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1. LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS  

CnES = Comhairle nan Eilean Siar (Western Isles Local Council Authority) 

MA = Management Agreement 

MLURI = Macaulay Land Use Research Institute now the James Hutton Institute 

MoA = Memorandum of Agreement 

ML = Machair LIFE+ project 

LMO = Land Management Option 

LANTRA = LANTRA tractor award certificate regulated by Lantra organisation (not an 
acronym) 

RSPB = The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

SAC = Special Area of Conservation 

ScAC = Scottish Agricultural College 

SCF = Scottish Crofting Federation  

SGRPID = Scottish Government Rural Payments and Inspections Directorate 

SMP = Society Major Project 

SNH = Scottish Natural Heritage 

SPA = Special Protection Area 

SRDP = Scottish Rural Development Programme 
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2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY   

Included with this report is the Machair LIFE+ DVD, which we believe gives a good summary 
of the project. 

In addition, we have included the following note written by George Campbell, the RSPB’s 
Regional Director for North Scotland. This note was published in the final project newsletter, 
and shows how the project was perceived by Mr Campbell and the other staff involved.    

 

Machair LIFE+, a few reflections 

When we attended a few public meetings in the Uists in the winter of 2009, the weather 
outside was pretty stormy. On occasion the atmosphere inside was pretty stormy too. We 
were left in no doubt that the crofting population valued the machair and were deeply 
concerned about its future. It was also made clear to us that there were significant 
challenges that would need to be addressed if crofting was to survive and flourish on the 
machair. 

We were told that goose damage was making cropping unviable, we heard that baler string 
and canvasses were in short supply. Crofters told us that it was difficult to access the SRDP 
and that young people were not being given enough encouragement to get involved in 
crofting. We were informed that while some contractor services were readily available, 
others were not. 

We listened to these concerns and while there are inevitable constraints with any funding 
programme, I believe we made significant progress either in addressing them, or in helping 
to show how they could be addressed in the future. Rory MacGillivray and his team showed 
that a well organised and motivated team could minimise crop damage from geese. The 
work Angus and then Donald did in partnership with townships reaffirmed the value of 
seaweed as a fertiliser. We helped get some old binders going again and discovered the 
frailties of the modern equivalent. Seed drying and shallow ploughing proved popular, as did 
rotovating and our SRDP workshops. The schoolchildren were enthusiastic about our 
machair art courses and produced fantastic art work that hung in a gallery and scarecrows 
that stood out in the fields. 

We had great help and support from SNH, The Comhairle, The Scottish Crofting Federation, 
the schools, the estates, SGRIPD and most of all the crofting community of Uist. I think it 
went better than we could have hoped or imagined, and great credit for that must go to the 
project staff. My only regret is that it is all over so soon. We achieved a lot, but if there is a 
lesson, it is that managing a resource as valuable and fragile as the machair involves a lot of 
people, needs a lot of support and must be subject to a long-term approach. 

Many thanks for your advice, support and encouragement, on behalf of the team and myself, 
it was much appreciated. 

 

2.1. Project objectives 

The main objective of this project was to secure and improve the conservation status of 70% 
of the world’s machair habitat and its associated species by implementing and 
demonstrating sustainable management methods that optimise conservation interest and are 
compatible with local agricultural practices. 
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2.2. Key deliverables and outputs 
• The area of late-harvested crops was expanded. 
• Best-practice arable crop production techniques were undertaken and demonstrated to 

the crofting community. 
• The supply of local arable seed was secured. 
• Best-practice in-bye management was undertaken as part of a whole-crofting-unit 

machair biodiversity package. 

2.3. Summary of results by action codes 

The following is a summary of actions taken to ensure the success of this machair 
conservation scheme implemented during the project.  

An up-to-date database of machair land management, species and habitat information was 
compiled, made available and disseminated to the appropriate bodies (A1). Management 
agreements were negotiated (A2), and site assessments were conducted (A3), with 
engagement by crofters exceeding expectations despite the problems outlined in the 
detailed action accounts below.  

In order to demonstrate best-practice conservation and agricultural management of the 
machair and reach a large number of crofters who did not have access to suitable 
machinery, the project bought machinery for use on Uist and a tractor for Islay (A4). This 
machinery will continue to be used for conservation after the project, following successful 
handovers.  

Contracts were tendered and awarded successfully following both LIFE+ and RSPB 
procurement rules (A5). Two agricultural sheds for storage of machinery and feed were built 
(A6); this action was not without its problems but both sheds now continue to be beneficially 
used. 

A dedicated data repository was set up for the purpose of storing and analysing project 
survey data (A7). 

Habitat condition was improved through positive agricultural practices (C1), and arable 
cropping and silage production were increased (C2). Goose management was very 
successfully undertaken on the Uists, Barra, Coll and Tiree (C3). The project objective to 
expand the knowledge and skill base of the local crofting community and policy makers was 
achieved (C4). 

One of the project targets was to support the Scottish Rural Development Programme 
(SRDP) to deliver better management of designated sites (C5). The project team worked 
with RSPB colleagues to ensure that findings from their monitoring work were fed into the 
review process for SRDP. Additionally, good progress was made in developing a grassland 
model for Tiree (C6). 

A suite of monitoring work on managed and unmanaged plots to measure the effect of 
project actions was a key project objective (E2). This work covered 62 plots with invertebrate 
and soil data being collected. Monitoring of the key project species (namely corncrake, 
chough, and dunlin and other waders) was carried out (E3). A report evaluating costs and 
socio-economic influence (E4) was compiled and will be disseminated to all relevant bodies.  

The project also included an important set of D actions to raise awareness within the local 
community. Specific outputs included the project website (D1), notice boards (D5), 
newsletters and leaflets (D6), and a project film (D7). A large part of the project’s community 
work involved visits to and from local interest groups including schools (D2). In addition to 
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this, interaction with the farming and crofting communities was vital to the success of the 
project. This involved demonstration events (D3) as well as the aforementioned newsletters. 
The project communicated with a wide variety of other organisations (E5) and concluded 
with a three-day conference attended by over 80 delegates (D9).  
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3. INTRODUCTION 

3.1. Description of background, problem and objectives  
 
Overall and specific objectives 

This report relates to the LIFE+ project Conserving Machair Habitats and Species in a Suite 
of Scottish Natura Sites. This was a four-year project running from January 2010 to March 
2014, which aimed to demonstrate that traditional crofting practices have a sustainable 
future. It was a LIFE+ Nature (best practice and demonstration) project. The success of the 
project has helped to secure the immensely important conservation value of the unique 
machair habitat, 18% of which lies within the project area and a further 52% of which lies 
within other parts of western Scotland and was targeted through the dissemination elements 
of the project. The project was managed by the RSPB in partnership with Scottish Natural 
Heritage (SNH), Comhairle nan Eilean Siar (CnES) and the Scottish Crofting Federation 
(SCF). 

Changes in local agricultural practices have occurred that threaten the condition of machair 
and the conservation status of key flora and fauna populations. Changes include the early 
harvesting of arable and grass crops; a decline in traditional crofting practices, such as the 
stacking of cereal crops; an increase in the use of inorganic fertilizers; and the under-sowing 
of crops with grass. These changes reduce the quality of the machair as a habitat for birds, 
invertebrates and flora species. Through working closely with crofting communities, agencies 
and partners within the designated Natura 2000 sites, the project team has endeavoured to 
secure and improve the conservation status of Scotland’s machair. In a changing socio-
economic context, new ways need to be found to harmonise machair conservation with 
agricultural realities while supporting traditional practices. 

The main project objectives were as follows. 
 

• Expand the area of late-harvested crops on arable machair. 
• Effect a reduction in the area of under-sown crop. 
• Undertake best-practice arable crop production techniques and demonstrate these to 

the crofting community. 
• Identify constraints to existing management and increase capacity to undertake 

beneficial management. 
• Expand the skill and knowledge base and support Rural Development Programmes 

to deliver better management to crofting communities. 
• Establish best-practice in-bye management as part of a whole-crofting-unit machair 

biodiversity package. 
• Secure the supply of local arable seed. 

 
Sites involved 

Machair habitat is extremely rare, occurring over a total global area of approximately 
19,000 ha. Seventy percent of this is in western Scotland, as noted above, and the 
remainder is in western Ireland. As such, machair is now internationally recognised as being 
of great conservation importance, and is protected within a suite of Natura 2000 sites. The 
machair within these designated sites was the target area for the project. The project mostly 
covered the Uists, as this is where the majority of machair occurs. However, areas of Barra, 
Coll and Tiree, Oronsay, Colonsay, Islay and Lewis were also included. 
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The areas targeted were as follows. 
 

Sub Area 
Nature 2000 Code 

SPA SAC 
1: North Uist Machairs UK9001051 UK0019805 
2: South Uist Machair UK9001082 

UK9001083 UK0012713 

3: Aird and Borve, Benbecula UK9001751  
4: Eoligarry, Barra SPA UK9001761  
5: Coll and Tiree UK9003033 

UK9003034  

6: Oronsay and south 
Colonsay UK9020299 UK0030341 

7: Rinns of Islay SPA UK9003057 
UK0030247  

8: Ness and Barvas SPA UK9001741  
 
Habitat types and/or species targeted 
 
The project targeted approximately 3,500 ha of machair habitat. This represents 18% of the 
global total of this habitat and 26% of the UK total. Approximately 2,780 ha (80%) of the 
machair habitat within the project area lies within an SAC. 
 
Machair habitat occurs in the sub areas as follows. 
 

• Sub area 1 – North Uist Machair (33% of total area or 1,622 ha) 

• Sub area 2 – South Uist Machair (29% or 1,567 ha) 

• Sub area 3 – Aird and Borve, Benbecula SPA (40% or 144 ha) 

• Sub area 4 – Eoligarry (21% or 30 ha) 

• Sub area 5 – Coll and Tiree (38% or 348 ha) 

• Sub area 6 – Oronsay and south Colonsay (1% or 20 ha) 

• Sub area 7 – Rinns of Islay (1% or 90 ha) 

• Sub area 8 – Ness and Barvas SPA (4% or 26 ha) 
 
A map of the sub-areas targeted by the project is provided on the next page.  
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The main target species for the project were corncrake Crex crex, ringed plover Charadrius 
hiaticula, dunlin Calidris alpina schinzii and chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax. Approximately 
50% of the GB corncrake population and 10% of the GB breeding chough population is 
currently found in the project area. 
 
The extensive cattle-based agricultural systems in the project area generate and sustain 
much of the conservation interest and are readily identifiable as High Nature Value (HNV) 
farming systems. The maintenance of these systems is essential to preserve both the 
designated interest and the wider biodiversity recognised in national and local conservation 
initiatives such as the UK Biodiversity Action Plan and Local Biodiversity Action Plans. This 
wider biodiversity includes invertebrate communities, especially bumblebees and moths, and 
seed-eating passerines such as corn bunting Emberiza calandra and twite Carduelis 
flavirostris, both of which are nationally declining.  
 
Within the project area, machair habitats varied in their conservation status at the start of the 
project. For example, the cultivated machairs within the SACs in the North Uist Machair and 
South Uist Machair sub-areas were classified as being in unfavourable declining condition. 
However, machair features designated as Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) under 
UK legislation but not as SACs in the North Uist Machair sub-area were classified as 
favourable maintained. The small area of machair in the Oronsay and south Colonsay sub-
area was in unfavourable no change condition.  
 
Main conservation issues targeted 

The main issues and threats targeted were as follows. 

• Earlier harvesting of arable crops on machair, resulting in the wild flower or ‘arable 
weed’ species growing within the crop being unable to set seed. Early cutting of 
arable crops also removes a valuable source of cover for corncrakes. 

• Under-sowing of arable crops on machair with grasses, resulting in fallow weed 
species being out-competed and subsequent arable weed communities being much 
less diverse and abundant. Fallow areas are used as nesting habitat by ringed plover 
and dunlin and when under-sown become sub-optimal for these species. 

• Changes in methods of arable crop production on machair, including: the introduction 
of modern, deep ploughing; a decline in the use of seaweed fertiliser; and arable 
crops being cut green for silage. All of these result in an efficient but not ‘wildlife-
friendly’ system. 

• Land abandonment and homogenisation of management, resulting from the decline 
of traditional crofting. This ultimately has a negative impact on ringed plover, dunlin 
and corncrake. 

• Gaps in advisory support, skills and biodiversity planning. 

• Vulnerability of local varieties of crop seed. 
 
Socio-economic context 
 
The project targets the entire global area of cultivated machair, which is not only of great 
conservation interest, but is also highly significant from a cultural heritage standpoint. 
Machair crofting systems are a significant part of community identity and a major draw for 
tourists, with the landscapes recognised as being among the most unspoilt and scenic areas 
of the UK.  

Crofting in the project area is based on an extensive cattle-based system, with sheep as an 
important secondary part of the economy. It is often undertaken on a part-time basis and is 
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economically fragile. Traditional crofting is a small-scale activity, dependent on island-
specific crops, particular methods and machinery and large amounts of labour. It faces a 
number of significant challenges. These include high input costs (e.g. for fuel), climate and 
crop losses (including to geese). 

Another key problem is an inevitable loss of knowledge as management practices change 
and patterns of crofting tenancy and inheritance evolve. This is compounded by social trends 
including an ageing population of crofters, loss of younger people from the wider population 
on the islands, and barriers facing new crofting entrants. There is a need for a holistic 
approach to crofting management to ensure that the biodiversity of the machair is 
maintained alongside enhanced economic benefit for the wider community. 

3.2. Expected longer term results. 
 
This project’s information gathering actions, together with its monitoring of inputs to machair 
systems and the effects of project actions on Natura interests, have created an essential 
baseline of information upon which future long-term conservation initiatives will be based. 
Crofting agriculture in the project area was described as ‘under threat’ during public 
consultations before the project was launched, due to a combination of agricultural 
abandonment and a shift away from beneficial agricultural practices to more intensive forms 
of management. This project demonstrated the importance of a number of specific 
agricultural techniques and measures, which importantly fitted with modern agricultural 
production systems and modern machinery and also yielded significant environmental 
benefits. The project also celebrated and utilised ‘the best of the past’, restoring traditional 
machinery and introducing traditional methods and activities to a new generation of potential 
crofters. 
 
The lessons learned from the crop protection scheme show that it is possible to run an 
effective and cost-efficient scheme that protects crofters’ crops from goose damage and 
addresses one of the key impacts threatening the viability of active crofting on the machair. 
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4. ADMINISTRATIVE PART  

4.1. Description of project management   

The project was managed by the RSPB, working with a Steering Group comprising the co-
financing organisations Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) and Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 
(CnES) and other key stakeholders. The Steering Group met every six months and there 
were eight meetings in the entire reporting period (see Annex 1). The meetings were 
attended by the Project Team, the RSPB’s Regional Director for North Scotland, the RSPB’s 
Western Isles Conservation Officer, a representative from the RSPB’s International Funding 
Unit, representatives from SNH and CnES and a community representative from the Scottish 
Crofting Federation (SCF). Other attendees were invited to provide specific advice to the 
project as needed, including a senior representative from the Scottish Government Rural 
Payments and Inspections Directorate (SGRPID), an advisor on local corn growing and a 
social enterprise expert and mediator who advised on machinery handover at the end of the 
project.  

In addition, weekly or bi-weekly project team meetings were held throughout the project 
period to review project progress. During the final year, a series of lunchtime seminars were 
held by the team with relevant stakeholders, to discuss key topics such as crop protection, 
community work, the machinery handover and the location of the new Uist shed.  

In 2010 the project set up an external advisory group made up of representatives from the 
crofting community and the Uist seed trial project to provide advice on machinery purchase, 
handover and other key issues. In its early days, local agricultural contractors had voiced 
strong and repeated objections to the project’s intention to purchase silage mowers, bailers 
and wrappers. This was because such operations form the mainstay of their contract work. 
The project met with the advisory group and subsequently gave contractors an assurance 
that these items would not be obtained.  

Consultation with the local community on a broader scale was been a key part of this 
project’s work and success.  Four public meetings were held to discuss subjects such as 
crop protection methodology, management prescription payments and the project’s legacy. 
The team also used social media and more ‘island-friendly’ methods to communicate its 
work – e.g. posters in the main local venues and features on the local Gaelic radio station.  

As and when needed, team members attended many other community meetings, as well as 
events such as local agricultural shows and goose group meetings. Informal working in the 
small island communities was a vital method of communication, and the team readily 
embraced island life. The office door was always open and crofters were always made 
welcome. 
 
The project team was sorry to lose the young crofter Ivan MacDonald, who the was the Uist 
SCF representative and a good friend to the project. The project DVD was dedicated to 
Ivan and we wish to acknowledge his contribution here as he was extremely helpful in 
practical crofting matters. 
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Conference planning in the bunker: team decide on design of machair cup cake 

 

Organogramme of the Project Team and the Project Management Structure  
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Partnership agreements 

As the Project had no Associated Beneficiaries, Partnership Agreements were not required. 
However a Memorandum of Agreement was prepared between the core members of the 
Project Steering Group, setting out the terms of reference and specific roles and 
responsibilities for each.  

Project extension  

A three-month extension was granted from 1 January to 31 March 2014, mainly to give the 
team more time to identify an existing organisation, or establish a new one, to take on the 
responsibility of operating the machinery purchased through the project. It was essential that 
this process was carried out as carefully and effectively as possible, as it would have a major 
impact on the legacy of the project.  

There were several other benefits to this extension. For example, it: 

• allowed us to complete a fourth full season of seaweed collection and spreading; 
• gave us more time to work with key partners to set up a crofting course on the islands at 

Further Education level;  
• allowed us to include all of the findings from the biodiversity surveys carried out under 

Action E2 in this Final Report; and  
• enabled our community and education officer to extend work on our ‘gooseburger 

project’ with the local secondary school, and to obtain further publicity for this project.  

4.2. Evaluation of the management system 

This project partnership was a happy one, with no major areas of dissent, even when dealing 
with sensitive issues such as goose management. The bodies involved were able to provide 
most of the key advice needed for the project’s success. If needed, the project brought in 
additional expertise from outside – for example in procurement procedures.  

In the early days of the project, guidance from the Steering Group was vital, and as the 
years went by, this group also evolved to become a vehicle for communicating the project’s 
work and for sharing new ideas.  

While there were no significant problems with project management, there were ‘teething 
problems’ with the initial set-up and changes in staff. These are summarised below. 

Recruitment of project staff 

The core project staff were not fully in place at the project start date (1 January 2010). This 
was due to the difficulty of recruiting staff to a remote island location. The project manager 
and project advisory officer started on 1 March 2010; the project administrator started on 12 
May 2010; and the project assistant started on 12 July 2010. These staff then required 
induction and training. Between January and March 2010, work on project actions was 
carried out by core RSPB staff. 

Lack of office infrastructure  

A lack of office infrastructure (no IT or telephones) was not resolved until 6 May 2010. 
Before then, however, staff carried out work from various outposts, utilising home 
computers, community centres and libraries until the former nuclear bunker at East Camp 
was secured as the ‘permanent’ home of the project. Being situated adjacent to the 
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community riding stables, community cafe, airport and social care offices, and in the heart of 
the main settlement on the Uists, this provided a very convenient location. 

Changes to project staff:  

There were several staff changes over the four years of the project, reflecting the problems 
of short-term contracts and the difficulties of living and working in small island communities. 
Rebecca Cotton replaced Jonathan Hudson as project manager in April 2011, and Donald 
MacInnes replaced Angus Ferguson as project assistant in January 2012. Both project 
assistants were Gaelic speakers and Uist men, and this greatly enhanced the project’s ability 
to work with the local community. The project advisor Julia Gallagher was replaced in 
September 2012 by Matthew Topsfield, who left in September 2013 to work for the RSPB 
data unit helping with the project. To build up the programme of added-value community 
work and relieve pressure on the project manager, a new post of community and education 
officer was then offered to Hazel Smith, who had conducted her MSc research into machair 
socio-economics alongside the project. 
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5. TECHNICAL PART  

5.1. Technical progress per action 

A1: Compile baseline data 

Background: This work started when the survey plots connected to Action E2 (Monitor key 
biodiversity in arable machair) were identified during May 2010. Each selected survey plot 
was discussed either with the tenant crofter or the township clerks, and information was 
collected on past and present land use, crop types, cultivation methods, fertilisers used, 
harvest methods, crop rotation frequency and grazing.  

Further work to collect information about these survey plots included obtaining GPS survey 
locations and mapping where Machair LIFE+ land management prescriptions had been 
applied. 

In addition, numerous studies have previously been undertaken concerning machair land 
use. Data connected with those studies were collected and passed to the RSPB’s Data 
Manager for collation. This information included: 

• land ownership and tenancy data (from the Crofters Commission and Scottish Land 
Registry) 

• land management data (from SGRPID, SNH, the RSPB, the University of Dundee, 
the Scottish Crop Research Institute, and the Scottish Agricultural College (ScAC) 

• habitats and species data (from SNH, the RSPB, the British Trust for Ornithology 
(BTO), the Bumblebee Conservation Trust; the Macaulay Land Use Research 
Institute (MLURI), and the University of Dundee) 

• socio-economic data (from the Scottish Government, Highlands and Islands 
Enterprise, ScAC, CnES, and various research institutes and universities) 

Target: This work was completed and the database resides with the RSPB Data Unit.  

Problems: There were no problems with compilation or storage of these data. 

Legacy: An up-to-date database of machair land management, species and habitat 
information is now available through the RSPB to all appropriate bodies. 

