














T h e  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  s t r a t e g y

Our vision for the peatlands is one of a revitalised landscape= with extensive sweeps 
of hill and bog intersected by fertile straths�   These straths and coastal strips support
a mosaic of productive crofts and farms= rivers= forestry and woodland�   Above and 
between the straths lie the world�renowned peatlands= which= together with their 
lochs and lochans= support a spectacular assemblage of birds= plants and other 
wildlife= including internationally important numbers of raptors= waders and 
waterfowl�   The straths= bogs= hills= lochs= rivers= woodlands and forestry are 
managed together for the wide range of services they provide and interests they 
support�   No one land use dominates to the detriment of others�   Rather there is 
mutual support= with everything underpinned by a healthy environment= at the 
centre of which is the great peatland of the north� Everyone who lives=  works in or 
visits the area values the peatlands�

O v e r a l l  a i m  f o r  t h e  s t r a t e g y

To enhance and promote the special values of the peatlands of Caithness and 
Sutherland= through the promotion of sustainable land management= the 
encouragement of sustainable community and economic development= and through 
co�ordinated action� 

S t r a t e g y  o b j e c t i v e s

OBJECTIVE  � To promote and carry out land management that benefits nationally 
and internationally important areas of peatland= and associated 
habitats and species�

OBJECTIVE  � To promote and undertake sustainable woodland management= with 
an appropriate balance between woodlands and peatlands�

OBJECTIVE  # To encourage community and economic development that is 
compatible with safeguarding those features that make the peatlands 
important� 

OBJECTIVE  $ To promote greater awareness= understanding and enjoyment of the 
special wildlife= landscape= historical and cultural values of the 
peatlands�
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Native woodlands are scarce and often heavily 
grazed�

No transitional zone of native scrub/ open 
woodland is present on edge of bogs�

In some cases forestry is having a detrimental 
impact on underlying and adjacent peatland= 
and restructuring and clearance may be 
needed�

The balance between woodlands and peatlands 
needs to be carefully planned and managed�

Summary of key forestry and woodland management issues in and
around the peatlands

The restructuring of existing forests= along 
with appropriate enhancement and extension 
of native woodland areas= has the potential to 
contribute significantly to the environmental= 
economic and social value of the peatlands�  

The development of local markets for timber 
would benefit the local economy�

Forest deer are increasing in numbers and may 
have impacts on woodlands and peatlands�

Guidelines for new woodlands (native and non�native species) 

Woodland establishment should be on mineral ground or shallow peat�

Where planting is proposed near peatland= consider any possible impacts on 
peatland interest= for example through harbouring of predators and through 
peatland birds avoiding nesting near woodland edge� More open woodland 
with a higher proportion of scrub species is likely to be more appropriate�  

In�bye ground which is used by feeding peatland waders should be avoided�

Prioritise watercourse planting= in consultation with fisheries interests�

Prioritise establishment of new native woodlands close to existing native 
woodland�

Consider deer movements and use of the area�

For native woodlands birch will be the dominant species� Other appropriate 
species are rowan= alder= aspen= grey willow= eared willow= bird cherry and in 
some areas Scots pine� Hazel= goat willow and wych elm will be suitable in 
slightly richer conditions� Juniper may also be appropriate in small amounts�

Locate woodland so as to maximise the habitat network benefits�

Prioritise woodlands that can bring multiple benefits to the area�

Consider impacts on the NSA= any local landscape designations= the settings of 
designated cultural and historic sites= wild land search area= landscape 
character� 

Consider opportunities to improve public access�









slope or where previously disturbed by
forestry are all very technically
demanding situations= which can
potentially cause difficulties� 

Whilst proposals may not themselves be
located on peatland= they may impact on
the flight lines of peatland birds and the
feeding range of eagles� Many of the
breeding birds fly daily to the north coast
to feed= passing over large areas of
undesignated land� Migration routes also
take birds across undesignated land�
Information on bird flight lines is
currently incomplete� There is a risk that
developers will seek to fit proposals
between the designated peatland sites=
and consideration will need to be given to
the impact this might have not only on
the peatlands= but also on any potential
World Heritage Site nomination�

The technology for harnessing tidal and
wave energy is perhaps twenty years
behind that for wind energy�
Nevertheless consideration is already
being given to the north coast= given its
potential suitability� A particular issue
here will be the use of the coast by
peatland breeding birds� Red throated
divers feed in the calmer sandy bays
during the breeding season for example=
and common scoters winter on the sea
lochs� 

The development of the infrastructure
and markets for wood fuel is considered
in Section 
� There are likely to be
potential benefits for the peatlands= if
wood fuel development can be linked to
forest restructuring�

