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Nature Yearbook

things to discover … places to visit

WREN
Wester Ross Environment Network
Dear reader,
Whether you live in Wester Ross or are visiting the area, we hope
that you enjoy this book. The natural world is vast and very
complex, so it was only possible to feature just a fraction of the
many and varied wonders of this area.
‘Go Wild in Wester Ross’ offers an insight into some familiar
things that you might see and some more obscure that you may need
to look harder to spot.
‘Go wild in Wester Ross’ was produced by the Wester Ross
Environment Network [WREN] and is aimed at increasing awareness
of the biodiversity of Wester Ross. A range of local people,
including pupils from several primary schools, contributed to the
content of this book.
WREN is one of seven regional groups in the Highlands made up
of local people with a professional or personal interest in the
environment. Founded in 2004, we are an independent voluntary
organisation.
The word biodiversity was defined at the Rio Earth Summit in
1992 and comes from the two words, biological [everything that
is living] and diversity [variety]. It is a way of describing
the variety of all living things and the complex relationship
between them, not forgetting that human beings are also a part of
biodiversity!
WREN is an organisation that aims to protect, enhance and promote
biodiversity in Wester Ross. We seek to deliver the national
biodiversity agenda led by local priorities, with support from
the Highland Council, various agencies and a range of other
organisations.
For further information on WREN and its activities, visit our
website at: www.wr-en.co.uk or contact chair@wr-en.co.uk
The proceeds from the sale of this book help pay for community
led, local environmental projects.
Thank you for supporting your environment.

Aaron Forsyth

Aaron Forsyth – WREN Chairman
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Foreword

This book is published during a
signiﬁcant period in the history of Wester
Ross. As the face of the Vice-County
was once changed by the abandonment
of crofts and in some parts of the area,
clearance of the land for sheep, so it
now seems poised to change again. New
houses, even housing developments, are
springing up at a pace that seems to defy
the current economic recession, and the
deforestation of past centuries is being
reversed by large-scale tree planting.
The push for renewable, climate-friendly
energy sources is also having an impact,
with solar panels, small scale hydro
schemes and wind generators joining the
landscape. In as little as a decade
Wester Ross may be a very different
place, making today an appropriate
point to take stock of our natural assets
in order to better plan for their use and
protection tomorrow.
The Biodiversity Yearbook charts the
richness of life, from the sea coast to the
highest mountain tops, from the simplest
forms of organism to the most complex.
Within this account are found many of the
species that contribute to the very special
nature of the area, from lichens and fungi
to the wildcat, deer and eagles that are
iconic symbols of the Scottish Highlands
in the minds of people across the globe.
The essence of wild Wester Ross is
diversity – where else can we ﬁsh for sea
trout and watch otters in the morning, and
seek alpine ﬂowers and ptarmigan in the
afternoon? The biodiversity of the area is
truly breathtaking.

‘Wester Ross – rare wilderness
in a populous world’
The Yearbook also explores the everchanging relationship between man and
the environment. It has been suggested
that: ‘…the culture of a nation is closely
allied to its landscapes and wildlife.
Poets, painters, writers and composers
have been inspired by the nature around
them …’ If this is true, then it is probably
true of Scotland more than most. Add to
this intrinsic worth, the direct economic
value of natural landscapes and biological
assets to tourism and other Highland
livelihoods, and the case for nurturing
Wester Ross’s biodiversity is persuasive.
Hopefully, we can learn lessons from
the past and ensure that the economic
development vital to sustain fragile rural
communities does not compromise the
very natural assets that draw people both
as visitors and as residents. Given the will
and the investment, there is no reason
why sustainable human development
cannot go hand in hand with the
maintenance of biological diversity. This
book provides a valuable insight into what
there is to gain – and what there is to lose.
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2 am Faoilleach
woodland
● Winter colour

Mosses look good all year
round, but they need not be
uniform green. This beautiful
group, photographed in January,
brightens up their woodland
habitat ‘for our delight’ in the
depths of winter. Out on the
moors some of the bog mosses
(Spagnum) are bright red or
freshest green, whilst rocks on
the lower seashore are decorated
with encrusting seaweeds in a
fabulous patchwork of pinks, reds
and purples.

13 Meall a’ Ghiuthais
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Place to visit…
Meall a’ Ghiuthais
to see ptarmigan

2

Loch
Maree

Meall a’ Ghiuthais
1km
1mile

Kinlochewe

mountain and moorland
● Bird of the high tops

During the winter months, when
snow covers the mountain tops,
ptarmigan don their winter
feathers for camouﬂage, and dig
holes in the snow for warmth
and concealment. This is the
only British bird to turn white in
winter, and is difﬁcult to spot. They
are generally only seen above
600m, and share the reluctance
of most game birds to take to the
air, but this does mean you can
sometimes get very close to this
magniﬁcent bird.

January 3
sea and coast

As soon as the days start to lengthen, some
seaweeds start growing, using last year’s reserves
to get a head start on the new season’s growth.
● Kelp

From low water to around 10-15m deep, a great ‘forest’ of kelp grows
on underwater rocks all around our coasts. In January, this big brown
seaweed sheds its old, overgrown frond and starts rapidly growing a new
one. The old frond, covered with sea mats and other animals, is washed
ashore in storms or falls to the seabed, where it rots or is eaten by
urchins and other grazers, releasing nutrients back into the sea to boost
the spring plankton bloom. Many other animals and seaweeds rely on the
kelp forest for shelter and food, and it also helps to protect our coastline
from storm damage.

bogland

Kelp forest (Laminaria hyperborea)

● Mystery bog pools

Sometimes bog pools create
interesting patterned shapes.
It is still a mystery as to how
they are formed, but speciﬁc
conditions related to gradient
and water pressure are required.
They can occasionally dry out in
the summer months, but during
the wintertime the water level is
high in the pools. The Wester Ross
landscape contains a number
of these ‘patterned bogs’ - best
seen from higher ground on drier
ridges.