A2: Negotiate agreements 

Background and target: The project had targets to negotiate management agreements with 
100 to 150 crofters (or 100 agricultural units) over its lifetime. The project advisor worked 
tirelessly to achieve this in the first summer of the project.  In 2010, the project devised and 
publicised two Machair LIFE+ Land Management Options (see sub-actions C.1b and C.1c 
also). From 2011 to 2013, direct agreements were made with crofters, for which project 
machinery was mobilised to implement the works on the ground with help from local 
contractors. In addition, a Land Management Option was offered to all crofters within 
designated areas. The following table summarises the uptake and results of these 
agreements and show how the project exceeded many of its targets. 
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MACHAIR LIFE+ MANAGEMENT WORKS SUMMARY 2010 – 2013  

 

Options Target 2010 2011 2012 2013 Total 

Management 
agreements  150 (lifetime) N/A 30 60 80 170 

New areas for 
cultivation  15ha (lifetime) N/A 4ha 3ha 9.9ha1 16.9ha 

Seaweed 
spreading4 30ha (per year) N/A 47ha 96.5ha 175ha 317ha2 

Shallow 
cultivations 20-40ha per year N/A 38ha 41.2ha 72.4ha 151.6ha 

Harvest by 
reaper-binder No target set N/A 12ha 18.7ha 14ha3 44.7ha 

Late-cut arable 
silage ≤60ha (per year) 47ha 40ha 103.6ha 102.6ha 293.2ha 

Arable stack 
scheme No target set 71 stacks 57 stacks 50.54 stacks 565 stacks 234.5 stacks 

Harvesting 
seed No target set 22ha 24ha 18.7ha 34ha 98.7ha 

Note: In 2010 the project had no machinery. 
  

                                                
1 Finding areas of machair to bring back into cultivation was a difficult task, as many were unused for 
good reason, however, the project went further afield and managed to reach its targets on outlying 
islands: Uist (7.6ha), Lewis (1.5ha) and Tiree (0.8ha). 
2 Due to the extension of the project, we collected seaweed on behalf of crofters in as many 
townships as possible over the winter of 2014, amounting to an additional 80.7 ha. 
3 In 2013, we had new canvasses made for ten reaper-binders on Uist. As a result there were more 
machines in operation and a lower uptake from the project. No target for annual or overall work done 
was set here, but the project aimed to maximise the area of crop harvested this way. 
4 The number of stacks decreased in 2011 due to the introduction and subsequent increase in uptake 
for the project reaper-binder. The project could pay for stacks or for harvesting with the binder, but not 
for both. 
5 As in 2011-2012, the number of stacks decreased in 2013 due to payment issues. The project could 
pay either for stacks or for harvesting seed. As there were so many binders in action in 2013, the 
uptake of harvesting payments was significantly higher. 
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Problems 

Please note that there are more detailed discussions of individual C actions in the relevant 
sections below. 

1. In the first spring and early summer of the project no project works were carried out ‘on 
the ground’. The core staff were not in place until March 2010, and the project 
machinery had not yet been secured. Moreover, the project advisor was busy setting up 
management agreements (MAs) in the first few months after her arrival. Therefore, 23 
agreements to collect and spread seaweed were administrated by other RSPB staff on 
the Uists before core project staff arrived, and two Land Management Options (LMOs) 
were offered through direct payments (rather than ‘in-kind’ support with machinery). 
Seaweed payments were made to 20 townships.  

2. At times, the project fell behind its overall targets, e.g. for new areas of cultivation. 
However, it caught up in its final year by working both within and outside the core project 
area in Uist (7.6 ha), Lewis (1.5 ha) and Tiree (0.8 ha), and finally exceeded its target. 
The target to secure more grass areas of cultivation was facilitated via uptake of 
grassland options in locally administered SRDP plans rather than as originally 
envisaged; this work has resulted in 12.7 ha of mown grassland.  

3. The collection and spreading of seaweed was a very popular option. Therefore, with the 
help of additional contractors, it was extended to crofters in machair townships outwith 
management agreements to allow its conservation benefit to reach a wider area. It was 
also necessary to cap this option at 2 ha per crofter. The project was able to collect 
seaweed on Berneray for the first time in ten years, but there were other crofters who 
signed up to this option in their MA but lived in townships where seaweed became 
available very late or not at all. In 2012, to further increase take-up, the project moved 
seaweed a reasonable distance using an articulated lorry; for example, it took seaweed 
from Berneray to Clachan Sands after an agreement with the local township clerk. 
However, this created friction with crofters on Berneray who believed ‘their’ seaweed 
should not leave ‘their’ island.  

In another instance, seaweed washed up in Balushare township on 14 April 2012, where 
there were six new crofters signed up for seaweed collection in their MAs. The project 
did its best to help get seaweed from the shore, working well into the small hours, but 
given the cut-off date for cultivations under SRDP it had to stop working that night. 

4. The harvesting by reaper–binder option had no definitive target: there was an error in 
the application in this respect. The project therefore aimed to maximise the area it 
harvested by reaper–binder. The knotting mechanism in the new reaper–binder bought 
for the project broke several times in 2012 and 2013, but measures were taken to 
overcome this (see Action A4). 

Legacy: The successful handover of the project machinery to a local contractor (see Action 
A4 and Annex 2), and the building of a shed on Benbecula, midway between North and 
South Uist, will ensure that – although formal agreements with crofters are no longer active – 
seaweed take-up will be similar to previous years. Take-up was good in 2014, the first year 
under the new post-project arrangement; and other activities within the original agreements, 
such as shallow cultivation, also continued in that year. Monitoring of the machinery and its 
uptake will be carried out by the RSPB for the next three years.   

The expectation is that the other options promoted and supported by the project will be taken 
up by crofters within the new SRDP, and the RSPB will provide core staff time when the 
details become public. However, the delay in rolling out the new SRDP is causing a hiatus in 
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supporting crofters and farmers. Unfortunately, the end of the project also coincided with a 
decision to end the RSPB stacking scheme, due to it not delivering for corn buntings. 
However there will definitely be options to support late cutting and seaweed in the new 
SRDP (see Action C.1). 

 

Contractor’s 360 machine working with project to collect seaweed from the shore at Balranald 

 

Crofter, contractor and project collecting seaweed at Aird, 2012 

A3: Conduct site assessments and write Management Agreements 

Background and target: Please see the table under Action A2, which shows the numbers of 
crofters participating in Management Agreements. The target figure was to reach 150 
crofters over the life of the project. There is also mention in the application of reaching 100 
agricultural units. However, this is difficult to assess, as one crofter may hold several 
tenancies, so it has not been used as a measure of success.  
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In 2013, having assessed the resources and budget available, the project ‘rolled over’ all 
crofters on its books as well as taking on new interest, to increase the number of MAs. To 
service the additional high levels of interest, some capping measures were needed. There 
was also additional interest from crofters at Eoligarry, on the Island of Barra, and at Ness, in 
north Lewis. The project has achieved its target, reaching 170 crofters over the four years, 
as shown below.   
 
          2011    2012    2013 
N.Uist    8        22       23 
Benbec    6        9        11 
S.Uist    16       29       44 
Lewis      -        -         2 
TOTAL     30       60      80  

In addition to this, the project reached a number of crofters who were not in MAs but had 
taken up the Management Prescriptions for harvesting seed (nine crofters in 2012 and ten in 
2013) and stack payments (13 in 2012 and 15 in 2013). The Project also increased its 
assistance for seaweed application to crofters who were not in full MAs in 2012 and 2013, 
and tripled its targets for the spreading of seaweed. In the winter of 2013/14, given the 
project extension, the project again offered to collect seaweed on a township basis outwith 
MAs. There was no time for us to spread this seaweed before the project end-date in March 
2014.  

It is significant that the highest number of MAs occurred in South Uist, where there is a 
larger number of smaller units and therefore a lower average stock number per crofter (the 
average unit size is half that on North Uist). In addition, South Uist has more varied arable 
crop management and lower average incomes, and has historically had less easy access to 
contractors and grant support. The project was able to redress this balance by providing a 
suite of flexible annual support which went well beyond the current ability of RDP aid.   

 

Project collecting seaweed with help of township, Drimsdale, south Uist 
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Spread of management work 2011-12 (in dark blue) showing MA’s and seaweed spread  
from tip of south Uist to Berneray. (J Gallagher) 

Problems: As outlined under Action A2.  

Legacy: Again, as outlined under Action A2. The expectation is that some of the management 
options promoted and supported by the project will be taken up by crofters within the new 
SRDP, and that the RSPB will provide core staff time to facilitate entry to the new SRDP 
when the details become public. 
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A4: Source and buy machinery 

Background: In order to demonstrate best-practice conservation and agricultural 
management of the machair, and reach a large number of crofters who did not have access 
to suitable machinery, the project spent €200,000 on machinery for use on Uist and Islay. 
The machinery on Uist was utilised on behalf of crofters by the project assistant, and the 
tractor bought for Islay was used mainly at Smaull Farm Reserve by RSPB staff. 

The project did not buy an additional smaller tractor, required to operate the modern reaper– 
binder over the summer harvest, but hired a small tractor instead. This was more cost-
effective and made sense in terms of project legacy, as most crofters already have suitable 
tractors to use a binder. The resulting budget ‘surplus’ was put towards the repair of existing 
reaper–binder canvasses. The Claas Arion 410 tractor we bought has excelled itself in terms 
of working capacity; and, despite its relatively large size, its low ground pressure means that 
it does not compact the machair soils. 

In order to encourage more harvesting by binding, and to aid our seed legacy work, the team 
decided in winter 2012 that a €10,000 should be allocated to carry out repairs of existing 
binders on Uist. It had identified that many crofters still had working binders in their sheds, 
but needed some incentives to get them going again. The scheme was a great success with 
ten townships applying for repairs to their binder canvasses (the project limited the scheme 
to ten binders: one per township on a first come first served basis). A specialist canvas 
maker in Norfolk and a local crofter were taken on to repair the ten sets of canvasses. To 
ensure that the townships used the repaired canvasses as prescribed, they were asked to 
submit photos or film of their binders in action during summer 2013 (see photos in Annex 4). 

In order to increase the quality and quantity of local seed, the project also purchased a seed 
drier in 2012 and converted it to a mobile drier by welding it to a trailer and changing it from 
three-phase to single-phase electricity. There are no other mobile driers on Uist. It was used 
by a limited number of crofters in Balranald and surrounding townships in 2012, as a trial 
year, and by 14 crofters in both North and South Uist in 2013. A moisture meter was also 
purchased to boost crofter confidence in using the drier. It is an extremely efficient method of 
drying large quantities of seed in a fraction of the time this takes using traditional methods. 
Drying a tonne of seed from 25% to 14% moisture content took less than an hour with the 
drier, compared with days or even weeks previously. Moreover, very little seed was lost, 
whereas with traditional methods 50–80% was lost, often to vermin. Overall, the drier proved 
to be a major asset in securing the local seed that is so critical to the crofting system.  

Problems: Between the submission of the project proposal and the project starting, 
agricultural machinery underwent a global price increase by up to 25%. This presented a 
serious risk to the project’s ability to obtain all the required machinery. However, via 
negotiation with suppliers, the project managed to source all the required machinery within 
the budget available (see machinery list in Annex 3). 

As mentioned above, local contractors voiced strong objections to our original plan to 
purchase silage mowers, bailers and wrappers and make these available for free. This was 
because they felt that this would threaten their fragile businesses. The project therefore gave 
an assurance these items would not be bought. 

Given the problems mentioned with the binder knotter under Action A2, we hired an extra 
traditional binder for use in summer 2013. The supplier of the project binder was unable to 
supply any spare parts for five weeks during the busy harvest period of 2012, as these had 
to be manufactured elsewhere in Europe. We therefore employed a contractor to help bind 
corn to meet the required Management Agreement targets, and obtained a compensatory 
payment from the supplier which was reinvested in the management works. 
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Legacy: The main Uist equipment has been handed over to a local contractor, Ardbhan 
Croft, based on North Uist (see Annex 2) The project binder was given to Northton township 
in South Harris, which is in an area where traditional crofting is undergoing a revival and has 
an important area of machair that is a key potential source of new seed. The use of the 
binder will be monitored by the RSPB Conservation Officer for the Western Isles, who is 
based close by. 

 

First bag of seed for the drier 2012 

A5: Tender and award contracts 

When selecting contractors, tendering procedures followed both LIFE+ and RSPB 
procurement rules. In order to increase its contractor base for practical works on the ground 
in 2011, the project made a concerted effort to advertise for new contractors and organised 
and offered training equivalent to LANTRA on-island. This resulted in several contractors 
taking up the training and obtaining the correct level of public liability insurance.  

The use of contractors has related to the following Actions. 

Action C1a: Collect, distribute and apply seaweed fertiliser 

Three contractors with the correct qualifications and insurances were appointed over the four 
years to carry out this work alongside the project assistant. They helped to service the 
increasing number of townships and crofters who took up the seaweed option. Seaweed 
spreading amounted to 404 ha over the entire life of the project, which is more than 66% of 
the total cultivated corn area of the Uists per annum (estimated at 600-700 ha).  

Action C2: Increase arable cropping and silage production (in part).  

Contractors were not used to help achieve this Action in the Uists. However, the project 
increased its remit on Lewis and Tiree, where there were crofters who were keen to 
undertake project actions. In Ness, Lewis, crofters cultivated their own cropped machair 



23 

plots, with the project making a ‘compensation’ payment because it was unable to undertake 
the work for them.  

Action C3: Undertake goose management. 

After advertising and an open tendering process a goose management scheme coordinator 
was contracted to manage the Uist/Benbecula & Barra Goose Management Scheme. On 
Tiree, the existing SNH goose coordinator contract was taken over for the first year of the 
project by the RSPB. This cost was subsequently disallowed by the EU as it had not been 
subject to open competition. The Tiree & Coll contract for years 2 to 4 was then advertised 
and subjected to open tendering, although in the end only one tender was received. 

The RSPB also advertised and employed 12 experienced area-specific goose scarers in 
2010, 2011, 2012 and 2013, as well as entering contractual agreements with three local 
Estates. The goose management scheme coordinator who managed the Coll & Tiree Goose 
Management Scheme used sub-contracting scarers at his discretion. 

Action C4: Promote management that benefits the Natura interests through the provision of 
advisory support  

This work was mainly done in-house by project and other RSPB staff. However, specialist 
advisory work was undertaken by consultant Maria Scholten on the project seed legacy. In 
addition, James Hilder of Roth Associates advised on the machinery legacy and setting up a 
new social enterprise, and local Scottish Agricultural College officers were commissioned to 
carry out seaweed and soil analyses on project plots. 

Action C7: Build storage sheds.  

This action was completed for Islay on an RSPB-owned reserve in 2010, following a 
tendering exercise to local contractors. On Uist, it proved difficult to locate and purchase 
freehold land in a crofting area. In July 2013, however, the project manager negotiated two 
possible sites for a shed. After appointing a local architect to submit drawings, planning 
permission for the site favoured by the local community was granted in September 2013. 
Five tenders were obtained, and the granting of a project extension made it possible to build 
the shed, which was completed in March 2014. 

Action D1: Establish and maintain project website  

After a tendering exercise in 2010, ‘Canan’, a firm based on Skye, was contracted to design, 
publish and maintain the project website. See www.machairlife.org.uk. This will remain live 
for the next five years.  

Action D5: Design and erect project notice boards  

Notice boards were designed by Canan with the project team’s input, and a specialist local 
contractor was appointed to build three stone cairns on Uist to house them. Signs were also 
erected on Tiree and Islay. 

Action D6: Design and produce project newsletters and leaflet  

Canan was contracted to design and print the eight project newsletters, four advisory sheets 
and other printed products the project required. Another on–island contractor, ‘Hebridean 
Graphics’, provided additional design input and publications when the project expanded its 
advisory and educational information base, and this firm also produced publicity material for 
the project conference (see Annexes 26 to 29 for advisory sheetsl). 

http://www.machairlife.org.uk/
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Action D7: Produce DVD  

Taigh Chearsabagh Digital Audio Unit (now known as uistfilm) was commissioned to make 
the project short film. In addition, local music college students at Lews Castle College were 
commissioned to produce the sound track. The DVD packaging and copying was done by a 
company specializing in recycled card and environmentally safe inks.  

 

Uist film camera man and director interviewing Derek Macintosh, crofting film star 

Action E2: Monitor important biodiversity in arable machair systems  

After an open tendering exercise, a Cambridge-based ecological consultancy, Applied 
Ecology Ltd, was appointed to survey, collect and analyse machair biodiversity data for 
2010-2013.  A study of Hemiptera on the project plots was also carried out in 2012 and 2013 
on a voluntary basis (travel and subsistence costs were given) by two scientists, Dr Andy 
Stewart from University of Sussex and Mike Wilson from the Museum of Wales. 

Action E7: Financial monitoring and management (including audit).  
 
The project audit was undertaken by George Hay Chartered Accountants. 

A6: Obtain planning permission for sheds:  

Background and target: Two agricultural sheds for storage of machinery and feed were to be 
built on Islay and Uist.  

Problems: The Islay shed was constructed in 2011 on RSPB-owned land. Securing a 
purchase for croft land on Uist was problematic. Two agricultural shed sites on Uist were 
offered to the project in August 2013 by CnES. At a public meeting in August, crofters voted 
to agree a site on the west side close to the secondary school and local college. An architect 
was appointed to help with the process of obtaining planning permission, which was 
completed without problem, but CnES delayed the process of agreeing a final site. A 
tendering procedure took place in September 2013 and the shed contract was awarded to a 
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local contractor. It was erected in Feb/March 2014, at 40 x 60 feet (12 x 18 m) in size and  
just within the time frame of the agreed project extension.   

Legacy: The Islay shed continues to be used for beneficial management of the Smaull Farm 
Reserve. CnES have agreed to a 20-year lease to the RSPB for the storage shed on Uist. 
The Uist machinery has been re-homed in the new shed, which is leased for three years to 
Ardbhan Croft, who inherited the machinery. The shed will be used for community benefit in 
providing crofting training for the local college and secondary school and in the longer term 
the use of the shed for public conservation benefit will be reviewed by RSPB.  

 

 

Shed on Uist 

A7: Establish data handling procedures 

Background and target: A dedicated data repository was set up within the project folder on 
the RSPB Inverness server for the purpose of storing and analysing project data. All data 
sets gathered during the 2010, 2011, 2012 and 2013 survey periods were passed to the 
RSPB Conservation Data Unit, including those on corncrake, corn bunting and chough. 
Project work was spatially referenced utilising Global Information Systems (GIS) and 
recorded via Mapinfo, and is stored in the data repository. 

Biodiversity monitoring data was transferred to the Data Unit, including the analysis 
undertaken by Applied Ecology Ltd at the end of the project. 

A conservation data analyst was seconded to the project from the RSPB Conservation 
Science team from July to December 2013, at a cost of £15,000, to analyse and evaluate the 
biodiversity data and compile a final report. 

Problem: Issues with data collection and analysis are detailed in the ‘Assumptions and 
Limitations’ section of the report at Annex 8. 

Legacy: Key biodiversity and other monitoring outcomes are detailed in the booklet ‘Wildlife 
and machair’ (Annex 22). This will be available on-island and in the Western Isles generally, 
where it will reach a wide target audience. 
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C1: Improve conditions through positive agricultural practices 

Sub-action C1a: Collect, distribute and apply seaweed fertiliser 

Background and targets: Supporting crofters with seaweed collection and spreading for use 
as an organic fertiliser was a key role of the team throughout the project period. The 
project’s Claas tractor, 8-tonne Marston trailer and 9-tonne Marshalls Vesuvius Vantage 
spreader were used to maximum capacity. With the international price increase in oil-based 
materials and import fuel costs, the cost of inorganic fertiliser has shot up in recent years. 
Coupled with the lack of other natural sources on-island, such as manure, this meant that 
the revival of ‘free’ collection and distribution of seaweed was welcomed. The Uists have a 
long record of using seaweed to fertilise ‘tatty’ (potato) patches and corn, so there is much 
local knowledge available regarding rates and times of application. This knowledge, along 
with recommendations from the SAC, helped to inform the project team on their application 
rates.  

In its final year the project surpassed its annual target more than five times, treating 175 ha 
(29% of the total cultivated machair) in this single year. This took place down the entire 
length of the Uists’ west-coast machairs. The project helped townships which did not usually 
have access to seaweed, using contractors and articulated lorries. In 2012, the project 
decided to extend its operation to working at township level outwith management 
agreements, to ensure that more crofters had access to seaweed. It requested crofters’ help 
in collecting seaweed, and received it in many townships.  

Problems: These are detailed in Section A2. In 2013 the project had to set a cap of 2 ha per 
agreement, as the use of seaweed became so popular. 

Legacy: This aspect of project work revived an old tradition which benefits both crofters and 
wildlife. Arbhan Croft has agreed to collect and spread seaweed at a subsidised rate of £175 
per ha for the next three years, using the project machinery. The RSPB will monitor the use 
of the machinery for this purpose. Initial indications are that crofters will continue to use 
seaweed. Within the new SRDP there will also be a capital item for the use of seaweed – 
‘Use of seaweed as a fertiliser on cropped machair’.  

Following tests commissioned to analyse the composition of seaweed as a fertiliser, a 
seaweed advisory sheet has been written by the SAC (now SRUC) which also shows the 
cost benefit of using seaweed compared to artificial fertiliser. This leaflet will be distributed 
via the local agricultural supplier at Carnan Stores and from the local SNH and SRUC office, 
and is attached as Annex 15. 
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Project tractor and spreader 2013 

Sub-action C1b: Undertake shallow ploughing  

Background and target: Encouraging shallow cultivation is of benefit to wildlife, especially 
arable weed flora. Therefore, the project purchased a shallow plough and rotovator to 
demonstrate how this may be achieved. Deep ploughing is also a threat to the machair soil 
structure, and supporting crofters to carry out shallow ploughing raised awareness of its 
benefits and how to maximise crop yield in the long term.    

