
The project-funded 2010 Goose 
Management Schemes in both 
Uist & Barra as well as Coll & Tiree 
have been very successful. Goose 
scaring is required because geese 
can cause damage to crops. This 
has a detrimental effect on both 
crofters economically and wildlife. 
Breeding waders, corn buntings, 
corncrakes and great yellow 
bumblebees are just some of the 
species that benefit from arable 
cropping on the Uist machairs.

As mentioned widely in the local 
media, crofters  in the Uists have 
reported that crops this year are 
of better quality than previously, 
largely due to the well managed, 
coordinated and pro-active scaring 
methods deployed in this years 
Goose Management Scheme. 
No crop damage occurs and in 
fact none was reported, when 
the recommended Best Practice 

Guidelines are put in place and 
monitored.

This season in the Uists, over 16km 
of fencing was distributed, as well 
as 50 specialist goose scaring kites 
and a wide range of targeted bird 
scaring fireworks and scarecrows. 

Uist Goose Scheme Co-ordinator 
Rory MacGillivray commented: 
“This year, the scheme has worked 
remarkably well. The combination 
of new scaring methods and 
equipment paired with experienced 
scarers has shown positive results. 
We have been in a far better 
position to plan ahead and in most 
cases plug gaps where damage 
would occur ahead of it actually 
happening.

“Crofters responded well in keeping 
us informed of goose activity in their 
area and also by deploying their 

own scaring methods, be it vehicles, 
kites or fencing. It is really important 
that everyone works together as 
the crofters need the help from 
the scarers to get a quality crop 
harvested and the scarers need the 
help of the crofters to ensure that 
the crop remains protected when he 
is not there”.

In Coll and Tiree, scheme 
coordinator Peter Isaacson 
developed his own kite systems 
using sectional aluminium tubing, as 
well as trialling new solar powered 
Bangalore gas guns, and bird 
scaring fireworks. Feedback on the 
inner isles is also very positive.

The project will publish the crop 
protection Best Practice Guidelines 
ahead of next years Goose 
Management Scheme, but in the 
mean time they are available on the 
project website.

Inside, you will find updates on project activities over the summer, and what a busy time it 
has been!  Highlights include: successful surveying across a range of species; working with 
crofters to experiment with later harvesting and cropping to sustain local seed varieties; 
sourcing the project equipment; reaper-binding and stooking crops; and, of course, the very 
successful and well received 2010 Goose Management Scheme! And don’t forget, you can 
always keep up to date, by logging onto the project website: www.machairlife.org.uk
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Machair LIFE+ kite protecting drying stooks.
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Flower Power
The first year of fieldwork to 
survey botany and insects on the 
Uist machairs took place during 
the summer. Two surveyors from 
Applied Ecology, a Cambridge 
based consultancy, spent much 
of the summer collating valuable 
data on the lesser known wildlife of 
arable machair habitats.

A number of selected areas or 
“quadrats” were surveyed across 

more than 60 plots of machair 
spread along the west of the 
islands. The surveyors used pitfall 
traps to collect invertebrates while 
transects were walked to study the 
pollinating insects such as bees, 
as well as recording the botanical 
diversity of the plots. Soil samples 
were also taken from each plot to 
allow assessments to be made both 
of the soil structure itself and the 
creatures living within it. 

Analysis of results is now 
underway, and over the four years 
of the project a picture will emerge 
as to what methods of arable 
crofting work best for wildlife. 
Combining this data with crofter 
discussions to find out about use 
of seaweed, depth of ploughing 
and the like should allow a firmer 
understanding of the habitat to be 
collated.

Machair LIFE+ Project Manager 
Jonathan Hudson said:  “From this 
data we can learn a lot. We will 
find out which plants favour which 
habitats; how this is affected by 
different agricultural practices, and 
see how invertebrates fit into the 
picture. This often neglected group 
are key plant pollinators, and many 
are a vital food source for other 
wildlife such as Corncrakes and 
Corn Buntings.
 

“The support from crofters has 
been very positive. Crofters are 
key to the project being a success. 
Once we have the detailed analysis 
back we will be sharing the results 
with individual crofters so they can 
see how their land management 
practices influence what species 
inhabit the arable machair.”
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Dr Chris Woolley collecting 
ground dwelling invertebrates 
for analysis.
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Machair LIFE+ land management options

We were delighted with the 
general take-up of the land 
management options offered to 
crofters in 2010. The two options 
were aimed at encouraging 
the production of Uist seed to 
off-set any potential shortages 
in seed for the 2011 season and 
enabling the late cutting of arable 
silage to benefit wildlife. 