4 am Faoilleach

crofting and land use
● Traditional breeds

The Highland is the oldest
registered breed of cattle.
Highlanders require little in
the way of shelter or feed
supplements. Cold weather and
snow have little effect on them

and they are excellent browsers,
eating what other cattle pass
by. The Highlander is a disease
resistant breed, long lashes and
forelocks shield their eyes from
ﬂying insects and they are not

prone to stress. The meat is lean
due to the animal being insulated
by long hair rather than fat, low in
cholesterol, well marbled, succulent
and with a unique ﬂavour.

freshwater
● Whooper swans

and Goldeneye

Whooper swans are magniﬁcent
birds, which breed in Iceland.
In winter, small family groups
(usually of 2-4 birds) may spend
several weeks at favoured lochans
in the area, including some hidden
in the hills around Loch Gairloch,
where they feed on water plants.
Can you ﬁnd them? Goldeneye can
also be seen in January in rivers
and lochs. They also visit the
sea: over 200 were found at the
mouth of the River Kerry in 2008,
associated with the discharge pipe
from the nearby ﬁsh farm.
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6 an Gearran

Male lumpsucker Cyclopterus lumpus

February is a surprisingly busy month underwater. While the land freezes,
balmy water temperatures of 7-8 degrees means there is much more
activity in the sea, with animals spawning and preparing for the spring.

21 Achnahaird & Garvie Ba

sea and coast
● Lumpsucker

na

E

Lumpsuckers come into shallow water in late winter to spawn. The
male ﬁsh will faithfully guard the eggs his mate has laid, on underwater
rocks or amongst kelp, until they have hatched. In shallow water, the
eggs are well oxygenated, but this is where the strongest swells are,
so the lumpsucker needs the strong sucker beneath his body to stick
to the rocks. He will defend his eggs to the death, even if they and he
are exposed at low water and he is attacked by gulls or otters. But this
faithful childcare means that, for the majority of lumpsuckers, their
offspring have an enhanced chance of survival.
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Achiltibuie

Place to visit…

Achnahaird and Garvie Bay
to see common seals (the rare ones!)

The Summer Isles

Polglass
Achvraie

February 7

Sea eagle

mountain and moorland

● Fly like an eagle

On a ﬁne February day you
may see the golden eagle,
silhouetted against the sky, or
even performing a looping and
plunging aerial courtship display.
Lower altitude missions are
also required, pursuing prey or
searching for carrion to eke out
the winter rations. The secretive
golden eagle managed to survive
the years of Victorian persecution
by building eyries in the remotest
of mountain areas. The more
gregarious white tailed sea eagle
was hunted to extinction, but has
been reintroduced to the area.

woodland
● Snow is no impediment

Many plants disappear over winter, but a lot remain recognisable, even
if a bit wizened and partially covered by snow. Fern identiﬁcation is
generally possible all the year round and you can be conﬁdent that,
while some species, such as lady, oak, beech and mountain ferns will
be almost impossible to ﬁnd, this hard fern, the male ferns, shield ferns,
ﬁlmy ferns and spleenworts will remain recognisable. With mosses and
liverworts to keep us occupied as well, winter need not stop
us botanising.

8 an Gearran
crofting and land use
● Croft buildings and yards

Old barns and farmyards can be of great value to wildlife providing
roosting and breeding sites for bats and nesting birds, (swallows
and house martins). Also stone buildings provide a base for lichens
and mosses to grow. Grain, hay and straw spillages deposited in the
farmyard, provides food and building materials for many species. Old
buildings should be retained as much as possible and replacement
buildings should be erected in a wildlife friendly manner with provision
for bats, owls, swallows and other species.

freshwater
● The frog chorus!

In February, frogs gather to spawn
in pools from near the shore (near
Greenstone Point, for example)
to high up in the hills. Absentminded frogs spawn in ditches
and puddles, which may dry up
later in the year. Approach quietly:
you may hear the males croaking.
How many heads can you see?
When you get too close, they all
vanish to the bottom of the pool;
the water surface is still. Otters
travel far inland to hunt for frogs.
Herons also eat them; do they
squeeze out the spawn before
swallowing them? Frogs come in
many colours: why are mountain
frogs often blackish?
bogland
● Winter snipe

During the winter snipe often roost
in upland blanket bogs. They are
very secretive and are not usually
seen until they are alarmed, when
they zig-zag away making harsh
‘scaap’ calls. The snipe has a very
long bill for its size, which it uses
for ﬁnding small invertebrates.
Snipe make an unusual ‘bleating’
sound to attract a mate that
is caused by the rushing of air
through their wing feathers. Look
out also for Jacksnipe that are
less common than the common
snipe.

March
spring

10 am Màrt
mountain and moorland
● White rump wheatear

The wheatear is one of the ﬁrst birds to return after wintering in warmer
climates. The ﬂash of its white rump as the wheatear takes ﬂight warns
of approaching danger. These birds mostly remain on the ground looking
for insects and are often seen perched on boulders. The wheatear gives
out a chatting alarm call but do not confuse this with the stonechat (of
the same family) that lives here all year round.

woodland
● Damp and green

Highland Scotland has a high
rainfall and lots of damp places.
Where there is a permanent trickle
and humidity, ﬂaky green plants
called liverworts grow in profusion,
covering large areas of soil, rock
and peat. Look on shady stream
banks and damp waysides for
Pellia, a very common liverwort.
During March it releases its spores
from capsules borne on delicate,
5 cm tall stalks. On warm, dry days
the capsules split open into four
and special cells called “elaters”
wriggle about, forcing the spores
out into air currents, dispersing
them to colonise new bare patches
of damp ground.

bogland
● Web footed newt

The palmate newt is the most
common newt in Wester Ross and
is even found at high altitudes.

It likes the soft water of acidic
bog pools, and is called palmate
because the hind feet of the male
newt are noticeably webbed.
Newts spend much of their adult
life on land, hiding in damp places
by day and coming out to feed at
night. The adults emerge from
hibernation in early March and
return to water to breed. Newt
tadpoles keep their feathery gills
until they are ready to leave the
water and unlike frog tadpoles,
grow their front legs before their
back ones.