The project’s annual target was surpassed every year, and in 2013 we ploughed more than 
3.5 times our target area. The project’s Overrum 3 furrow reversible plough and Reco 
Mascio rotovator were key pieces of machinery, the latter being the most popular option for 
cultivating longer-term fallow and for levelling out the ground.  

Problems: The only significant problem encountered was in years when weather conditions 
(i.e. excessive wet) prevented timely cultivations from being undertaken before the wader 
nesting season commenced. In 2011, project staff carried out field surveys of plots prior to 
ploughing/rotovating to identify and protect any established wader nests. On one occasion 
the tractor and plough got bogged ploughing up a new area and had to be towed out.  

Legacy: Ardbhan Croft continued ploughing and rotovating in spring 2014, using the project 
machinery and charging contractor rates, and indications are that this is set to continue. 
Several crofters have also bought their own rotovator, inspired by the project. 
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Project 3 furrow reversible plough 

 

Traditional Uist Cockshutt hand-operated single furrow plough 

 

The ever popular project rotavator, Uist 

Sub-action C1c: Cut and bale arable silage crop at a late stage 

See also Actions A2, A3 and C2.  
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Background and targets: Late cutting dates for silage are key to ensuring that further broods 
of corncrake can take place and are safe. As a main objective of the project, it was felt that 
the Late Cut Arable Silage option needed to come into the Management Agreements rather 
than just being supported through direct payments, and while the financial incentive was 
slightly reduced as a result, this did not reduce the areas achieved: the project target to 
delay cutting of up to 60 ha per annum was exceeded in both 2012 and 2013, after the 
change. A proportion of the late-cut areas were audited by project and RSPB staff. In 
addition, a study on the effect of cutting and baling silage at a late stage was also carried out 
by Julia Gallagher, the first project advisor (Annex 16). 

Tests on the yield from late cutting dates were commissioned from SAC and are contained in 
the report in Annex 2 of the Inception Report.  

Problems: The project received the report from SAC trials to measure yield and 
compensatory payments in 2012 (see Annex 2 of the Inception Report). However, it was felt 
that more samples were needed for an improved scientific comparison. Unfortunately, the 
timescales involved did not allow for further silage analysis (because analysis of samples 
would have been undertaken beyond the cut-off date for incurring expenditure). Moreover, 
there was insufficient silage remaining in 2013 to give a statistically robust sample size.  

Legacy: The project and the RSPB contributed to ‘Recommendations for changes to RP 
corncrake options’ and ‘Recommendations for changes to the Cropped RP Machair options’ 
(both appended in Annex 6). It has been confirmed that there will be an option for late cutting 
on 1 September in the next SRDP, but final details are yet to be announced. Late cutting 
reduces nutritional value and therefore requires an adequate compensatory payment, for 
which the project contributed suggested rates. 

Any option to late-cut arable silage on the Uists will need to be accompanied by adequate 
crop protection. Crofters who plant late due to bad weather and/or their specific type of 
machair remain vulnerable to losses by geese. 

Despite the incompleteness of the study on silage, the indicative compensatory payments 
were adequate to inform the project’s and RSPB’s input to SRDP policy. If such payments 
are to be included in a future scheme, it is expected that the Scottish Government will 
undertake further work to determine the required level. However, the project has 
recommended that further budget be invested in more silage and seaweed tests. 

Sub-action C1d: Harvest, stook and stack arable crop 

Please note that there was an error in the proposal regarding this target, which was copied 
from a previous action paragraph. The project therefore aimed to use its machinery to 
maximum capacity, and paid a management prescription for late harvesting of seed and for 
the making of stacks.  

Background and targets: As key project objectives were to expand the areas of late 
harvested crops and secure the supply of local seed, the project purchased a modern 
reaper–binder, repaired old canvasses on traditional binders, gave out several kilometres of 
binder string, and administered a Late Harvesting of Seed and Stacking Management 
prescription. The team also helped crofters to stook and stack corn during harvest. 

All harvesting payments were audited/measured from 2011 onwards, and stack numbers 
and use were checked by RSPB staff. Payments differed for stacks used for feed or seed. 
‘Feeding out’ attracted a higher payment, as this had been found to be more valuable for 
passerine birds, such as the corn bunting.  
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However securing next year’s seed is also of critical importance, as there are only limited 
supplies available locally and the corn mix used by crofters cannot be obtained on the 
mainland. This mix comprises three traditional machair corn species: small oat (Avena 
strigosa), bere barley (Hordeum vulgare) and rye (Secale cereal). These very old varieties 
have adapted to local (manganese-deficient) soil and climatic conditions, and are not 
commercially available. Therefore, the islands have always had to be self-reliant for seed. 
 
Small oat is a different botanical species from mainland oat (A. sativa) and a rare crop. The 
Uists hold the largest remaining area of this crop in North-Western Europe (Scholten et.al. 
2008). While new mainland varieties (especially barley) can now be bought pre-coated in 
manganese, they require higher inputs and are an additional expense when crofters 
generally prefer to grow their own. 
 

 
Project reaper binder and stooks 2011 

 

 
Toiteans: mini-stacks, south Uist 
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Arable stack scheme outcomes  

2010:  71 stacks/acres (all paid at £200 per stack/acre) 

Feeding out (£300 per stack/acre) 

2011: 44.5 stacks/acres 

2012: 26 stacks/acres 

2013:  43.5 stacks/acres 

Threshed for seed (£200 per stack/acre) 

2011: 12.5 stacks/acres 

2012: 24.5 stacks/acres 

2013: 12.5 stacks/acres 

Of note is the increased geographical spread of stacks facilitated by the project, which paid 
for stacks and worked its binder (both hired/traditional and owned/modern) from Berneray in 
the north to Barra in the far south. The project assistant worked very long hours to serve as 
many crofters as possible. The binder also went on the ferry to Northton in Harris, to help 
with traditional harvesting as part of its investment in the seed legacy work away from the 
main target islands. 

Problems: There were problems with the knotting device for the binder, as explained above. 
The allocation of the binder to serve crofters was something of a logistical nightmare for the 
project staff, who had to take account of geography, timing and goose impacts. The use of a 
contractor in 2013 helped to relieve the pressure. 

The table above shows that the number of stacks decreased from 2011 to 2012. This was 
due partly to the introduction of the reaper–binder and subsequent increase in the number of 
crofters having their crop cut with this. However, other reasons included weather and lack of 
labour. The Project could either cut crops with the reaper-binder or pay for the stack that 
was built, but not both. Therefore, a trade-off between the reaper–binder option and stacking 
prescription took place. Over the four years of the project, the reduction in the number of 
stacks has been outweighed by the uptake of cutting with the reaper–binder, which means 
that the total area of corn harvested using traditional methods has increased overall. This is 
a very positive outcome for the project. 

In 2013 the Project launched a traditional reaper–binder repair scheme, to encourage and 
assist crofters to recondition and repair their equipment. This was because there are many 
dilapidated binders which could be utilised, especially in South Uist where stacking is still a 
popular, viable and an economic way of harvesting on small isolated plots. This was 
achieved mainly via canvas repairs for ten binders. The result was that the uptake of seed 
harvesting payments was significantly higher (34 ha in 2013, an increase of 15.4 ha from 
2012). 

Year  Reaper-binder (ha)  Stacks (ha)  TOTAL (ha) 

2010  0    28   28  
2011  12    24   36 
2012  18.7    20.4   39.1 
2013  14    25.4   39.5 
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Traditional binder, Uist 

Legacy: The RSPB has been mapping all arable stacks since 2004 whether in schemes or 
not and this shows, a steady rise from 2006, peaking in 2010/11 when the project began 
operations and then decreasing slightly annually ever since. Most of the new crofters who 
came into the scheme with the project, cite weather and time as problematic. Few young 
crofters have sustained making stacks in North Uist where combines and seed dryers are 
now the preferred option as access to them is easy and share size facilitates their use.   
However having brought back ten binders into use, 90% of these are in South Uist and 
Benbecula, where they provide an important way of harvesting smaller plots, which ripen at 
different times and where combine access is not so easy. Corn will also dry in stacks so it 
can be cut slightly green and this also allows for it to be within the control of the crofter who 
must seek out any available opportunity to harvest his/her corn when weather and geese 
and the day job permit. Harvesting involves a delicate balance of factors, changing every 
year. Ensuring more access to binders will aid the continuation of later harvesting for seed 
and food for stock using traditional methods.  

The system of stooking and stacking also has social and cultural benefits as well as been 
beneficial for wildlife.  It is one of the last events where townships come together to harvest 
and great pride is taken over well-made stacks. 

Stacks should not be seen as museum pieces: many crofters believe this is the best way to 
dry and produce high quality seed and in South Uist where numbers of binder repairs and 
stack payments were higher, this also reflects the different geographic and socio-economic 
conditions which seem to benefit wildlife. Plots are smaller and more scattered and often more 
difficult to access, making work by combine harvesters less practical and given these small 
scattered units, producing feed and seed by traditional methods, for a small number of cattle 
(average size of herd is 13 cattle in South Uist and 26 in the north) is actually the most cost-
effective way of harvesting, involving little machinery or out-goings, but it is high on labour. 
 

 North Uist South Uist 
Average croft size  20 ha  12 ha 
Average herd size  26 cattle  13 cattle 
Average flock size  117 sheep  73 sheep 

Croft, herd & flock size for North Uist and South Uist (Scottish Government, 2011) 
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A rough guide to making a stack is as follows: one acre takes approximately two hours to cut 
by binder, produces about 1000 sheaves which are gathered into @167 stooks( 
suidheachan) with 6 sheaves per stook. These stooks, when dried are then gathered into 
toiteans comprising @20 stooks per toitean, so an acre yields @ 17 toiteans. Ten toiteans 
are needed for 1 stack. 

According to local crofters, depending on its quality and an average winter, 1 stack supports 
approximately 1 cow across the winter. For an average 6 head of cattle, kept outdoors, 
therefore 6 stacks are needed from autumn to spring (requiring 3.5 acres of corn to be 
harvested by reaper binder) Translated into big silage bales ( cut at optimum time), 1 stack = 
7 silage bales. This means 1 cow needs 7 bales per month,( or 2 if kept indoors for part of 
the winter)  so 42 big bales are required. One acre of grassland will produce on average 7.5 
bales, therefore @5.5 acres are needed. So much depends on plot size, weather, soil type, 
geese, need for seed, access to combine or binder or baler, income available, labour etc that 
crofters will often decide on how to harvest quite late in the day. While hard work for the 
crofter, the beauty of this system is the benefit it brings to wildlife. 

Any new RDP schemes needs to take into account the need for flexibility with making stacks 
annually and the differing demographics, geographic and socio-economic conditions within 
relatively small land areas. There is huge variation in management across the main three 
islands in the Uist (see also the results of socio-economic study in Annex 10. This variation 
in management seems to be the underlying cause of the rich mosaic of habitats for wildlife 
within the machair landscape. 

The RSPB reviewed its stack scheme in 2013 and found that whilst it yielded significant 
biodiversity benefits it was not achieving its primary goal which was to provide a winter food 
source for corn buntings. It is thought stacks could solve the problem corn buntings face, but 
only if a large part of the crop was harvested this way, a guesstimate by RSPB would be at 
least 30% of Uists crops and that these stacks are mainly fed out to cattle. At the height of 
the stack scheme, according to RSPB, Uist had just over 5% of the total crop harvested 
using binders. 

RSPB has adapted its work on corn buntings and is now investing significant funds on 
trialling alternative winter feeding methods to halt the continued decline and this breeding 
seasons survey is showing some early signs of success (part funded through the Farmland 
NRG emergency fund).  

 

Project staff helping with stack making 
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Sub-action C1e: Undertake grassland management for chough and corncrake on 
Islay, Colonsay and Oronsay  

Background and target: The objective for a new agricultural building at Smaull Farm on Islay 
was to allow more flexibility within agricultural operations and to reduce time and economic 
constraints. It was completed in 2011 and is now used to store feed and machinery. The 
shed has helped to provide desired management for the chough and corncrake.  

On Oronsay and Colonsay, the project funded essential survey work for both chough and 
corncrake. The information gathered has helped guide crofters and farmers towards 
appropriate options in agri-environment schemes. Where areas identified through the survey 
work as important have not been eligible for such schemes, management agreements, 
funded by RSPB Scotland, have been reached with the relevant land managers 

The machinery stored in the new shed allows a number of operations to take place which 
are directly beneficial to chough and corncrake. These include a bale buggy, which allows 
hay and haylidge to be fed on large areas of the hill. This in turn encourages cattle to graze 
across a larger area of the reserve, providing chough with a larger area to forage across. 
The binder allows the oats to be cut in a wildlife-friendly manner and the hay bob and baler 
allow hay to be made, weather permitting, instead of silage. Feed that is stored in the shed 
includes, hay & silage, oat straw, straw sheaves and dried oats.  

The land management at Smaull Farm reserve put in place through the Machair LIFE+ 
programme has helped to deliver a new breeding pair of chough for the site in 2012. 3 pairs 
of chough attempted to breed and 2 pairs produced a total of 7 young. 3 pairs of chough 
attempted to breed again in 2013 with 4 young. The corncrake management also paid 
dividends with an extra 2 calling male corncrakes in 2012 bringing the Smaull farm total to 9 
and, in the face of significant declines elsewhere in 2013, held 5 calling males.  

Legacy: the shed at Smaull Farm combined with the grassland management machinery in 
place on the Islay RSPB reserves, has allowed grassland management on key areas for 
corncrake and chough. The management undertaken and monitoring/research in place will 
help inform land management for chough in the future. 

 

Tractor for the Smaull Reserve, Islay 
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C2: Increase arable cropping and silage production  

Background and target: this action relates to the opening up of new areas of machair with a 
target of 15 hectares of arable machair and 15 hectares of grass silage over the lifetime of 
the Project. Both targets have been met but it was necessary to work outside the Uists at 
Ness and on Tiree for arable machair and to reconsider the method of calculating the 
grassland figure using SRDP workshop success. Through the support given to crofters to 
help them access SRDP, Machair LIFE+ has facilitated the uptake of grassland options 
resulting in the creation of 12.7ha of Mown Grassland. 

 Arable (annual target 5ha) 
2011 achieved:  4ha   Result (behind target) 

2012 achieved:  3ha   Result (behind target) 

2013 achieved:  9ha *  Result (on target) 

*This was achieved with new cultivations on Uist and cropping in Ness, Lewis and Tiree  

Grass (annual target 5ha) 
 2011 achieved:  0ha   Result (behind target) 

 2012 achieved:  0.7ha     Result (behind target) 

2013  achieved:  0ha   Result (behind target) 

Problems: Finding areas of machair to bring back into cultivation was a difficult task, as 
many areas were unused for good reason. Areas that had become long term fallow were rich 
in perennial grassland species and SNH were reluctant to sanction ploughing them up. The 
project managed to exceed its targets by engaging with crofters on outlying islands within 
the project area in 2013: Uist (7.6ha), Lewis (1.5ha) and Tiree (0.8ha). On Tiree the 
increased arable cropping was facilitated through the gift of Uist corn seed sufficient for 2 
acres (0.8ha) of crop.  

The overall target of 15 hectares of grass silage was difficult to achieve as the project has 
found that targeting this action through Management Agreements was not sufficient to fully 
identify the availability of new areas for production and SRDP was already encouraging this 
option. A specific difficulty lay in the fact that the project had no specific LMOs or 
prescriptions for grass silage fields. The bid dictated this action would be achieved through 
bringing ‘abandoned’ land back into production which would have entailed an independent 
fodder resource, which could have been used by the project to compensate crofters who 
agreed to cease under-sowing their crops on the machair.  

In reality the method of increasing these areas has been achieved through Management 
Agreements with ‘active’ crofters whereby the project carried out works of cultivation on 
tenanted/owner crofted land. The Project did not have any areas under its direct control so 
was not able to use the resulting fodder crop as compensation. This did not cause problems, 
since the situation of needing to compensate crofters for ceasing to under-sow did not arise. 
This is because the crofters the project has engaged with to date a) state that they do not 
under-sow crops or b) do not agree to cease under-sowing of crops.  

Legacy:   SNH report that machair land is well used on Uist or has high value for wildlife as 
species rich grassland and there are unlikely to be large areas that will come back into 
cultivation.  

RSPB has also just appointed a 12 month Corncrake and Machair Project Officer who's work 
will focus heavily on the designated sites in North Lewis which were within the ML project 
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area but where relatively little activity took place compared to the Uist areas which were the 
heart of the project. Arable cropping on Lewis has been in decline in the last 20 years, but it 
is hoped that this post will help towards changing the situation. 

C3: Undertake goose management (Uists and Barra and Coll and Tiree) 

Background and target: Machair LIFE+ took on crop protection and goose count 
responsibilities for the duration of the Project as a condition of the financial contribution from 
CnES . Prior to this there had been increasing levels of goose damage from greylag geese 
and the project was able to bring additional resources to help provide a more comprehensive 
protection scheme than hitherto had been provided under SNH.  

Both schemes aim was the protection and increase of the main arable crop areas (corn on 
Uist and Barra and grass crops on Tiree) through non-lethal scaring methods as a priortity 
and where used, lethal scaring was to be better coordinated.  

Both schemes have been extremely successful for four years running. There was little or no 
damage to the main crop on Uists or Coll and Tiree during the schemes lifetimes and seed 
quality and quantity have increased. Both schemes have been celebrated as examples of 
best practice and value for money. 

The project purchased and trialled new deterrent methods such as the use of crop guards 
and sonic string on the Uists, as well as making scarecrows with the aid of local school 
children and buying a goose plucking machine.  

On the Uists, the project also introduced a new count methodology to ensure more accurate 
numbers were recorded for the breeding population as from 2012 and positive working with 
crofters and landowners over the four years achieved a level of trust which led to more 
accurate bag numbers than had been available in previous years. The scheme also 
introduced the use of non-lead shot and put real effort into encouraging use of the goose 
carcasses which led to the project working with SNH to introduce goose meat into school 
meals. 

Adaptive Management Pilot Schemes became operational by SNH in both areas as from 
Spring 2013, in the light of an end to Scottish Government goose funding. Machair LIFE+ 
and RSPB worked hard with SNH to ensure that the funding for these trials was awarded to 
both the Uists and Tiree and Coll. 

Details of how the Adaptive Management Scheme operate with the CPS within the Uists 
were requested by the Commission in 2012 and responded to. 

Please refer to goose reports for scheme details, shot numbers, goose counts as well as 
minutes from Goose Management Meetings in Annexes 13, 17 and 18. 
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Scarecrow at work, Uist machair 2012 

 
Project dog Sprout training on greylag goose egg oiling trial, Uist 

 
Project assistant tests the new goose plucker 
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Summary of the Uist Crop Protection Scheme (UCPS)  

Overall feedback from Estates, private shoots and crofters has been the UCPS was 
successful, despite rising numbers of geese. Over the four years there has been little 
damage to crops. There are reports of high seed quantities and quality while the project has 
been in charge of protection, but there have been more complaints about geese targeting 
hay fields and grass reseeds, including over wintering barnacle geese in the autumn and 
early spring which were not included in the scheme.  

 The minimal damage that occurred to corn was on crop unprotected between scarer visits 
and therefore more crofter ‘buy in’ will always be needed for daylight hours when scarers are 
absent, under future crop protection schemes.  

Fewer geese were shot in the closed season of 2012 and 2013 than the previous years as a 
result of a more difficult season of protection due to higher numbers and more movement of 
geese. Harvest followed a normal pattern, but there was a serious increase of goose 
numbers. Geese have been getting wise to methods of both non-lethal and lethal techniques 
and have been changing patterns and habits. In 2012, most geese were shot in mid to late 
August before the main corn was harvested dry by binder or combine in September/October. 
It became impossible to keep the geese off any un-harvested crop without introducing lethal 
scaring at this earlier stage of the harvest. 

In 2011-12 the UCPS shot only 100 birds in the closed season because of a poor summer 
resulting in late crop and the late arrival of geese and due to weather, crop was very late in 
being harvested. Crops were seriously behind in growth and condition and the weather also 
affected gosling hatching time. As geese were late in hatching due to the weather they were 
late in gaining flight so could not migrate from nesting grounds east in the moors to crop on the 
west. Also there was no reason for them to come west to crop that was not at the ripe stage. 

The adaptive management trial and a new crop protection scheme will be operated by SNH 
for summer 2014. 
 

 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 

Geese shot within crop protection scheme ** 1368 1652 1152 

Total Birds shot to end season ** 2392 3736 *** 

For 2013-14 the project has only the data for geese shot within crop protection scheme from our 
scarers and estates and Newton which was 1152. Total figures are with SNH as goose counting was 
handed over in January 2013 

** Refer to Uist Goose Report 2010 / 2011 
*** awaiting final figure from SNH who took over goose figs  
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Project assistant, goose scarer and clay pigeon Scottish champion. 

Counting geese in the Uists  and Barra 

The August 2010 post breeding count was @ 5900. The August post breeding 2011 count 
was 4292 but the count took place in poor weather conditions and received a vote of no 
confidence from the local goose forum. This led to the project revising the counting 
methodology having consulted with RSPB, SNH and the WWT. The February 2012 count for 
Uists and Barra was 5712 and the September 2012 count was 8650 plus 837 birds shot to 
the date of 7th September which was felt by all involved to be a more accurate count. 

