 
burning, and  emulated 
natural burning processes 
in the forest. 
As set out in Annex 2 of 
the mid-term report, the 
removal of burning 
activity resulted in a 
reduction in personnel 
time and an increase in 
costs related to external 
assistance for the 
mechanical cutting.  RSPB 
resolved the reduction of 
co-financing resulting 
from reduced staff match 
time by securing additional 
funding for the costs 
related to the external 
assistance. 
 

C8 Change to the 
procurement of cattle 
for the grazing trial 
plot at Abernethy from 
hire to a grazing let  

This is a financial change, 
whereby the change in 
arrangements for cattle grazing 
on the site result in a change in 
the budgeted costs for cattle 
transportation and hire.  To 
ensure a suitable grazier was 
found, and to enhance the 
management of the cattle for the 
trial, a grazing let was 
implemented.  The grazier 
provided the cattle directly and as 

This change did not  
impact on the project 
deliverables, but had a 
positive implication by 
enabling the correct  
stocking density in the trial 
plot. 
There was no additional 
budget implication, as the 
funding allocated to cattle 
hire and associated costs 
(€38,400) was repurposed 
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Action Change / deviation Nature of change Summary implication 
such there were no hire or 
transportation costs, but there 
were new welfare requirements 
to ensure that the cattle were fed 
and secure in the grazing plot.   

to procure necessary items 
for the grazing let 
arrangement. 
New consumable items 
such as cattle feed and 
licks and equipment such 
as troughs replaced the 
original budgeted items. 
 

C8 Change to the 
stockperson post 
(Mike Butler), where 
rather than 100% of 
time booked to the 
project by the 
stockperson, it was 
split between the 
stockperson and 
existing members of 
the site team 

This was a financial and 
technical change, whereby a 
new post was created to manage 
the cattle in line with the cattle 
grazing trial.  The nature of this 
remit was seasonal, with the 
cattle in the trial plot between 
October – February each year for 
the three-year period (2020 – 
2023).  However the trial also 
involved a significant amount of 
planning and support from the 
wider site team to ensure that the 
trial was delivered in line with 
the objectives.   

This change delivered a 
positive outcome for the 
project, enabling wider 
input from the team to 
manage the planning and 
strategic input for the trial 
and practical support with 
regular cattle welfare and 
infrastructure checks both 
during and in the lead-up 
to cattle being brought in.  
The change was delivered 
within the original budget 
allocation for the role. 
 

C8 Change to the 
stockperson post 
(Mike Butler) funding 

This was a financial and 
technical change, whereby 
funding from other sources 
enabled the RSPB to convert this 
role to a permanent RSPB post no 
longer requiring direct LIFE 
funding. 

This change did not  
impact on the project 
deliverables. It had a 
positive impact on the 
legacy plan ensuring 
relevant staff would be in 
place to secure 
continuation of the project 
actions. 
The cost savings allowed 
for LIFE personnel budget 
for C8 from April 2023 to 
project end to be 
reallocated to other project 
actions.  
 

C8 Additional 15 ha of 
cutting, taking the 
total robocutting area 
to approximately 95 
ha 

This was a financial, whereby 
funding intended for the 
stockperson role was not required 
beyond April 2023 and was 
reallocated to external assistance. 

This change had a positive 
impact by enabling us to 
extend ‘robo-cutting’ to 
other areas of the 
Abernethy Forest SPA, 
where field will benefit 
Capercaillie.  
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Action Change / deviation Nature of change Summary implication 
C8 Change to the 

manuscript of 
scientific paper on 
capercaillie responses 

This was a technical change, 
whereby we changed the  
manuscript of a scientific paper 
to an interim report at project end 
with scientific paper published in 
2030. 

This change will have a 
positive impact as it allows 
us to collate additional 
data and will enable a 
robust scientific paper by 
2030. 
 

C9 Descope of pedestrian 
mower and funding 
reallocated to 
alternative haymaking 
equipment (square 
baler) for Konik feed 

This was a technical change, 
whereby the pedestrian mower 
that was intended to supplement 
Konik grazing and undertake 
manual cutting of the reeds at Insh 
Marshes was not required.  There 
were health and safety concerns 
about this equipment and the 
impact of the Koniks was 
sufficient without the mowing 
equipment. 

This did not impact on the 
project deliverables and the 
change had a positive 
implication for the ease of 
haymaking for the ponies’ 
winter keep.  There was no 
budget implication, as the 
funding allocated for the 
mower (€4,500) was 
repurposed to purchase the 
square baler. 
 

C9 Change from purchase 
of a single Konik 
stallion to 2 stallions 
and 2 geldings 

This is a technical change, 
whereby we were able to purchase 
four ponies from the National 
Trust rather than the single 
stallion originally planned.  The 
site teams re-evaluated the needs 
of developing a breeding herd at 
Strathbeg to deliver for the project 
at Insh. It was identified that 2 
stallions would need to remain at 
Strathbeg in order to breed up 
numbers to supply Koniks for the 
project at Insh (and one could not 
be released for the 
project).  Consequently, two 
stallions and two geldings were 
purchased from the National 
Trust.  The geldings came as part 
of the group from the National 
Trust, so were ready to go and be 
used for grazing.   
 

This did not impact on the 
project deliverables and the 
change had a positive 
impact on increasing the 
herd size more quickly than 
would have been possible 
under the original proposal.  
There was no additional 
budget implication, as the 
four ponies were purchased 
within the budget 
allocation for this action. 

C10 Change to the target 
hectare clearance of 
Spartina anglica from 
500 ha to repeat 
treatment of 100 ha 
over the project 
duration 

This was a technical change, 
whereby the target in the initial 
bid was incorrect, and 
overestimated the area where 
Spartina anglica would be found 
in the SPA by adding the annual 
areas although this referred to the 
same area where re-treatment was 

The original area where 
Spartina was reported as 
present was incorrect.  
Eradication is complex and 
Spartina is resilient, 
requiring multiple 
treatments over time, rather 
than one intervention only. 



 47

Action Change / deviation Nature of change Summary implication 
required. Rather than a 500ha area 
where the invasive species is 
found, the project treated (and re-
treated) stands of Spartina within 
a 100ha area over the course of the 
project. 
 

D1 Change to purchase of 
2x GPS devices for 
monitoring at C10  
 

This was a financial change, 
whereby a tablet was purchased 
in place of a second GPS device to 
improve the ability to monitor and 
map Spartina anglica in the field 
using a mapping App that RSPB 
has developed 

This had a positive impact 
on project deliverables, 
enabling more accurate 
recording of information in 
the field and reducing 
administration time with 
paper records. 
The change was 
accommodated in the 
existing budget allocation. 
 

E2 Budget changes to 
reflect in-house 
filming resource, with 
external assistance for 
post-production 
filmmaking 

This was a financial change, 
whereby the RSPB recruited a 
new Country Communications 
Manager experienced in film-
making who undertook most of 
the film production activity ‘in-
house’.  This enabled delivery of 
this output more efficiently, and 
the budget was split so that there 
was a personnel and external 
assistance role. External 
assistance was procured for the 
post-production activities for the 
end-of-project film only.   
 

This change was delivered 
within the existing budget 
allocation and enabled us 
to fulfil the objective to 
produce a suite of high-
quality films for both a 
general and specialist 
audience base.   

E2 Change to film 
hardware for purchase 
of additional camera 
equipment rather than 
hire of equipment 

This was a financial change, 
whereby rather than renting 
equipment, we purchased a new 
camera body and additional lens 
that fulfilled the same role the 
rental equipment would 
have.  This new camera 
equipment would have likely 
been included in the original 
submission to LIFE if it had been 
available at the time.  The lenses 
that had already been purchased 
for the project were also 
compatible with the new camera 
body. 
 

This change had a positive 
impact on project 
deliverables, enabling 
greater flexibility in 
filming, a better 
understanding of the 
subject matter and 
therefore higher quality 
content, and as a result 
creating a post-LIFE 
legacy. 
This change was 
accommodated within the 
original budget allocation. 
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Action Change / deviation Nature of change Summary implication 
E2 Purchase of additional 

camera equipment 
This was a financial change, 
whereby we identified the benefit 
of purchasing a dedicated cine 
camera that really works for a 
handheld style. Over the course 
of the project difficulties in 
accessing the more remote LIFE 
100% locations with suitable 
equipment were identified and 
the cine camera enabled these to 
be overcome. 

This change had a positive 
impact on project 
deliverables, enabling high 
quality footage in the more 
remote LIFE 100% 
locations. 
This change was 
accommodated within the 
overall project budget 
through reallocation of 
underspent funds. 
 

 
 

6.3. Evaluation of Project Implementation  
 
LIFE 100% for Nature focussed predominantly on vegetation management and reducing the 
impacts of wild herbivores or introducing domesticated or semi-feral herbivore grazing to the 
designated habitats, resulting in improvement in their statutory condition and that of the 
designated species within the various SACs/SPAs. However, this was a complex project with 
multiple approaches delivered through the 11 conservation actions, each dependant on the 
designated feature we were aiming to improve. 
 
Given the nature of the interventions, and timescales involved with habitat restoration, the 
overarching objective to work towards favourable condition for the designated features of the 
project sites will be a longer-term achievement. However, the project has had a positive impact 
at all sites and at the end of the project all site features achieved Favourable condition or were 
considered as Unfavourable Recovering Due to Management. NatureScot considers sites that 
are Unfavourable- Recovering to be in a positive condition for its reporting purposes.   
 
Although the initial capital outlay for infrastructure and equipment such as fencing, farm 
machinery and livestock handling equipment was significant, these were often ‘one-off’ costs 
which facilitate ongoing management and will enable activity to continue long after the LIFE 
project.  The LIFE-funded activity has enabled many of the actions to be managed at a lesser-
scale and using existing RSPB resource post project.  However, some of the posts created 
through the LIFE project remain important for the continuation of the conservation actions, for 
example to manage cattle or work parties, and alternative funding was sought to ensure these 
posts were retained beyond the project. Evaluation of the main project objectives is detailed in 
Table 3.   
 
Due to the delays incurred by C-19, delivery of dissemination activities in the first two years 
was restricted.  However, our YouTube films were very popular with viewership improved by 
the films being included in the RSPB ‘Notes for Nature’ bulletins for members of the 
organisation.  This is an effective tool to increase awareness and interest in the project and 
reach a wider audience than would be possible through in-person events alone.   
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Demonstration events have been effective in showcasing the benefits and success of the project 
interventions and encouraging replication. Replication and policy implications are discussed in 
section 6.4. 

The EU-added value of the project was achieved through the conservation action targeting 15 
Natura 2000 sites and the benefits arising from the efforts to improve the status of habitat and 
bird features covered by the Habitats and Birds Directives.  Furthermore, as has been described 
in previous sections, added value arose from the high demonstration value of the project, 
enabling the RSPB (Scotland) to secure favourable condition for Natura features under its 
control, and thereby demonstrating to land managers throughout the UK and the rest of the EU 
that this is realistically achievable.  There is also added value to the RSPB’s own in-house 
learning and resulting improvement in staff efficiency and competence in relation to the 
deployed conservation actions. 
 



Table 3: Evaluation of project objectives 
Action Foreseen in the revised proposal Achieved Evaluation 
C1 Objectives:  

Establish a tree nursery to produce 
material for a wider project addressing 
herbivore impacts to achieve 
favourable condition of Sub-arctic 
Salix in the Cairngorms SAC.   
 
Expected results: 
A fully stocked nursery will have been 
created, supplying Sub-arctic Salix 
species to be planted out in the 
Cairngorms SAC, herbivore impacts 
will be sustainably low. 
 