March 11
sea and coast

Red cushion star Porania pulvillus on maerl bed (Phymatolithon
calcareum), Little Loch Broom

March is actually
the coldest month for
seawater temperatures,
which lag behind those
on land, but a good
time for seashore forays.

● Maerl

unattached nodules or twiggy
pieces on the seabed, and can
form large beds underwater. Maerl
beds shelter many small animals,
and are a important nursery and

feeding grounds for a wide range
of marine life. Maerl is fragile and
very slow-growing, and the beds
are easily damaged by mobile
ﬁshing gear.

Maerl gravel on beach, Plockton

The white sand on the beautiful
‘coral’ beaches of Wester Ross is
made up of knobbly fragments,
not of coral, but of the bleached
skeletons of a curious calciﬁed
red seaweed called maerl. At low
spring tides on ‘coral’ beaches,
you can sometimes see live maerl,
looking very different. Living maerl
is bright purple-pink, grows as

Confusingly, ‘spring’ tides occur throughout the year,
twice a month, around new and full moon (alternating with ‘neap’ tides).
However, around the equinoxes, low spring tides are especially low,
a good time to see marine life that is rarely exposed.

12 am Màrt
freshwater
● Dippers, mayﬂies and stoneﬂies

Dippers may be heard singing when the sun is shining; the River Ewe
and Flowerdale Burn are good places to ﬁnd one. They feed on aquatic
insect larvae, including mayﬂies and stoneﬂies. Most larvae are at their
biggest and juiciest in March just prior to hatching in April and May. Is
this why young Dippers also hatch at this particular time? Let us know
where you ﬁnd a dipper! We found them by a stream high above a series
of waterfalls in Beinn Eighe NNR where there are no juvenile salmon or
trout, so lots more insects for dippers to feed04
on. Loch Kernsary

Place to visit…

Loch Kernsary to see dippers
Loch
Ewe

83
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Poolewe
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Kernsary
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Maree

● Muirburn

crofting and land use

Muirburn is a traditional land
management tool which
encourages the regeneration
of heather moorland, improves
grazing, and has beneﬁts for
wildlife. Prescribed burning allows
the creation of a range of heather
areas of different ages across a
stretch of moorland.
The young regenerating heather
offers an important source of food
for moorland birds and animals,
as well as providing a suitable
nesting habitat for a variety of
species. Taller, more mature
heather offers nesting cover
for other birds and shelter from
weather and predators for other
species such as mountain hares.
Prescribed burning can only be

carried out at certain times of
the year, when the weather and
ground conditions are suitable.
Fires need to be carefully

controlled, to prevent the risk of
damage to other habitats so it is
important the Muirburn Code is
adhered to.

April
spring

14 An Giblean

mountain and moorland
● Basking reptiles

Common lizards come out of
hibernation in spring to bask in
the heat of the sun. Bare ground
and rock warms quickly in the
sun and helps these cold-blooded

woodland
● The ﬁrst wild ﬂowers

April is the month before tree buds
burst, when spring wild ﬂowers
remind us that, after the long
winter, summer is at last on its
way. Among the ﬁrst to blossom
are the wood anemones, which
take their botanical name from
the Greek for the wind, anemos.
They nod gently in the breeze
gaining the alternative name by
which they are known throughout
northern Europe, ‘wind-ﬂower’.

creatures to heat their blood. Look
out also for the basking slowworm; a legless lizard – that can
actually move very quickly when
disturbed and after it has warmed

up. The venomous adder, or its
discarded skin may be seen, but
this shy snake is rarely seen and
appears to be increasingly scarce
in the region.

April 15
bogland
● Spring snack

Hairs tail cotton grass provides
an early bite in spring for sheep
and deer after the winter months,
and has been long known as very
beneﬁcial for grazing sheep. It
grows in tussocks with a single
ﬂower developing as the seeds
ripen. Don’t confuse it with common
cotton grass that has clusters of
nodding, cottony ﬂower heads
rather than the single ﬂowering
head of hairs tail cotton grass.
crofting and land use
● Hedges, dykes and ditches

Boundary features such as hedges, ditches and dykes require regular
maintenance. Such linear features should be managed by sensitive
cutting, clearing and reinstatement. Such features provide refuge for
small mammals, birds and insects as well as a linear route for bats to
follow as they forage at night.
Hedges: New hedges should be
planted using native species and
shrubs to ﬁll in the gaps.

Place to visit…
Slaggan to see ﬂowers
02 Slaggan
and birds in the spring
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Dykes: Dykes should be
maintained using materials that
are traditional to the area and to a
standard and style that is normally
found there.

Ditches: Natural watercourses do
not require regular management
however artiﬁcial ditches usually
require regular intervention to
enable them to function effectively
and to maintain their wildlife
interest.

16 An Giblean
sea and coast

Sea gooseberry Pleurobrachia pileus

Seawater temperatures are at last beginning to rise, and a few
consecutive sunny days in April might spark the most signiﬁcant
event of the year in the sea – the spring plankton bloom.

● Plankton bloom

Add sunlight (longer days) and
fertiliser (nutrients stirred up by
winter storms), and plants grow
vigorously – this is what happens
in spring in our coastal waters.
Suddenly the clear water turns
green and murky as millions of

tiny algae multiply. Tiny animals,
including the larvae of many
seashore animals, feed on the
algae. Seabed creatures like
featherstars and soft corals, and
ﬁsh including sandeels, mackerel,
and even the huge basking shark,

gorge on this plankton soup.
Later, larger predators including
jellyﬁsh, feed on the smaller
ones. The whole annual cycle of
productivity in the sea is driven by
tiny planktonic algae.

providing easy meals for Heron,
Red-breasted Merganser, and
Otter. Upon reaching saltwater,

salmon smolts head to distant
Arctic feeding grounds; young sea
trout remain in coastal waters.

freshwater
● The smolt run . . .