This means the population of graylag geese was likely to have been around the 10,000 mark 
in 2012. Given the count was @1000 birds in September 1986, this increase in the 
population of greylag geese of over 100% over the last 28 years is evidently giving crofters 
serious concerns.  

The revised methodology for the September 2012 count created more local confidence in 
the count and helped to convince policy makers that a move to adaptive management was 
vital to bring numbers down. Adaptive management on the Uists began in spring 2013 and 
over 1000 birds were shot that spring as well as a small trial programme of egg oiling taking 
place. The project also took additional measures to check the new methodology: RSPB 
carried out an additional random 1km square count to check accuracy of the main count 
figures. Areas counted were North Uist and Benbecula (due to lack of volunteers for South 
Uist). These results showed the sampled estimates were very close to the main goose count 
estimate, so there was confidence in the main count. 

To new count involved more areas being counted towards the east of Islands (geese 
roosting sites), more counters being used per area, including all the scarers employed by the 
project. A slightly later count date (September 7th) was also chosen to allow the harvest to 
have progressed and making geese more visible on stubble and cut hay fields. The later 
counting date also made tidal Islands accessible and allowed more accurate recording there.  

The September 2013 count was 7031 plus 547 birds shot to date ( total count 7578) of 
count, showing an important population decrease thanks to concerted efforts through the AM 
scheme and lethal scaring under the UCPS. SNH have also revised their model for numbers 
to be shot over the next 3 years to enable progress to be reached at the end of the four year 
AM trial. An all islands population of 3500 geese is the target figure.  

The most recent pre breeding February 2014 count was 5906 birds 
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Legacy: The future: SNH have committed to spending £90,000 on crop protection over the 
next 3 years alongside their 4 year adaptive management pilot trial.  
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Summary of Coll and Tiree Crop Protection Scheme 

The original Tiree and Coll goose scheme commenced in 2005. It is run by the Local Goose 
Management Forum (LGMF), which is constituted from crofting and farming representatives 
from each island, as well as the goose scheme officer, RSPB Tiree Conservation Officer and 
local NFU representatives. The forum is chaired by Scottish Government Rural Payments 
Inspectorate Directorate (SGRPID) with secretariat provide by Scottish Natural Heritage 
(SNH) and meets annually.  

2013 was the eighth year of the Tiree and Coll goose-scaring scheme. No major changes 
were made to the goose strategy in its final year in light of its success in 2008-12. The Local 
Goose Management Forum recommended retaining the lethal scaring bag limit for Tiree at 
600 birds for the closed season in 2013 as in 2010-12 (the bag limit was raised from 400 to 
600 birds in 2009). Argyll Estates submitted a whole island licence application for Tiree, 
which was approved by SGRPID in liaison with SNH, with the bag limit of 600 endorsed.  

On Tiree and Coll, scaring, based on grass rather than corn crop, commenced in April with 
the placement of kites, can streamers and hazard tape streamers in early reseeds and 
arable crops only. Solar powered cannons were used sparingly until geese had become 
accustomed to other scaring techniques. The majority of lethal scaring was undertaken in 
the second scaring period with the employment of the two additional scarers for a period of 
six weeks. Lethal scaring was the last option, and generally used as a reinforcement 
measure where geese became less perturbed about warning shots. The most effective 
scaring technique was the use of rockets, which the geese never grew accustomed to. This 
is an effective technique but it is not species specific and causes a large number of birds to 
take flight. The Local Goose Management Forum also agreed to three years of targeted egg 
gelling outwith the CP scheme, which was conducted on a limited scale in areas of high 
greylag breeding densities.  

The co-ordinated scaring effort was appreciated by all stakeholders. Few scheme related 
complaints were received by SNH/RSPB over the four years the project funded the scheme, 
with affected land managers accepting that the scheme could only ever provide damage 
limitation to specific fields and crops. However it has been recognised that long-term 
reduction in numbers is needed and from 2014 onwards an adaptive management scheme 
is being implemented. 

Legacy: The greylag goose scaring scheme that has been in place on the islands of Tiree 
and Coll since 2006 has ended. It has been replaced by an adaptive management pilot. 
There will no longer be any additional greylag goose scaring support provided on the 
islands. The responsibility for crop protection will now fall entirely to the land manager.   

The remaining scaring equipment, including the Bangalore Banger canons, that was funded 
under the ML project scaring scheme has been donated to Tiree Rural Development (TRD).  
See Annex 14 for further details of the new scheme. 
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Crop protection coordinator, Tiree 

 

Tiree goose coordinator and assistants 



44 

Counting geese on Tiree and Coll 

Greylag numbers remain high, with on average 2,855 birds being recorded on the islands at 
any one time; the majority (86%) of these are found on Tiree. Productivity levels in 2013 
were similar to that of 2012, with post breeding flocks containing 35.3% juveniles. The post 
breeding season count in August 2013 on Tiree was lower than expected at 1690, some 520 
birds down compared to August 2012, possibly as a result of the birds changing their 
behaviour at this time; whilst the August count on Coll (550) was much closer to the 2013 
figure of 593. The November 2013 counts were higher than the August 2013 counts despite 
some 600 geese being shot in the interim, indicating that the population was being in-filled 
from elsewhere. Since June 2013, a total of 924 birds were killed via lethal scaring practices 
or sport shooting on Tiree. The population of geese in November 13 on both islands 
remained healthy.  

The 2013/14 late winter counts on Tiree showed a steady drop in Greylag numbers pretty 
much in line with numbers shot by the crop protection coordinator through the new Adaptive 
Management scheme dropping from 2,297 in February 2014 to 1,952 in March 2014. The 
March 2014 figure was some 680 birds down on the March 2013 figure and was the lowest 
March count on Tiree since 1999, suggesting that late winter shooting may have a more 
direct impact on numbers than at other times of year. 

Goose numbers in February 2014  

  Tiree Coll Both 

  2297 318 2615 

C4: Provide advisory support  

Background and target: The project objective to expand the knowledge and skill base of the 
local crofting community and policy makers has been achieved as listed below. The target 
figure of providing advice to 500 crofters and farmers in the Project area has been achieved 

At the final steering group meeting, partners commented that one of the most significant 
aspects of the project has been the way it has changed attitudes towards crofting on Island, 
especially among the younger generation and in the huge amount of awareness-raising work 
it has carried out. On the Uists, the project provided advice to crofters in various ways:  

1. Through initiating 170 Management Agreements with crofters over years 1 and 2 and 3 
which led to a suite of direct works on the ground, which benefit Natura 2000 
designated areas. 

2. Through advising and supporting crofters to access funding to maintain crofting 
management through the Scottish Rural Development Scheme. 5 SRDP workshops 
were run by the Project over the 4 years resulting in 4 successful applications on Uist 
and additional Work by RSPB permanent staff on Uists resulted in 46 SRDP Plans in 
the Western Isles. 

3. By attending eight agricultural shows over the four years at which providing advisory 
support was a key activity. 

4. Holding nine demonstration events using the project machinery of which 2 events 
showcased the biodiversity monitoring work. The latter will be detailed and made 
available to crofters through the layman’s report. 
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5. Commissioning seaweed, silage and soil tests from SAC and making the costs and 
analyses publicly available. 

6. Through its crop protection schemes, which are exemplary models for continued 
Government goose management funding support.  

7. Holding four  public meetings to discuss aspects of the Project, an advisory group 
meeting on 7.7.10, open days on 15.10.11 and 27.03.14, a machinery meeting on 
15..08.13 and attending a public goose meeting on 18.06.12 

8. Best practice and advisory text has been provided in both the Project website, FB and 
the Project newsletters 

9. Four advisory leaflets have been published for ‘stacking’, ‘seed’ ‘seaweed as fertiliser’ 
and a ‘crop protection’. 

10. Producing a seed register, which has been placed in two main crofter venues to help 
with the future purchase of seed (see annex 7). 

11. Accessing many new and young crofters through its programme of community and 
education activities. See Section D.2 

12. Identifying gaps in information available to visitors and other local people on the Uists 
about crofting and the machair, therefore additional advisory information has also been 
published in the final year: this includes a crofting booklet ‘Crofting and the machair’ 
(Annex 31) and three worksheets on ‘What is machair’, ‘Uist corn, and ‘The 
archaeology of the machair’ (see Annex 32) The layman’s report to be published in 
three booklets will also form key advisory information to a wide target audience (Annex 
22). 

On Tiree and Coll specialist input was given resulting in 30 Scottish Rural Development Plan 
applications going through for breeding wader and corncrake management. Further plans 
assisted with (4 in Oct 2013 and 2 in Aug 2013) and also provided Corncrake data on SRDP 
plans up for review. 

Legacy; advisory material will be maintained by RSPB staff, a machair art 3 project is 
proposed in partnership with Taigh Chearsabaghn, scarecrow-making workshops with the 
local secondary school are to be held in the new shed joint with SNH. 

 

Ploughing demonstration, Uist 2011 
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Crofter’s son checking the depth of the project plough furrows 

 

Project working at North Uist show 2013: goose busters, always a popular target 
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C5: Develop New Agri-Environment Measure 

Background and target: One of the project objectives targets is the need to support RDP to 
deliver better management of designated sites. The project has been promoting ‘Late cut 
arable silage’ as an annual management option and has monitored variables with regard to 
the effects of late cutting on crop yield and quality alongside biodiversity benefits. The 
project has been working with colleagues at RSPB Scotland HQ to ensure that the result of 
this monitoring is fed into the internal review process for SRDP to enable the consideration 
of the addition of this prescription.  

In the RSPB Options Recommendations for SRDP 2014-2020, RSPB/ML recommended for 
the Cropped Machair option: 

1.  That fields which have been out of cultivation for more than 10 years may also be 
considered for eligibility (provided that species rich grasslands are not ploughed up). 

2.  A range of suggestions for supplements:   

-  increased rates for the existing supplement for stacks (without specifying by how 
much) 

-  increased rates for the existing supplement for applying seaweed (without 
specifying by how much) 

-  late-cut arable silage (currently recommending 1st or 15th Sept); 

-  using or producing local seed; and 

-  restricting grazing on machair fallows.  

The latest draft included the following dates: 

The area must be mown each year, but not before one of the dates below: 
a)    1 August (Mowing Payment 1)  
b)    15 August (Mowing Payment 2) or  
c)    1 September (Mowing Payment 3)  

The use of Seaweed as a Fertiliser on Cropped Machair' is proposed as a capital item.  

The latest information from RSPB received from SRDP advisors is the Cropped Machair 
Option includes the following criteria: 

Ploughable machair is eligible. The eligible area is that sown to an arable crop or left fallow. 
Under-sown crops are not eligible and the following must be adhered to: 

• Each year, establish a spring arable crop on part of the eligible land.  
• The same area must not be cropped for more than two consecutive years.  
• Undertake all cultivation and establishment work, including rolling, before 15 May. 
• Do not harvest the crop before 1 September  
• After harvest leave this area fallow for 2 or 3 years (the definition of fallow is that the 

area must be allowed to regenerate naturally and not be cultivated or reseeded) 
• Do not spray except for the spot treatment of injurious/invasive weed species. This 

requires prior written notification. 
• Harvesting must be done in a corncrake and wildlife-friendly manner. 
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The rates payable for late-cut arable silage will be determined by the Scottish Government if 
a late-cut arable silage option is included in a successor agri-environment scheme. The 
results of the SAC trials commissioned by ML+ have been useful to inform the RSPB’s  
engagement with the development of this new scheme.  

ML crop protection schemes are exemplary models for continued Government goose 
management funding support. RSPB and ML have been lobbying the Scottish Government 
for continued funding after 2014 and ML has worked closely with SNH to develop the 
successful bid for funding for an Adaptive Management Proposal for Uists and for Coll and 
Tiree. 

Legacy: The development of a successor agri-environment scheme by the Scottish 
Government is currently on going, delayed by negotiations on budget allocations. The 
recommendations of the project have been provided to RSPB Scotland who is taking the 
lead on engagement with this. 

C6: Develop grassland model for Tiree 

Background and target: Grassland modelling was conducted on Tiree by a group of technical 
experts. It attempted to link in the retention of corncrake habitat with the creation of pockets 
of corn bunting habitat (a species that used to occur there but was lost in the late 1990s as 
arable cropping declined) The model was theoretical in approach and did not take other 
species/habitats into account such as lowland wet grassland waders, for which the island is 
also a key site. Matching up this model to real action on the ground is fraught with issues of 
land ownership and current management practices, whilst the modelling work itself is 
technically obtuse. The use of the model was therefore reassessed and it was decided that 
work on the ground should continue in the way it has been successfully operating to date.  

The RSPB Tiree Conservation Officer offers crofters assistance on many levels and has had 
great success in getting good grassland management to be applied at a landscape scale 
across the island for the benefit of corncrakes, breeding waders and machair biodiversity. 
(and is helping ensure that existing plans that are working well are rolled forward)  He has 
also given much assistance to the Tiree goose management scheme, which aimed to reduce 
damage to crops thereby allowing the potential for an increase in arable cropping, in turn 
creating potential corn bunting habitat. 

On Tiree and Coll encouraging appropriate management for Corncrakes, lowland waders 
and species-rich grassland takes place through SRDP applications (nine achieved by June 
2011)  RSPB have been doing applications for the last four years in collaboration with SAC 
with good results. Corncrake numbers remain high on the islands with some 348-385 calling 
males on Tiree alone in 2011-13, accounting for around a third of all the UK’s Corncrakes, 
whilst numbers and breeding success of ground-nesting waders such as Lapwing, 
Redshank, Snipe, Oystercatcher, Ringed Plover and Dunlin numbers remain strong. 

On-going work with SAC to design and assist with RDC applications for corncrake and 
breeding wader management includes 30+ RDCs worked on and accepted to provide 
optimal corncrake and breeding wader management across the island, with a further 12 (all 
former RSS schemes) being worked on in 2011 and 2012. A dozen applications for 
corncrake management on smaller crofts failed at the first attempt but input from RSPB 
allowed all 12 to be successful on the second attempt.  
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C7: Build storage sheds   

The details of the shed build for Uists and Islay has been outlined in Section A.6.  

One of the original reasons in the bid for erecting a permanent shed on Uists was for the 
storage of local seed but after seeking crofter advice, it was found that joint storage of local 
seed was not a popular option. Crofters are not willing to entrust the storage of their own 
seed to a third party. Therefore the Project purchased a portable grain dryer, set up the seed 
legacy project with Maria Scholten and issued advice regarding the storage of seed in other 
ways (see below). 

Given the lack of need for storage, the project equipment was successfully housed next to 
the office in the shed owned by the riding stables. This provided a good central location, was 
available at a competitive rent and enabled the project assistant to liaise easily with 
colleagues in the project office. 

The Uist shed was built in March 2014 and CnES have granted RSPB a 20 year lease for 
the land at which point it will be re-negotiated or if in good enough condition, the shed could 
be re-erected elsewhere. The shed will have long term use for the storage the project 
machinery, of corn bunting seed, RSPB snackers and trailers as well as being made 
available to the community for other uses.  

Seed security plan devised by project 
 

Targets Methods Options Cost estimates (start) 
1. 
increase 
seed 
quantity 

ML+ multiplying seed for 
back-up (seed reserve) 
especially for bere 
producing  up to10 % 
extra of total seed 

Grow in Northton (1 ha) 
and other areas in Harris / 
Lewis / Tiree plus extra 
areas Uist (2 ha Iochdar) 

Buying in seed (£35 per bag for 
1 acre sow; ploughing, 
seaweed, sowing, monitoring 
and  harvesting costs +  
transport machinery and 
contractor costs 

2. 
organising 
seed 
reserve 
storage 

One central cold store 
(freezer) 
 
 
or 
 
one shed with several 
containers 

Purpose-build or second-
hand climate-controlled 
storage room 
 
Purchase containers 
(airtight?) 
 
Purchase dehumidifiers 

Fridge boxes start at £ 2250 
Thermo containers £ 2765 
Climate -controlled room start at 
£ 5000 

3. 
improving 
seed 
quality 

improved seed 
processing (drying, 
cleaning) and quality 
monitoring (germination 
test, purity test) 

Purchase: seed cleaner; 
moisture measurer,  extra 
seed dryer 
 
Monitor seed quality 

Seed graders second hand from 
£ 1800 
Moisture measurer from £80 - £ 
300 
 
OSTS seed test 

4. 
improving 
access to 
seed 

establishing  a register of 
Uist quality corn seed 
producers 
 
register bere grower(s) as 
seed merchants of bere 
 

collate list +  seed quality 
assurance (seed testing 
OSTS) 
 
paper work registration and 
testing of seed 

Labour plus printing and 
distribution (estimated £ 250) + 
seed testing (optional) 
 
Registration certified seed 
sellers 

Seed legacy work: The outputs in the table above have been achieved. The projects own 
attempts to grow additional barley was not successful however it achieved more seed grown 
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in Northton and Ness. A central storage container was not needed. Individual storage was 
not felt to be viable. An advisory leaflet on seed was produced by the project and a register 
of sellers has been completed and it is now with the SAC and Carnan Stores, the main 
agricultural supplier on Uist.  Maria Sholten continues to work to promote the protection of 
the Scottish landraces 

Wider acknowledgment of the uniqueness of Uist landraces and seed production among 
crofters: previous research projects eg: the small-scale 2009-2010 oat trial flagged up the 
importance of the Uist landraces largely for an audience of academics, conservationists and 
national authorities, i.e. Defra and SASA. 

However, the ML project formed a crucial follow-up to this small-scale local demonstration 
project on small oats (2009 – 2010) through its wider scope and remit, its comprehensive 
education program and its special 'seed component'. ML+ exposed local crofters during four 
years to a message of “Uist corn is unique”.  

The importance of the Uist landraces as a plant genetic resource and the legal aspects of on 
farm conservation were taken on board by RSPB and led to a proposal for inclusion into the 
new SRDP (2014 -2020) of Uist seed production. The results of this are not yet known. 

Wider knowledge and acknowledgment of the importance of Uist Corn seems without doubt 
to have been achieved; the value of Uist corn as winter feed could have been enhanced 
further by research ie. especially into the nutritional qualities of small oats: lipid and anti-
oxidant compounds. A study by an MSc student showed widely diverging levels of these 
compounds. Earlier, historical studies had suggested very high levels of lipids in small oats. 
Another interesting aspect of the small oat, its nematode-suppressant qualities.  

 

Uist rye, oat and arable weed mix 
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Action C8:   Establish a community trust to coordinate future agricultural 
management 

In 2012 it became apparent that setting up a new community trust to take on the project 
machinery and ensure the positive management works continued, would be difficult so the 
project explored the following options: 

1. Consulted with a number of existing organisations about forming a trust. These 
included: Clothrum, Carnan Community Stores, The Cooperative Society, Tagsa 
Ubhist, CnES and Business Gateway. 

2. Met with CO of Highlands Machinery Ring run through SAOS (the Scottish Agricultural 
Organisation Society) called The HBS Ring Ltd a cooperative of farmers, estates, 
contractors, small businesses and individual members whose throughput in 2010 was 
£6.6million.This meeting did not lead to any viable agreement. 

3. Consulted with Maria Scholten, conservation seed consultant who was looking to set 
up a seed bank partnership idea in conjunction with a new trust and who was 
interested in securing premises which could also house the mobile seed drier and 
related equipment. 

4. Given there was a strong interest in setting up a higher level crofting course for school 
leavers, the project pursued the idea of sharing the machinery with HIE, UHI, (Lewes 
Castle College) SAC, SCRPID and SCF. Lionacleit School and Cothrum.  

5. Locally the Project consulted with RSPB permanent staff about the managed use of the 
machinery at RSPB Balranald Reserve in North Uist, but no agreement was reached. 

When these ideas were discussed at the ML public meeting in January 2013, crofters felt 
that passing on the project machinery to a new course in the absence of a viable community 
trust, would be their preferred option. Lewes Castle College (UHI) expressed a keen interest 
in taking on the Project machinery as part of facilitating a new course on the Uists but by 
June 2013, it became clear that they were not in a position to formalise any arrangements. 

In the absence of any obvious existing organisation and the position taken by UHI, the 
project invited a social enterprise advisor to chair a public meeting in July 2013 with crofters 
to discuss the future of the machinery and to offer specialist advice on setting up a new 
community-based enterprise. HIE also sent their community assets advisor to the meeting. It 
was agreed that a tendering process was the only fair way to proceed. 

Crofters, organisations, townships etc were invited to express interest and a timescale was 
set by the Project for receipt of expressions. Invitations to tender were sent out at the end of 
August 13 for receipt and evaluation by independent assessors before the September 
Steering Group met. The tenders had to show community benefit. At the same time, the 
Project negotiated land to build a shed from CnES and so forged ahead on securing 
planning permission and obtaining quotes for the construction work.  Bearing in mind the 
Project was due to end in December 2013, the group made a decision regarding the tenders 
and whether the building of the shed would go ahead.  

Legacy: Ardbhan Croft, a family-based contracting business in North Uist were the 
successful tenderer for the machinery and the shed contract was won by John Allan, another 
local contractor who had also worked for the project collecting seaweed. 

The decision to grant a project extension enabled the shed to be built on Benbecula, next to 
the existing College and secondary school, to house the project machinery under an agreed 
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lease until 2017. This central geographical location and the commitment of the machinery to 
being used for teaching purposes on the existing crofting and local food course and a new 
post school crofting course to be set up will ensure community benefit. See Annex 2. 

