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RSPB plans for Abernethy Forest 

Statement by Ramblers Scotland 

2 August 2013 

This statement clarifies the position of Ramblers Scotland (RS) in relation to remarks 

attributed to RSPB Scotland about their planting proposals for Abernethy Forest in the 

Cairngorms National Park. These remarks appeared in the Sunday Herald  on 28 July 2013 in 

response to a statement of concern produced for RS by three experts on native pinewood 

conservation, Basil Dunlop, Richard Balharry and Adam Watson. This statement is now 

available on the Ramblers Scotland website at:  http://www.ramblers.org.uk/scotland/what-

we-do/ramblers-position-on/rspb-scotland-planting-proposals-for-abernethy-forest.aspx.  

The planting proposals are clearly a matter of  dispute and we anticipate there will be 

considerable opposition to the RSPB proposals as these become more widely known. 

Nevertheless we hope they can be resolved in forthcoming discussions with RSPB, RS and 

other interests. 

RS wishes to emphasise that in general we have good working relationships with the RSPB in 

Scotland. The Director of RSPB Scotland, Stuart Housden, has made a massive contribution 

to the conservation of Scotland’s natural heritage over many years for which we should all 

be grateful. He has turned RSPB Scotland into a world-class conservation organisation. RS 

staff have enjoyed working with him and RSPB colleagues on many issues and will continue 

to do so in the future. 

For example, we welcome the long campaign that the RSPB fought, in  the 1980s and since, 

to protect peatlands from afforestation. Today they are seeking external funding to remove 

trees planted on the great flows or peat bogs of Caithness and Sutherland.  This is an 

essential step in restoring much wildlife to these areas and in maximising the opportunity 

for Scotland to  protect these peatlands as an aid  in global attempts to reduce damaging 

emissions of greenhouse gases  and so reduce further global warming.   The RSPB has the 

full support of RS in its efforts to secure the funding needed to achieve these aims. 

In relation to the Old Caledonian pinewoods we consider that the recent publication of The 

Ancient Pinewoods of Scotland – A Traveller’s Guide (1) by Clifton Bain to be an outstanding 

contribution to the conservation of these ancient woodlands and their public enjoyment. It 

is the most important publication about these special pinewoods since the 1959 publication, 

http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/home-news/rspbs-plans-to-expand-forest-come-under-fire.21710890
http://www.ramblers.org.uk/scotland/what-we-do/ramblers-position-on/rspb-scotland-planting-proposals-for-abernethy-forest.aspx
http://www.ramblers.org.uk/scotland/what-we-do/ramblers-position-on/rspb-scotland-planting-proposals-for-abernethy-forest.aspx
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The Native Pinewoods of Scotland by Steven and Carlisle (2), which first documented the 

extent of the remains of the great Forest of Caledon. Steven and Carlisle explained the key 

characteristics which defined the values in natural and cultural heritage of the native 

pinewoods as well as providing an indication of how they should be replenished and 

extended into the future. Clifton is a senior member of RSPB staff based in their Scottish 

Headquarters. The RSPB are to be congratulated in facilitating and encouraging Clifton in 

the survey work and writing which has led to this publication. It is essential reading for 

anyone who cares about our native woodlands. 

RS staff are working with Clifton in the development of publications which will help to 

encourage the wider public to appreciate and understand the importance of the Old 

Caledonian pinewoods and to increase public visits. That work will continue, unabated, 

irrespective of our disagreement over the future of Abernethy.  