Juvenile salmon and some trout
turn silvery during the winter in
preparation for life at sea. The
‘smolt run’ (downstream migration
of young salmon and sea trout)
usually reaches a peak at the
end of April or in early May. In
dry years, river levels may be so
low that smolts are delayed in
reaching the sea. Sometimes they
can be seen crowded together in
shallow pools awaiting rainfall,

May
spring
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18 an Cèitean

Soft coral Alcyonium digitatum

Often a glorious month
in Wester Ross, May is
a productive time in
the sea with plentiful
food for ﬁxed animals
that can ﬁlter-feed on
tiny plankton.
sea and coast
● Soft corals

Soft corals, known to divers as
‘deadmen’s ﬁngers’, are common
below low water all around our
coasts, attached to rocks and
wrecks. They are related to hard
corals, but have no hard skeleton,
just tiny calcareous splinters.
They have many tiny ‘polyps’,
each with 8 branched tentacles

that trap food particles from
the water, so soft corals are
particularly abundant where there
is plenty of water movement to
bring constant food. Later in the

year, from August onwards when
food becomes scarce, soft corals
withdraw their feeding polyps
and rest for a few months, before
spawning in winter.

bogland
● Azure hawker

This beautiful dragonﬂy is a
northern species and a bog pool
specialist. The, dark torpedo
shaped nymphs, prefer shallow
bog pools, and may remain in
the pools for three years before
emerging as adults. The adults
will bask on rocks, and whilst not
very abundant may land on you if
near-bye. It may be confused with
the male common hawker, but
emerges earlier in the year and is
distinctly more blue in coloration.

May 19
woodland

05 Tollie Path

● Britain’s favourite

The choice of a suitable icon for May was tricky. Should it be the
tree actually named after the month (otherwise called hawthorn) or
bluebells? From January until now, while the trees and bracken created
no shade, the bluebells were taking advantage of the open canopy to
photosynthesise and build themselves up. Now their main purpose is to
make seed, so masses of brightly coloured petals that also reﬂect U.V.
radiation attract insects to collect nectar and fertilise the ﬂowers. From
mid-June other plants will dominate the woodland ﬂoor, but the bluebells
will be busy below ground, preparing themselves for next year.

Place to visit…

Tollie Path to see Scottish bluebells
Slattadale to see emerging dragonﬂies

Poolewe
Loch
Kernsary
Loch
Tollaidh
1km
1mile

Loch
Maree

A 832
Slattadale

20 an Cèitean
mountain and moorland
● Ferocious beetle

The striking green beetle you may
see scurrying across the bare
ground or sandy places is most
likely to be the tiger beetle. This
predatory beetle received its name
because of its ferocity in attacking
its prey. It is most likely to be seen
in spring or early summer and in
colour it may range from bright
green to almost black.

freshwater
● Wild trout and

waterfall pools

crofting and land use

● The social gathering

Local, multi-activity fairs offer a diversity of country-based activities for
all the family from archery to sheep shearing. The Moy Game Fair focuses
on ﬁeld sports activities with competitions in ﬂy casting, gun dog handling
and clay pigeon shooting. In the west, the Strathcarron Country Day
promotes traditional skills and offers demonstrations in horse-shoeing,
coppicing and scything. Country Day events such as these continue to be
popular with both locals and visitors. They help to raise awareness of the
natural environment and provide a base for the sale of local produce.

Brown trout live in many of the
lochs and streams of Wester Ross.
Trout are often easiest to catch in
pools below waterfalls: ﬁne places
to introduce a newcomer to ﬁshing.
Wild trout ﬁshing is best from late
April to September; ﬁshing permits
can be bought at local shops for
only a few pounds, while residents
can join their local angling club.
There are dozens of wonderful
hill lochs to explore. The biggest,
wiliest trout are often found in
small lochans where there are just
a few ﬁsh and the feeding is best.
Go carefully; try not to disturb other
wildlife, especially breeding redthroated divers.

June
summer

‘Cattle are usually
turned out onto
unenclosed or hill land
in early June …’

22 an t-Òg-mhios
● Saltmarshes

sea and coast

For a couple of weeks at the
beginning of June, the saltmarshes
of Wester Ross are transformed
as a spectacular display of the
beautiful ﬂowers of thrift or sea
pink Armeria maritima covers the
short turf. Don’t miss it; though
thrift continues to ﬂower through
the summer, the main display is
soon over, especially if grazing
sheep discover it. Also special to
our sealoch saltmarshes is moss
wrack (Fucus muscoides), a tiny
brown seaweed only a centimetre
or so high which tinges the turf
ginger.

Moss wrack Fucus muscoides

Saltmarsh with thrift Armeria maritima

There is lots of food for animals in the sea
at the start of the summer, so this is a time of
growth, with lots of juvenile animals around.
Later, growth slows as nutrients run out.

June is a special time on Highland
shores, with masses of ﬂowers
brightening the saltmarshes and
the back of seashores above high
tide.

bogland
● Carnivorous plants

Some plants are able to obtain food by trapping insects in their leaves,
and digesting juices from their prey. These are carnivorous plants such
as butterwort, (sometimes called ‘bog violet’ because of its purple June
ﬂowers), and the sticky leaved sundews. You may see the little black dots
of trapped insects when the leaves are open. The wet acidic soils provide
little ‘food value’ for plants so catching insects is one way of obtaining
nutrients. Sundews have small self-fertilising ﬂowers, so they do not
need the fertilising services of the insects on which they feed.

June 23
freshwater
● Survival of the biggest jaws

Great diving beetle larvae grow to
over 5cm long and are the ﬁercest
predators of tadpoles. On a still
day they can be seen suspended
from the water surface by tail
appendages through which they
breathe, munching. When the
tadpole supply is exhausted, they
munch each other. Those that
are not themselves munched,
metamorphose into large glossy
black beetles, which may ﬂy
away to a larger lochan to munch
newts and small ﬁsh. What other
bugs can you ﬁnd in your nearby
pool? Lochans without trout have
more beetles and bugs, amazing
dragonﬂy larvae and …

woodland
● Sssssh!