E1: Manage project 

This action was implemented as planned and problems are detailed in Section 5.1 

E2: Monitor key biodiversity in arable machair  

Background and target: A suite of monitoring work on managed and un managed plots to 
measure the effect of project actions was a key project objective and this work began in 
2010 on 62 plots by consultants Applied Ecology Ltd based in Cambridge. 

Year 1, 2, 3 and 4 bio-diversity surveys were undertaken and a full report collating and 
presenting the data analysis undertaken by Applied Ecology Ltd and RSPB is at Annex 5, 8 
and 19. 

Work covers the 62 plots spread over a range of localities, with two dedicated visits being 
made to each site per annum when botanical, invertebrate (soil invertebrates, beetles and 
pollinators) and soil (2010 and 2013 only) data is collated. A summary of findings is detailed 
as follows for key flora, pollinators, beetles and soil invertebrates: 

See also Annex 19. 
 
Flora 
Four plant species considered to be of particular nature conservation interest were recorded:  
 

• corn gromwell Lithospermum arvense; 
• corn marigold Glebionis segetum;  
• common ramping-fumitory Fumaria muralis; and  
• corn spurrey Spergula arvensis. 

 
Soil analyses suggest that potassium (K) and phosphate (P) have a positive effect on flora 
diversity, abundance and height and crop dominance. There were more species in plots with 
higher levels of P. An increase in P from 100 to 200 mg/kg is predicted to increase flora 
diversity from a mean value of 12.5 to 16.7 species. Vegetation height was positively 
correlated with K – vegetation was taller with higher levels of K in the soil. 
 
Plots with high levels of K were correlated with an increasing proportion of seaweed applied 
as an organic fertiliser, emphasising that K is an important contributor to vegetation height 
and crop abundance. It is predicted that a 50% increase in seaweed application would result 
in an additional 11.5 mg/kg of K in the soil. 
 
In plots treated with seaweed, there was in increase in the occurrence of Trifolium repens 
(white clover) and Cirsium vulgare (spear thistle). It is predicted that first year fallow plots 
that have been treated with 50% seaweed during the cropping stage of the rotation will have 
an 80% chance of holding white clover.  
 
Some key plants that support target flagship species (i.e. great yellow bumblebee, belted 
beauty moth, northern colletes bee and twite) preferred sites that had been treated with a 
higher percentage of seaweed rather than inorganic fertiliser and/or had been rotovated. 
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Rotovation is a positive intervention for flora diversity. Specifically, two species associated 
with fallows, Achillea millefolium (yarrow) and Lotus corniculatus (bird's-foot trefoil), were 
found to benefit from rotovation in the crop years. 
 
 

 
 

Project helping surveyor from Applied Ecology with botanical survey 
 

 
 

Fallow plot, Uist 
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Pollinators 
The current year’s rotation stage is the major source of variation in pollinator assemblage. 
There are distinct plant and pollinator assemblages associated with the different stages of 
the rotation cycle. Bumblebees Bombus spp. and the northern colletes C. floralis are clearly 
associated with fallow plots whilst hoverflies Eristalis spp. are found in cropped plots.  
 
The best predictor for both pollinator diversity (number of species) and abundance (number 
of individuals) was flora diversity– the more plant species in a plot, the more pollinator 
species and individuals associated with it. Pollinators also show a relationship with sward 
height, which is likely to be correlated with species diversity (the shorter swards tend to be 
more species-rich). 
 
The diversity (number of species) and abundance (number of individuals) of pollinators is 
significantly correlated with the proportion of seaweed applied as an organic fertiliser. Plots 
fertiliser only with seaweed had an average (mean) estimated number of 1.5 different 
species and an extra 3.34 individual pollinators compared with an average (mean) 0.32 
species and 0.47 individuals on a plot using only artificial fertiliser. More specifically, the 
probability of encountering bumblebees Bombus spp. was higher in a plot fertilised 
organically with seaweed than an artificially fertilised. These effects are likely to be a result 
of an increase in the flora diversity. 
 
Positive impacts of rotovation on pollinators may be a direct consequence of the increase in 
flora diversity and abundance identified above. 
 

 
 

Balranald Reserve, Uist. second year fallow 2013 
 
Soil invertebrates 
Soil invertebrates tended to occur in nutrient-rich sites, where plant diversity and height are 
also higher and showed a positive trend in organically fertilised (seaweed) plots. 
 
Plots that had high flora diversity also had a higher abundance and diversity of soil 
invertebrates. Plots with higher levels of P were also found to have a higher diversity of soil 
invertebrates. 
 
Beetles 
228 species of beetle were recorded over the four years, of which 25 species (7.6%) are of 
nature conservation importance. including three Red Data Book species including the Siphid 
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beetle, Thanatophilus dispar and the Dryopid beetle, Dryops similaris  The survey results 
also include some new records that expand the known geographical range of a number of 
species.  
 
Beetles showed greater diversity and abundance in nutrient-rich conditions (i.e. high 
potassium, phosphate and organic matter in the soil) and in sites where flora diversity and 
vegetation height was greater. The most significant effect on beetle diversity and abundance 
was vegetation height. It is predicted that an increase in vegetation height from 200mm to 
700mm would have increased beetle diversity from 16.9 species per plot to 24.9 species per 
plot. 
 
Taller swards tend to be richer in beetle species. Generally, greater diversity in the beetle 
assemblage seems to be associated with cropped plots, which in turn have greater sward 
heights. Beetle diversity was greater in cropped plots than in fallow plots, and grassland 
plots appear to display characteristics that are intermediate between cropped and fallow. 
 
Plots treated with 70% seaweed were predicted to have an average (mean) number of 106.2 
individual beetles, whilst a 100% seaweed fertilised plot resulted in 154.4 individuals. 
 
Several beetle species of conservation concern showed positive trends for organically 
fertilised (seaweed) plots and three out of four beetle species/taxonomic groups 
hypothesised to be associated with organically fertilised plots (Aleochara spp., Corticarina 
minuta and Crytophagidae) were positively correlated with the percentage of seaweed 
applied as an organic fertiliser. Rotovation had no effect on beetles for any of the analysed 
variables. 

This work has added much to the wider understanding of the biodiversity on the machair, 
and benefit will be gained from that data being available through OHBR and the National 
Biodiversity Network (NBN) Gateway 

 
 

Mike Wilson, Museum of Wales, Hempitera expert, sorting samples 
 
Conclusions 
The study suggests that there are overall positive effects of tradition crofting practices - 
seaweed as a fertiliser and very shallow cultivation (i.e. <10cm, as with a rotovator) – not 
only on target species but also on the wider biodiversity that makes the machair such a 
complex and unique ecosystem. 
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These results indicate that maintaining traditional cropping patterns on township machairs 
using a crop-fallow rotation (and including areas that are not cultivated) creates a small-
scale habitat mosaic that maintains individual species and species assemblages that are of 
high nature conservation value. No one part of the cropped machair system stands out out, 
rather its value is greater than the sum of its parts. For this reason, maintaining and indeed 
increasing the area of arable machair brought back into a cropping rotation using traditional 
management techniques will has positive benefits for these species and habitats.  

Problems: An unforeseen consequence of the crop rotation phasing on the Uists, made 
assessments of the full effect of management interventions on plant and invert communities 
difficult.  In 2013, the majority of the strips that were under cereals when first surveyed 
became fallow and vice versa thus an additional year of monitoring by RSPB CONSCI is 
being investigated as well as longer term biodiversity monitoring using example plots at 
Balranald Reserve. RSPB ha submitted a 'concept note' for the 2015/16 ConSci budget 
round to build on the biodiversity monitoring but with a more experimental approach (this 
proposal is for a 5 year project).  
 
See Annex 8 ‘Assumptions and Limitations’ for problems encountered in data collection and 
analysis 

Legacy: the results of all the monitoring work will be disseminated within RSPB nationally, to 
the local Biodiversity Officer at CnER and to Curracag, the Outer Hebrides Natural History 
Society and to crofters and a wider audience through the layman’s report booklet ‘Wildlife 
and the machair’.  It is also proposed at the time of writing that an RSPB representative will 
attend the agricultural shows on Uists in 2014 to ensure the results are fully conveyed to 
crofters and the public. 

 

Berneray machair plots in cultivation 
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E3: Monitor bird communities 

Background: monitoring of the key project species; corncrake, chough, dunlin and other 
waders was carried out as follows: 

1a. Corncrake surveying in sub area 8 (Ness & Barvas) and sub areas 1–4 (Uists) was 
undertaken by existing RSPB staff. Surveys took place in year 1 to 4. 

1b. Corncrake monitoring on Tiree is conducted annually during the project using standard 
methodology for years 1 and 4. 

2. Corncrake and chough monitoring on Oronsay/Colonsay is conducted annually by existing 
RSPB staff.  

3. Corncrake and chough monitoring on Islay is carried out by existing RSPB staff. 
Monitoring chough: Full breeding/winter surveys are undertaken annually undertaken  

4. Breeding wader response surveys for Uists: Survey and monitoring work was carried out 
by RSPB and 2 contract surveyors, on 77 plots to assess breeding wader populations across 
five machair study areas at Iochar, Balranald, Bornish, Askernish and Berneray. Surveys 
took place in years 2, 3 and 4. 

5. Wader surveys took place in years 1, 2, 3 and 4 at Bornish and selected areas on 
Balranald. The last BTO-RSPB wader population and distribution study took place in June 
2014.  

6. The bi-annual greylag goose count for the Uists and Tiree and Coll were organised by the 
project in Uists in years 1-4, with an additional random count supervised by RSPB 
permanent staff and by RSPB officers on Tiree and Coll. This count provides essential data 
for the management schemes and these will now be carried out by SNH on the Uists.  

 
 
Summary of results of bird monitoring analysis  
 
All Uist wader species show a variation without any clear pattern across years in the number 
of nests observed. Whilst the number of nests increased for all species between 2011 and 
2012, most species showed a reduction between 2012 and 2013. As for other bird taxa, it is 
likely that the prolonged cold spring in 2013 had a strong effect on the breeding success of 
wader species, particularly for migratory birds that might not have made it to their breeding 
grounds. However, although less abundant than other species, snipe does show an increase 
in the number of nests observed from 29 in 2011, 34 in 2012 to 36 in 2013." 
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No significant variables were found to be influencing wader nest presence/absence, while a 
very strong annual effect was observed in the adults feeding counts. Variables other than 
specific agricultural management practices appear to have had a greater effect on wader 
populations, perhaps because of a small sample size in this study. 
 
There was an apparently large effect of weather on corncrake numbers in 2013. The long-
term trend for corncrake is of an increasing population in the core area (i.e. the Scottish 
islands), likely to be a result of the targeted conservation actions and agri-environmental 
measures.  
 
The conservation measures put in place have increased the breeding population of chough 
on RSPB-managed land at Smaull Farm, Islay and Oronsay & South Colonsay and 
maintained a similar level of fledging success over the lifetime of the ML+ project 
 
Corn bunting presents a complicated and unclear picture. Further concerted conservation 
actions and research on the ground are ongoing, but at this stage, it is not possible to 
explain with any certainty what is happening with the Western Isles corn bunting population. 
 
See annexes 5 and 9. 

E4: Evaluate costs and socio-economic influence 

Background: Socio-economic data was gathered on behalf of the Project by Hazel Smith, an 
MSc student, who was funded for her travel and accommodation costs. She later came to 
work for the project as the new education and community officer. From her MSc report in 
winter 2012, she has worked with the project manager to compile a report from her research.  
 
The methodology included interviewing and gathering data from 38 crofters selected by ML 
out of those in Management Agreements with the Project. 35 crofters agreed to be 
interviewed, plus one extra. Hazel used mixed methods: a breakdown of practices, costs, 
times and green exchange plus a qualitative interview with regards to the cultural and social 
value of crofting practice, the machair and island life today. The interviews are recorded and 
transcribed. 
 
The report concludes; 

1. Challenges for crofting on Uist are largely reflected by the social challenges of island life. 
Crofters cite an ageing population, a lack of skilled employment and slow development in 
infrastructure on Uist. One of the most significant challenges to crofting is how to keep it 
going sustainably beyond the current ageing generation. 

2. There is a clear financial gap between modern and traditional crofting methods. Alongside 
this, there is an inevitable loss of knowledge as practices and patterns of crofting tenancy 
and inheritance change. This is further compounded by social trends, including an ageing 
population of crofters, potential loss of younger people from the wider population, and 
barriers facing new crofting entrants. 

3. The costs of crofting show differences in practices between the islands, which are 
highlighted to be mainly between modern and more ‘traditional’ machinery. North Uist 
spends more on modern machinery than South Uist, This is reflected in the higher prices of 
individual machines such as tractors. South Uist spends more money than north Uist on 
traditional machinery such as reaper binders, suggesting that South Uist crofters are 
practicing the traditional methods more than crofters in North Uist. 
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4. The modern machinery has higher implied costs such as black wrap for bales and diesel 
for larger tractors. Despite these higher costs, North Uist still has the higher profit margins, 
making proportionally almost double that of South Uist. This is, in part likely to be due to 
differences of croft, herd and flock size, however, these figures suggest a direct correlation 
between the more modern methods of crofting and larger profits. 

5. This statement has a massive impact on the future of high nature value farming, and 
greater highlights the importance of agri-environment schemes, conservation and landscape 
organisations such as SNH and RSPB, and projects such as Machair LIFE+. Promoting, 
encouraging and supporting the low-impact methods of crofting will, at the very least, slow 
down the intensification of crofting on the machair, and in turn benefit wildlife and the small-
scale crofter. 

6. When asked why they still work their crofts, many of the ‘part-time’ crofters described the 
practice as “an expensive hobby”, this study shows that with the help of government funding 
and prescriptions, the practice does earn money, however, average profit margins are 
significantly reduced without this funding, and part-time crofters often do not make a living 
proportionally to the hours worked. In conclusion, for many crofters the practice is not just 
“an expensive hobby”, with the help of funding, it can provide a comfortable living, whilst for 
others, this may not be the case. 
 
Legacy: The report is to being disseminated to various bodies through the steering 
committee including SCRPID. See Annex 10. 

E5: Network with other projects 

The Project newsletter is sent to the Burren LIFE project  

In summer 2013 the project team visited the Transylvania EU Life Nature: Saving the 
Important Pastoral Ecosystems of Transylvania (ADEPT) Project and the Barbara Knowles 
Funded Project  www.mountainhaymeadows.eu/home.php  . A full report for the trip is in 
Annex 11. 

Jack Flemming, RSPB Area Manager for the Argyll Area including Islay, Tiree and Coll, 
visited the Project in April 2012 and gave expert advice to the project about livestock-raising 
and has always been on hand to advise on other agricultural management work. 
 
A number of organisations and individuals have worked with the Project. These have 
included: Sustainable Uist, Curracag: the Outer Hebrides Natural History Society 
http://www.curracag.org.uk/index.html, The Blacklands Project, Tourism Hebrides,  a number 
of Wildlife Trusts,  SAC ( now SRUC)  and Mike Wilson from The Museum of Wales and 
Andy Stewart from the University of Sussex who came to survey Hemiptera, Hugh Harwood, 
an artsist from the Cape Farewell Project, http://www.capefarewell.com/expeditions/2011-
expedition.html Maria Scholten, seed conservation expert  working on The Scottish 
Landrace Protection Scheme (SLPS): Conserving Scottish Landraces 
http://ukpgrg.org/slps.pdf 

The project conference was key to networking with many other projects and organisations.  

Paul Walton, National advisor from RSPB Scotland attended the Invertebrate Conference in 
Cornwall in 2011 and has been involved in the project from bid to completion.  

E6: After-LIFE Conservation Plan 

This is provided in Annex 23.  

http://www.mountainhaymeadows.eu/home.php
http://www.curracag.org.uk/index.html
http://www.capefarewell.com/expeditions/2011-expedition.html
http://www.capefarewell.com/expeditions/2011-expedition.html
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E7: Financial monitoring and management (including audit)  
 
The project audit was undertaken by George Hay Chartered Accountants, beginning on 29 
April 2014. After extensive sample testing and questioning, the audit report was signed and 
released on 27th June 2014. George Hay have now undertaken all except one of the LIFE 
and LIFE+ audits the RSPB have undertaken and were therefore in an excellent position to 
undertake this audit, bringing a good understanding of both RSPB systems and the LIFE+ 
Common Provisions. 

A copy of the audit report is contained within Annex 2 of the Final Financial Report. 
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5.2. Dissemination actions 

5.2.1 Objectives 

The project’s awareness-raising and dissemination actions (in particular Actions D.2, D.3, 
and D.9) promote the wider values of machair agriculture and the efforts being made to 
ensure their continued survival. This gives confidence to local farming and crofting 
communities and adds further resilience to the agricultural sector in the project area. 

ACTION D1: Establish and maintain a project website 
This action led to the establishment and maintenance of a dedicated project website, which 
will allow dissemination of information about the project to a very wide audience.  
 
ACTION D2: Community events  
This action assists with the maintenance of excellent communications between the project 
and local communities, thus maximising the likelihood of the project achieving its objectives. 
The project held workshops, visits were made to high schools in the project area, and the 
project hosted field visits by school groups plus additional visits by higher education groups. 
The project gave talks to community and attended community events to promote our work. 
 
ACTION D3: Demonstration events 
Through this action, demonstrated project management actions to farmers and crofters in 
the project area over the lifetime of the project. This raised awareness of the project’s 
objectives while allowing us to show crofters and farmers exactly what was required of this 
management. 
 
ACTION D4: Media programme 
Information about the project and its progress was made available to large numbers of 
people through appropriate media channels including media releases, local and national 
press articles, specialised press, TV and radio. This increased awareness of the project and 
its context and engender support for the project’s actions 

ACTION D5: Project notice boards  
Durable notice boards were erected and maintained within the project area (North Uist, 
Benbecula, South Uist, Tiree and Islay) for the duration of the project.  

ACTION D6: Newsletters and leaflet 
Project newsletters were produced and made widely available, via a 500-copy print run and 
distribution through the project’s email distribution list. Each newsletter continues to be 
available for download through the project’s website for the duration of the project. A project 
leaflet was also produced with a 5000-copy print run. This resulted in raised awareness of 
the project and increased appreciation of machair habitats and species and of the role of EU 
site designation in furthering conservation. 

ACTION D7: DVD  
This action resulted in the production of a high quality DVD for distribution and presentation 
to the target audience, resulting in increased awareness of the value of machair habitats and 
species and the work of the project in conserving these. Like all other products from the 
actions described in this section, the DVD acknowledged prominently LIFE+ support. 
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ACTION D8: Laymans report 
The Layman’s report is aimed at a relatively broad audience, and will inform decision-makers 
and other non-specialist target groups of the objectives and results of the project. It will help 
to encourage the application at other sites of the lessons learned during the project. 

ACTION D9: Machair 3-day Conference 
This resulted in the direct dissemination of project information to a key audience. Having a 
combined seminar and field-based event reinforced the results of project actions by allowing 
delegates to see results on the ground and discuss the work with the local community 
responsible for its implementation. 

5.2.2 Dissemination: overview per activity 

D1: Establish and maintain project website  

Canan was contracted to design, publish and maintain the Project website. 
www.machairlife.org.uk. The analytics show that there were 23,998 hits during the Project 
life (averaging 114 hits per week). We can also see that users spent an average of 1 minute 
18 seconds viewing the site. See Annex 33. 

The website and all its information will continue to be hosted by Canan for the next 5 years 
and the homepage will be adjusted to reflect the Project has come to an end. Enquiries will 
be directed to RSPB North Scotland. 

A very busy and helpful Machair LIFE+ Facebook page was launched in May 2012 
www.facebook.com/MachairLife  which was administered by the project and RSPB. This will 
be integrated into the RSPB North Scotland FB page. 

D2: Community events  

Islay 

On Islay in 2012 there was an open day to discuss farming management and to give the 
public an idea of RSPB farming operations. The farm open day was held at Loch Gruinart 
and it attracted 17 adults and 19 children. In 2013 the same event was held on 30/03/13 saw 
44 adults and 44 children attend while a Family Day on 24/07/13 had 30 adults and 37 
children. The 2014 event, held on 19/04/14 attracted 28 adults and 40 children. 

Tiree and Coll  

In October a public event was held at Tiree Rural Centre to discuss greylag goose 
management attended by the project team who gave a presentation about its work with 
particular reference to geese, seed production and legacy issues. This resulted in progress 
with the project seed legacy work. Advisory material from the Project continues to be sent to 
and displayed on Tiree and exchanges of seed have been made which is hoped will 
encourage a small -scale revival of growing corn. 

Uists and Barra  
 
There has been a large programme of activity on the Uists and Barra to supplement work 
that had been originally been carried out by RSPB permanent staff on island. The work by 
the project remained independent and given the flexibility in project budget, was stepped up 
to ensure that a broader and more holistic approach to tackling problems with the loss of 
young people to the island, increased awareness raising, educational work and other 

http://www.machairlife.org.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/MachairLife
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activities were carried out to bring together key project objectives. These activities went a 
long way towards creating the trust needed for a new LIFE+ project team to operate in a 
small island community. 
 
Events: The Project has attended and presented information exhibition stands at South Uist 
Agricultural Show and North Uist Agricultural Show from 2010-14 whatever the weather and 
presented various bits of kit and advisory information including details about crop protection 
and the machinery legacy. A machair game was invented by the project followed by a goose 
shy ‘Goosebusters’ for the children, which proved extremely popular.  In 2010 the project 
also also attended Barra Produce Show. Other events attended include at the Island News 
and Advertiser Bioblitz, a 2-day event with other local natural groups, collecting information 
on species.  
 