In March this year we were contacted by a number of people who were concerned at RSPB 

proposals to plant large areas of the southern section of their Abernethy Forest Reserve in 

the Cairngorms National Park. The proposals would involve planting 72,000 saplings of 

native species (mainly broadleaved trees) in two areas covering a total of 806 hectares. The 

planting would take place over the next 10 years.  Almost all of the proposed planting area 

lies on moorland between the existing southern edge of the forest and the upper slopes of 

the Cairngorms massif. It was clear from these representations that the RSPB had been told, 

over several years, that such planting would damage the outstanding natural heritage in this 

area and would be contrary to existing policy and practice. In April RS reinforced these 

concerns in communications  with RSPB Scottish headquarters staff. An offer was made by 

the RSPB Director Scotland to RS Director to arrange a visit for RS to examine the proposals 

on the ground, but with the clear impression given  that this was to explain to RS what the 

RSPB were going to do. There was no indication that there might be a reconsideration at 

Scottish headquarters of the policy concerns that were being expressed by RS and others. It 

is expected that this visit will take place on 20 August when RS will discuss  how damaging 

the RSPB’s current proposals are to natural heritage in the area and the need to change 

present policy back to that which was in place when the RSPB purchased this area in 1988. 

We hope that the RSPB Director Scotland and one or more of the members of their Scottish 

Committee can join us for that visit. If that is date is not convenient an alternative will be 

arranged that suites all interests.It should be noted that RS staff have detailed knowledge of 

the local terrain and state of Abernethy Forest, along with the nature conservation policy 

and management aims, extending back to the early 1970s. Recent examinations of the 

proposed planting area have confirmed that there is no need for the RSPB depart from the 

previously agreed policies for natural regeneration to restore woodland cover rather than 

planting. 

As a result of the unchanging attitude of the RSPB to their planting proposal problem, it was 

decided that RS would commission a short paper from three experts on native pinewood 
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conservation in the Cairngorms and this would be made available for wider public 

consideration. At no stage was it intended that this paper would be made available to the 

RSPB in draft form, but that they would be given ample time to consider its content and to 

discuss with RS or any of the three authors at the stage when the report was being made 

available to the media. It was felt that enough time had already been spent by RS and the 

authors in dialogue with a significant  number of RSPB staff, all to no effect. The time had 

come to involve a wider range of interests before any damage was done to the southern 

sector of the Abernethy Reserve and before any public and private funds were spent in 

pursuit of the RSPB’s unwise objectives.  

RS would welcome any comments on the statement of concern. This paper was sent to the 

RSPB Scotland Director, Stuart Housden, on Wed 24 July shortly before it was also sent to 

Rob Edwards, the Sunday Herald Environment Editor. This allowed nearly three days for the 

RSPB to prepare their response to the paper and comment to Rob Edwards before he 

completed his article. Over this period the RSPB could have sought potential modifications 

to the report but no such request was received by RS. 

The three experts that we commissioned to provide their consolidated opinion on the RSPB 

proposals are, in our view, the foremost experts on this issue in the Cairngorms, both in 

relation to natural heritage policy and the management practices that are essential for the 

conservation of this heritage and its public enjoyment. They have detailed local knowledge 

of the Abernethy forest and surrounding moorland and artic-alpine land. .  

In the Acknowledgements section of The Ancient Pinewoods of Scotland, Clifton Bain 

identifies six people who he approached for “expert advice” in the production of this book. 

He noted “their wisdom and passion for the pinewoods continues to inspire me”.  

Two of the six experts who helped Clifton are ecologists. They are Dick Balharry and Adam 

Watson.  During the launch on 17 April this year of “The Ancient Pinewoods of Scotland” (1) 

there was comment from the platform on the contribution of ideas and action by three 

people. It was indicated that these three people had been ahead of their time, in the 1970s 

and 80s, when promoting native pinewood conservation, but now their views represented 

mainstream thinking on this issue. Two of the three people identified  were Dick Balharry 

and Adam Watson. In RS we struggle to understand why the RSPB appears to have made 

minimum effort to engage effectively with these two experts in developing their planting 

proposals for Abernethy.  Both have detailed knowledge of Abernethy, both have an 

unrivalled expertise in the conservation and scientific needs of the Cairngorms and both are 

always readily available for consultation. The failure of the RSPB to engage these individuals 

in advising them on a proposed fundamental change in direction in one of the most 

important conservation areas in the UK is remarkable. 



4 
 

Given that Watson and Balharry were two of the people who expressed concern to us in 

March this year about the RSPB plans it was obvious that we should ask them to help in the 

production of this report for RS. 