The roe deer fawn lies patiently and perfectly still in the woodland
undergrowth, awaiting its mother’s return from a spot of foraging.
Close-up it is easy for us to see, but even from a short distance away
its mottled coat is the perfect camouﬂage. So keep your eyes open and
mind your step when you take a summer walk in the woods. The fawn
– there are usually two – will grow quickly, so that by mid-August it will
be almost as tall as its mother. The spots darken so that its coat changes
to uniform brown.

20 Reiff
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Place to visit…
Reiff to see otters

Alltan Dubh

Loch
Osgaig

Polbain
Achiltibuie
The Summer Isles

Polglass
Achvraie

24 an t-Òg-mhios
mountain and moorland

● Nesting waders

Many waders leave the feeding
grounds of the seashore to breed
in the remote moorlands; green
shank and the golden plover are
two such waders that incubate
their eggs deep undercover of
the moorland vegetation. The
presence of these breeding
birds may be revealed by the
bird standing guard on a nearby
hummock or stone, but any threat
will result in a strong alarm call
warning intruders to say away!
Their chick’s hatch with a coat
of warm down, almost ready to
leave the nest, so a soft nest lining
is not necessary. Some waders
such as the rare dotterel use the
mountaintops as their preferred
nesting grounds.
● Summer grazing of

unenclosed land by cattle

Cattle are usually turned out onto
unenclosed or hill land in early
June and kept there until early
Autumn. The cattle improve the
biodiversity of unenclosed or
hill ground by maintaining and
restoring the balance between
dwarf shrubs and the courser
moorland grass. This type of
habitat, cannot thrive in improved
areas. Cutting or grazing in the
correct way will encourage plants
to set seeds. Scrub and bracken
will be prevented from invading
and the land will provide additional
shelter, food and hibernation sites
for invertebrates, birds and small
mammals.

crofting and land use
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26 an t-Iuchar
woodland

Place to visit…
Slattadale
to see dragonﬂies

Loch
Maree to see
10
Slattadale

black throated divers
Loch
Maree
Slattadale

A
1km

83

2

1mile

● Scots Pines

Not much of the old Scots Pine
forest remains, the best trees
having been felled long ago for the
valuable timber. However, there
are pockets left in remote places
to remind us that native conifers
are nothing like the dense, linear
‘Christmas tree’ plantations we
see throughout the Highlands.
Native pines grow sparsely, so
the woodland they create is open
and well lit with a rich and diverse
ground ﬂora. On warm days, the
air is heavy with the sweet scent
of pine resin.

bogland

● ‘Bone breaker’

The beautiful golden yellow ﬂowers of bog asphodel are best seen in
July. It thrives on the wet moorlands and has been declared the county
ﬂower of Ross shire. Folklore suggested that it was responsible for
brittle bones in sheep, also reﬂected in its Latin name - Nartheciums
ossifragum (bone breaker). The real cause is likely to be due to the
calcium poor pastures.

July 27
July is a good time to watch for larger sea creatures from a
clifftop vantage point, or to take a special cetacean-watching trip in a boat.

sea and coast
● Cetaceans & basking sharks

Bottlenosed dolphins Tursiops truncatus, Loch Carron

The Minch is one of the top places in the world for cetacean spotting,
and the productive Wester Ross coast is regularly visited by harbour
porpoises, a variety of dolphins, and minke and orca whales. With calm
seas, patience, a good pair of binoculars, and an identiﬁcation guide, you
can spend many happy hours debating whether the dorsal ﬁn you saw
brieﬂy breaking the surface belonged to a minke or a dolphin. Basking
sharks should also be around this month, and are easy to distinguish
from cetaceans – they have both dorsal and tail ﬁns showing at the
same time.

Place to visit…
Road to Rhu Reidh
to see cetaceans

07 Lighthouse road
Rubha Reidh
Lighthouse

1km
1mile

Melvaig
Aultgrishan

Peterburn
North Erradale
Big Sand
Longa

28 an t-Iuchar
mountain and moorland
● Velvet beauty

The Scotch Argus butterﬂy is one of the last butterﬂies to emerge and is
on the wing from July to September. With a low erratic ﬂight the almost
black velvety appearance of the male distinguishes it from other species.
The female is paler and spends her time looking to lay eggs in sunny
spots where tall grass such as purple moor grass grows. Argus refers to
Greek mythology and the ‘many eyed’ which describes the ring of eye
spots on the edge of the wing.

freshwater
● Snorkel a sedge ﬂy lochan

Below the surface, the Palmate newt and Great diving beetle battle for
supremacy. Look for sedge ﬂy (Caddis) larvae, with protective cases
made from a variety of plant fragments and small stones. Some cases
are unwieldy things, which the caddis grub drags over the bottom. The
case of some Leptocerid larvae is much neater: a spiral of equal-length
plant fragments, streamlined for swimming. Caddis larvae hatch into
moth-like sedge ﬂies, which ﬂutter across the water surface; food for
rare scoter ducklings, and trout!

crofting and land use
● Raising awareness

One of the aims of the Biodiversity
Action Plan is to create more
interpretation, education and
recreational opportunities
within woodlands and to target
schools, local people and visitors.
Here, school aged children
are encouraged to record
interesting wildlife sightings and
to become involved in woodland
monitoring projects. Increased
use of woodlands for recreation
provides many beneﬁts, however
there are some negative effects
including the erosion of paths and
disturbance to wildlife. By creating
paths within woodlands access
can be managed and disturbance
kept to a minimum.
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sea and coast
● Seagrass beds

Eelgrass (Zostera marina), together
with two smaller relatives, is our
only truly marine ﬂowering plant,
although its ﬂowers, which form
in summer, are tiny and very
specialised. Eelgrass grows in
dense green underwater meadows
in sand and mud in shallow water
in several places around our
coasts. It is sometimes exposed
by a low tide, and often washed
ashore after storms. Eelgrass

By August, there are many young ﬁsh
and invertebrates settling on the seabed,
looking for a place to hide until they grow
big enough to fend for themselves.
beds are home to many animals
including this beautiful stalked
jellyﬁsh. Pipeﬁsh, looking like dead
eelgrass leaves, are well disguised
in seagrass beds, and many other
ﬁsh use them as nursery and
feeding grounds.

bogland
● Bogland butterﬂy

The large heath butterﬂy is particularly attracted to wetter areas of the
moorlands; ﬂying low to the ground its ﬂight is restless and erratic. The
food plant of the caterpillar is cotton grass, and on warm sunny days the
adults can be seen visiting heather ﬂowers such as cross-leaved heath,
but is also on the wing in overcast weather. Care need to be taken not to
confuse it with the more common - small heath butterﬂy!