 
Achieved 

Improvements were made to the footprint of the existing nursery in 2020, and two 
small additional nurseries were created nearby.  The extension to the nursery as 
originally planned was not required, with polytunnels providing sufficient 
propagation space.  
The control of roe and red deer in the planted area was improved to the extent that 
saplings could be planted out ahead of programme, in turn enabling Favourable 
condition to be achieved ahead of programme in 2022. 
Monitoring indicates high survival rates with most willows in good condition. 

C2 Objectives: 
Implement effective herbivore 
management plans to progress towards 
favourable condition of Old Sessile 
Oak Wood in Loch Lomond Woods 
SAC. 
 
Expected results: 
Herbivore impacts will have been 
reduced to a level allowing 
regeneration of Old Sessile Oak Wood 
over at least the fenced area of Loch 
Lomond Woods SAC. 
 

 
Achieved  

Baseline survey work was undertaken to better understand herbivore numbers and 
ensure that exclosures would not have a detrimental impact on the botanical 
interests of the SAC.  
Two exclosures totalling approximately 10ha were erected in November 2022 to 
prevent further deterioration of SAC woodland by restricting browsing and grazing, 
facilitating woodland regeneration. 
Herbivore control was increased to benefit woodland regeneration outside the 
protection of the exclosures.  
Herbivore Impact Assessments (HIA) were undertaken annually. Indicators of 
browse pressure decreased in 2024 and 2025 for the first time since 2022 with 
levels decreasing from Very High to Low/Medium (2024) and Medium High 
(2025).  
At the end of the project Nature Scot reassessed the Old sessile oak woodland 
feature of the SAC and considered it to be Unfavourable Recovering Due to 
Management on RSPB land, an improvement from Unfavourable declining at the 
start of the project.  
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C3 Objectives: Implement scrub control to 

restore favourable condition of shifting 
dunes on the Culbin Bar SAC 
 
Expected results: 
Scrub will have been removed from 
within 60 ha of the Culbin Bar SAC, 
reinvigorating the Shifting Dune.  

 
Achieved  

Although C-19 had an initial impact on annual clearance targets, baseline 
monitoring was achieved and, once the Project Officer was in post and restrictions 
were lifted, a total of 125 work parties took place 
Although the project area, Culbin Bar SAC measures 60ha, scrub was only present 
and significant on 32ha with the remainder too exposed for scrub to thrive. Much of 
the mature scrub on the dunes was removed in the first years of the project; then 
multiple treatments were required to tackle scattered areas scrub and broom 
regeneration on the dunes and to reduce the density of scrub on the shingle bar.  
Vegetation monitoring (fixed quadrats) through the project period showed an 
encouraging increase in combined cover of grasses, sedges, rushes and herbs, 
especially dune grassland indicator species. Cover of Birch and conifer scrub has 
remained low since mature plants were felled.  However, Broom regeneration in 
both the managed and control quadrats is a significant issue which will require 
ongoing management until the seed bank is depleted. 
The embryonic shifting dunes feature of the SAC was reassessed by NatureScot at 
the end of the project in July 2025 and was considered to be Unfavourable 
Recovering Due to Management (a NatureScot Favourable category) on RSPB 
land, an improvement from Unfavourable-Declining at the start of the project. 
Over the course of the project it became clear that the role of project officer was 
key to the delivery of the conservation actions and loss of this post would likely see 
a reversal in the improvements made to the habitat. As such alternative funding has 
been sought to continue the post and expand the intervention.   
 

C4 Objectives: 
Reduce medication of sheep and cattle 
to increase dung invertebrates as food 
for Chough, and increase nesting 
opportunities for this species, on The 
Oa, Gruinart Flats, Oronsay & South 
Colonsay and Rinns of Islay SPAs 
 

 
Achieved  

Sheep handling and dosing equipment was purchased and deployed at The Oa and 
Oronsay. 
This ensured sheep were not under or over dosed and consequently no unnecessary 
veterinary medication was input into the environment. Anecdotal evidence 
suggested that dung beetle numbers are recovering on Islay and Oronsay after 
previous concern; a short staff sabbatical on Oronsay in 2022 identified dung beetle 
activity in all areas searched.  
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Expected results: 
Three additional chough nesting sites 
will be available 

Bespoke Chough shelters were installed at Loch Gruinart in 2021 and The Oa 
(Kinnabus) in 2022. The shelter installed on Oronsay in 2023 was subsequently lost 
in a storm and has been replaced with nest boxes more suitable for the exposed 
location. Budget for a replacement shelter on Oronsay was reallocated:  a third 
Chough shelter was installed at The Oa, Islay; repairs were carried out to known 
nesting sites recognised as being at risk.  
At Loch Gruinart the chough ‘house’ was occupied by nesting Chough in 2025 
which successfully fledged 1 chick. Additionally, 3 out of 4 sites which were 
repaired using project funding were occupied in 2025.  
Chough number of Islay are stable with no further decline in breeding pairs since 
the project began, At Loch Gruinart there has been an increase of 2 pairs, and at 
Smaull Farm an increase of 1 pair. 
The Chough feature of the SPA was reassessed by NatureScot in July 2025 as being 
in Favourable condition on RSPB land (The Oa, Loch Gruinart, Smaull Farm) and 
Unfavourable Recovering due to Management (Oronsay). 
 

C5 Objectives: 
Target grazing to benefit Tiree 
Machair SAC and Tiree Wetlands & 
Coast SPA, and implement 
mechanical management to reverse 
succession to benefit Ringed Plover 
and Humid Dune Slacks at these sites. 
 
Expected results: 
Grazing and water levels will be 
optimum for 300ha of Machair, Dune 
Grassland and Humid Dune Slack, and 
for Greenland White-fronted and 
Barnacle Geese, on the Tiree SAC and 
SPA. All artificial gravel areas will 

 
Achieved 

Although shingle ploughing was delayed due to C-19 a total of 17 gravel piles were 
refreshed through the project, covering an area of approximately 1 ha. There were 
10 pairs of breeding Ringed Plover using the refreshed shingle patches in 2025 
compared to just 1 pair before the project habitat management in 2021. On the 
reserve as a whole, In 2023 there were 36 breeding pairs of Ringed Plover and 41 
pairs in 2025, overall however this is still less than the 49 breeding pairs recorded 
in 2021. This could reflect the national decline in this species, or natural 
fluctuation. 
 
To improve the condition of the humid dune slacks, in July and August 2020 over 1 
ha of pools and channels that had vegetated over were cleared and re-opened using a 
digger, and a new sluice added, to increase the amount of open water in the pools, 
channels and wet fringes in the north-east wetlands of the reserve which benefited 
breeding waders and wildfowl. An additional 340m of drain was re-opened in 
September 2023 to create more open water. 
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have been ploughed to optimise 
breeding substrate for Ringed Plover 
 

Electric fencing was purchased and installed in 2020, with additional kit purchased 
in 2023. This enabled targeted grazing of the reserve and benefitted the machair in 
areas where under grazing was identified.  
 
The machair and humid dune slack (Tiree Machair SAC) features were reassessed 
by NatureScot at the end of the project in July 2025 as being in Favourable 
condition on RSPB land.  
Although increasing, the population of Ringed Plover (a feature of the Tiree 
Wetlands and Coast SPA), had not yet returned to pre-management levels so was 
considered Unfavourable Recovering Due to Management. 
 

C6 Objectives: 
Remove the invasive shrub Rosa 
rugosa from affected areas of the dune 
system and deploy a conservation 
cattle herd to achieve optimum 
grazing on the Fixed Dune on the 
Solway Firth SAC. 
 
Expected results: 
New areas of dune grassland on the 
Solway Firth SAC will be under 
conservation grazing to prevent re-
invasion by scrub and move the sward 
towards favourable condition. 
 

 
Achieved 

C-19 delayed scrub removal and subsequently conservation grazing of the dunes.  
 
Scrub was removed from approximately 13 ha of the dunes in January 2022. 
 
The technology used to facilitate cattle grazing on the dunes, was changed from the 
originally intended Boviguard invisible fencing loop to NoFence collars which 
were more reliable and allowed greater flexibility. A conservation cattle herd was 
introduced to graze the fixed dunes and maintain scrub control for the first time 
following the 2022 breeding bird season. The dunes continue to be grazed annually. 
 
The fixed coastal dune grassland feature of the SAC was reassessed by NatureScot 
at the end of the project as being in Favourable condition on RSPB land. 
 

C7 Objectives: 
Upgrade access and cattle 
management infrastructure, providing 
a viable long-term grazing prospect on 
the Upper Solway Flats & Marshes 
SPA and Solway Firth SAC 

 
Achieved 

Action was delayed due to C-19 and changes to deliverables were made following 
reviews.  
 
At Mersehead, as reported in Section 6.2, we were unable to upgrade access to the 
area of saltmarsh originally intended. However, we identified an alternative area of 
equal importance and access and cattle infrastructure was upgraded in an area of 
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Expected results: 
260ha of Atlantic Salt Meadow on the 
Solway Firth SAC will be in 
Favourable condition, both in itself 
and as a habitat for wintering Barnacle 
and Pink-footed Geese. A sustainable 
grazing infrastructure will have been 
created to secure this SAC's future in 
the long term 
 

salt meadow habitat which was previously ungrazed for a period. A corralling 
system was installed. This enabled a grazing regime to be put in place and annual 
grazing of this new compartment commenced in 2022 following the breeding bird 
season.  
 
At Kirkconnell a more efficient location for site access was identified and, in lieu 
of extensive groundworks, livestock bridges were deployed in 2021 together with 
electric fencing to create a new access point and improve cattle access to the south 
of the site. As reported in section 6.2, upgrade of the access track was deemed not 
required. A reliable water supply was not secured within the project timeframe but 
is expected to be achieved prior to the 2026 grazing season commencing. The 
budget originally allocated to the track upgrade and water connection was 
reallocated to other project actions. 
 
The Atlantic salt meadow feature of the SAC was reassessed by NatureScot at the 
end of the project in July 2025 as being in Favourable condition on RSPB land. 
 

C8 Objectives: 
Trial two forest ground-layer 
treatments – mechanical cutting and 
grazing to improve Capercaillie 
habitat at Abernethy SPA 
 
Expected results: 
The ground flora will have been 
reinvigorated over 400ha at Abernethy 
Forest SPA, with an increase in 
Capercaillie usage and productivity. 

 
Achieved  

Mechanical cutting by Robocut took place over the 5 years of the project (2020/21 
to 2024/25) within a 200 ha trial Robocut plot on the reserve. An underspend in other 
project areas enabled an additional area (ca. 16 ha) to be cut in 2024/25 bringing the 
total area cut under the project to approximately 92.46 ha.  
A stockperson to manage cattle and the programme was recruited, and annual cattle 
grazing began in October 2020 throughout the 200 ha grazing plot. Winter 2022/23 
was the final year of cattle grazing under the project with the stockperson taken on 
permanently by the RSPB. 
Following long term declines in the number of lekking Capercaillie males recorded 
both at a national and reserve level, there was an increase on the reserve over the 
course of the project with the number of lekking males recorded rising from 18 in 
2019 (before interventions began) to 29 in 2025. Early indications also suggest an 
increase in productivity (chicks per hen) over the course of the project. More detail 
is available in the C8 Interim Report submitted with this report. 
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Monitoring in the cutting and cattle plots and a control plot has shown both cutting 
and grazing have created a more varied field layer structure with areas of short 
vegetation and small areas of bare ground, with fresh regrowth of blaeberry and 
tree regeneration in these managed areas. Additionally, cattle disturbance has 
created or opened-up dust baths. 
 