A third person who had been making representations to various authorities over the last 

few years, and  to us in March this year, was Basil Dunlop. A former Chief Forester for the 

Seafield Estate, when they owned all of Abernethy, Dunlop has immense knowledge of the 

history and management issues in Abernethy and the action which is required to sustain the 

forest, either through planting or natural regeneration. He is also regarded as an expert on 

woodland issues, especially native pinewood management, throughout Badenoch and 

Strathspey. This is why the government agency, Scottish Natural Heritage, commissioned 

Dunlop to survey and quantify the OCP remnants from 1988 to 1993 and produce a report 

on the distribution of such woodland in the area as a whole, this report being published in 

1994. It is referenced in the statement of concern by Dunlop et al.  Dunlop had a meeting 

with RSPB in 2011 regarding their plans for Abernethy. This followed representations that 

Dunlop had been making in the Press and to various public bodies in late 2010 about 

planting proposals which he had read about in the local paper. In April 2011 he met with the 

RSPB officer responsible for their project at the RSPB Reserve office at Forest Lodge and 

scrutinised the plans in detail. 

We understand that he concluded this discussion by indicating to the RSPB officer that the 

plans were a significant departure from previously agreed policy and if implemented would 

seriously damage the area for conservation and public enjoyment.  We understand that 

Dunlop has repeated this warning at various public meetings since April 2011 when RSPB 

officials have been present. He was left with the impression that the various RSPB staff 

involved had not spoken to each other following the concerns that he had been expressing. 

In addition Dunlop, who lives in Grantown-on-Spey, was for 20 years   an elected member of 

Highland Council. So it can be anticipated he also has a good understanding of the 

aspirations of local people towards the natural beauty and management objectives of 

Abernethy and the interrelationship of those interests with the RSPB’s. 

Most people with any knowledge or concern for the future of the Cairngorms would have 

expected Dunlop, Balharry and Watson to have been the RSPB’s first port of call in any 

discussion which involved a potential change in policy direction in the management of 

Abernethy. So it should have been no surprise when RS decided to commission these three 

people to produce a report on the RSPB plans for Abernethy, with Dunlop as the lead 

author, so that their consolidated views could be made available to the RSPB and wider 

interests. 

Subsequently, after the contributions that Dunlop and others had made to the RSPB 

planting project proposals, very little was heard. It was assumed that the project had been 

abandoned. It re-emerged in March this year when the RSPB sought funding for the project 
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from the European Outdoor Conservation Association to “reconnect two remnants of the 

Caledonian Forest (Abernethy Forest and Glenmore Forest) in the heart of the Cairngorms 

National Park through the planting of thousands of native trees”. This is despite the fact that 

Clifton Bain in his ancient pinewoods of Scotland book, published in April 2013, said “The 

spread of the pine has now reached Ryvoan Pass, leading to the neighbouring Glenmore 

pinewood and for the first time in centuries, there are trees connecting the two woods”. 

We understand that the RSPB failed to secure this funding. 

The fundamental issue at stake in this dispute is the means by which the Old Caledonian 

Forest is sustained and encouraged to spread. In the Cairngorms this means extending the 

forest up to the natural tree line between 600 and 900 metres altitude. The Abernethy 

Forest is the largest remaining remnant of the OCF and the most natural, having been 

subject, at least in its southern section, to less felling, planting, ploughing and other impacts 

than other native pinewoods. Outside its southern boundary the woodland is already 

regenerating well from the existing remnants towards the higher altitudes, mainly because 

of reduced numbers of red deer which previously inhibited natural seedling regeneration in 

this upper part of Abernethy and still do in many other Old Caledonian pinewoods by eating 

young trees.    There is therefore no need for the RSPB to plant in that southern part of 

Abernethy in order to secure conservation objectives.  

There are many comments in Clifton’s book, both in his own words and in the two forward 

sections, which appear to support the views of Dunlop et al both in relation to the future of 

the Old Caledonian pinewoods as a whole, as well as the importance of Abernethy within 

these pinewoods and their future. A selection of these comments has been provided as an 

annex to this statement.  