Stalked jellyﬁsh on eelgrass blade

Eelgrass Zostera marina bed

30 an Lùnasdal

August 31
freshwater
● Jumping trout

mountain and moorland
● Moorland resident

Red grouse are not as common
on the Wester Ross moorlands
as the intensively managed
grouse moors of the east and
central Highlands, but you may
occasionally disturb one and hear
the ‘go-bak, go-bak, go-bak’
alarm call of this endemic bird.
Although the heather ling is not as
dominant here in the west it still
provides food cover for this bird,
and the ﬂower creates a lovely
purple hue to the moors at this
time of year.

crofting and land use

There is a pool in the hills near
Aultbea where waterlilies and
bog bean grow, and water lobelia
ﬂowers poke above the water
surface like miniature blue
periscopes. Here, snapping wild
trout may jump 20cm or more out
of the water; quite a spectacle
on a sunny day! The pool is
prime habitat for dragonﬂies and
damselﬂies: 5 or 6 species can be
found around the mossy margins.
Not so far away, the gentle art of
‘dapping’ was developed on Loch
Maree and accounted for a British
record sea trout of 19.5lb (9kg) in
1952. Using a ﬂoss line to catch
the breeze, ‘dapping ﬂies’ are
clearly imitations of dragonﬂies.

● Heather moorland

Heather moorland habitat is
quite common in Wester Ross.
It is important for mosses and
liverworts, and the tall heather
can be invaluable for ground
nestling birds. Such areas should
not be included in muirburn
programmes. Moorland habitat
provides a source of rough grazing
and shelter for livestock, but
careful consideration needs to
be given to the levels of grazing,
the recommended stocking
density is 4.5 livestock units
per hectare, Having a balanced,
management plan in place allows
the regeneration of heather and
other vegetation.

32 an Lùnasdal
woodland
● Plants that cheat the trees

Broad-leaved helleborine is
a spectacular orchid found in
woodland. This 3 ft mature plant
has 16 spikes, each bearing
more than 50 ﬂowers, and is
surrounded by smaller plants
and seedlings. It associates with
symbiotic root fungi attached to
roots of trees, in this case birches.
The trees feed themselves on
carbohydrates manufactured in
their leaves, but some passes
down to the roots from whence it
is taken by symbiotic fungi that
gather and supply other nutrients
in exchange. Several woodland
plant species, including orchids,

cash in on this free-food transport
system by invading the fungi and
grabbing a share.

Place to visit…
Mellon Udrigle,
to see otters, seals and
sea birds
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34 an t-Sultainn
mountain and moorland
● Wild berries

There are a host of plants
producing wild berries at this
time of year, and even the open
hillside has Autumn berry bearers.
These provide food for birds
and animals, and also people, if
you know which ones to pick!
Cowberry bears clusters of jewel
like red berries, the evergreen
crowberry is named after the
raven wing blackness of the berry,
but the best tasting berry for your
pie is that of the blaeberry.

24 ??? midges
bogland

=

● Biting midge

Ullapool
Gairloch

Kyle of
Lochalsh

By September the biting
midges are beginning to be less
troublesome than the summer
months. Bogs are the perfect place
for midges where their larvae
are adapted to survive in the low
oxygen and acidic condition of the
peaty mud. Biting midges obtain
their sustenance from the blood
of mammals or birds. The most
common people biter is the female
of the notorious - Cullicoides

crofting and land use
● Traditional cropping

Two of the main elements required
to maintain traditional crofting
practices are rotational cropping
and the retention of cattle. The
continuation of these practices,
will ensure the protection and
enhancement of the increasingly
rare croft landscapes and
associated species and habitats

together with the strong cultural
identity associated with crofting
. The rotational cropping system
ensures that the land is kept in
good condition and fertility levels
are maintained. Training is needed
to encourage and support the
continuation and development of
traditional cropping.

obsoletus, but there are over 400
species of midges which are not
bloodsuckers.

September 35

sea and coast
● Life in rock pools

Equinoctial spring
tides again lure us
to the seashore, where
exceptionally low tides
reveal hidden treasures
in lower shore rock pools.

Spined stickleback Spinachia spinachia and green
seaweed in rock pool

Using mask & snorkel to look in a rock pool

Compared to being permanently
covered by the sea, living in an
intertidal rock pool can be tough.
Animals and seaweeds are subject
to sun, rain, heatwaves and cold
snaps, so must tolerate a wide
range of salinity and temperature,
and a sudden shock as the tide
comes in. These stresses are less
towards the bottom of the shore,
which is exposed for a shorter
time, so you will ﬁnd a much
wider range of life in rock pools
here. Delicate and beautiful red
seaweeds wait to be discovered,
and maybe exotic creatures such
as cup corals, sea slugs and
octopus.

36 an t-Sultainn
● Wood ants

woodland

Wood ants are Britain’s largest
ants, busy colonial creatures that
build huge mound nests out of dry
leaves and twigs, usually in pine
woods. Here, among birches, they
have made their nest mostly of
dead needles from the adjacent
juniper, a bush often found in old
woodland. The workers spend
their time hunting for small
invertebrates or scavenging dead
insects, which are deconstructed
into fragments small enough to
be carried into the nest. As with
all organisms, symbiosis is an
important feature of the wood
ant lifestyle. Specialised beetles
and worms share the nest and
aphids are milked for the sugary
‘honeydew’ they exude.