C9 Objectives: 
Establish a pony herd and associated 
infrastructure to maintain the condition 
of the Transition Mires & Quaking 
Bogs at Insh Marshes SAC 
 
Expected results: 
A herd of Koniks will have been 
established on the Insh Marshes SAC, 
and the eastern part of this SAC will 
be under appropriate management for 
the first time in many years. The 
extent of Phragmites and other 
competitive plants will have been 
reduced. 

 
Achieved  

Koniks, ponies suited to wetland habitats, grazed the marsh annually in summer for 
six years over the course of the project, with a peak of 22 ponies grazing in 2023, 
reducing to 17 in 2025 with losses due to flooding, foot issues, and colic.  
GPS collars enabled us to interpret changes in vegetation detected between 2020 
and 2024 in relation to grazing pressure. 
The area of reedbed was similar in 2024 to 2020 however, reedbed edge retracted in 
areas where pony grazing was highest and expanded in areas where ponies were 
absent or occurred only at low densities, indicating that pony grazing has successfully 
reduced reed encroachment into the transition mire areas. 
Within the transition mire plots, species abundance was maintained within all 
grazing categories between 2020 and 2024. Evidence from project monitoring 
indicated that the habitat condition had not declined and that Konik grazing was 
having a positive impact. At the end of the project in July 2025 the transition mire 
and quaking bog feature of the SAC was reassessed by NatureScot and confirmed 
to be in Favourable condition. 
 

C10 Objectives: 
Reverse Spartina anglica invasion on 
the Cromarty Firth SPA and remove 
gorse (Ulex) encroaching on the upper 
saltmarsh to maintain habitat for the 
Waterbird Assemblage & Bar-Tailed 
Godwit 
 
Expected results: 

 
Achieved  

Delays were incurred due to C-19 restrictions on work parties and volunteering 
resource but treatment of Spartina stands commenced in 2020. 
At Nigg and Udale, monitoring has identified a significant reduction in Spartina 
cover since the project commenced. The estimated Spartina cover mapped during 
post-spray monitoring at Gordonsmill (Udale) and Pitcalnie (Nigg) had reduced by 
99% between 2021 and 2024. This in turn led to a c99% reduction in the amount of 
glyphosate used, from 6,529ml in 2020 to just 88ml in 2024. 
In 2024 no Spartina was detected in any of the fixed quadrats used to monitor 
vegetation changes over the course of the project and there was continued recovery 
of saltmarsh vegetation in the managed quadrats  



 56

The spread of invasive Spartina will 
have been reversed over 100ha of the 
Cromarty Firth SPA, with no further 
loss of mudflat or saltmarsh to this 
species and no reduction in foraging or 
roosting area. All gorse will have been 
removed from the upper saltmarsh in 
the RSPB's holding in the SPA. 
 

Data from the BTO showed that the peak wintering waterbird assemblage had 
increased in recent years with a peak count of 16,163 birds recorded in 2022/23 and 
26,664 in 2023/24 . Bar-tailed Godwit numbers had also increased since winter 
2021/22, with nationally important peak counts of 441 individuals in 2022/23 and 
428 in 2023/24.  
The wintering waterbird and Bar-tailed Godwit feature of the SPA on RSPB land 
was reassessed by NatureScot in July 2025 as being in Favourable condition. 
 

C11 Objectives: 
Optimise sward conditions for 
wintering White-Fronted Goose at 
Loch Lomond SPA by cutting and 
grazing 
 
Expected results: 
All 150ha of the Loch Lomond SPA 
that are suitable for foraging White-
fronted Goose will have had a grazing, 
cutting and/or topping regime 
introduced to produce ideal sward 
heights for foraging and roosting. 

 
Achieved  

The project purchased a tractor with special low-ground pressure Soucy-tracks, 
which was used to cut vegetation on the wet-ground, targeting areas of potentially 
suitable goose foraging habitat.  
The late signing of the grant agreement and subsequent covid-19 restrictions 
impacting on tractor training for site staff delaying vegetation clearance.  
The first round of cutting took place in winter 2021/22. At the end of the project the 
approximate total area of the reserve cut or grazed, and which is suitable for geese, 
was an estimated 166.8 ha. 
There have been noticeable positive benefits, particularly the use of the cut areas 
for roosting and feeding by geese and wildfowl.  
In winter 2024/2025 the peak count of Greenland White-fronted Geese was 165 
individuals, a slight increase from the previous year. Goose numbers are reflective 
of the decline in the global population which is being driven by poor breeding 
productivity due to climatic changes at their breeding grounds. While this was 
beyond the influence of the project, the role of the reserve is to ensure local 
conditions are as favourable as possible when the birds return for the winter. 
In July 2025 the Greenland White-fronted goose feature of the Loch Lomond SPA 
was reassessed by NatureScot as being in Favourable condition on RSPB land. 
 

 
 



6.4. Analysis of benefits  

Environmental benefits 
Habitat conservation is a long-term undertaking, but LIFE 100% for Nature has shown that by 
collaborating with others we can work at scale and make a positive impact sooner. All 11 
project interventions had a positive impact on the features of interest with all achieving either 
Favourable condition or considered as Unfavourable Recovering Due to Management on RSPB 
land when reassessed by NatureScot at the end of the project. Capercaillie numbers at 
Abernethy (C8) have risen for the fifth year resulting in Favourable condition across the SPA, 
and while it should be noted that this intervention is part of a diverse suite of projects at 
Abernethy aimed at benefiting the Capercaillie, it is notable that the biggest increase in 
Capercaillie numbers was within the EU LIFE 100% project cattle grazing plot. There have 
been other positive outcomes as a direct result of project interventions which have improved 
or prevented decline in site condition including the estimated 99% reduction in Spartina 
coverage at Nigg and Udale bays (C10), the increase in dune indicator species at Culbin (C3) 
following scrub removal and the increase in breeding Ringed Plover using refreshed gravel 
habitat at the Reef on Tiree from 1 to 10 pairs. For some projects it may still be early in the 
intervention to see significant change, for example the old sessile oak wood at Inversnaid (C2), 
where the herbivore exclosures were installed less than 3 years ago, in late 2022. Many projects 
such as Culbin (C3), Nigg/Udale (C10), Loch Lomond (C11) and Mersehead and Kirkconnell 
(C7) have delivered interventions to improve habitat for key passage and wintering species. 
Whilst declines or fluctuations in these species may have continued due to off-site factors, these 
interventions have still delivered better quality habitat to support recovery of these populations.   

Economic benefits  
For the duration of the project 3.5 FTE jobs were created for qualified personnel.  Three of 
these posts were based in rural areas, two in the Speyside region and one in the North Highland 
region. Post-project it has enabled 4.5 FTE posts within the RSPB. In addition, the project 
created 1 FTE trainee ecologist post, enabling the trainee to secure a qualified post in the 
conservation sector beyond the project. Job opportunities were particularly important in the 
context of a challenging post-Covid employment market. 

The project also provided over £200,000 of work for local, largely rural, businesses. Longer 
term it facilitated savings on herbicide (C10) and livestock medication (C4) and has provided 
local graziers with viable grazing prospects (C5, C6, C7, C8). The reinstatement of traditional 
agricultural practices to land where it had recently been abandoned was introduced primarily 
for conservation benefit but has provided economic benefits for local farmers and crofters. 
Facing ever growing pressures, many have been forced to reduce livestock numbers. In 
contrast, the main grazier working with the Abernethy team has been able to increase his cattle 
herd since forest grazing began, demonstrating that livestock farming and conservation are not 
only compatible but mutually supportive. Two more local farmers are now also benefitting 
from grazing their cattle on the reserve and increasing the conservation efforts. 

Social benefits  
The benefits of protecting European sites in Scotland have been estimated at more than seven 
times annual costs of their management, based on recreational values alone.4 Meanwhile, 
volunteers in Scotland contribute more to the Scottish Economy in terms of their time and 

 
4 Scottish Executive, 2004, An Economics Assessment of the Costs and Benefits of Natura 2000 Sites in Scotland, 
Environment Group Research Report. 
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higher wellbeing, than the gross value of the arts, entertainment and recreation sector 
combined. 

The benefits LIFE 100% has brought to local communities are tangible and demonstrate that 
investing in conservation supports a just transition by growing the green economy, creating 
jobs, and providing opportunities for businesses. The project contributed directly to 
recruitment of personnel in rural areas where the abundance of economic opportunities can be 
more limited than the central Scotland area.  Indirectly, several suppliers to the project were 
rural businesses, supporting local farming, agricultural and conservation managers.  The 
project also had an important volunteering input on several sites, reducing loneliness, 
alleviating eco-anxiety, and enhancing our integration within local communities. At Insh 
Marshes, for example, the ponies increased community interest and engagement and made 
the community more aware of the team’s conservation work and its benefits for nature. They 
also provide direct health benefits with one local resident noting they felt calmer around the 
ponies:   
 

Seeing the ponies at Tromie meadows, I wanted to 
connect with them straight away. I felt really relaxed 
standing among them, maybe even that we had 
something in common. I wanted to protect and look 
after them, to be a part of helping them to be there. 
I loved how instead of humans mowing the grass, they 
were mowing the grass by eating it, helping nature and 
humans, hand in hoof! I also loved how they didn't 
need to communicate by speaking, but make 
themselves understood in their body language. They 
possess a wild beauty. 

Niah Morgan, age 11 of Kingussie 
 

In addition, many of the volunteers leant new skills, assisting them in their quest for future 
employment; many staff also learnt new skills enabling career progression. 

Replicability, transferability, cooperation: 
Sharing expertise gained throughout the project has provided land and livestock managers with 
a shortcut to new technology and the assurance that conservation actions can support and 
benefit their operation. Virtual fence collars, for example, were not available when the project 
commenced. After working with local farmers to trial them, and demonstrating the benefits to 
other land managers, the collars are now a common sight on cattle throughout Scotland and the 
UK, with all estates which attended demonstrations at Abernethy now using this technology. 
Following demonstration events a number of landowners also now use mechanical cutting. 

Other successful methods applied at the sites have also been replicated, or are in planning, at 
other sites following demonstrations and knowledge exchanges:  
 C2 – The RSPB is considering purchasing the Stuckendroin Estate on Loch Lomond; if 

successful, then LIFE 100% woodland regeneration work will be replicated here.  
 C4 - One Reef grazier developed a new wader scrape for breeding wader management 

under the AECs scheme at Kirkapol – the first known one on Tiree. The grazier sought 
advice from RSPB site manager following information/advice received through the Reef 
Graziers forum/meetings on the LIFE 100% for Nature project actions. 

 C3 - Highland Council are seeking advice from the Culbin team for their planned dune 
restoration work at Nairn. 

Konik graze Insh Marshes – Theo Jones (RSPB) 
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 C10 - Through collaboration and an agreement with the landowner, the Nigg & Udale 
team are replicating the Spartina treatment on neighbouring Port of Nigg land. Lessons 
learnt on Spartina management are informing the management of invasive Crassula at our 
Loch Lomond reserve. 

 C11 - The Loch Lomond and Trossachs National Park is looking to purchase a low-ground-
pressure tractor to benefit their habitat management after attending a demonstration at our 
Loch Lomond reserve. The RSPB purchased a Low-ground-pressure tractor for its Orkney 
reserves after networking with the Loch Lomond team and learning from their experience 
on the LIFE 100% for Nature project. In addition, Loch Lomond’s LIFE tractor is also 
deployed at our Loch Leven reserve and Crook of Baldoon reserves to replicate the habitat 
management carried out under the LIFE 100% project. 