As RS has emphasised, the key characteristic which distinguishes the Old Caledonian 

pinewood from all other woodland, including woodland planted with Scots pine and other 

native trees, is that it is naturally regenerated from generation to generation, going all the 

way back to the end of the last Ice Age, approximately 10,000 years ago. It is natural 

regeneration which creates the mosaic of new woodland, over many years, with largely 

natural forces determining where and when seedlings emerge and whether these seedlings 

survive into mature trees. Human intervention through the planting of trees in such a 

situation fundamentally interferes with the ecological processes at work in the woodland 

above the ground and in the soils below. Support for natural regeneration, as opposed to 

planting, as the means of regenerating these woods, has been central to conservation 

policies and practice in the Old Caledonian pinewoods since the 1950s. 

RS supports RSPB efforts elsewhere to plant Scots pine and associated broadleaved species 

on land outside areas designated as Old Caledonian pinewood. Indeed in Strathspey there 

are thousands of hectares of pinewoods predominantly composed of native species. The 

southern sector of Abernethy is different, however. There, the undisturbed woodlands and 

surrounding moorlands stretch up towards the arctic-alpine plateau of the Cairngorms, and 
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they are outstanding, a very special place of Scottish, UK and world significance. They should 

not be planted. They should be naturally regenerated, as they have been since the last Ice 

Age. 

RS therefore rejects the criticisms contained within the Sunday Herald article published on 

28 July. RS does not accept that the area of dispute has been “ploughed, planted and fenced 

over the last 200 years”. That applies to some other parts of Abernethy but not in the area 

proposed for extension. It rejects the RSPB criticism that the report prepared for RS is 

“wildly inaccurate and makes many unsubstantiated claims in the absence of facts”. It 

rejects the claims that the RSPB had carried out adequate consultation over its proposals 

over several years and rejects the claims that RS “provoked” the authors of this report into 

making these comments. RS also disputes the accuracy of the claim by the RSPB that there is 

inadequate regeneration of new woodland in this area. 

RS believes that the RSPB in Scotland needs to ask itself why, in developing plans for 

Abernethy, it appears to have taken little account of the views of the most eminent experts 

in Scotland on this aspect of the Cairngorms natural heritage and why it appears to have 

disregarded the policies for managing and expanding the woodland in this area that were 

developed over many years before the RSPB purchased Abernethy in 1988. If the RSPB 

cannot resolve those questions satisfactorily through its own internal discussions and 

dialogue with outside interests then it can expect to be asked such questions by public 

bodies that have responsibilities for natural heritage protection and by those from whom it 

seeks funding support for its work  in Abernethy. RS looks forward to helping the RSPB in 

Scotland to resolve these difficulties and in moving forward together in a harmonious way.  

David Thomson, Convener 

Dave Morris, Director 
 
Ramblers Scotland 
2 August  2013     

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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Annex 

We should note the following observations in Clifton Bain’s book, The Ancient Pinewoods of 

Scotland, published in 2013: 
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Vanessa Collingridge (page 3) : “Anyone who has ever stepped into one of the ancient 

pinewoods of Scotland will understand their allure:  they are, quite simply, magical 

landscapes, resonating with almost primal echoes…A child playing among the trees – or an 

adult standing silently watching the dawn  - will take them deep into their soul, 

reconnecting with nature and reminding us that we are just passing through these 

incredible places so must treasure and respect them for future generations”. 

Aubrey Manning (page 4) : “Undisturbed stands of Old Scots pine encompass a unique flora 

and fauna but you don’t have to be a biologist to enjoy such places….Sometimes, as in the 

great Strathspey woods, the forest is big enough to enable us to experience a real sense of 

escape, great tracts of pines of all ages closing the view. Young trees stretch up through the 

dense heather, dead timber lies where it fell often with rich growths of fungi and huge piles 

of pine needles form the nests of wood ants. If one gets to a clearing there may be the sight 

of the more distant trees running up the hillsides, becoming thinner and stunted, eventually 

to peter out towards the bare mountain tops forming a natural treeline – a rare sight in 

human-dominated Britain. All this is an inspiration but even on a small scale, isolated 

remnants of a few scores of pines can still retain something of the feel of the forest. They 

can become reservoirs from which the wood can expand and respond to the better 

protection it is now receiving”. 