● Silver eels

Female eels of 80cm+ have been
found in some lochs in Wester
Ross. Big eels often live among
the stones at the outﬂow of
lochs. Before the start of an epic
migration to the Sargasso Sea,
they turn from yellow-brown to
silver-grey. Most leave freshwater
long before they reach this
size. Eels are a favourite food
of otters, which munch them up
like pepperoni sausages. Large
numbers of young eels (elvers)
used to enter local rivers; until the
1980s ﬁshermen caught them in
the Gruinard and Little Gruinard
rivers. Because numbers have
dwindled, the European eel is now
protected.
The Wester Ross Fisheries Trust
records eels during electro-ﬁshing
surveys each year, and as they migrate
to sea at the Tournaig trap. Please
contact the WRFT (01445 712 899) to
join the WRFT ﬁsh survey team for a
day in the ﬁeld.

freshwater

October

autumn

38 an Dàmhair
bogland
● Hardy grass

Deer grass grows in dense tufts,
and gives the moors an orange
glow during the autumn months.
Deer grass is characteristic of
the drier ridges of raised bogs
and mountainous blanket bogs
where it can become widespread.
It grows to 35 cm and endures
grazing and trampling by sheep,
cattle and deer as well as ﬁre
damage. Though it is poor food for
browsing red deer, by necessity it
forms a large part of their diet.

woodland
● Upstairs, downstairs

Late summer to autumn is mushroom time, when rotting logs, and
indeed the forest ﬂoor itself, erupt with the spore producing bodies of
countless decomposer, parasitic and scavenging fungi. To represent the
many, here is a beautiful pair of saffron milk caps (Lactarius deterrimus)
which are just the above ground tip of a symbiotic fungal ‘iceberg’.
Unseen, below our feet, their branched ﬁbrous mycelium spreads
through the soil, gathering nutrients of all sorts for themselves and
to supply to other plants, especially the trees above, in exchange for
carbohydrate they cannot make for themselves.

freshwater
● Our secret ﬁsh

Arctic Charr are seldom caught
by anglers and rarely seen. Loch
Maree has two forms of charr: a
small big-eyed form which lives
in the deepest parts of the loch,
and a larger herring-sized ﬁsh
which eats zooplankton near
the water surface. Sometimes
shoals of the latter form can be
seen rufﬂing the water surface
on a still, overcast day in late
autumn or at dusk. At spawning
time, male charr develop a bright
red belly. Most spawning sites
(including those in Loch Maree)
are unknown.
To help with a ‘charr discovery’
expedition, please contact the Wester
Ross Fisheries Trust (01445 712 899).

October 39
● The autumn rut

mountain and moorland

Autumn is the rutting time for red
deer stags, which rely on shows
of strength to attract and keep
a harem of hinds. October is a
good time to hear the roaring of
stags to deter potential rivals,
and two well-matched stags may
clash antlers to ﬁght for their
supremacy. All this activity leaves
the stag exhausted at the end of
the rut, and a stag will need all its
remaining strength to survive the
hard winter months.

Place to visit…
Loch na h-Oidhche and

see
09Blughasary
Loch nato h-oidhche
rutting deer
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40 an Dàmhair
● Scallops

Initially, the young adults or ‘spat’
of both king and queen scallops
need marine undergrowth to
attach to, using strong byssus
threads. So an intact seabed,
undamaged by heavy dredges
and trawls, is vital for this stage in
their survival. Around October and
November, the thumbnail-sized
scallops detach and start a freeliving existence on the seabed,
where they are very vulnerable
to predators. Their many eyes
are very sensitive to light and
movement, and they can ‘taste’
the water to detect their main
predators, starﬁsh and crabs.
Scallops can escape by swimming
actively for short distances.

By October, the tiny larvae of many of the animals
that spawned in spring have settled out of the
plankton onto the seabed, and have changed into
miniature adults.
Young queen scallops Aequipecten opercularis attached
to oatenpipe hydroid Tubularia sp

sea and coast

crofting and land use
● Sheep dipping and the

water environment

The use of fertilizer and sheep
dip is usually a necessary part of
crofting life. The dipping of sheep
can play an important part in
the maintenance of good animal
welfare. The treatment chemicals
used are effective against
parasites, such as ticks, but can
also be hazardous to the aquatic
environment and human health.
The Sheep Dipping Code takes
account of the various regulations
and its aim is to safeguard the
quality of the water by preventing
the entry of sheep dip chemicals
into the water environment .

November

autumn

in
n ra
m
u
t
Au
avy

er
show aster,
.
ring
e
ne
h
coto g, devou uss
dden
e
u
h
s
A
to t itterin ey disc
s in
fall ring, tw s and th by tree, ed
t
g
ar
ke
flic r of win rom a ne silhouet
r
f
y
i
l
h
e
i
A w
mov
erk
next crests p ng sky.
the
i
e
n
l
rke
-ta
tell t the da re gone. barren a
ns
,
ds agai ly they
stan us fruit ain.
n
r
e
e
d
t
d
r
s
io
a
c
Su
g
e
s
n
n
u
i
o
cot
ts l he waxw
i
f
The
o
of t
pped
stri d victim
e
k
shoc
wley
Po
ley
Shir

42 an t-Samhainn
woodland
● Weird fungi

mountain and moorland
● The evergreen juniper

Juniper is one of only three native evergreen trees to grow in Britain,
and may be seen in the form of a conical tree growing on the relatively
un-grazed islands of Loch Maree. At high altitude juniper grows in a
prostrate (low to the ground) form, but more commonly grows into a low
twisting shrub; the plant does not tolerate regular browsing or burning
and is not that common in parts of the uplands. The berries are green
when they form, and don’t ripen and turn black until the following year.

store, from falling to the ground
where other decomposer fungi
and bacteria would soon guzzle
it. When you see twigs sticking to
an old hazel tree at odd angles,
check for the Glue Fungus’s
cement pads securely holding
twigs and branches together. This
is much more common than you
might expect.