 

Advisory Forum: The project convened the Project Local Advisory Forum twice regarding the 
best machinery specification and type, seed storage issues, crofting best practice, goose 
management best practice and the machinery handover.  

Crofting course: Two field trips to the machair took place with SNH in June 2010 with 
Liniclate High School crofting course and the project advisor gave a talk to the school on ‘the 
value of the machair for biodiversity’ and the same year a talk was given to Curracag. 

Crofting afternoons: The project worked with local primary schools via the new Curriculum 
for Excellence and Crofting Connections programme http://www.croftingconnections.com/ 
The project participated in a regular Friday afternoon crofting slot at Balivanich School during 
2011 -12 holding seaweed ID workshops and organising an event comparing collecting 
seaweed by the school adopted Eriskay pony and its friends versus the project tractor and 
trailer. 

 

Project collects seaweed by Eriskay pony with Balavanich primary school, Benbecula 

http://www.croftingconnections.com/
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And compares work with project tractor and trailer 

Scarecrow and machair hat workshops: To provide added-value to the crop protection 
scheme and value for money, during the school holidays of 2011, scarecrow-making 
workshops were held across the Islands and attended by more than 70 children and tourists. 
These scarecrows were distributed across island by project scarers. The top scarecrows for 
each workshop were selected by the Uists Goose Coordinator and taken to the agricultural 
shows where members of the public voted for the winner. In June 2012 more scarecrow-
making workshops were held across the Islands in every primary school and at the Ceolas 
festival. These workshops were attended by more than 100 children and tourists. The 
Project also made a desk calendar of the scarecrows out at work for 2013 to give to schools 
who had participated and other key organisations (included as hard copy with this report). 

 

Making Machair Hats workshop. These replaced the scarecrow workshops in 2013. An artist 
worked in 6 primary schools, plus the North Uist Fèis and Ceòlas festivals with over 267 
children, making machair-themed hats. The project 3 day conference culminated in a 
community event: the Mad Machair Tea Party where children (and adults) made hats at 
workshops or brought hats they had made at school, workshops or home. There was a 
competition to judge he hats and after an awards parade, all sat down to an ‘Alice in 
Wonderland’ style tea party with machair-themed cup cakes, while the College band played 
traditional tunes. 
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The Machair Art Project: A creative interpretation of the machair project began in September 
2011. This was named ‘Machair Art’ and in year one, 14 students from the secondary school 
self-elected to work with professional artists over the course of a year. The idea behind the 
project was to run a ‘crofting course in disguise’ as outdoor art and attract other pupils, 
especially girls. They students used film, photography and drawing as a medium to record 
seasonal changes and working practice on the machair. The project ‘Mark 1’ concluded in 
June and culminated in a symposium run by the group to WI key crofting policy-makers and 
an exhibition at the local arts centre. 

A new Machair Art project ‘Mark 2’ began in September 2012. Nine S1 and S2 pupils took 
part and there were six field trips as previous year (harvest, markets, seaweed, lambing, 
cultivation and biodiversity). The huge artworks created were shown at the ML Conference. 
The project was adapted to suit the different range of students who joined during this period. 
A showcase was given at a parents’ evening to around 60 parents. This was a short play 
about crofting on the machair.  

The local arts centre at Taigh Chearsabaghn has agreed to look for funding to continue this 
work and to administer a Machair Art 3. RSPB have agreed to donate 50% of the costs. A 
key outcome of the Machair Art projects has been the transfer of students from this ‘course’ 
to the official Liniclate High School crofting course. Holding joint Machair Art –official crofting 
course trips to learn about spring lambing and calving, helped this process. 
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The machair art project phase 1 

 

Machair art 1 

Guided walks: a new guided walks programme was set up in South Uist in 2012 employing a 
local wildlife guide in order to encourage more visitors to access South Uist and to relieve 
pressure on Balranald Reserve in North Uist. In 2012 it was attended by more than 60 
people.  Fifteen walks took place from May to August in 2013 involving 102 People and the 
project created a leaflet which would also allow for a self-guided walk, mindful that the 
project would come to an end. .The Goose lunch project: The Adaptive Management 
Scheme for Greylag geese gained a licence for the sale of goose meat on island in the 
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spring of 2014. However prior to this the project was determined not to see the waste of 
goose carasses as a result of the new AM Spring shooting, so it stock piled frozen goose 
breasts and made goose burgers for team events and other interested parties. It also 
promoted the use of the plucking machine which was leant to Storas Ubhist and has been 
donated to their community butchering shed.  

Working with Sgoil Lionacleit and SNH, the project aimed to get greylag goose meat into a 
free school meal event while teaching students about the whole process of crop protection 
from shot to table. There were two sessions with 16x crofting students, from S3 & S4 (13-
15y/o) on crop-protection and butchery and one session with 10x S4 hospitality students, 
cooking and taste-testing recipes. Promotional assemblies took place to the whole school. 
School lunch for the event was goose curry as decided by the pupils. It sold out before 
everyone had been through the canteen and was eaten and enjoyed by 23 members of the 
public, 66 school students and 9 teachers. 

There were numerous problems setting up the food safety side of this project and several 
stumbling blocks regarding the legislation for goose meat to be used in the school. This 
resulted in delays to the food event.  

Several celebrities were approached to endorse the project and, whilst we had the support of 
Sarah Raven (gardener, writer and television presenter) and Fiona Bird (local food writer 
who provided recipes handed out on the day), neither were available to attend on the day.  

The use of goose meat in schools could progress throughout Uist schools, ensuring that 
birds shot in the crop protection and under AM are not wasted. . 

This project has set a precedent. Neil MacPherson (teaching on the School Crofting Course) 
will continue the lessons about crop protection and butchering the birds with future classes. 
All initial legislative/food safety/HACCP work has been carried out and this process will be 
used by the CnES as a model for future commercial use of geese. The promotion of eating 
greylags has helped to boost the more general acceptance of eating goose again on the 
Islands. With a commercial licence to sell, the local butcher also reported that he sold 600 
goose burgers to hotels in the Western Isles in the winter and spring of 2013-14. 

 

Pupils at Lionocleit School learn how to breast geese 
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Crofting Education Feasibility Study: In response to encouragement from a local councillor, 
who also sat on the steering committee, the project commissioned a feasibility study into the 
likely uptake, structure and delivery of a post-school /adult learners crofting education 
programme (see Annex 12). The study asked all current students on the Plockton Rural 
Studies course and Lionacleit crofting course plus ex-crofting course students and Uist 
crofters their views on a potential course and whether they would consider attending or 
supporting. An advisory group of interested parties was set up, including CnES, RSPB, SNH, 
SCF, Cothrom, UHI, SAC, NTS and local councillor to help steer the further development of 
a course following the feasibility study.  

The study has advised University of Highlands and Islands (UHI) is best-suited to carry out 
this training and UHI and RSPB have committed to fund a post to develop the course with an 
aim to get it up and running in September 2015. RSPB will continue work with the deliverer 
to ensure that this goes ahead. Hazel Smith was appointed by UHI to carry out this work 
commencing in May 2104.  

Summary of community engagement on Uist  

In its final year the project, community events went from strength to strength. ‘Machair Hats’ 
reached 267 children aged 4-10, through 6 school workshops, plus 4 public workshops 
involving 20 other local people. Machair Art worked with 9 core students, plus 2 more in the 
early stages. Their artwork and assembly was presented to the entire school of 300 
students. The goose meat project engaged with 26 students through the curriculum and 138 
people enjoyed the goose curry. The project target figure of engagement with 400 school 
pupils was surpassed in 2013-14 alone.  

The follow up work to the crofting feasibility study for post school and new entrants to 
crofters with the aim to set up a course on the Uists in 2015 is very encouraging. Loss of 
young people is one of the most important threats to the future of crofting as is the 
management of the population of greylag geese. Bringing all these elements together is an 
important tool for the future conservation management of machair. RSPB is responding to 
demand from secondary school pupils to participate in conservation volunteering activities 
and they are likely to use the new ML shed for some of these activities such as scarecrow 
making for crop protection scheme.  

An estimate of the work by the project to directly engage the local community would be 1000  
from 2010-2014 

D3: Demonstration events 

In 2010 the late arrival of machinery on Uist meant no demonstrations took place. 

In 2011 demonstration events were held in North Uist and Benbecula on shallow cultivation. 
At least 60 people attended. The reaper binder was up and running on the Uists and a 
number of informal demonstrations took place including in the Eoligarry SPA on Barra.  

In 2012 a demonstration event was held in North Uist, Baleshare on shallow cultivation at 
which 10 crofters attended. A seaweed collection using the project tractor and trailer versus 
three local ponies from the adjacent community riding school, was demonstrated to 60 pupils 
from the local Balivanich Primary School on airport beach, Benbecula. The reaper binder 
was up and running for a short period on the Uists and again a number of informal 
demonstrations took place in South Uist and during a trip to cut corn in the Eoligarry SPA on 
Barra.  
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Extremely wet weather in the spring of 2013 meant that it was not possible to run a planned 
shallow ploughing demonstration event on South Uist. However, a demonstration of shallow 
cultivation using the Project rotovator was undertaken in the Eoligarry SPA on Barra.  

A harvest demonstration field trip took place to fifty delegates as part of the project 
conference where delegates and crofters were able to see the modern project reaper-binder 
and a traditional Albion reaper-binder refurbished with new canvasses through the project 
working side by side. 

Given the target figure to involve 150 crofters and farmers in demonstration events on the 
Uists, the project has surpassed its target reaching at least 250 crofters  

D4: Media programme 

2011 There have been numerous stories about the Project’s progress in RSPB literature, 
local and national press, local radio, and wider media web pages – including BBC News. ML 
also featured on BBC1’s “Secret Britain” programme in September.  

BBC Alba (Gaelic media) filmed the shallow ploughing demonstration event at N Uists and 
interviewed the Project Assistant on Radio nan Gàidheal. An international blogger on climate 
change came in the summer and the art project run by Cape Farwell 
(http://www.capefarewell.com/website) linked up with ML. 

2012 BBC Alba (Gaelic media) filmed the seaweed event with local school children and 
Nigel Pope from the BBC who is directing a ‘blue chip’ nature programme came to the Uists 
filmed the Machair Art group helping with stooking. 

2013 BBC showing in Scotland of  ‘Islands on the Edge’ in May 2013 with credit to the 
project and RSPB Uists for organising several  key scenes. The team were on local radio 
post conference and BBC Landward filmed Donald working the project rotavator and Yvonne 
Benting surveying waders. The project took part in the SCF roadshow on AM lobbying and 
there were frequent articles in local press. Chrissie Laing a crofter the project worked closely 
with was put forward for HNV manifesto and was chosen to represent Scotland at 
Westminster in November 13.  

2014 The goose lunch made all WI news and the project machinery handover and project 
legacy was also featured in local news.   

Project updates appeared weekly on the ML Facebook site. 

See Annex 25. 

D5: Project notice boards  

The permanent signs which were specially designed to be installed in three stone cairns 
which  were built on the Uists and notice boards have also been put up Tiree and Islay. 
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Contractor Neil Macpherson, with a completed cairn 

D6: Newsletters and leaflet 

All eight newsletters are completed (Annex 24). 

An in-house leaflet was changed to a guided walk leaflet to accompany new walks in South 
Uist this summer. A celebration post card pack was also produced and given out at the final 
conference and family day. 

 
Summary of deliverables 

• A crofting booklet : ‘Crofting on the machair’ 
• Three booklets from the layman’s report; ‘Crofting and the machair’, ‘Wildlife and the 

machair’, ‘People and the machair’ 
• A series of 3 illustrated family worksheets based on the machair. 
• Newsletters x 8 
• Mobile display/interpretation boards 
• Set of promotional 3 postcards 
• Scarecrow calendar 
• Guided Walk leaflet 
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• Advisory leaflets x 4 
• DVD 
• Cairns and notice boards 

D7: DVD  

Taigh Chearsabagh Digital Audio Unit (now known as uistfilm) was commissioned to make 
the Project short film which is on the Project website, vimeo and Youtube.  

http://vimeo.com/channels/taigh/87293384 

http://youtu.be/Z0-AAInxJ3w 

http://taigh-chearsabhagh.org/arts/digital-media-production-facilities/ 

The film is a 12-minute portrayal of crofting on Uist and the project’s work to support it, told 
through the eyes of local crofters with stunning scenes of the Islands. 

As a tool for advocacy work it is proving very useful. The Project has distributed 1000 copies 
and it has had inaugural showings at the ML Conferences and on Island to a wider audience 
as part of Film Friday where a discussion of local food also took place. 

A copy of the DVD is included with this report. 

D8: Laymans report 

Please see Annex 22 of this report. Hard copies will be sent when available. 

D9: Machair 3-day Conference 

This was held in Iochar Hall on Benbecula in August 2013. It was no mean feat to get over 
eighty delegates from as far afield as Ireland to the event by ferry, plane train, bike and car. 
Invitees were from the agricultural, science and conservation sector, including RSPB and 
other advisory, government and policy makers, local organisations and crofters closely 
associated with the Project. Three days of celebrations took place including a day of 
discussion, seminars and presentations reporting back on the successes and lessons of the 
project. 

The second day included fieldtrips and a ceilidh (with the RSPB leading the way on the 
dance floor) 

And finally the event finished off with the ‘Mad Machair Tea Party’ with hat-making 
workshops on the day, judging and prizes, a showing of the Machair LIFE+ film, music from 
the local college and CAKE. This was mainly a thank you to the community.  

All presentations are on the Project website. See also Annex 30. 

http://vimeo.com/channels/taigh/87293384
http://youtu.be/Z0-AAInxJ3w
http://taigh-chearsabhagh.org/arts/digital-media-production-facilities/
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Setting for a grand tea party 

 

 

Fitting new canvasses to the traditional binder at Drimsdale machair and about to race the 
project modern binder at summer conference. 
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Updated list of project deliverables 

Name of the deliverable 
Code of 

Associated 
Action 

Original 
deadline Notes at 30/11/2012 

First project newsletter completed  D.6  31/05/2010 Completed 
Project leaflet published  D.6  30/06/2010 See *1 
Second project newsletter completed  D.6  30/11/2010 Completed 
Year 1 press releases (3-4 per annum)  D.4  31/12/2010 Completed 
Third project newsletter completed  D.6  31/05/2011 Completed 
Fourth project newsletter completed  D.6  30/11/2011 Completed 
Year 2 press releases (3-4 per annum)  D.4  31/12/2011 Completed 
Fifth project newsletter completed  D.6  31/05/2012 Completed 
DVD produced  D.7  31/07/2013 Completed Deadline date 

differs to Form C3. . 
Report on new agri-environment 
options completed  

C.5  31/10/2012 Completed 

Sixth project newsletter completed  D.6  30/11/2012 Completed 
Year 3 press releases (3-4 per annum)  D.4  31/12/2012 Completed 
Seventh project newsletter completed  D.6  31/05/2013 Completed 
Eighth project newsletter completed  D.6  30/11/2013 Completed 
Guidance leaflets published  C.4  30/11/2013 Completed 
Year 4 press releases (3-4 per annum)  D.4  31/12/2013 Completed 
Layman’s Report published (to 
accompany final report – deadline 3 
months after end of project) 

D.8  31/03/2014 Deadline changed to June 
2014 

After-LIFE Conservation Plan (to 
accompany final report – deadline 3 
months after end of project) 

E.6  31/03/2014 Deadline changed to June 
2014 

*1 project leaflet to become celebration post cards for conference 
 
Updated list of project milestones  
 

Name Of The Milestone 
Code of 

Associated 
Action 

Original 
Deadline Notes at 30/11/2012 

Project managed  E.1  Throughout No change 
Biodiversity monitoring undertaken  E.2  Throughout No change 
Bird monitoring undertaken  E.3  Throughout No change 
Networking  E.5  Throughout Will begin Q1 2011 
1st Steering Group meeting held  E.1  15/02/2010 Actually held 13/04/2010 
All core project staff in place  E.1  15/03/2010 All staff in post 

by12/07/2010.  
Planning permission received for 
erecting sheds  

A.6  31/03/2010 Only for Islay shed. 
September 2014 for Uist 
shed. 

Project machinery purchased  A.4  15/04/2010 Completed Aug 2011 
Website completed and online  D.1  31/05/2010 Completed 
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Name Of The Milestone 
Code of 

Associated 
Action 

Original 
Deadline Notes at 30/11/2012 

Year 1 croft/farm management 
plans written  

A.3  31/05/2010 Completed 

Data handling systems established  A.7  30/06/2010 Completed 
Notice boards erected  D.5  31/07/2010 Completed Nov 2011 
2nd Steering Group meeting held  E.1  15/08/2010 Deadline was moved 

forward to 08/09/2010, 
due to unavailability of 
key members. 

Sheds erected  C.7  31/08/2010 Only for Islay shed, Uist 
shed completed March 
2014. 

Year 1 agricultural management 
completed  

C.1  30/09/2010 Completed 

Year 1 education events (2 school 
visits and 2 field trips)  

D.2  20/12/2010 Completed 

Year 1 demonstration events D.3  31/01/2011 Completed 
3rd Steering Group meeting held  E.1  15/02/2011 Completed  
Year 2 croft/farm management 
plans written  

A.3  30/04/2011 Completed 

4th Steering Group meeting held  E.1  15/08/2011 Completed 
Year 2 agricultural management 
completed  

C.1  30/09/2011 Completed 

Year 2 Community Workshop D.2 30/11/2011 Completed 
Year 2 education events (2 school 
visits and 2 field trips)  

D.2  20/12/2011 Completed 

Year 2 demonstration events  D.3  31/01/2012 Completed 
5th Steering Group meeting held  E.1  15/02/2012 Completed 
Year 3 croft/farm management 
plans written  

A.3  30/04/2012 SRDP workshop held 
instead 

Journalist visits project area  D.4  31/07/2012 Completed 
6th Steering Group meeting held  E.1  15/08/2012 Completed  
Year 3 agricultural management 
completed  

C.1  30/09/2012 Completed 

Year 3 Community Workshop  D.2  30/11/2012 Completed on Tiree 
Year 3 education events (2 school 
visits and 2 field trips)  

D.2  20/12/2012 Completed 

Year 3 demonstration events  D.3  31/01/2013 Completed 
7th Steering Group meeting held  E.1  15/02/2013 Completed 
Year 4 croft/farm management 
plans written  

A.3  30/04/2013 Completed 

Hold end of project conference  D.9  31/07/2013 Completed 
8th Steering Group meeting held  E.1  15/08/2013 Completed 
Year 4 agricultural management C.1  30/09/2013 Completed 
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Name Of The Milestone 
Code of 

Associated 
Action 

Original 
Deadline Notes at 30/11/2012 

completed  
Year 4 Community Workshop  D.2  30/11/2013 Completed 
Year 4 education events (2 school 
visits and 2 field trips)  

D.2  31/12/2013 Completed 

Year 4 demonstration events  D.3  31/12/2013 Completed 
Community trust established  C.8  31/12/2013 Change to deadline and 

outcome. Local 
contractor took on 
machinery  

 

Gantt Chart showing overall progress of project 
 

Action 2010 2011 2012 2013 14  
Number/Name I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I ll 

 A. Preparatory actions, elaboration of management plans and/or action plans:  
A.1 Compile 
baseline data 

Proposed                   
 Actual                   
A.2 Negotiate 
agreements 

Proposed                   
 Actual                   
A.3 Conduct 
site assess 
and write 
mgmt plans 

Proposed 

                  

 Actual                   
A.4 Source 
and buy 
machinery 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   
A.5 Tender 
and award 
contracts 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   
A.6 Obtain 
planning 
permission for 
sheds*1 x 2 

Proposed 

                  

 Actual                   
A.7 Establish 
data handling 
procedures 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   
 B. Purchase/lease of land and/or rights:  
Not Applicable 
– no B actions 

                   

 C. Concrete conservation actions:  
C.1 Improve Proposed                   
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Action 2010 2011 2012 2013 14  
Number/Name I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I ll 

conditions 
through 
positive 
agricultural 
practices 
 Actual                   
C.2 Increase 
arable 
cropping and 
silage 
production 

Proposed 

                  

C.2 Actual                   

C.3 Undertake 
goose 
management 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   
C.4 Provide 
advisory 
support 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   
C.5 Devise 
new agri-env 
measures 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   
C.6 Develop 
grassland 
model for 
Tiree 

Proposed 

                  

 Actual                   
C.7 Build 
storage 
sheds*1& 2 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   
C.8 Establish 
a community 
trust 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   

 D. Public awareness and dissemination of results:  
D.1 Establish 
& maintain 
pro’t website 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   

D.2 
Community 
events 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   
D.3 Demo 
events 

Proposed                   
 Actual                   
D.4 Media 
programme 

Proposed                   
 Actual                   
D.5 Project 
notice boards 

Proposed                   
 Actual                   
D.6 
Newsletters 

Proposed                   
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Action 2010 2011 2012 2013 14  
Number/Name I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I ll 

and leaflet 
 Actual                   
D.7 DVD *2 Proposed                   
 Actual                   
D.8 Layman’s 
report 

Proposed                   
 Actual                   
D.9 End-of 
project 
conference 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   
 E. Overall project operation and monitoring:  
E.1 Manage 
project 

Proposed                   
 Actual                   
E.2 Monitor 
key 
biodiversity in 
arable machair 

Proposed 

                  

 Actual                   
E.3 Monitor 
bird  
communities 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   
E.4 Evaluate 
costs & socio 
economic 
influences 

Proposed 

                  

 Actual                   
E.5 Network 
with other 
projects 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   
E.6 After-LIFE 
plan 

Proposed                   
 Actual                   
E.7 Financial 
monitoring and 
management 

Proposed 
                  

 Actual                   

*1 Action A.6 & C.7 – progress shown for Islay and Uist Shed only.  
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5.3. Evaluation of Project Implemention  

Please also refer to table of targets and completed management works below: 

Main objectives 1-7 Actions and results Target Actions 
Achieved 

See also target 
table below 

Evaluation: lessons learned and dissemination effectiveness 

1.Expand the area of 
late harvested crop 
on arable machairs 
 

Run crop protection schemes. 
 