Connecting and collaborating with neighbouring landowners and volunteers has been crucial 
to the project’s achievements. Combining resources enabled intervention at scale and was an 
important factor in achieving (and exceeding) the project’s goals. Working with Forestry and 
Land Scotland (FLS), for example, enabled tools to be stored close to the site and provided 
suitable access for the scrub removal at Culbin Sands. As a result of that collaboration a 
working partnership has been established to expand the project actions and remove the scrub 
on FLS’s part of the designated dunes. The volunteers in turn enabled the work to be carried 
out at scale and will continue to be crucial to the expansion of the project action. In the 
Cairngorms, working in partnership with neighbouring landowners in the wider area to reduce 
herbivore pressure allowed the saplings to be planted out three years ahead of schedule. The 
continuation of this collaborative approach has enabled the plants to thrive and NatureScot 
reassessed the montane willow feature of the SAC in 2022 as being in Favourable condition 
on RSPB land.  

Best Practice lessons: 
The management techniques on each site were based on many years of experience, especially 
at Culbin Sands, Nigg and Udale and Insh Marshes where similar work had been undertaken 
historically but often at a smaller scale. At Culbin Sands, we knew that scrub removal was 
well-established and effective but is challenging to deliver at scale in the remote SAC.  We 
utilised volunteers to make work parties as cost-effective as possible and purchased specialist 
tools to make the clearance process as effective as possible.  On Tiree we implemented grazing 
regimes in collaboration with local graziers, using grazing agreements to facilitate conservation 
grazing; the purchase of electric fencing enabled us to target the grazing to optimal levels for 
the habitat. At Insh Marshes the decline in grazing wet grassland areas had resulted in a lack 
of graziers interested in managing these sections of the SAC.  By taking on our own herd of 
Koniks, we are seeing the positive impacts of conservation grazing by the ponies and continue 
to build an invaluable amount of knowledge about managing the herd using best-practice 
welfare practices. Following an unprecedented flooding event in 2023 the emergency 
procedures for pony evacuation were reviewed and revised. The lessons learnt from this, and 
from managing feral ponies at Insh generally, are informing the revision of the RSPB’s code 
of practice for livestock management to ensure non-domesticated animals are managed 
appropriately; they are also being used to advocate for the inclusion of conservation grazing 
ponies in the Scottish Government’s code of practice for equine welfare. 

At Nigg and Udale Bays, already experienced in Spartina control, we increased the 
effectiveness of herbicide use and undertook a rigorous mapping and monitoring regime to 
have a detailed knowledge of where Spartina stands were located throughout the Cromarty 
Firth SPA.  This enabled us to target repeat treatments more effectively. A comprehensive 
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volunteer training programme ensured work parties were as effective as possible. We also 
trialled new smaller-scale management techniques. These are detailed and evaluated, together 
with the monitoring, mapping and treatment regime, in the best-practice guidance ‘A 
Practitioner’s Guide to Managing Spartina Anglica’ 
The findings from the actions at Loch Lomond (C11) informed the best practice guidance 
document ‘Greenland White-fronted Goose – Habitat Guidance’. Both documents are available 
to download from the project website and are also being shared at events, for example the 
Nature-friendly farming conference, and via our networks. We are hopeful that the Farming 
Advisory Service will also share the Greenland White-fronted Goose guidance on its website.    
 
The [confidential] interim Capercaillie report [ ] provides detailed information on the best-
practice habitat management for Capercaillie; a peer reviewed scientific paper will be produced 
by 2030; the RSPBs Centre for Conservation Science will publish this work in a peer-reviewed 
scientific journal to reach a wide audience of academics and land managers across Europe. For 
wider dissemination, we plan to submit case studies including best-practice guidance to 
Conservation Evidence (https://www.conservationevidence.com/), for example on the project 
work at Insh (C9) and Culbin (C3). 

Innovation and demonstration value:  
The project had a high innovation and demonstration value.  The sub-projects tested and 
evaluated a range of solutions required to improve most of the remaining unfavourable features 
on RSPB-managed land in Scotland. We disseminated the results - both on an individual project 
topic level to land management and general audiences, and as a whole to civil servants, 
government agencies and politicians - and demonstrated that all Natura features can be in 
favourable condition if the political will is there to fully fund the required nature conservation 
management.  

A pilot aspect of the project was the application of conservation grazing and mechanical cutting 
to improve habitat for and productivity in capercaillie (C8). To our knowledge there were no 
other efforts to influence habitat on this scale for capercaillie and other pinewood biodiversity. 
The EU funding enabled us to trial these two management methods at a significantly large-
scale to determine the potential impacts on capercaillie productivity. In order that this 
information is disseminated and applied in other SPAs, the RSPBs Centre for Conservation 
Science will publish this work in a peer-reviewed scientific journal by 2030 to reach a wide 
audience of academics and land managers across Europe. Meanwhile, the information is being 
disseminated and knowledge shared via demonstration events and regular networking with 
other landowners and Capercaillie experts, both in the UK and across Europe, and an Interim 
Report (submitted in Butler).  We also used our position in the Scottish Capercaillie Group to 
regularly update all other managers of relevant SPAs in the UK with the work and help facilitate 
other group members to apply the techniques on land they manage.  As well as the innovative 
management method, using a remote-controlled mechanical cutting machine was as a novel 
utilisation of technology.  This equipment enabled us to reach areas of the forest that would be 
challenging with conventional approaches, and due to the novel technology garnered interest 
from neighbouring landowners; the technique is now being used on neighbouring estates. 
Although not a pilot, we trialled NoFence (a virtual fencing system using an App to create 
invisible exclosures, with GPS collars on livestock which give a mild shock if the animal 
ventures over the invisible fence-line) to manage elements of conservation grazing with cattle 
on action C6 and C8.  The experience gained in deploying this technology in a vegetated dune 
system and pinewood forest provided a good test case for the effectiveness of the system in a 
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variety of habitats. This was of interest to other landowners in the UK and beyond; the collars 
are now a common sight on cattle on neighbouring estates.   

Policy implications 
The project actions and findings have the potential to impact on regional, national or European 
legislation by demonstrating that duties in respect of biodiversity commitments can indeed be 
met and offering solutions and practical guidance on how to achieve ambitious targets. This 
demonstration value is recognised by others and in September 2025, the 30 x 30 report, 
coordinated by the Wildlife and Countryside Link, featured LIFE 100% for Nature as a best-
practice example with the report noting that ‘LIFE 100% for Nature demonstrates that with the 
right partnerships, innovation and adaptive management, it is realistic to achieve favourable 
condition across a range of vulnerable habitats. It provides a practical, evidence-based model 
that can be replicated across Scotland and beyond.’  
The report is available on the Wildlife and Countryside Link’s website: 
https://www.wcl.org.uk/assets/uploads/0/WCL_04_30x30Report2025_DIGITAL.pdf 

The project Conference, in particular the panel discussion 
on the challenges, barriers and advantages to adopting 
interventions trialled by the project, helped forge working 
relationships around policy. The project findings will 
continue to feed into the combined efforts to inform policy 
around biodiversity.  

As noted under ‘best practice’ above, the lessons learnt 
from managing Konik at Insh are being used to advocate 
for the inclusion of conservation grazing ponies in the 
Scottish Government’s code of practice for equine 
welfare. 

Meanwhile, the project has already impacted on policy 
directly. Data from the LIFE 100% project at Abernethy, 
for example, informed the Capercaillie Emergency 
Plan5 which prioritises immediate and targeted actions to 
restore this threatened bird’s habitat. Through work 
funded by LIFE 100% for Nature and other agricultural trials, Scottish Government recognised 
the potential of virtual fencing to help improve the environmental performance of wider 
agricultural business in terms of the benefits to climate change and biodiversity. As a result, 
previously unavailable funding for virtual fencing collars was available to farmers and crofters 
through the Scottish Government pilot Future Farming Investment Scheme in 2025. It is hoped 
that this option will be incorporated into future government support.   

7. Key Project-level Indicators 
 

 
5 developed by the Cairngorms National Park Authority and NatureScot with support from over 100 stakeholders 

Descriptor Action Impact units End of the project 
1.5 Total area affected by the 
project 

NA Hectares 3,954 

1.6 Humans influenced by the 
project – visitors 

E1 Number of visitors to project sites 
with information boards 

218,640 total  
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1.6 Humans influenced by the 
project – Demonstration events 

E2 Number of persons influenced 235 

7.3  Cairngorms SAC  
Sub-arctic salix 
habitats 

C1 Area planted up with saplings, in 
hectares 

98 

7.3  Cairngorms SAC  
Sub-arctic salix 
habitats 

C1 Number of saplings planted 13133 

7.3 Cairngorms SAC  
Sub-arctic salix 
habitats 

C1 Habitat condition and trend  Good, improving 
(favourable) 

7.3  Old sessile oak woods with Ilex 
and Blechnum in the British Isles 
habitats 

C2 Area of exclosures protecting 
natural regen from herbivore 
pressure in hectares 

10 

7.3  Old sessile oak woods with Ilex 
and Blechnum in the British Isles 
habitats 

C2 Habitat condition and trend Good, improving 
(unfavourable 
recovering) 

7.3 Culbin Bar SAC 
Embryonic shifting dunes 
habitats 

C3 Hectares of scrub removed within 
an overall area of 60 ha 

32 

7.3 Culbin Bar SAC 
Embryonic shifting dunes 
habitats 

C3 Habitat condition and trend Good, improving 
(unfavourable 
recovering) 

7.3  Tiree Machair SAC 
Machairs / fixed dunes with 
herbaceous vegetation / humid 
dune slacks 
habitats 

C5 Area in hectares where grazing 
was optimised under the project. 

300 

7.3  Tiree Machair SAC 
Machairs / fixed dunes with 
herbaceous vegetation / humid 
dune slacks 
habitats 

C5 Habitat condition and trend Good, improving 
(Favourable) /  
Good, improving 
(favourable) 

7.3 Solway Firth SAC  
Fixed coastal dunes with 
herbaceous vegetation (“grey 
dunes’) 
habitats 

C6 Area in hectares within which 
patches of scrub have been 
removed and further controlled by 
grazing 

35 

7.3 Solway Firth SAC  
Fixed coastal dunes with 
herbaceous vegetation (“grey 
dunes’) 
habitats 

C6 Habitat condition and trend Good, improving 
(favourable) 

7.3 Upper Solway SPA and Solway 
Firth SAC 
Atlantic salt meadows (Glauco-
Puccinellietalia maritimae) 
habitats 

C7 The saltmarsh grazing area in 
hectares at Kirkconnell (271ha of 
Atlantic salt meadows/ saltmarsh 
(merse) minus 10ha of mudflats 
which are unsuitable for grazing).  