Place to visit…
Loch Clair and
Loch Coulin
to see autumn colours
and salmon

Beinn Eighe woodland,
to see woodland birds,
including woodpeckers
and crossbills

12 Loch Clair & Coulin
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Hazel woods abound in Wester
Ross and hazel trees are home
to the weird ‘Glue Fungus’. It
lives harmlessly inside trunks,
branches and twigs, occasionally
emerging as sticky tufts on the
surface to capture dead branches,
cementing them in place high
above the ground. This prevents
dead wood, the fungus’s food
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November 43
sea and coast
● Flame shell reefs

Some marine animals can modify large areas of seabed, making it a
better place for all sorts of other marine life to live. One of these is the
ﬂame shell (or ﬁle shell), a spectacular bivalve with a beautiful fringe of
long, sticky tentacles that lives entirely hidden in a nest of stones and
shells it builds on the seabed. In the right conditions, hundreds of ﬂame
shell nests come together to form extensive reefs, making a stable home
for thousands of small creatures and rich feeding grounds for young ﬁsh.
Many ﬂame shell reefs have been decimated by bottom trawling.

Flame shell Limaria hians

Short days mean little
light for plant growth,
so there is less food
around, and many
marine animals rest
until the spring.
But at any time of
year there is plenty of
underwater colour, if
you know where to look.

freshwater
● Journeys’ end

(and beginning!)

Female salmon lay their eggs in
‘redds’ excavated in river gravels.
When water levels are low in the
late autumn, bow waves can be
seen where big red male salmon
with enlarged ‘kyped’ jaws battle
with each other. Sometime they
move between pools with just
their heads in the water, sending
showers of spray into the air.
Salmon are taken by otters, and
their carcasses are scavenged by
many animals including fox, pine
marten, badger and white-tailed
eagle.
For more information, please go to
www.wrft.org.uk

44 an t-Samhainn
bogland

● Sphagnum moss

The bog harbours many species,
but is the creation of one particular
type of plant. Sphagnum moss is
94% water and can survive with
very little nutrient. On average
peat forms at 1mm a year through

the decay of sphagnum and the
resulting layers of peat can be
well over 5m in depth. Sphagnum
was put to good use in the past
acting as a natural sponge, and
during the War its absorbent

properties were utilised as a
bandage. Spagnum capillﬁolium
is one of the more common
bogland mosses found in the
north forming a striking crimson
cushion.

a variety of habitats. Many of the
old dykes have been replaced
by fences. Fencing can provide
an effective way to control stock

preventing them from straying onto
sensitive areas and it can ease
stock handling and allow more
control over grazing patterns.

crofting and land use
● Stock control and

feeding practices

Well managed stock control will
maintain and enhance biodiversity
on croft land. By moving stock on
a regular basis and by maintaining
suitable numbers, grazings will
have the chance to recover and
plants will seed. Sheep, deer
and cattle have different grazing
habits. If managed well this
can lead to more evenly spread
grazing activity.
Traditionally stone dykes were
used to provide a long term
natural barrier which offered
shelter to stock and also provided

December
winter

46 an Dùbhlachd

Norway lobster Nephrops norvegicus

Winter is a quiet time on land, but underwater
there is lots of activity. Seawater temperatures
are still relatively high, and wind and waves stir
up nutrients in preparation for the coming spring
plankton bloom.

woodland
● Footprints in the snow

From time to time in winter, snow
may cover most things of wildlife
interest, but it serves to reveal
which animals are doing what
and where. Here, in spruce forest,
roe deer (we think) have been
active in the night. Footprints and
droppings of badger, otter, voles,
mice, rabbits and many different
birds can also be found. Carry a
Tracks & Signs book with you and
see if you can tell which animals
have been around. Be prepared
to discover, disappointed, that
domestic dog or cat made your
‘wild’ animal tracks!

sea and coast
● Norway lobsters

Deep in the waters of Wester
Ross, animals living on the seabed
are insulated from the cold and
winter storms at the surface.
Prawns or Norway lobsters
(Nephrops norvegicus) live in
mud burrows in our sheltered
sealochs, and in the deeper parts
of the Minch. Their burrows are Ushaped with two exit holes, so the
prawns can make a quick getaway
if threatened. Bright orange
(even before they are cooked!),
these beautiful crustaceans have
large, black eyes to maximise the
dim light where they live. They
often hunt nocturnally from their
burrows, scavenging anything
they can ﬁnd. ‘Berried’ female
prawns release tiny, bizarrelooking larvae that ﬂoat in the
plankton for a while before settling
on a new muddy seabed.

December 47
06 Cove

Place to visit…

Cove, to see otters and cetaceans
at mouth of Loch Ewe
1km
1mile

Loch an
Draing

Cove
Loch
Ewe
Loch
Sguod
Inverasdale

mountain and moorland
● Winter camouﬂage

In its white winter coat the mountain hare is well camouﬂaged from
predators among the snow and frost which lie late into the year. The
moult to winter white begins in October and is about complete by
December. It is triggered off by decreasing daylight, the rate varying
depending on the temperature and amount of snow on the round. The
main winter food of the mountain hare is heather, which is supplemented
by cotton grass, heath rush and other moorland plants in the summer.

48 an Dùbhlachd

bogland
● Ancient stumps

Bogs are very acidic and have
little oxygen, creating ideal
conditions for preserving woody
material, pollen grains and even
the remains of ancient man!
Sometimes when bogs are
damaged, or when peat is eroded
ancient stumps are revealed.
Radiocarbon dating has revealed
many of these stumps to be
over 4000 years old, and provide
evidence that trees grew here
when the climate was much drier.
crofting and land use
● Inbye land

The inbye area tends to be the most fertile. Traditionally grass for hay
cutting, turnips and tatties would have been grown. Livestock is moved
from moorland and hillside grazings to inbye areas of the croft for several
months each year. This is done for several reasons including ease of
feeding and for stock welfare. Moving them to inbye areas gives the
moorland and hillside a chance to recover and regenerate and ensures
the survival of associated ﬂora and fauna.
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Public access to
Scotland’s outdoors
The Scottish Outdoor Access Codes are
laid around the basic principles below:
● Respect the interests of other people
● Take responsibility for your own actions
● Care for your environment
● Keep your dog under proper control,

particularly near livestock.
For further information, visit:
www.outdooraccess-scotland.com

‘Know the code before you go’

Wester Ross –
a rare wilderness