C.3 YES  NO  Ran successfully on Uist, Tiree and Coll. Little or no crop damage for 4 years. 
Good relations created between estates, crofters, RSPB, SNH. More accurate 
counting and bag numbers achieved. 
 
Introduced use of non-lead shot and new methods of non-lethal control. 
 
Not a population control scheme so need for longer term adaptive 
management scheme alongside crop protection. Latter secured this Spring.  
 
Creation of long term reliance on CP scheme: more stakeholder involvement 
from crofters needs to be organised in 2014. 
 
Added value work through promotion of goose meat should continue. 

 Build capacity to provide 
additional resources e.g. buy 
suitable machinery, set up 
management agreements and 
prescriptions e.g. payments 
for late cut etc. 

A.2, A.4, C.8 YES  NO  Appropriate machinery purchased: e.g. mobile seed drier, however problems 
with project reaper binder. 
 
Demonstrations led to more crofters experimenting with new machinery. 
 
170 MAs over life of project. Take up of MP high. 
 
Seaweed uptake island wide 100% success. 
 
Repair of old binders has encouraged more late cut and promoted stacks 
 
Long term outlook for traditional harvesting through next SRDP unknown. 

 Increase in late harvested 
crop. 
 

C.1c, c.1d, C.2 YES  NO   Encouraged by MAs ad MPs. 
 
On target but grassland achieved through SRDP plans. 
 
Arable target achieved by working off island in Tiree and Lewis at Ness 
 
Unrealistic target? 
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Main objectives 1-7 Actions and results Target Actions 
Achieved 

See also target 
table below 

Evaluation: lessons learned and dissemination effectiveness 

 Demonstration of techniques. D.3 
 

YES  NO  9 events with good attendance numbers ( bacon sandwiches helped) 
 
Goose count managed by project and new count methodology  introduced 

 Monitor and evaluate effect of 
these actions. 
 

E.2-E.4 YES  NO  Audits for late cut and harvesting seed options took place. 
 
Evaluation survey sent to crofters in April 14 and 42/120 returned. Results fed 
back to RSPB. 
 
RSPB will continue to monitor effect of project. See After LIFE+ plan. 

2.Effect a reduction 
in the area of under-
sown crop and effect 
an increase in area of 
cropped machair 
 

Reduce areas of undersow. 
 

NA 
 

  Under sowing was found not to be a significant problem: lack of coherent 
picture during project bid research. Undersowing is not permitted under new 
SRDP option for Cropped Machair 

Increase arable winter fodder 
to compensate for lower 
quality grazing on natural 
fallow. 

NA   Increasing arable fodder to provide compensation was not needed 

Find areas of new machair to 
crop. 

C.2 (15 ha 
Uists and 
Benbec) 

YES  NO  Project did not make progress to achieve target until year 3. Met by going 
further afield Uist (7.6ha), Lewis (1.5ha) and Tiree (0.8ha). 
 
On target but grassland achieved through SRDP plans. 
 
Unrealistic target: gaps in bid research. 

3.Undertake best 
practice arable crop 
production and 
demonstrate these to 
the crofting 
community and govt 
agencies 

Provide suitable machinery.  
 

A.2, A.4,  C.8 YES  NO  Machinery all fit for purpose. Seed drier created much interest as did modern 
reaper binder, although this did not work as well as intended. 
Current machinery uptake through Ardbhan Croft is encouraging in North and 
South Uist. 
 
Built new storage shed on Benbecula thanks to project amendment. 

Demonstrate and promote 
beneficial management to 
community, policy holders etc. 

D.3, D.9, D.2, 
D.6 
 

  9 demonstrations; Crofters bought similar kit (rotavator), Contractor bought 
spreader. 
 
Conference allowed machinery to be demonstrated to a wider audience. 

Implement and monitor 
techniques through 
biodiversity surveys and by 

E.2, E.3 YES  NO   62 plots monitored have yielded good results but need for an additional year 
of monitoring or further long term research. 
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Main objectives 1-7 Actions and results Target Actions 
Achieved 

See also target 
table below 

Evaluation: lessons learned and dissemination effectiveness 

SAC. RSPB has submitted a 'concept note' for the 2015/16 ConSci budget round to 
build on the biodiversity monitoring but with a more experimental approach 
(this proposal is for a 5 year project). 
 
Crop yield tests SRUC have informed advice from RSPB in SRDP 
consultations. 

Provide costed agri-environ 
scheme measures for 
consideration in future RDP. 

C.5 YES  NO  SRUC tests on seaweed and silage yield have informed project advice on 
SRDP measures. 
 
Additional tests needed to verify scientific results. Project timescale did not 
allow for this. 

4. Establish best 
practice in-bye 
management as part 
of a whole crofting 
biodiversity package 
 

Link to corncrake breeding 
sites: use of grass silage as 
winter fodder to offset under 
sowing. 

E.3 YES  NO  Objective achieved via other measures e.g. encouraging more production of 
grass silage via SRDP applications and opening up new areas of machair  
 

Reintroduce arable crops to in 
bye on Tiree to provide late 
cover. 

C.3, C.6   SRDP on Tiree encourages grassland production which is beneficial to cc. 
Threats from geese and changing weather patterns have led to stopping corn 
growing. But recent requests for seed have come from Tiree as a direct result 
of the project. Seed legacy work has encouraged exchange and delegate of 
Tiree crofters visited Uists and attended project conference. Gifts of seed have 
been sent to Tiree following a request for bere barley in spring 2014. 

Run greylag goose scheme 
Coll and Tiree. 

C.3, C.6 
 

  Successful crop protection scheme: Longer term AM scheme to follow. 
 

More sustainable in-bye 
management with grass 
silage. 

C.6   Tiree RSPB CO has high success rate with cc option in SRDP. 
 

5. Identify constraints 
to management and 
increase the capacity 
to undertake 
beneficial 
management 

Demonstrate and promote 
conservation management. 

E.4 YES  NO  See table of management work and prescriptions. All targets achieved and in 
many cases exceeded. 
 
Demonstrations well attended. 
 
Best practice advisory leaflets produced. 
 
Socio-economic study identifies any constraints. Currently been disseminated 
to steering group. 
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Main objectives 1-7 Actions and results Target Actions 
Achieved 

See also target 
table below 

Evaluation: lessons learned and dissemination effectiveness 

Provide machinery and 
training. 

A.4, D.2 YES  NO  Machinery provided. Training of additional contractors. 
SRDP workshops ran on Uist and Tiree. 

Expand opportunities for 
individual crofters. 

A4,C.4  
 

  New crofters brought into MAs 
 
Apprentice scheme to run by Ardbhan Croft. 
 
Crofting feasibility study will lead to post school crofter training course in 2014 
on Uists. 
 
Secondary School crofting course well supported and additional arts based 
course ran. 
 
New cc post on Lewis will encourage more uptake beneficial management. 

6. Expand skills and 
knowledge base and 
support the RDP to 
deliver better 
management of 
designated site 

Run SRDP and other relevant 
workshops 
 

C.4 YES  NO  Project ran SRDP workshops in conjunction with RSPB colleagues and other 
agencies. 
 
Processed a number of successful applications. 
 
4 public meetings provided platform for much advice and crofter feed back. 

Produce advisory material.  C.4, D.6  YES  NO  Produced 4 advisory leaflets and additional advice on seaweed cost benefits. 

Influence Scot Govt on next 
SRDP. 

C.5 
 

YES  NO  Project team attended RSPB advisory seminars and have fed into consultation 
on new SRDP. Outcome not yet confirmed.  

Raise awareness in 
community of economic and 
environmental benefits of HNV 
farming. 

D.1-9 YES  NO  Stepped up education and engagement programme in 2013. 
 
Worked with tourist board and produced array of awareness raising material 
including DVD. 
 
Set up guided walk in South Uist. 
 
Added value work on geese: school lunch and expanded to local commercial 
operations with support from project. 
 
Evaluation feed back by crofters : 89% said project has changed the way they 
think about crofting. 
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Main objectives 1-7 Actions and results Target Actions 
Achieved 

See also target 
table below 

Evaluation: lessons learned and dissemination effectiveness 

Steering group feed back: awareness raising among young people, crofting is 
no longer a dirty word. 

7. Secure the supply 
of local arable seed 
 

Run crop protection scheme 
on Uist. 

C.3 
 

YES  NO  Successful CPS and helped to bring AM trial to Uists.  
 
90K committed by SNH to provide additional crop protection over next 2 years 

Provide storage for native 
crop on Uist . 
 

C.7 YES  NO  Bought a seed drier (instead of providing storage). 
 
Encouraged growth of local seed on Harris, Lewis and Tiree. 
 
Repaired old reaper binder canvas. 

Raise awareness importance 
local seed. 
 

C.7 YES  NO  Stacking scheme supported until 2014. 
 
Provided a seed register to key centres as part of seed legacy work. 
 
Produced advisory leaflet on seed. 
 
Advocacy work by project to Scottish Govt and feed back for SRDP by Maria 
Scholten and team. 
 
Produced visitor and educational worksheet on importance of Uist Corn. 
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The Project has targets to negotiate management agreements with 100 to 150 crofters (or 
100 agricultural units) over its lifetime. In 2010, the Project devised and publicised two 
Machair LIFE+ Land Management Options. From 2011 onwards direct agreements with 
crofters were agreed for which Project machinery was mobilised to implement the works on 
the ground and supplemented through help by local contractors. In addition a Land 
Management Option was also offered to all crofters within designated areas. The following 
tables and figures represent the uptake and result of these agreements: 

MACHAIR LIFE+ MANAGEMENT WORKS SUMMARY 2010 – 2013  
 

Options Target 2010 2011 2012 2013 Total 
Management 
agreements  150 (lifetime) N/A 30 60 80 170 

New areas for 
cultivation  15ha (lifetime) N/A 4ha 3ha 9.9ha6 16.9ha 

Seaweed 
spreading4 30ha (per year) N/A 47ha 96.5ha 175ha 317ha7 

Shallow 
cultivations 20-40ha(per year) N/A 38ha 41.2ha 72.4ha 151.6ha 

Harvest by 
reaper-binder no target set N/A 12ha 18.7ha 14ha8 44.7ha 

Late-cut arable 
silage ≤60ha (per year) 47ha 40ha 103.6ha 102.6ha 293.2ha 

Arable stack 
scheme no target set) 71 stacks 57 stacks 50.59 

stacks 
5610 
stacks 

234.5 
stacks 

Harvesting seed no target set 22ha 24ha 18.7ha 34ha 98.7ha 

 

Note: In 2010 the project had no machinery due to the infancy of the project. 
                                                
6 Finding areas of machair to bring back into cultivation was a difficult task, as many were unused for 
good reason, however, the project went further afield and managed to reach its targets on outlying 
islands: Uist (7.6ha), Lewis (1.5ha) and Tiree (0.8ha). 
7 Due to the extension granted, the project collected seaweed on behalf of crofters in as many 
townships as possible over the winter of 2014 amounting to an additional 80.7 ha. 
8 In 2013, the project had new canvasses made for ten reaper-binders on Uist, as a result there were 
more machines in operation and a lower uptake from the Project. No target for annual or overall work 
done was set here, though the Project has aimed to maximise the area of crop harvested this way. 
9 The number of stacks decreased in 2011 due to the introduction and subsequent increase in up-take 
for the project reaper-binder. The Project could either pay for stacks or harvest with the binder, not 
both. 
10 As in 2011-2012, the number of stacks decreased in 2013 due to conflicts of payment. The project 
could either pay for stacks or for harvesting seed. As there were so many binders in action in 2013, 
the uptake on harvesting payments was significantly higher. 
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5.4. Analysis of long-term benefits 

5.4.1 Environmental benefits 

a. Direct / quantitative environmental benefits: 

The Project aims were ambitious: to bring 3,200 ha of machair habitat into favourable 
condition and improve the conservation status of the Annex 1 species corncrake and 
chough. Within the project area machair habitats vary in their conservation status. The 
project area included 18% of the total EU area of machair of which 15% was in unfavorable 
condition. When the project was set up, the results of the second cycle of Scottish Natural 
Heritage’s Site Condition Monitoring had catergorised the cultivated machairs within SAC’s 
in north and south Uist machairs as in unfavourable declining condition.  However machair 
features designated as SSSI’s were but not as SAC’s in north Uist Machair sub area are 
classified as favourable maintained. (http://gateway.snh.gov.uk/sitelink/index.jsp 

The small area of machair in the north Colonsay sub area was also in Unfavourable No 
change condition. The site was monitored last year but the write up is not yet complete and 
so the features have not yet been updated for cycle 3 SCM. Oronsay and South Colonsay 
machair feature are still as Favourable maintained (2007) 

SCM states north Uist SAC -machair feature is now re-classified as in favourable recovery. 
(Cycle 3 SCM strated in 2012 and will be available this summer) 

SCM states south Uist SAC - machair feature is now re-classified as in favourable recovery. 
(Cycle 3 SCM will commence summer 2014) 

The underlying reasons for unfavourable condition in machair habitat differed in the Western 
Isles from sites elsewhere. In the Western Isles, the most common reason for unfavourable 
condition was a lack of species diversity in the arable and/or the grassland sward due to 
agricultural intensification. This was an issue on fourteen machair natural features on the 
Western Isles. Elsewhere, issues such as heavy grazing, the impact of rabbits, and erosion 
were among the factors causing unfavourable condition which did not come through strongly 
on the Western Isles. 

The latest cycle of site monitoring which has resulted in this positive change in condition is 
cited by SNH to be as a response to a change in monitoring technique which incorporates 
the changes from fallow to cultivated cycle  but it is hoped that the LIFE+ project actions, 
which have supported beneficial agricultural management, have also contributed to this 
change.  

All project management and related on the ground C action targets have been met and 
many have been exceeded. In the case of the use of seaweed as an organic fertilizer, 
shallow cultivations and late-cutting of arable silage there are measurable benefits relating to 
biodiversity gain. There has also been consistently good uptake of the management 
prescriptions for harvesting seed and stacks leading to improved quality and quantities of 
seed available on Uists. All these measures have helped to maintain the traditional crofting 
practices that provide significant benefit to the unique machair habitats and wildlife. This 
work has been monitored and stored in an RSPB database and disseminated appropriately. 

 

http://gateway.snh.gov.uk/sitelink/index.jsp


85 

The results of the biodiversity monitoring demonstrate direct quantitative benefits caused by 
positive machair management. The study suggests that there are overall positive effects of 
tradition crofting practices - seaweed as a fertiliser and very shallow cultivation (i.e. <10cm, 
as with a rotovator) not only on target species but also on the wider biodiversity that makes 
the machair such a complex and unique ecosystem. 

The results indicate that maintaining traditional cropping patterns on township machairs 
using a crop-fallow rotation (and including areas that are not cultivated) creates a small-
scale habitat mosaic that maintains individual species and species assemblages that are of 
high nature conservation value.  

b. Relevance for environmentally significant issues or policy area. 

The project has demonstrated a coordinated and integrated approach to environmental 
partnership working. Tackling the wider issues surrounding the crofting way of life has been 
vital for the success of the project. Strength was given by creating a strategic programme of 
integrated community work, which built on key project actions. 

The project demonstrates that by pump-priming conservation-agricultural management as 
shown in the summary of MA Works targets 2010-2014, this leads to positive benefits for 
human communities and wildlife, within designated sites and on their boundaries. The 
results of this work has been fed into the review of the new SRDP scheme for 2014-2020, 
facilitating an affect on agricultural policy.  

Areas outside designated sites are often also of value and should be reconsidered for 
additional support. 

The project has provided additional detail for helping to better define HNV farming systems 
and demonstrates how HNV farming classifications can support the positive management of 
the Natura 2000 network of sites 

The results of the project show that allowing flexibility in machair management, especially 
working on an annual rather than a 5 yearly cycle, helps to maintain to a mosaic of habitats 
by allowing more variability and choice in management type. The scale of working must also 
take into account local and national variations in physical, economic and social factors. .  

An LFA grazing and biodiversity study was commissioned by RSPB in 2012 which featured 
Uist as a case study and this work has fed into a national review of grazing in GB and will be 
used to influence national policy. 

The project conference in late summer of 2013 provided further opportunity to influence 
agricultural and environmental policy-makers re: HNV farming gains.  

The project has identified blockages to the system in its socio-economic study and wider 
working. 

An RSPB Futurescapes business plan for machair has been written which lays out a  
landscape-based conservation strategy for the future of the machair and this new policy has 
far reaching effects for a formerly species-focused NGO.  

The success of the ML goose scheme has helped to safeguard Uist, Coll and Tiree crops for 
the last four seasons. The greylag goose management schemes are being cited as an 
example of best practice. The results of the schemes are feeding into the National Goose 
Review and have informed the successful Adaptive Management Pilot bids. 



86 

5.4.2.  Long-term benefits and sustainability  

There is a strong association between traditional land use and crofting communities. Machair 
is a living, cultural landscape and much of its conservation value is dependent on the 
maintenance of viable crofting agriculture based on low-input cultivations. Machair is highly 
susceptible to agricultural modification and is particularly sensitive to changes in grazing, 
sand and shingle extraction, coastal erosion, changing weather patterns, population and 
other social changes, and the impact of recreation and tourism. The project has prevented 
significant areas of machair previously classified as unfavourable condition, from further 
deterioration.   

If crofting continues to be practiced in a sustainable way as a worked and managed 
ecosystem, supported by positive conservation and agricultural grant incentives and 
protected from geese, the outlook is good. Coastal erosion and sea level change alongside 
changing weather patterns are part of global wider threats, which cannot be easily managed, 
but there is broader recognition by all stakeholders of the relationship between machair and 
the factors which immediately affect crofting and this means that resources can be targeted 
more appropriately. 

There is concern shared by all stakeholders about how the possibility of an independent 
Scotland will affect machair conservation and other important designated sites. 

Site condition monitoring and other biodiversity monitoring by Government bodies and 
NGO’s is on-going and is vital to secure the future of machair.  

See After LIFE+ Conservation Plan which shows continuation of key actions and 
demonstrates RSPB long-term strategic management envisaged through a machair 
‘Futurescape’. 

What are the remaining threats? 

Broader context of threats: 
a. High and rising, input costs such as fuel and transport to remote locations 
b. Western Isles climate and climate change 
c. Crop losses: to geese and the unpredictable weather 
d. Wider trends of population decline 
e. An ageing population of crofters 
f. A breakdown of traditional patterns of crofting inheritance and succession 
g. Inappropriate tourism development and lack of development control 
h. Invasive species: SNH continue the Uist Wader Research and Hebridean Mink 

Project which aims to control hedgehog and mink respectively. These species 
affect many aspects of the machair habitat and birdlife. 

Threats identified in the project bid: 
a. Earlier harvesting of arable crops 
b. Under sowing of arable crops 
c. Changes in arable cropping production 
d. Intensification of grass silage making 
e. Land abandonment and homogenization of management 
f. Gaps in advisory support, skills and biodiversity planning 
g. Vulnerabilties of local seed 

Whilst the project have helped to decrease the strength of these threats, changes in land 
management and earlier cropping remain of concern, especially as the outcome of the new 
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SRDP packages are unknown at the time of writing. However under sowing is felt not to be a 
significant threat at present and the gaps in advisory support have been plugged.  

What are the long-term qualitative economic and social benefits? 

The project has: 

1. Initiated on-island contractor training which has helped to enhance standards of H n S 
and workmanship and encouraged purchase of PLI as well as improving potential 
employment opportunities on island and further afield. 

2. Ensured a better source of contractor machinery on Uist: the handover of Project 
machinery has created a new business opportunity for a local contractor offering 
subsidized rates for seaweed spreading and a new apprenticeship and domestic 
seaweed service is being set up which will have benefits to crofters and the wider 
community. The RSPB owned shed on Uist will aid this work and be of wider use to the 
community in the future. 

3. Ensured a seed legacy by introducing methods to better control quality and quantity as 
well as availability of local seed. This is essential to the low-input High Nature Value 
farming system practiced on the Uists.  

4. Advised on future SRDP Scheme to facilitate more machair options and by building 
capacity for more training events on the Uists and Tiree working with the SRUC and 
SCRPID 

5. Influenced land-owning estates on the Uists through the goose management schemes 
which have had a positive affect on crofter-estate relations and in encouraging the 
estates to help with the crop protection and Adaptive Management scheme which is a 
vital for the long-term legacy of the Project. 

6. Actively encouraged sustainable use of goose meat resulting from lethal crop protection 
and AM trial, by working with SNH to encourage public and local businesses to use 
goose carcasses: see goose curry school meal Project. It is reported that 500 goose 
burgers have been sold to Stornaway Hotels last winter by a Uist local butcher 

7. Helped to raise awareness of the eco-tourism potential of Uists and make access to 
information about crofting and machair more available by building on existing resources: 
developed a guided walk for South Uist and discussed future joint harvesting and other 
events with South Uist townships. (Current visitor facilities are North Uist focussed)  

Produced new visitor-friendly crofting and machair leaflets and other promotional 
material. 