260 

7.3 Upper Solway SPA and Solway 
Firth SAC 
Atlantic salt meadows (Glauco-
Puccinellietalia maritimae) 
habitats 

C7 Habitat condition and trend Good, improving 
(favourable) 

7.3 Insh Marshes SAC 
Transition mires and quaking bogs 
habitats 

C9 Hectares of area grazed 337 

7.3 Insh Marshes SAC 
Transition mires and quaking bogs 
habitats 

C9 Habitat condition and trend  Good, improving 
(favourable) 

7.4 Tetrao urogallus C8 Number of lekking males 29 
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birds 
7.4 Tetrao urogallus 
birds 

C8 Number of chicks per hen [redacted] 

7.4 Tetrao urogallus 
birds 

C8 Area in hectares cut and grazed 
under the project 

1092.46 

7.4 Tetrao urogallus 
birds 

C8 Species status and trend Not secure; 
increasing 
(favourable 
maintained) 

7.4 Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
birds 

C4 Number of pairs at Gruinart SPA 3 

7.4 Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
birds 

C4 Area in m2 of new Chough 
Shelters provided on Gruinart 
SPA 

75 

7.4 Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
birds 

C4 Species status and trend at  
Gruinart SPA 

Not secure; 
increasing 
(favourable) 

7.4 Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
birds 

C4 Number of pairs at Islay Rinns 
SPA 

4 

7.4 Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
birds 

C4 Area in ha managed for Chough 
at Islay Rinns 

337 

7.4 Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
birds 

C4 Species status and trend at Islay 
Rinns SPA 

Not secure; 
increasing 
(favourable) 

7.4 Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
birds 

C4 Number of pairs at The Oa 3 

7.4 Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
birds 

C4 Area in ha managed for Chough 
at The Oa 

485 

7.4 Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
birds 

C4 Species status and trend at The Oa Not secure; 
increasing 
(favourable) 

7.4 Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
birds 

C4 Number of pairs on Oronsay SPA 0 

7.4 Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
birds 

C4 Area in ha managed for Chough 
on Oronsay SPA 

800 

7.4 Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
birds 

C4 Species status and trend on 
Oronsay SPA 

Not secure; 
increasing 
(unfavourable 
recovering) 

7.4 Charadrius/hiaticula C5 Number of pairs on Tiree 41 
7.4 Charadrius/hiaticula C5 Species status and trend on Tiree Secure improving 

(unfavourable 
recovering) 

7.4 Charadrius/hiaticula C5 Area in ha of shingle ploughed to 
provide alternative, safer, nesting 
sites 

1 

7.4 Anser albifrons flavirostris 
birds 

C11 Area in ha managed for species at 
Loch Lomond SPA 

166.8 

7.4 Anser albifrons flavirostris 
birds 

C11 Number of individual wintering 
birds at Loch Lomond SPA 

165 

7.4 Anser albifrons flavirostris 
birds 

C11 Species status / trend at Loch 
Lomond SPA 

Secure; 0 /stable  
(favourable) 

7.5  Spartina townsendii var. anglica 
– invasive alien species 

C10 Area affected by IAS in ha 1 

7.5  Spartina townsendii var. anglica 
– invasive alien species 

C10 Population (number of stands) per 
ha 

1.2 

10.2 Non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) and other 
stakeholders  

NA Number of organisations 15 
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The following modifications were made to the targets set out in the Grant Agreement (which 
have been reflected in the KPI webtool and detailed in Section 6): 
 7.4. Wildlife Species – the unit for measuring the species trend and status of Capercaillie 

in Abernethy SPA has been changed to number of male individuals, rather than individuals 
due to the ongoing decline of the species in the SPA and ability to monitor male birds more 
easily than the general population 

 7.4. Wildlife Species – following the ability to monitor female birds and chicks using 
camera traps, a further unit for measuring the species trend and status of Capercaillie in 
Abernethy SPA has been added: number of chicks per hen.  

 7.5.1. Invasive Alien Species – the area affected by Invasive Alien Species in the 
Cromarty Firth SPA was adjusted from 500ha to 100ha due to the nature of repeat 
intervention of the area of habitat affected by Spartina anglica 

 
(C1) Collaboration with neighbouring landowners through the Cairngorms Connect 
Partnership (which also led the planting project), achieved the desired reduction in browsing 
pressure ahead of schedule, in turn allowing planting to commence ahead of schedule,and 
NatureScot assessing the site condition as favourable on RSPB land in November 2022, ahead 
of schedule. 
 

10.2 Volunteers involved C1-C11 Number of volunteers 254 
11.1 Website E1 Number of visitors 2058 
11.2. Other tools for 
reaching/raising awareness – 
demonstration events 

E2 Number of events 33 

11.2. Other tools for 
reaching/raising awareness  – 
reports 

E2 Number of reports 12 

11.2. Other tools for 
reaching/raising awareness – films 

E2 Number of views 45523 

11.2. Other tools for 
reaching/raising awareness  – 
information boards 

E2 Number of permanent 
information boards installed at 
project sites 

11 

11.2. Other tools for 
reaching/raising awareness  – 
reports 

E2 Number of articles/blogs/social 
media posts 

58 

11.2. Other tools for 
reaching/raising awareness  – 
presentations 

E2 Number of presentations 
delivered (excluding 
demonstration events) 

30 

12.1 Networking  – conference E1 Number of attendees 80 
12.1 Networking  – knowledge 
exchange 

E1 Number of professionals engaged 
with for knowledge exchange. 

102 

13 Jobs C3 & 
C10, 

C8, C9, 
D1, F1 

Number of FTE employed by 
project 

4.5 

14.1 Operating costs Section 
8 

Total cost of project EUR 2459559.93 

14.4.1 Replication C1-C11 Number of sites at which 
successful project methods have 
been applied following 
demonstrations and/or knowledge 
exchanges. 

14 

14.3 Future funding N/A Investment expected over next 3 
years 

EUR 481998  
(see AfterLIFE plan) 
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(C2) This is a woodland regeneration intervention.  Given the timescales involved with oak 
woodland, a slow-growing tree species, to reach favourable condition, it was expected that this 
would be beyond the project timescale. However, the combination of exclosures, herbivore 
monitoring and control has significantly improved the ability for young trees to develop and 
NatureScot - the monitoring body in Scotland - confirmed the end-of-project habitat condition 
as "Unfavourable recovering due to management". 'Unfavourable recovering' is one of 
NatureScot's 'favourable' categories and therefore equates to the KPI webtool's category 'good'. 
It is hoped that favourable condition will be reached within the 3-5 years post-project 
 
(C3) Scrub removal work was carried out over an overall area of 60ha but 32ha reflects the 
area within which scrub was present and removed and excludes an area of unvegetated shingle 
that is too exposed for scrub to take hold. The actual amount of scrub removed is 12ha. Note 
that to get to the point where the dunes are considered free of scrub requires multiple treatments 
(felling, tree popping, seedling removal, brash processing).  
This reflects the significant improvement to the habitat that the scrub and tree clearance 
facilitated.  Beyond the end of the project, we expect to achieve favourable condition as the 
shifting dunes continue to recover. 
 
(C4) Chough had been undergoing a catastrophic decline in the Islay population, due to a 
number of factors including habitat condition, foraging grounds and impacts on productivity 
due to lack of genetic diversity.  As such, the number of pairs in each Islay location wass very 
low and the emphasis in the short-medium term was on stabilising the population to avoid 
further decline. Over the course of the project numbers have increased, exceeding expectations. 
75m2 refers to the area of the chough nesting houses (three new shelters at 25m2 each) installed 
at the SPA. Although the species area is small, an additional chough house (i.e. new nesting 
habitat) within the SPA will considerably improve the prospects for breeding chough. 
Additionally on Islay the project funded several off-reserve repairs to existing  nest sites which 
were at risk. Whilst not located within the SPA, these sites  are known to be used by breeding 
Chough foraging on the SPA. In 2025 three out of four of these sites held pairs. Kilchairan (3 
young due to fledge in late June 2025), Sanaigmore field shelter (fledging 4) and Tayvullin (2 
young due to fledge in late June 2025). 
Repairs to at-risk nest sites are continuing to ensure the available nesting area is maintained. 
The Oa: This equates to the combined area within the SPA on the reserve that is specifically 
managed for chough through livestock grazing: coastal grassland, coastal heath, improved/semi 
improved pasture and mown grassland. 
Areas within the SPA that are that are not suitable Chough habitat (heather moorland/peatland) 
have been excluded. 
Oronsay: The area equates to the full Oronsay SPA (741ha) plus 60ha of the South Colonsay 
SPA, the area where Chough will benefit from the project actiopns on Oronsay.  
Condition assesed as 'unfavourable recovering due to management' by NatureScot at end of 
project (confirmed August 2025). 
Chough underwent a catastrophic decline in the Oronsay/Colonsay population, due to a number 
of factors including habitat condition, foraging grounds and impacts on productivity due to lack 
of genetic diversity.  There were no recorded pairs on Oronsay in 2020 (largely due to the death 
of the breeding female) and the emphasis in the short-medium term was on attracting a pair to 
nest on the island. 
A pair was seen using a rock crevice to roost in on the reserve in 2024 and in 2025 a pair from 
Colonsay and their brood of three as well as a further three juvenile birds (non-breeding) were 
observed using the reserve, which is promising for future breeding seasons. 
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(C5) Total area in hectares of drier habitats suitable for foraging for Ringed Plover and where 
grazing was optimised under the project. 
1ha channels and pools were also cleared and/or created to improve the condition of the humid 
dune slacks. 
 
(C6) The 35 ha area refers to the SAC area of sand dune including dune grassland, the envelope 
within which the patches of scrub have been removed and further controlled by dune grazing 
to address the factors contributing to the habitat's unfavourable condition status at the project 
start. The scrub removal and NoFence grazing under the project was implemented within the 
sand dune area. The dune grassland is also grazed but is not funded by EU LIFE. 
 
(C7) Up to 66ha of saltmarsh grazing at Mersehead is facilitated by the project-funded 
corralling system but the grazing itself is funded by agri- environment scheme and has therefore 
not been counted. 
 
(C8) Within the project period: 92.46 ha cut and 200 ha grazed under project, with a further 
800ha grazed using LIFE-funded collars plus additional funding from other sources. Each 
100ha of habitat managed improves 300ha of habitat used by Capercaillie meaning the project 
has facilitated the improvement of 3000 ha.  
The anticipated purchase of additional land to enable summer grazing will allow the number 
of cattle to be increased by 100 which will, in turn, significantly increase the amount of forest 
grazing possible. 
 
(C9) The original project aim was to graze an area of 65ha within the SAC with one pony herd. 
With a peak of 22 ponies in 2023 the ponies were managed as two herds. Increased pony 
numbers combined with a better understanding of the grazing requirements, gained through the 
project, allowed a significant increase of the grazing area 
 
(C8) It is important to note that Capercaillie numbers have faced significant declines in recent 
years, and the starting population size was very low in the SPA.  As such, within the project 
timescales, we were aiming to stabilise this population.  The habitat management under LIFE 
100% for Nature has brought clear benefits, but it should be noted that the project actions were 
was carried out in conjunction with other measures to support the Capercaillie population at 
Abernethy. Together, these are probably responsible for producing the observed increase, 
which exceeds the project's target. 
 
(C10) The cover of invasive Spartina dropped in the management area over the course of the 
project by 99% resulting in a 99% reduction in herbicide to control the species. NatureScot 
reassessed the habitat as favourable at the end of the project. 
 
The number of organisations involved as stakeholders stands at 15 organisations: NTS, 
Cairngorms Connect, Loch Lomond and Trossachs Park, Cairngorms Park, Woodlands Trust, 
Scottish Land and Estates, Scottish Environment LINK, Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, 
Moredun Institute, Findhorn Hinterland Trust, Wildlife Foundation, Rainforest Alliance, 
Moray Firth Community Partnership, Highlands and Islands Airports Ltd (HIAL), Tree Story 
 
The number of regular and occasional volunteers involved stands at 254.  In addition 
approximately 100 one-off volunteers from various school and university group sessions 
helped at the tree nursery and seven volunteers were involved in tidying up Oronsay's storm-
damaged Chough shelter. 
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Actual website traffic figures from creation of the website in September 2020 to end September 
2025 are likely to be higher than recorded above as there was a data collection gap from Aug 
2022 to Oct 2023. The website continues to provide updates and links to project films on 
YouTube and will continue to host guidance documents resulting from the project.   
 