And in Clifton Bain’s own words : 

“ An essential characteristic of these ancient pinewoods is that the trees have naturally 

seeded and grown to maturity, repeating the cycle of life and death over thousands of 

years”. (page 11) 

“Pine can survive in the harshest of conditions from the salt-laden sea winds at Shieldaig to 

the steep mountain slopes of the Cairngorms, where stunted pines grow at 900m”. (page 

13) 

“However, with the youngest sites at least several centuries old there is no doubt that, in 

the words of Steven and Carlisle: 

  “to stand in them is to feel the past”. 

Pine trees can bear seed at the age of 350 years, so it takes less than six generations to 

reach Roman times. No wonder people feel a sense of awe at the living history in these 

woods.” (page 21) 

“As the last ice age retreated from Britain, the hardy Scots pine together with birch were the 

pioneering tree species which covered the land….The pine trees first reached Scotland 

around 9,000 years ago”. (page 21) 
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“A key symposium held in 1975 at Coylumbridge, organised by the Institute of Terrestrial 

Ecology and the Nature Conservancy Council, agreed on a course of action to promote 

pinewood conservation…”(page 29) 

“A heightened effort by environmental organisations around this time helped get the 

pinewood story into the media. A year later [1988], the RSPB purchased part of the largest 

remaining tract of ancient pinewood, Abernethy Forest, for £1.8 million, with considerable 

public donation and help from the Government.” (page 31) 

 “One of the most heart-warming features of this work is the convincing evidence that 

control of grazing animals lead to spectacular regeneration of the pine and its broadleaved 

companion species.” (page 35) 

“The vigorous response of new young tree growth springing up from the heather can now 

be seen, where regeneration has been suppressed for over 150 years. At Abernethy, the 

RSPB is being increasingly strategic in its approach to deer control. The overall population 

has been significantly reduced and, while reserve staff continue to cull heavily on the forest 

expansion area which is regenerating well, deer are not culled from a large part of the 

established woodland.” (page 36). 

“A big challenge for pinewood conservation is in managing them not just as trees but as 

whole ecosystems, with their typical species and habitats”. (page37) 

“Allowing the woods to shift naturally between dominance of different tree species is also 

an important consideration.” (page 39) 

“At the Black Wood of Rannoch, Forestry Commission Scotland provide for the casual day 

tripper, the keen walker and cyclist, and still offer a wilderness experience for brave-hearted 

wild campers”. (page 40) 

“For some, the idea of sustainably managed forestry needs to be complemented by more of 

a wilderness approach”. (page 40)  

“To the south [Abernethy Forest] the forest thins out to open heather moorland and 

scattered “granny” pines, huge old trees with a circle of young trees around them.” (page 

155) 

“Despite having been exploited over the centuries, Abernethy is probably one of the largest 

examples of near natural forest in Britain.” (page 155) 

“Initial management aims [at Abernethy] were to encourage natural regeneration and 

remove exotic trees…The result was a huge success for pine regeneration with young trees 

springing up in many parts of the forest, in some cases for the first time in 150 years.” (page 

157) 
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“Elsewhere on the forest edge  [at Abernethy], management is focussed on extending the 

pinewood over its former area and back to the natural tree line at 650m. Controlled burning 

of the heather in patches has proved successful at helping pine seedlings grow and carpets 

of young trees now extend from the mature trees dotted across the moor. The spread of the 

pine has now reached Ryvoan Pass, leading to the neighbouring Glenmore pinewood and for 

the first time in centuries, there are trees connecting the two woods.” (page 157) 

------------------------------ 

 