A new RSPB–joint nature reserve proposal is being developed for South Uist. This could 
include machair land in townships that have been happy to cooperate with the project. 

8. Encouraged more Secondary School integration of machair-related studies into the 
Curriculum for Excellence via Machair Art and the goose lunch project and worked with 
all Primary Schools on the Island to promote a better understanding of machair and 
crofting, via workshops eg: scarecrow and mad machair hats project. Ensuring the 
younger generations have access to new and innovative ways of learning about crofting 
and machair is important. 
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9. Commissioned and developed a Feasibility Study for Crofting Course for a post 
secondary level and beyond which has led to a commitment from UHI to develop a 
Benbecula-based course and the former ML Education and Community Officer has been 
appointed to lead this work. 

10. Worked widely with the local community generally to enhance awareness and respect for 
crofting on island and beyond. At the final steering group meeting it was recognised that 
it is difficult to quantify the change that has happened among the community but 
representatives from CnES and SCF remarked that they felt a real shift in recognition 
that crofting is a valid and worthwhile activity thanks to the Project. 

“I see knowledge transfer as being the main legacy that RSPB can deliver to Uists and 
Tiree.” SCRPID representative on ML steering group.  

The results of the socio-economic study sample show 59% of crofters said that Machair 
LIFE+ had not altered the way that they croft though almost half of crofters said that 
Machair LIFE+ had altered the way that they think about crofting. In the evaluation 
survey carried out by the Project in April 2014, 120 questionnaires were sent out to 
crofters who had MA’s and 42 were returned of which 80% also reinforced this fact : 

“It was a win, win situation: it helped crofters and the biodiversity at the same time”   
Evaluation feedback from crofters May 14 see Annexes 20 and 21 

Continuation of project actions: see After LIFE+ Plan and legacy action table in Annex 23 

CnER have committed to help towards funding of future community work eg; machair art, 
which will be jointly led by the local art centre under a Creative Scotland bid.  

SCF continue to lobby on behalf of crofters for increased government funding for goose 
management and a positive outcome for SRDP in the Highlands and Islands  

SNH will continue to monitor biodiversity, site condition of the machair and run predator 
control programmmes 

5.4.3. Replicability, demonstration, transferability, cooperation 

The project has: 

1. Demonstrated a holistic approach to environmental management and conservation of 
machair. It has delivered all the required key actions and has evolved to tackle the wider 
issues surrounding the crofting way of life in highly innovative and flexible ways. This 
approach has been vital for the success of the Project. Successfully managing the crop 
protection on both Tiree and Uist and setting up management agreements on Uist, built up 
initial trust with crofters, however added value was given by creating a strategic programme 
of integrated community events, which encompassed all the Project actions. The Project has 
worked both at primary and secondary school level and with the local music college and with 
the wider community. There has also been a willingness and generosity shown by the team 
to participate in many aspects of local life. 

2. Demonstrated successful partnership working both with key financial partners, other 
stakeholders and with many organisations and individuals. Off island working with Tiree and 
helping to encourage a revival of arable crofting on Harris and Lewis has been an important 
project outcome. 
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The project trip to Romania has led to an inspiring transfer of knowledge and ideas, 
particularly about producing and marketing biodiversity-friendly products.  

3. Promoted the use of seaweed as organic fertiliser on remote islands which has 
demonstrated that it is both cost-effective, yield-rich and wildlife-friendly. 

4. Demonstrated the benefits of using new agricultural machinery eg: the mobile seed drier, 
rotavator, giant spreader and has shown that the repair of local binder canvasses to 
encourage the re-use of old reaper binders can also be a more appropriate use of funding. 

5. Produced a highly visible set of key advisory and other material, which not only explains 
the rationale behind relevant conservation agricultural practices, but examines their 
economic viability and raises awareness of the machair. A high standard of PR material has 
been maintained throughout the 4 years. 

5.4.4. Best Practice Measures and how to improve them: 

1. Crop protection Schemes: these have been relatively low cost schemes compared to 
national compensation-based schemes. . The results of the schemes are feeding into the 
National Goose Review and have informed the successful recent Adaptive Management 
Pilot bids. The revision of local goose count methodology on Uists has continued to be used 
and developed by SNH 

2. Seed legacy work: as well as protecting key species, it is also vital to look at the overall 
crofting system and protect rare local seed varieties which underpin the system. This work 
will need monitoring (eg: use of drier) development and updates to the new seed register will 
be carried out by RSPB 

3. Demonstrations to crofters of new machinery:  buying machinery using an advisory group. 
Also the use of appropriate technology eg: the repair of existing rare machinery rather than 
importing new machinery should be considered. 

4. Use of seaweed as organic fertiliser: seaweed has been collected and spread for the first 
time in 10 years in many machair townships, replacing inorganic fertiliser in a number of 
areas and the doubling of crofter participation in project Management Agreements has 
ensured a wider spread of cultivation techniques sympathetic to the machair. Data base of 
crofters participating in project MA’s can be used to target local incentives and help with 
advisory work for next SRDP by RSPB 

5. Filling in the gaps in SRDP: using payments eg: as incentives for late cut and encouraging 
the production of seed options, works to pump prime positive management in areas where 
local variation and flexibility is critical to the system. More resources and prioritisation is 
needed to continue these incentives. 

6. Added-value community working and an expanded programme of PR has both raised 
awareness of the importance of machair and brought the community into the project, which 
is important for its sustainability. 

Lessons learned: 

1. This LIFE+ project like other time -imited programmes, found its real feet in years three 
and four and needs a longer period to fully evolve its key practices and evaluate their effect. 
It is hard to demonstrate change in a 4 year period. 
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2. In particular the biodiversity monitoring would have benefitted from an additional year of 
funding to the allow project plots to return to their original state.  

3. The project worked in a largely dispersed community on remote islands where building up 
trust and goodwill was an integral part of working and the only way to implement change. 

4. At the time of completion, the project has met with reduced public spending and key 
partners were not able to continue to fund further phases or commit to carry out legacy 
actions and other sources of external funding were not available. However the recent focus 
on machair as a Futurescape for RSPB could be a valuable source of future funding.  

5. There is a need to continually assess and adapt crop protection work. Using the original 
SNH model for goose population change was not effective. A revised goose count was also 
needed to more fully assess numbers. While crofters requested more geese shot, rather 
than more corn protected, the project could not respond directly but supported the change to 
an adaptive management policy. 

From the recent crofters evaluation survey, the project also received the following  
feedback of note: 

a. MA’s and MP’s: more selectivity for acceptance into MA’s or offered payments was 
suggested as there was some resentment among crofters that those who just grew corn 
for selling on as seed/silage and who did not keep livestock, should not be included. 
However given the short term of the project and the need to promote late cutting and 
seed production, imposing additional conditions could have held back reaching targets 
and objectives. 

b. New crofters who were encouraged into the MA’s and MP’s and who do not have their 
own machinery, will need further support, unless they can afford to pay for contractor 
help. Many crofters have commented that they would have liked an extension to the 
Project. “what has been done has shown very  positive results, but to halt a continuation 
of the project may mean losing what has already been gained” 

c. There were concerns about the long-term sustainability of using seaweedbeyond the 
availability of local subsidised rates if SRDP is not flexible enough or incentive high 
enough.  

d. The geographical limitation due to the projects inability to work outside designated 
areas caused some initial resentment. Crofting does not follow Natura boundaries. “I 
did not get the opportunity as I was excluded ... despite working one of the largest 
and post productive crofts on the west side.  

5.4.5. Innovation and demonstration value 

1. The demonstration and support provided by new large capacity machinery to carry out 
sympathetic machair management has enabled crofters to revive the use of seaweed as 
an organic fertiliser and encouraged use of new rotovating techniques. Some crofters 
have bought machinery off the back of this. Buying a seed drier and adapting it to make 
it mobile has been key to helping crofters through several difficult harvests. The decision 
to offer repairs of existing reaper binders, rather than purchase new models, which are 
not so robust or adaptable  to varying crop height, has encouraged the continuation of 
local and more appropriate technology.  

2. The project has been cited as an example of best practice crop protection and has 
trialled and used new method s of non-lethal scaring such as sonic tape and rotating 
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crop guards. It has not been afraid to engage in the debate regarding the sustainable 
use of greylag goose meat resulting from crop protection and the AM Scheme and it 
purchased a goose plucker, chiller and freezer unit to help with this which are now 
lodged with the community-run South Uist Estate who will continue to make use of this 
equiptment.  

3. Allowing the trial and careful use of the seed drier outwith the project remit for drying of 
wool and seaweed has facilitated other local enterprises. Uist Seaweed is being used in 
camel food for Emirates. http://news.bgateway.com/2014/03/scottish-seaweed-from-
outer-hebrides-set-for-dubai-sands/  Also having tested fleece drying for speed and 
capacity the drier is being considered for possible purchase by the Uistwool Project 
http://uistwool.wordpress.com/ 

4. A whisky-making company based in Orkney contacted the project in 2011 and 2012 to 
explore the possibility of using Uist barley and to get advice on seed drying. There have 
been several opportunities for the project to link up with the promotion of wider local food 
production, which it has embraced whilst not in its original remit. 

5. Added-value community working eg: Machair Art Project, Mad Machair Tea Party, school 
goose curry project and the commissioning of various artists eg: the dot works, (new 
ways to show biodiversity data) and making scarecrows with local primary school 
children to help the crop protection work. 

6. Looking at to help prevent the exodus of young people from the islands who might 
remain in crofting and how to up-skill new crofters has also been a key activity eg: 
encouraging movement of students from machair art to the official school crofting course 
and commissioning a feasibility study to look a higher education, has shown the project 
is engaging in the wider economic and social debate about factors affecting crofting.  

7. Production of high-quality publicity and promotional and awareness-raising material eg: 
scarecrow calendars and DVD. A strong programme of innovative material has been 
produced.  

5.4.6. Long-term indicators of the project success 

1. Conservation:  

a. Long-term biodiversity monitoring of the impact of management actions will take place 
following the four year study by RSPB. SNH will carry out further conservation status 
updates of the machair.  

b. Species specific monitoring is on-going eg: bird monitoring by RSPB and goose counts 
and wader surveys and predator control work by SNH 

2. Management: 

a. Monitoring of seaweed uptake, use of machinery and other project objectives will be 
carried out by RSPB 

b. Monitoring of damage to crop by geese will take place by SNH 

3. Policy: 

a. Implementation of project recommendations into SRDP (final results to be confirmed)  

http://news.bgateway.com/2014/03/scottish-seaweed-from-outer-hebrides-set-for-dubai-sands/
http://news.bgateway.com/2014/03/scottish-seaweed-from-outer-hebrides-set-for-dubai-sands/
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b. NGO’s working at landscape scale: ‘Futurescapes’. Monitor outcome of RSPB machair 
business plan 

4. Socio-economic 

a. Setting up of a post-school crofting training course and monitor uptake 

b. Creating more crofting apprenticeships and other forms of crofting-related employment for 
young people. 

c. Long term awareness-raising leading to a stronger knowledge base among the local 
community and visitor to the islands 

d. Sustainable commercial local sale of goose meat and other machair -related products 
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6. COMMENTS ON THE FINANCIAL REPORT 

6.1. Summary of costs incurred 
 

PROJECT COSTS INCURRED 
  

Cost category Budget according to 
the grant agreement1 

Costs incurred within 
the project duration % 

1.  Personnel 889,472      749,414  84.3% 

2.  Travel 139,714  103,415  74.0% 

3.  External assistance 1,000,821  748,344  74.8% 

4.  Durables: total non-depreciated cost   -   

 
 - Infrastructure sub-tot. 60,750  90,459  148.9% 

 
 - Equipment sub-tot. 242,143  222,936  92.1% 

 
 - Prototypes sub-tot.   -  - 

5.  Consumables 207,940  211,660  101.8% 

6.  Other costs 15,264  18,772  123.0% 

7.  Overheads 178,927  150,150  83.9% 
  TOTAL 2,735,031  2,295,150  83.9% 

1 – As per Amendment No 2 to Grant Agreement for Project signed 4th November 2013 
 
As shown in the expenditure summary table above, the overall project expenditure from 1st 
January 2010 to 31st March 2014 is €2,295,150, or 83.9% of total predicted expenditure. 
This therefore suggests a total project under-spend in Euros of €439,881. However, the 
majority of this under-spend is exchange-related due to the following reason. The project 
budget was initially prepared in GBP in 2008. The total GBP budget amounted to 
£2,025,954. The GBP budget was converted to Euros for the purposes of completing the 
project application using an exchange rate of 1.35 EUR/GBP. This was slightly higher than 
the exchange rate in force at the time, but we were advised the exchange rate would 
stabilise at around 1.35 EUR/GBP over the forthcoming years. In actuality GBP rapidly 
depreciated to almost parity with the Euro in early 2009 and has not returned to pre 2009 
levels since then. This has played havoc with the financial monitoring of this project (and 
indeed all other LIFE+ and other Euro-based projects we are involved in), because 
variations on the GBP budget – which is what was used on a daily basis to monitor GBP 
spend – did not equate directly to variations on the EUR budget. It is acknowledged that we 
could have aligned the GBP and EUR budget more closely when we had the opportunity to 
when submitting the second project modification request, however in an effort not to over-
complicate the modification request, this opportunity was not taken. I hope this illustrates the 
difficulties we face when budget preparation / financial management and financial reporting 
are required in different and, during the particular period, volatile, currencies. 
 
Looking at the under-spend in GBP terms, the project spent all except £82,011 of the project 
budget, meaning the project was 96.0% spent. The other reasons for the under-spend are as 
follows -  
 

- Lower-than predicted spend on Travel & Subsistence, particularly in relation to car 
travel. 

- Lower-than predicted spend on External Assistance, particularly in relation to 
machair habitat management subcontracts with contractors and contracts with goose 
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scarers, especially on Coll & Tiree where 2010 costs have been removed from the 
project accounts at the request of the LIFE Unit. The removal of these costs from the 
accounts, which necessitated the costs being fully funded by the RSPB, depleted the 
cash available for RSPB project co-funding. This placed limitations on the amount of 
spend the project could incur in the final year of the project, further increasing the 
overall project under-spend. 

6.2. Accounting system 
 
The RSPB use the financial software package OPENAccounts to record project expenditure 
and income. This system has the functionality to allow Project Codes to be allocated to 
specific costs. Whenever staff request a purchase order to be raised, or enter their 
expenses, then have the option to enter the Project Code to assign the cost to the relevant 
project. This project was assigned the Project Code 7MA-G-MACH. Monthly Management 
Reports are sent to the Project Manager and other Senior RSPB staff to allow for regular 
monitoring of project spend. Transaction Listings showing all costs that have been assigned 
to the Project Code during the previous month are also sent out monthly. These listings are 
used as the basis of the entries in the Statement of Expenditure (SoE), which is updated by 
the RSPB International Financial Management Unit (IFMU) regularly. Supplementary 
information to help compile the SoE, such are further details on travel costs, are requested 
from the project staff by the IFMU and added to the SoE when received. 
 
Costs are approved based on the RSPB normal approval process. In all cases, approval is 
required before payment is either made or reimbursed to the payee. The Project Manager 
can approve purchases up to £500, above which her Line Manager, or the Regional Director 
of North Scotland approves purchases. Any purchases above £50,000 must be approved by 
the RSPB Scotland Director of Conservation.  
 
Timesheets are manually filled in and signed on a monthly basis before being sent to the 
Project Office. On a regular basis, the timesheets are sent to the IFMU for costing and 
addition to the SoE, before being stored with all other LIFE+ project timesheets.  
 
All contractors are asked to mention the LIFE project reference on their invoices. Any 
invoices that are received without the project reference are stamped using a rubber stamp. 
As many invoices are electronically generated (there is no ability to change the wording) and 
amending the invoice address to include the project reference for existing contractors is not 
always feasible, the rubber stamp is used more often than ideal.  
 
Project finances are reviewed and discussed at the Project Steering Group meetings held 
every six months. 

6.3. Partnership arrangements (if relevant) 
 
As RSPB was the sole beneficiary for this project, this section is not applicable. 

6.4. Auditor's report/declaration 
 
The project audit was undertaken by George Hay Chartered Accountants, beginning on 29th 
April 2014. After extensive sample testing and questioning, the audit report was signed and 
released on 27th June 2014. George Hay have now undertaken all except 1 of the LIFE and 
LIFE+ audits the RSPB have undertaken and were therefore in an excellent position to 
undertake this audit, bringing a good understanding of both RSPB systems and the LIFE+ 
Common Provisions. 
 
A copy of the audit report is contained within Annex 2 of the Final Financial Report. 
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6.5. Summary of costs per action 
 
As requested, we have attempted to allocate actual costs to specific action codes in order to 
complete the table shown below. Please note that allocation of costs to specific Action 
Codes has been undertaken with rigour, however there is a proportion of costs that can not 
be easily identified as relating to any specific Action code (particularly some personnel and 
travel costs), hence the split of actual costs shown should not be taken to be accurate to any 
significant degree. Budget categories where no costs have been incurred have been 
removed from the table due to space limitations. 
 
Action no. Short name of action Personnel Travel & 

subsistence 
External 

Assistance DG – Infra DG – Equip Consumab. Other 
costs TOTAL 

A1 Compile baseline data  16,568   -   -   -   -   -   -   16,568  
A2 Negotiate agreements  15,069   229   -   -   -   -   -   15,297  
A3 Write management plans  16,517   152   -   -   -   -   -   16,669  

A4 Source and buy 
machinery  1,857   963   -   -   197,924   21,182   1,740   223,666  

A5 Tender and award 
contracts  7,696   -   -   -   -   -   -   7,696  

A6 Planning permission for 
sheds  435   -   -   -   -   -   1,996   2,431  

A7 Data handling procedures  -   400   -   -   1,308   -   2,484   4,191  

C1 Positive agricultural 
practices  56,212   1,618   252,481   -   -   54,045   -   364,356  

C2 Increase arable cropping / 
silage  4,226   -   -   -   -   500   -   4,726  

C3 Goose management  166,742   48,063   202,872   -   2,247   95,586   580   516,091  
C4 Advisory support  80,222   984   6,600   -   1,363   4,388   644   94,202  
C5 New agri-env. measures  7,202   1,106   -   -   -   -   -   8,308  
C6 Grassland model for Tiree  4,346   -   -   -   -   -   -   4,346  
C7 Build storage sheds  531   91   5,602   90,459   -   125   -   96,809  

C8 Establish Community 
Trust  6,787   286   8,202   -   -   345   385   16,004  

D1 Project website  4,354   -   6,420   -   -   -   -   10,773  
D2 Community events  29,748   678   19,122   -   -   9,008   683   59,239  
D3 Demonstration events  19,427   60   -   -   -   1,128   -   20,615  
D4 Media programme  7,242   188   -   -   -   -   -   7,430  
D5 Notice boards  1,697   -   14,993   -   -   -   -   16,689  
D6 Newsletters and leaflet  14,435   -   12,287   -   -   2,851   1,932   31,505  
D7 DVD  3,601   -   15,957   -   -   1,884   -   21,442  
D8 Layman’s report  3,874   -   1,177   -   -   718   -   5,769  
D9 End-of-project conference  9,845   2,094   2,109   -   -   8,267   307   22,622  
E1 Manage project  135,932   24,380   42,219   -   20,095   11,442   8,022   242,088  
E2 Monitor key biodiversity  15,417   4,135   146,666   -   -   -   -   166,218  
E3 Monitor bird communities  75,019   6,892   8,988   -   -   189   -   91,089  

E4 Socio-economic 
influences  3,282   254   -   -   -   -   -   3,536  

E5 Network with other 
projects  7,655   8,913   -   -   -   -   -   16,568  

E6 After-LIFE plan  -   -   -   -   -   -   -   -  
E7 Financial management  33,477   1,928   2,650   -   -   -   -   38,055  

Overheads        150,150 
 TOTAL  749,414   103,415   748,344   90,459   222,936   211,660   18,772  2,295,150 
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7. LIST OF ANNEXES 
 

7.1. List of paper annexes attached to this report 
 
1.  Steering Group Minutes 
2.  Machinery Tender Docs 
3.  Machinery List 
4.  Binder Photos 
5.  Applied Economy final report 
6.  RSPB recommendation reports 
7.  Seed Register 
8.  Data report assumptions and limitations 
9.  Breeding Wader Response Survey 2013 - A summary 
10. Socio-Economic Study of Crofting on the Machair 
11. Report on the team trip to Romania 
12. Crofting feasibility Study 
13. Uist Greylag Goose Adaptive Management Pilot Annual Report 
14. Tiree & Coll Greylag Goose Management Scheme report 2013 
15. SAC seaweed report 2014 
16. Sabbatical report - an assessment of harvesting techniques of arable silage in relation to 
breeding corncrake 
17. Tiree and Coll adaptive management Scheme 
18. Uist Greylag Goose Management Scheme Report parts 1 and 2 
19. Summary of Plot history  
20. Crofter Feedback Analysis 
21. Crofter Feedback Form 
22. Layman’s Report 
23. After-LIFE Communication Plan 
24. Newsletters 6,7 &8 
25. Press Cuttings 
26. Goose advisory leaflet 
27. Seaweed advisory leaflet 
28. Seed advisory leaflet 
29. Stacking advisory leaflet 
30 Machair LIFE+ Conference 
31. Crofting and the machair booklet (new) 
32. Worksheets ‘What is machair’, ‘Uist corn’, and ‘The archaeology of the machair’ 
33. Website analytics 
34. Final Table of Indicators 

7.2. CD Annexes 
 
All of the above annexes are included on an enclosed CD plus a folder with high resolution 
images from the project. 
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