In addition to the permanent information boards, temporary information boards were installed 
at some of the project locations, for example at Abernethy to advise when cattle were grazing 
in the forest and explain why. 
 
In total 33 demonstration events (virtual and in-person on site) were held over the course of the 
project. Site teams continue to welcome interested parties on site, eg to demonstrate NoFence 
grazing or low-ground-pressure tractor and we expect a minimum of 3 demonstrations will be 
carried out per year beyond the project. 
 
The number of standalone documents produced (project booklet, guidance documents, leaflets, 
reports, policy pieces, and case studies). The original intention to print 2000 copies of the 
project booklet and layperson's report was reviewed when electronic copies became the norm. 
Print runs were kept to a minimum and documents are publicly available on the project website. 
Guidance documents will potentially also be shared via the Farming Advisory Service website. 
The AfterLIFE report will also be shared on the project website. A further 3 case studies/reports 
are planned. 
 
The number of articles, blogs and social media posts relating to the LIFE 100% for Nature 
project. The potential number of people reached exceeds 20000. It is expected that the end-of-
project press release and ongoing discussion will generate further articles and blogs (on average 
4 per year). 
 
The number of presentations delivered on the project. The combined attendance was almost 
900 people, thanks to online events and attendees joining from around the world. 
 
80 in-person conference attendees, a further 23 were unable to attend due to illness or logistics 
but requested information after the event. The benefits of holding a conference are described 
in section 6.4. 
 
Ten networking events were hosted or attended over the course of the project. Ongoing ad hoc 
networking opportunities 3 years after the project concludes are envisaged, either in a virtual 
capacity due to travel expenses or in-person hosted by project reserves.  We expect this may 
reach a further 10-15 people.  

Posts enabled within the timeframe of the project: 1 FTE project manager, 1 FTE project officer 
(Culbin, NIgg and Udale), 1 FTE stockperson (Abernethy; for 3 years), 0.5 FTE 
stockperson/assistant warden (Insh Marshes), 1 FTE trainee ecologist/monitoring officer (for 
4 years). The project also enabled 4.5 FTE beyond the project (see section 6.4) 

We envisage that by continuing networking and demonstration events and supporting others, 
replication will increase by a further 1-2 actions per year. 
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8. Comments on the financial report 
The expenditure summary tables within this introductory section show the Project expenditure 
in Euro incurred over the duration of the Project from 15 July 2019 to 31 March 2025. The 
original end date of the Project was 14 July 2024, however, due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
and other circumstances, a request to extend the Project end date to 31 March 2025 was 
submitted on 19 April 2023 and was kindly authorised by the Commission on 8 September 
2023. The Financial Claim Forms following this introduction give a fully itemised account of 
this expenditure. The submission of this Claim constitutes a request for the final EU LIFE 
Grant payment, for which the Project is now eligible.  
 
Conversion of expenditure 

Most of the project expenditure for RSPB has been incurred in GBP. The expenditure itemised 
within this claim has been converted to Euro in accordance with article I.4.6 Currency for 
requests for payment and financial statements and conversion into euro of the General 
Conditions. Thus, the GBP / EUR exchange rate applied utilises the InforEuro, being the 
Commission’s official monthly accounting rates for the Euro. For exchange rates used by 
RSPB, please refer to Annex F01.  

However, for RSPB any EUR receipts are reported in the EUR amount and using an exchange 
rate of 1.000.  The reason is because on a previous LIFE project (LIFE07 NAT/P/000649 - 
Safe Islands for Seabirds), it was shown that on some EUR receipts where we converted from 
national currency back into EUR, the EUR amount converted was higher than the actual receipt 
value and therefore we had to correct this at audit.  We have since taken this stance to avoid 
this happening again.   

VAT recovery 

The RSPB recovers around 90-97% of the VAT paid to HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) 
each year. The actual amount of non-recoverable VAT varies from year to year, as the table 
below shows. RSPB have chosen to report on the unrecoverable element of VAT for certain 
suppliers, where a purchase order has been raised and where applicable. 

Financial 
Year 

Recoverable 
VAT 

Non-recoverable 
VAT 

19/20 94.81% 5.19% 
20/21 95.96% 4.04% 
21/22 93.18% 6.82% 
22/23 95.61% 4.39% 
23/24 95.38% 4.62% 
24/25 94.91% 5.09% 
25/26 94.44% 5.56% 

RSPB are unable to provide a single bespoke letter from HMRC verifying the actual amounts 
of non-recoverable VAT.  We thank the Commission therefore, for having previously accepted 
(for other LIFE projects), the alternative documentation to verify our reimbursable VAT 
position. The same paperwork is provided in Annex F02, containing confirmation of the annual 
VAT recovery rate by our Senior Tax Officer. 
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Co-funding 
 
RSPB is the only beneficiary for the project and is still committed to providing the necessary 
co-funding to the project.  
 
As outlined in the Grant Agreement, we were expecting to receive funds from the Co-financer 
for the project NatureScot (formerly known as Scottish Natural Heritage). We are pleased to 
report that RSPB have received all funds of approximately €93,000 in relation to 19/20 to 25/26 
financial years. 

COVID-19 – Financial support 

During 2020, the world was hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. This led to governments trying to 
shore up their economies by assisting employers, whose operations had been severely affected 
by COVID-19, to retain their employees, rather than terminating their employment.  

In the UK, the furlough system was launched. This was where the UK Government paid 80% 
of employees’ salary, for those who were affected by the COVID-19 restrictions. This 
percentage decreased during 2020 and remained in place until the end of September 2021.  If 
staff were placed onto the furlough scheme, they were not allowed to work. For RSPB, the 
option of furloughing staff was not selected for all staff members, however, this did mean that 
no new staff could be employed, and those staff who could continue to work had to work from 
home.  Strict travel restrictions were also imposed.  

Whilst the project met its objectives and achieved its overall aims, during the period 2020-
2021, the COVID-19 pandemic presented the project with significant challenges and delays as 
well as the longer-lasting changes it brought to ways of working. This led to an eight month 
extension to the project, and a change to remote-working and online meetings instead of the 
planned in-person progress meetings/site visits. Demonstration events were also negatively 
impacted by the pandemic. However, engagement with and buy-in from stakeholders remained 
high throughout the project, and continues to be so in the post-project, After LIFE maintenance 
period. 
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8.1. Summary of Costs Incurred  
 
The table below shows that up to 31 March 2025, a total of € 2,459,559.93 was incurred on the 
Project, equating to 100% of the total Project budget.   

PROJECT COSTS INCURRED  

Cost Category 
Budget according to 

the grant agreement in 
€* 

Costs incurred within 
the reporting period in 

€ 
%** 

1. Personnel 1,233,326 1,244,763.59 101% 

2. Travel and subsistence 82,838 44,457.94 54% 

3. External assistance 244,638 295,355.93 121% 

4. Durables goods: total 
non-depreciated cost 

   

 - Infrastructure sub-
tot. 

152,700 238,599.22 156% 

 - Equipment sub-tot. 390,888 320,080.39 82% 

 - Prototype sub-tot.    

5. Consumables 84,462 105,116.03 124% 

6. Other costs 107,972 50,281.04 47% 

7. Overheads 160,778 160,905.79 100% 

 TOTAL 2,457,602 2,459,559.93 100% 

 
Personnel (101%) 
 
Personnel spend for the Project is at 101% budget. Below are some notes on the final figure: 

 The impact of COVID-19 restrictions resulted in a delay in some activities.  
 The costs to manage the project were higher than anticipated due to the eight month project 

extension and the extension to personnel contracts to complete the project deliverables. 
 In January 2020, RSPB introduced a new 5-year pay roadmap, which commenced in April 

2020. The new approach to salaries considered a more suitable external benchmark for 
individual pay bands and adjustment of the pay bands to reflect market movement. Both of 
these plans/schemes have impacted the budget as this was compiled before the project 
started and would affect the pay / rates / roles. 

 Staff turnover/role changes – the project has experienced significant staff turnover during 
the five and a half years which has numerous implications – time had to be invested in 
recruitment and experience can be lost which takes time for the new starter to acquire. 
There were sometimes gaps between a role leaving and replacement joining.  

 
In January 2020, RSPB introduced a new 5-year pay roadmap, which would commence in April 
2020. The new approach to salary would consider a more suitable external benchmark for 
individual pay bands and adjustment of the pay bands to reflect market movement. The job 
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evaluation system that was introduced in 2016 before this project commenced, helped provide 
a much-improved parity between levels of pay for different roles in the organisation. We have 
included variances for the Project and emphasise that both the salary review in 2020, and the 
government schemes for COVID-19, impacted the results.  
 
In the MR, we provided a list of people who had worked on the project, who were either not 
originally budgeted for or had been involved in a slightly different capacity than anticipated. 
Please find listed below key changes in Personnel since the start of the project.  In addition, 
please see Annex F03 for a list of people that have worked on the project. 
 
Project Officer: 
David Tompkins was recruited as the Project Officer for Culbin/ Nigg & Udale in March 
2019. The budget had been assigned only to action C3; however, it was always the intention 
that he work on both actions C3 and C10 and so his time has been split as this. In addition to 
this, when C-19 restrictions came into effect in 2020, the decision was taken not to place David 
on Furlough Leave. The majority of his time was spent working on project activities that could 
be safely carried out and a small proportion of his time was carrying out activities on behalf of 
RSPB and were not part of the project. As a result, the total hours worked on the project are 
less than his total productive hours and this is reflected on the SOE. David left the RSPB toward 
the end of September 2024 and was replaced by Gareth Meadows one month later. The one-
month gap was mitigated as Gareth had been a volunteer on the project prior to an established 
role. David had done a good job of keeping volunteers well informed and ensured they were 
skilled up leading to a smooth transition into the role. 
 
Project Manager: 
There was a delay in appointing a Project Manager, with Gerry McAuley taking on the role in 
a part-time capacity alongside his operational role within RSPB in the first few months. 
Cathleen Thomas was put in place for the full-time Project Manager role in January 2020, 
however, she then left the RSPB after only three months. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
recruitment of a replacement Project Manager was very restricted and RSPB could not begin 
the process until July 2020. Gerry McAuley assumed caretaker PM role again during this period 
until Nicola Scott was appointed Project Manager towards the end of October 2020. She 
remained in role until January 2023 until she moved to a different post within the RSPB’s 
Scotland Management Team. This movement within RSPB allowed Nicola to sufficiently 
oversee the Project Management of the project until Barbara Seel was recruited in May 2023. 
Barbara then remained in post for the rest of the project and beyond as the final report was 
being written. 
 
Finance Manager: 
Pamela Braham was originally expected to undertake the role of Finance Manager, however 
following the review of workload within the PDSU team, this project was allocated to Julie 
Mainwood in November 2019. Julie left to take up another role within the RSPB in mid-May 
2023. Although there was some time before the final reporting, Julie’s different work areas 
needed to be distributed across the remaining team which meant that we had more team 
members working on this Project than we would normally. Debbie Spencer assumed the lead 
role from Julie and had assistance from Daniel Potter and Bethan Forbes. Bethan went on 
maternity leave in June 2025 and then Daniel left the RSPB in July 2025. Debbie worked as 
lead Finance Officer until the end of the Project and then beyond as the audit was undertaken 
and the final report was written. 
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Stock Person (Abernethy) & Assistant Warden (Abernethy): 
Mike Butler was recruited to undertake work at the Abernethy site in September 2020. This 
post was expected to be for a single person working 100% of their time as a stock person. The 
reserve team reassessed the workplan and resource and decided it would be more effective to 
have greater flexibility across the team and so Mike focussed 50% of his time on the cattle trial 
and 50% of time as assistant warden working on other activities. Alternative funding secured 
for operations on the reserve enabled the RSPB to convert the fixed-term role into a permanent 
post in April 2023 which in turn enabled the reallocation of the original LIFE budget for this 
post. 
 