The project funded a total area of 
just under twenty hectares of crop 
to be harvested for seed and forty-
seven hectares of arable silage to 
be harvested after the 1st and 15th 
September. The majority of crofters 
opted for the September 1st cutting 
date but we were able to agree the 
harvesting of over 10 hectares for 
15th September. 

Machair LIFE+ Project Advisory 
Officer, Julia Gallagher said: “We 
received a good spread of interest 
across the Uists and general 
feedback on crop production in 
2010 is that the yield has been very 
good and that a healthy supply of 
Uist seed will be available for 2011.

“We would like to thank all of 
the crofters who took part in 
these management options in 
2010 and we will be looking to 
work with crofters to trial further 
management options which 
benefit the machair in 2011”. 

Crofters grow local seed via project land management options.

Corn marigolds growing within arable crops.
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We have now set up an arable 
Stack Gallery on our website to 
showcase as many pictures of 
stacks from across the islands as 
we can. 

If you have, or can get, a 
photograph of your stack and 
would like it included on our 
website please send us your 
image electronically with a few 
words on how they have been 
constructed (number of stooks to 
the stack etc) with your name and 
where you croft. 

Email to: 
machair.LIFE@rspb.org.uk

Arable stacks on the web

Machinery

The project is now in the final 
stages of machinery procurement 
with the majority of items sourced 
and ordered. We are now eagerly 
awaiting delivery.

The new reaper binder has arrived 
to complement the seaweed 
spreader which was used to assist 
with spreading this year. The 
reaper binder will be ready to assist 
in the harvest of 2011 for those 

crofters who take out agreements 
with Machair LIFE+ project.

The next consignment, including 
tractor, trailer and various 
cultivation equipment is on its way. 
Most of the project’s machinery is 
expected before the end of 2010 
with the remaining pieces being in 
place by the end of the first quarter 
of 2011.

The project’s machinery will be 
available to those crofters who take 
up land management agreements 
negotiated with the project, and will 
be operated by project staff. This 
will allow the project to monitor 
where agreed land management 
processes are being undertaken, 
so it can later observe the resultant 
effect on machair biodiversity. 
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Taking delivery of the project’s new reaper binder.

Man of 
machines

In July, local lad Angus 
Archie Ferguson, joined 
the RSPB as the Machair 
LIFE+ Project Assistant and 
machinery guru. 

Angus, a fluent Gàidhlig 
speaker, recently graduated 
from university with a 
BSc(Hons) in Agriculture, 
and has been involved with 
crofting all his life, both on 
the family croft and others 
across the isles. 

He has also worked on large 
mixed arable farms in both 
Aberdeenshire and Arbroath. 

He has a diverse experience 
of all types of agriculture 
and livestock management, 
as well as the complex 
machinery used in all aspects 
of agricultural management 
and traditional crofting. 

He is ideally placed to carry 
out, assist and demonstrate 
the sustainable land 
management techniques 
being advocated by the 
project. 

Angus is looking forward 
to working with crofters 
to promote the project 
objectives in conserving the 
rare machair habitats and 
species he knows so well.

James John MacDonald’s arable stack at Carnan.

Angus spreading 
seaweed on Valley.
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Contact Information
We’re on the ‘net! For more information, please visit www.machairlife.org.uk
Email: machair.LIFE@rspb.org.uk  •  Telephone: 01870 603361
Conserving Scottish Machair LIFE+ Project, CRP Building, East Camp, Balivanich, Benbecula HS7 5LA

News from Smaull, Islay ...

A crofter’s point of view ...

Designed by Cànan Ltd, 2010 www.canan.co.uk
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Machair LIFE+ funding has enabled 
the RSPB team at Smaull, Islay to 
purchase an agricultural storage 
shed, now being used to store their 
round baled hay, supporting their 
low intensity agricultural system. 
This has reduced labour & costs, 
facilitating the late cutting of their hay 
meadow, and traditional harvesting 
methods of arable crops. This is 
where the crop is cut, bound and 
bundled into stooks. Normally the 
grain is threshed from the stems. 
However, at Smaull the grain is left 

on the stems and is being dried in 
the new shed. This is then used as 
winter fodder, benefitting not only the 
stock but also farmland birds who 
feed on the fallen grain throughout 
the winter.  