Senior Reserves Ecologist: 
RSPB undertook a restructuring programme towards the beginning of this project start, which 
has gradually been implemented. This impacted the roles, responsibilities and remit for our 
ecologists. This meant that Neil Cowie undertook a significant amount of work that had 
previously been expected to take place over a variety of roles.  
 
Given his significant experience we reported his time against the Senior Reserves Ecologist 
role as that best fits the nature of work and expertise he brought to the project. 
 
Senior Rural Surveyor: 
Robbin Mitchell, Head of Land and Property Service Scotland was not expected to play a 
significant role in the project. However, as a result of two surveyors leaving their roles and one 
surveyor going on maternity leave over the course of the project, RSPB utilised Robbin’s 
expertise and remit, and she provided a support and guidance role to the rural surveyor staff. 
We have reported her time against the Senior Rural Surveyor role. 
 
Communications Manager, Country Communications Manager, Film Maker: 
There was a reassessment of the work to be undertaken by the communications team and as a 
result of changes internally, Stephen Magee assumed responsibility for activities originally 
expected to have been undertaken by the Country Communications Manager and the 
Communications Manager. Stephen is also experienced in film making and so also assumed a 
significant amount of that work too, although post-production work of the end of project film 
making was provided by an external provider. There was no change to budget values, it was 
just a change to who/how the work is being carried out. 
 
Trainee Ecologist: 
Nicola Dempster was taken on as Trainee Ecologist in October 2021, initially for a three-year 
period. However, due to Nicola leaving in September 2024 and the project being extended, 
RSPB needed to recruit a new Trainee Ecologist and were able to recruit Heather Dixon in 
November 2024 to provide the final monitoring and contribution to the Final Reporting of the 
project. Heather came into this role through the ‘Priority Candidate’ route due to her existing 
role becoming redundant after the RSPB Reserves Categorisation update. As her salary was 
higher than the original budget for a Trainee Ecologist, RSPB agreed to cover the extra costs. 
This has been calculated and the SoE adjusted accordingly. 
 
Stockperson (Insh): 
Theodore Jones was contracted as Insh Stockperson from February 2020 – however, due to 
COVID-19 pandemic he was put on furlough from late April to early July. The calculations for 
the furlough are reflected in the SoE. Theodore’s contract started as full-time, however, only 
half of his time was allocated to 100% Favourable Project. When Theodore went half-time 
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(April 2022) all of his time was allocated to the project. All of these circumstances are reflected 
in the SoE.  
 
The following roles were in the original budget but were not utilised: 
 

 Administrator (Culbin / Nigg & Udale - C3, C10) – covered by other staff. 

 Area Manager (North Highland, Skye and Outer Hebrides – C10) – covered by other 
staff. 

 land Agent (C10) – not required. 

 Office Manager (C1, C8) – covered by other staff. 

 Senior Parliamentary Officer (E1, E2) – covered by other policy team staff due to 
staffing resources – subsequently not charged to the project. 

 
Outstanding response to letters 
 
Letter sent 08/11/2024 - LIFE18 NAT/UK/000838 - LIFE 100% Favourable - Project Visit of 
7-8th October 2024 
 
Financial Issues  
Personnel  
Issue 9. The annual productive hours reported for David Tompkins in 2022 (1,629 hours) do 
not correspond to the productive time registered in the timesheets (1,633.50 hours) and we 
have been informed that the discrepancy has not been corrected after several requests. 
Therefore, please ensure the actual time from the timesheets is declared for all your employees 
and revise the financial statement accordingly. In addition, please provide timesheets for 
Theodore Jones for 2022 with the Final Report. 
 
RSPB response: 
 
We apologise that David Tompkins hours in 2022 were recorded incorrectly. This has now 
been corrected on the Statement of Expenditure together with a thorough cross-check of hours 
recorded and submitted timesheets for all staff on the project. However, please note that 
David’s March 2022 timesheet was not completed correctly as he had not marked Tuesday 8th 
March as annual leave (7.5 hrs not worked) and he had also not marked Tuesday 29th March 
as working reduced hours (4.5 hrs not worked). Therefore, the SoE has been calculated without 
these additional 12 hours for David’s total productive time (1621.5 hrs and not 1633.5 hrs). 
 
Please also find a complete set of signed timesheets for Theodore Jones for 2022 in Annex F04 
as requested.  
 
Travel and Subsistence (54%) 

Travel expenditure was underspent, as this category was one of the most affected by COVID-
19 restrictions. From March 2020, all governments imposed travel and meeting limitations to 
help contain the spread of the virus. As a result, many planned activities had to be revised and 
replaced with digital alternatives. Meetings, networking events, and engagement sessions were 
held remotely, eliminating the need for much of the travel budget originally allocated to these 
events. With restrictions on in-person gatherings, travel was largely limited to private car 
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journeys, leading to personal mileage claims only from March 2020 onward. Direct, in-person 
progress meetings and site visits were also cancelled throughout 2020 and 2021. 
 
Due to these restrictions, the RSPB did not claim any travel expenses for Surveyors working 
on Action A1. Volunteer work parties (C3 and C10), Monitoring activities (D1), Project 
Management meetings and site visits (F1), and Project Events (E2) were similarly affected, 
resulting in underspend across these areas. 
 
Travel costs for the Senior Ecologist (C9) were also significantly reduced. This was partly due 
to COVID-19 restrictions, but also because Heather McCallum, who undertook the work for 
C9, lived much closer to the project area than originally anticipated. 
 
There was no spend on Fire Training (C8) as the land management approach shifted from 
burning to robocutting, removing the need for such training. 
 
Although there was an overall underspend, there was a slight overspend under Networking 
(E1), largely due to post-Brexit and post-COVID-19 cost increases. The first networking trip 
that could take place — the Snowdonia Atlantic Oak Woodland visit — exceeded the budget 
as staff had to travel and stay separately due to ongoing restrictions. In addition, limited 
networking opportunities within the UK meant that some European trips were required instead, 
such as the Capercaillie Knowledge Exchange visit to Austria and Germany. 
 
External Assistance (121%) 

External Assistance costs were overspent, largely due to the combined impacts of the COVID-
19 pandemic and Brexit. Both factors limited options and drove sharp increases in material and 
contractor costs driven by factors like supply chain disruptions, geopolitical issues and 
increased demand. More detailed breakdowns can be seen below: 
 
For Action C4 (Chough Houses), it was decided not to replace the storm-damaged shed 
structure in the open reserve area on a like-for-like basis, as it was too vulnerable to future 
weather damage. Instead, the RSPB installed nest boxes within cliff areas across Oronsay, 
Colonsay SPA, and Islay, where they would be better protected. While material costs were 
higher than originally budgeted, this approach provides greater long-term stability and 
resilience. The Chough Houses on The Oa were also repaired by additional External Assistance 
to stabilise and secure known Chough nest sites within the existing buildings. RSPB entered 
into formal agreements with the building owners to ensure these nest sites are retained. 
 
Extensive groundworks to create a new access point at Kirkconnell (C7) were no longer 
required as a more efficient location for access onto the site was identified.  As a result of this 
change, and the corresponding efficiencies in budget allocation, new items could be delivered 
to further the objectives for the Kirkconnell site. These included - installation of two small-
scale stock bridges that improved access to the southern section of the merse for cattle, where 
ditches/channels restricted access. This budget was then re-classed as Infrastructure from 
External Assistance.  
 
Action C8 also shows an overspend compared to the original budget. A new line was added at 
the Mid-Term stage to include a mechanical cutting (robocut) contractor. Following a 
successful 2019 trial of habitat management using cattle grazing and remote-controlled cutting 
at Abernethy, this method replaced the previous burning approach. An annual cutting and 
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grazing regime was then delivered over three years, and with savings from other areas, the 
RSPB was able to continue robocutting for an additional year. 
 
Action D1 experienced an overspend due to higher subcontractor costs for monitoring “simple 
habitat” transects, reedbed, and transition mire plots at Insh Marshes. These costs increased 
significantly during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, with Brexit further contributing to 
price rises. 
 
A new budget line was also introduced to secure external support for the filmmaker during 
post-production and editing, helping to complete the End-of-Project Documentary (E2). 
 
Despite some overspend, there were also savings. Printing costs were reduced as project leaflets 
were made available online and, with fewer printed copies required, these could be produced 
in-house. Similarly, there was an underspend for the Website (E1) since hosting was provided 
via the RSPB website, avoiding external costs. 
 
Infrastructure (156%) 

Infrastructure costs were overspent for several reasons, as outlined below. 

The installation of deer fencing (C2) exceeded the original budget. Although multiple quotes 
were sought, only one supplier responded. The remoteness and inaccessibility of the land made 
it impossible to transport materials on foot. The contractor used GPS to map the boundary and 
determine where and how much fencing was required. In some particularly difficult areas, the 
only feasible way to deliver materials was by helicopter. 
 
To create a more sustainable and efficient long-term solution for post-LIFE project activities, 
it was agreed to purchase shipping containers for tool storage rather than renting them (C3). 
The RSPB secured approval from Forestry and Land Scotland (FLS) and obtained planning 
permission for the facility, which was installed in autumn 2021. As a result, the original 
container rental costs were reallocated from Other Costs to Infrastructure. 
 
The original budget included a moveable bridge (C7) to allow livestock access to the saltmarsh, 
classified under Equipment due to its intended mobility. However, RSPB was unable to source 
a suitable bridge that met NatureScot consent requirements. After reviewing alternative access 
options, a grazing review identified another section of saltmarsh that also holds high value for 
barnacle geese but had been under-grazed in recent years due to inadequate infrastructure. 
Consequently, RSPB reallocated the bridge budget to develop improved infrastructure at this 
new grazing site, now classified under Infrastructure. 
 
To enable grazing at this new location, fencing and an associated gating system were also 
required. These costs are now included within the Infrastructure budget under C7. RSPB also 
purchased a cattle corral and crush system to conduct livestock welfare checks by the site 
team/grazier on site and make the site more attractive to future prospective graziers. 
 
Extensive groundworks to create a new access point at Kirkconnell were no longer required 
(C7) as a more efficient location for access onto the site was identified.  As a result of this 
change, and the corresponding efficiencies in budget allocation, new items could be delivered 
to further the objectives for the Kirkconnell site. These included - Installation of two small-
scale stock bridges that improved access to the southern section of the merse for cattle, where 
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ditches/channels restricted access. This budget is also now included in Infrastructure from 
External Assistance.  
 
Both the Chough shelters (C4) and the Cattle-handling system (C11) cost more than expected 
due to the combined effects of COVID-19 and Brexit, which increased material costs and 
reduced availability. Although RSPB retendered for the cattle-handling system to reduce costs, 
prices continued to rise sharply, and only one local contractor submitted a viable quote — 
higher than budgeted but able to deliver the work on schedule. 
Equipment (82%) 

Equipment costs came in under budget. This was primarily because the moveable bridge for 
livestock access to the saltmarsh (C7) was no longer needed, and its budget was reallocated to 
Infrastructure. 
 