These practices demonstrate how 
farming systems can be sustainable, 
benefiting wildlife, such as Corncrake 
and Chough as well as people.

The Scottish population of Chough 
is mainly centred on the Argyll 

Islands of Islay, Colonsay and 
Oronsay. This year the two pairs 
at Smaull successfully reared six 
chicks and although the juveniles 
have now fledged, the parents are 
still present at Smaull. Chough feed 
on insects found in the invertebrate 
rich machair soil. They also feed on 
insects found in cattle dung which is 
why cattle are present at Smaull all 
year round, providing Chough with 
a good food source. These cattle 
in turn are fed on our crops and 
meadow hay throughout the winter. 

“Ever since I was a young boy 
growing up helping my father with 
his croft, I have enjoyed working 
the land. I enjoy the outdoor life 
and crofting provides me with the 
opportunity to do that.”

James currently owns 22 cows, 
“I really enjoy working with cattle, 
especially working every year to 
produce quality animals for the 
sales. There is a healthy market 
for quality cattle. I have worked 
with sheep but I don’t enjoy them 
as much and having a full-time 
job alongside crofting makes 
it difficult to manage a mixed 
stocking system”.

According to James the heavy 
soil conditions of the machair in 
Iochar have proved beneficial for 
crops this year, “the weather last 
spring also helped and weather 
conditions at harvest time were 
particularly good. We managed 
to get in a relatively early harvest 
in September and the seed 

crop has been very good”. James 
was fortunate not to lose any crop 
through geese damage this year. 
“Duncan MacPhee was the local 
goose scarer for this area and he did 
a really good job. I also used fencing 
for the first time to protect my crop 
and I was really pleased with how 
effective it was. I had to buy the tape 
in but it was money well spent in 
order to ensure I got a good seed 
crop”.  

James harvests some of his crop 
with a traditional Bisset binder and 
made one stack this year in a style 
handed down through generations. 
James usually stooks his binded 
sheaves in bundles of six and the 
toitchean are six-foot high. The final 
stack is formed based on a ten-foot 
diameter, “Stacking is a craft and it 
is important to place the sheaves 
of corn so that you don’t get any 
rain running into the middle of the 
stack”. James believes that without 
the current subsidies available to 
crofters for making stacks there 

is little future in stacking. “Some 
folk may continue to build stacks 
because it is what they have 
always done but the payments do 
encourage new folk to get back to 
the traditional stacking of corn”. 

We asked James what his thoughts 
were for the future of crofting. “There 
are not many young folk taking up 
the tradition of crofting today. There 
are better opportunities for them in 
other trades elsewhere and for those 
who do want to take on a croft it 
can be difficult to acquire an official 
sub-let.  In this area there are not 
many crofters under the age of fifty 
and the future looks bleak. There 
has also been a gradual decline in 
cattle numbers since the nineteen 
seventies. When I was growing up 
every croft would have five or six 
cows. 

“There is money in crofting but it 
doesn’t happen over-night. I didn’t 
inherit this croft; we bought it and 
gradually built it up through years 

of hard work by investing in the 
infrastructure and acquiring 
stock”.

Finally we asked James what 
has kept him in crofting over 
the years. “Crofting is not an 
easy way of life. When you’re 
calving you can be up all through 
the night. The calves are so 
dependant on you for attention 
in their first hours and days 
following their birth. But I get a 
real satisfaction when the cattle 
sales come round and I manage 
to get a good return for a quality 
product achieved through all of 
that hard work. 

“I don’t believe that you are 
ever fully qualified as a crofter 
because there is always 
something new to learn. It’s good 
to talk and share experiences 
with other crofters and in this way 
of life you will be learning forever 
but for me, that’s what keeps 
crofting interesting”.

James John MacDonald from Carnan, South Uist, crofts twenty-four hectares in Iochar. He has worked this land since 
1982, following in a family tradition for crofting on the island. James took some time to talk to us about his personal 
thoughts on crofting today and how he feels crofting will fair in the future.

Stooks drying in the new shed 
at Smaull.
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