Fire management equipment (C8) was also not required due to the change in habitat 
management from burning to robocutting. The funds originally allocated for this equipment 
were redirected toward the revised and approved work plan. 
 
Although overall underspent, RSPB used some funds to purchase a replacement drone (C2). 
The original drone had begun to perform intermittently and, due to age, technical support for 
the equipment and software had been discontinued. Spare parts and batteries were also 
becoming increasingly difficult to source. The purchase of the new drone secured the 
continuation of HIAs and the original drome was switched to monitor less remote areas (C11). 
 
RSPB also made a change from hiring camera equipment, to purchasing (E2). The new 
equipment fulfilled the same role as the rental equipment would have.  The lenses that had 
already been purchased for the project are also compatible with the new camera body. The 
change from renting to buying had a positive impact on the project deliverables, enabling 
greater flexibility in filming, a better understanding of the subject matter and therefore higher 
quality content, and as a result creating a post-LIFE legacy. 
 
Consumables (124%) 

Consumables were overspent, mainly due to increased material costs following COVID-19 and 
Brexit. Additional and unforeseen items also contributed to the overspend, as outlined below. 
 
Originally, the Other Costs category included a budget for cattle hire and associated expenses, 
but this was not needed after switching to a grazing let (C8). As the grazier provided the cattle 
directly, there were no hire or transport costs. However, new welfare requirements were 
introduced to ensure the cattle were properly fed and secure, leading to additional spending on 
cattle feed, now classified under Consumables. 
 
In 2023, an unprecedented large-scale flood at Insh Marshes (C9) exposed weaknesses in the 
emergency pony evacuation procedures. A review followed, resulting in the purchase of new 
equipment — including an inflatable boat — an unforeseen cost not included in the original 
budget. 
 
There was a change from the purchase of two GPS devices (D1) for monitoring at C10 to one 
GPS device and one tablet. The table improved the ability to monitor and map Spartina anglica 
in the field using a mapping App that RSPB has developed. 
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The recruitment of a new Country Communications Manager with film-making expertise also 
led to a change in approach. RSPB moved from fully outsourcing film production to in-house 
filming, supported by external assistance for post-production. This required reallocating some 
underspend to purchase additional filming equipment (E2), enabling high-quality handheld 
filming in challenging and remote locations such as Culbin Sands. However, as this equipment 
was not originally budgeted for, it contributed to the overspend in Consumables. 
Other Costs (47%) 

This category was underspent for several reasons. 
 
The procurement approach for tool storage (C3) changed from renting to purchasing, providing 
a more cost-effective and sustainable long-term solution. This change shifted budget 
allocations from Other Costs to Infrastructure and External Assistance. 
 
Similarly, the procurement method for cattle at the Abernethy grazing trial plot (C8) changed 
from hire to a grazing let. Having a grazier provide the cattle directly eliminated hire and 
transportation expenses, removing these costs from the Other Costs category. 
 
Finally, the COVID-19 pandemic reduced the number of volunteer events (C3), resulting in 
further underspend within this category. 

8.2. RSPB Accounting system 
 
The RSPB uses the financial software package OPENAccounts to record project expenditure 
and income.  The project has been designated as a Society Major Project (SMP) within the 
RSPB budgeting system. It is identified by the code 8BG-. This has the advantage of separating 
the budget for NEW project income / spend into a single dedicated cost centre, rather than 
splitting the budget between a number of cost centres which would increase complexity. In this 
sense, all LIFE project income and all expenditure directly funded from the LIFE income, is 
budgeted within and paid from this SMP. Being an SMP, the RSPB accounting system 
generates monthly management reports comparing actual spend against the SMP budget that 
are sent to the Project Manager and other senior managers. Note that EXISTING project spend 
(essentially the RSPB’s contribution to the Project) remains budgeted within various other 
RSPB cost centres. This avoids the disruption and potential for errors of temporarily moving 
these costs to a dedicated project cost centre. 
 
A project code (7FC-G-LIFE) has been set up for the system and is used to report expenditure 
that is core to the project. We have also set up linked project codes for each C action as those 
actions relate to specific RSPB reserve sites and have specific budgets associated with them. 
These ‘Sub-Projects are all prefixed with ‘7FC’ making it clear that they are part of the wider 
LIFE programme and are part of the same SMP. Please see table below for the complete list of 
project codes set up in relation to the LIFE income and expenditure: 
 
Table 3: Project Codes 

PROJECT CODE: ACTION CODE: PROJECT CODE: ACTION CODE: 

7FC-G-LIFE Principal spend 7FC-G-DUNE C6 

7FC-G-SALX  C1 7FC-G-SALT C7 

7FC-G-GOAT  C2 7FC-G-CAPR C8 
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7FC-G-CULB C3 7FC-G-INSH C9 

7FC-G-CHUF C4 7FC-G-NIGG C10 

7FC-G-REEF C5 7FC-G-GOOS C11 

 

When Project Expenditure is incurred, regardless of which cost centre is used, the appropriate 
project code is appended to the transaction details and stored on the RSPB accounting system. 
Monthly transaction listings are sent out by RSPB Finance to the Project Manager, Project 
Development & Support Unit (PDSU) staff, and other senior staff based on the project code, 
allowing us to monitor Project spend on a monthly basis. This transaction listing is also used 
to fill in the Project Statement of Expenditure (SoE) on a regularly basis. 
 
After following any procurement rules that are applicable, staff will enter a purchase order to 
the eBIS system. If it is less than £500, then it can be self-approved, however if the value is 
above that, then it needs to be sent to someone more senior that has the appropriate sign off 
level. When delivery of the goods or services is complete, the supplier will submit an invoice 
for payment. It will be reviewed and then sent to our finance department for processing.  
 
For some purchases, staff may not raise a purchase order, perhaps if goods are bought online, 
or direct from a shop. In those instances, the staff member will raise an expenses claim, and 
will submit an electronic copy of the receipt /payment confirmation to support the claim.  
 
The RSPB accounting system does not have the ability to split non-full-time personnel costs 
by project code, thus the Project is reliant on the collation of timesheets to justify how an 
individual’s time has been allocated to the Project. The RSPB utilises a standard LIFE 
timesheet for all its LIFE projects, which is available on the RSPB Intranet page and is also 
saved on the Society-wide computer directory. The timesheet is based upon the model 
timesheet LIFE supply on its website, but there are separate rows for each of our current LIFE 
projects. This method makes it easier to ensure that we are not double funding by charging the 
same hour of an individual’s time to more than one LIFE project. Timesheets are sent to IFMU 
on a regular basis and are entered onto the SoE as well as a separate timesheet monitoring sheet 
as soon as possible after they are received. We have also created a central folder on the Society-
wide computer directory where all LIFE timesheets being filled out by RSPB staff can be 
stored. This helps people know exactly where their timesheets are kept, allows others to check 
if timesheets are being filled in promptly, and gives IFMU access for monitoring time/spend 
against action codes (via a separate tab). 
 
The RSPB Finance Department uses a paperless finance system whereby all invoices are sent 
directly to our central Finance department and scanned as soon as they are received. These 
scans are stored as image files on the computerised finance system (called eBIS) and can be 
retrieved by anyone logging onto the finance system. Electronic invoices are also being 
received more often as this type of invoicing becomes more common. As paper invoices are 
not retained for any length of time, this makes it difficult to ensure the Project reference is 
marked on each invoice before the original is archived. We are trying to ensure references are 
included by the supplier wherever possible. Please note that for timesheets it is essential that 
paper records are kept - time will not be claimed unless there is a paper timesheet on file. This 
is one type of cost that will not go "paperless" at this time. 
 
Where project staff are not working 100% on the Project and where we do not have a full (12 
month) set of timesheets for a calendar year, we use the standardised annual productive hours 
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of 1,720 hours/year. To limit the use of 1,720 hours/year on the SoE we have also adopted a 
process whereby our HR Department can give us the amount of days where a particular staff 
member has had an absence. Using this we can calculate the annual hours the staff member has 
spent in total (including other activities) and add this to the Statement of Expenditure. 

  

8.3. Partnership arrangements (if relevant)  
Not applicable 

8.4. Certificate on the financial statement  
As the maximum contribution to the project exceeds €300,000, an audit will be undertaken to 
verify the final statement of expenditure and income (cf. Art. 23.2 of the General Provisions). 
The details of the Auditor we intend to use are as follows: 

 
Martin Williams,  
George Hay Chartered Accountants 
Brigham House 
High Street 
Biggleswade 
Bedfordshire, SG18 0LD 
Phone: +44 (1767) 315 010 
Email: info@georgehay.co.uk 
Web: www.georgehay.co.uk 
 

George Hay Chartered Accountants is registered to carry out audit work by the Institute of 
Chartered Accountants in England and Wales (registration number 5354055) 
The RSPB will lead the audit of all beneficiaries. 
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8.5. Estimation of person-days used per action  
  

Action type   Budgeted person-days  Estimated % of person-
days spent   

  
All projects when applicable  
Action A: Preparatory actions   

78 95% 

NAT projects  
Action C – Concrete conservation actions   

6,182 76% 

NAT and CLIMA projects  
Action D: Monitoring and impact 
assessment  

1,021 105% 

NAT and CLIMA projects  
Action E: Communication and 
Dissemination of results  

712 59% 

NAT and CLIMA projects  
Action F: Project management (and 
progress)   

675 159% 

TOTAL  8668 84% 

  
A Category: This category came in just under the expected number of person-days. During the 
course of the project, two surveyors left their roles and one went on maternity leave. To mitigate 
this, RSPB drew on the expertise of a Senior Rural Surveyor. However, despite her valuable 
contribution, her available time was insufficient to fully cover the roles of those who departed. 
 
C Category: Fewer person-days were used in the C Category than budgeted. This was mainly 
due to some planned roles not being required during the project. Although other staff covered 
the work, this resulted in a reduction in the total budgeted hours. The underused roles included: 

 Administrator, Culbin / Nigg & Udale (C3/C10) – 75 budgeted days 

 Area Manager, North Highland, Skye and Outer Hebrides (C10) – 10 budgeted days 

 Land Agent (C7) – 2 budgeted days 

 Office Manager (C1, C8) – 10 budgeted days 

D Category: Slightly more person-days were required than originally budgeted in the D 
Category. This was primarily due to the eight-month project extension, which necessitated the 
continuation of the Trainee Ecology Officer’s contract to support both the extended delivery 
period and the final reporting and monitoring phases. 
 
E Category: Fewer person-days were used in the E Category than planned. The main reasons 
for this were: 

 Senior Parliamentary Officer (E1, E2): 20 budgeted person-days were not fully 
required. 

 In-house communications delivery: RSPB produced communications outputs (notably 
films) internally, which led to efficiencies. This eliminated the need for external 
briefings and meetings, reduced time spent on quality control, and allowed an 
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experienced Country Communications Manager to deliver outputs directly, limiting the 
need for additional management oversight. 

 COVID-19 restrictions: Delivery was delayed during the first two years, reducing 
communications time. Some events were also hosted online, which required less staff 
time. 

 Integrated delivery: Demonstrations of techniques on site simultaneously achieved 
conservation outcomes, reducing the need for additional time dedicated solely to E-
Actions. 

F Category: The departure of the Project Finance Officer required additional support from 
other colleagues within PDSU to finalise project finances. Personnel costs were also higher 
than expected due to the eight-month project extension and the five-month extension of the 
Project Manager’s contract to complete the remaining deliverables. 
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