Community management
and ownership 

Over recent years there has been an
increasing interest in community
involvement in land management and
ownership= spurred on by the creation of
the Scottish Land Fund and the
provisions of the Land Reform Act� There
are various ongoing local initiatives to
support community development�
Scottish Executive policy is also

encouraging greater community
involvement in planning= as a result of
which the Sutherland Partnership is
currently preparing a Community Plan� A
similar exercise is anticipated for
Caithness under the Caithness
Partnership� 

Community engagement in the peatlands
has the potential to ensure that
community priorities are addressed= that
more economic benefits are retained
locally= and that a sense of ownership is
maintained or developed� On a local
scale= Forest Enterprise and RSPB already
seek community involvement in the
management planning for their holdings
in the area� There is also wide
consultation on both public and private
forestry proposals�  

The various crofting Grazing Committees
are an existing mechanism for collective
management= which has been used
widely in recent years= with some now
planning and carrying out drain blocking
for example� A number of Grazing
Committees have taken advantage of
changes in legislation and have carried
out woodland regeneration or planting
schemes� Several have used income from
the Peatland Management Scheme to
support wider community initiatives such
as village halls (for example West
Halladale)= rather than retaining the
benefit solely for the crofting land� 

The only peatland within the Natura site
in community ownership at present is on
the Melness Crofters Estate� The Assynt
Crofters Trust= Kylesku Crofters Trust and
Culag Community Woodland Trust also
own areas of peatland� In addition the
North Sutherland Community Forest
Trust (NSCFT) owns several large sheds
at Forsinain= to be used for wood
processing� The NSCFT is currently
looking at ways of developing local
economic benefits from forestry= which
may involve land ownership� They are
already involved as contractors in some
of the forest clearance work being
undertaken at Forsinard as part of the
LIFE Peatlands Project�  
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‘Community
engagement in
the peatlands
has the potential
to ensure that
community
priorities are
addressed= that
more economic
benefits are
retained locally=
and that a sense
of ownership is
maintained or
developed’

















'�#� Blanket bogs

The scale and diversity of the Caithness and Sutherland peatlands
in northern Scotland make them unique in Europe� They form the
largest peat mass in the UK and are three times larger than any
other peatland area in either Britain or Ireland� The site is
important because of the considerable abundance of large (several
square kilometres) continuous areas of Sphagnum carpets and
hummocks= including Sphagnum fuscum= S� imbricatum and S�
pulchrum= and for its numerous intact pool systems� Not only are
these features usually rare and localised on other bog systems in
the UK= but a very high proportion of this ground remains
undisturbed� The vegetation is mainly cross�leaved heath Erica
tetralix with Sphagnum papillosum as well as deergrass
Trichophorum cespitosum and hare’s�tail cottongrass Eriophorum
vaginatum blanket mire� Freshwater pools and lochans are an
integral component of the mire expanse�

Annex I habitats present as a qualifying feature=
but not a primary reason for selection of this site

$��� Northern Atlantic wet heaths with Erica tetralix

'�$� Transition mires and quaking bogs

'�
� Depressions on peat substrates of the 
Rhynchosporion

Annex II species that are a primary reason for
selection of this site

�#

 Otter  Lutra lutra

This extensive site contains numerous lochs= lochans and extensive
areas of headwaters of burns and rivers� There is extensive habitat
suitable for otters Lutra lutra and this is reflected in the presence
of a good population= representative of the northern mainland of
Scotland�

Annex II species present as a qualifying feature=
but not a primary reason for site selection

Not applicable�

Annex �
SAC and SPA descriptions

Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands SAC

Site details

Country Scotland 
Unitary Authority Highland 
Grid Ref* NC(%%$��  
Latitude 
( �� �� N
Longitude �# 
% �
 W
SAC EU code UK���#%�� 
Area (ha) �$#
#(�'

* This is the approximate central point of the SAC� 

General site character

Inland water bodies (standing water= running water) (#H)
Bogs� Marshes� Water fringed vegetation� Fens ('(�
H)
Heath� Scrub� Maquis and garrigue� Phygrana (�(H)
Dry grassland� Steppes (��
H)

Annex I habitats that are a primary reason for
selection of this site

#�#� Oligotrophic to mesotrophic standing waters with 
vegetation of the Littorelletea uniflorae and/or of 
the Isoëto�Nanojuncetea

Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands supports a range of high�
quality freshwater loch habitats that include Oligotrophic to
mesotrophic standing waters� The lochs are part of large= generally
nutrient�poor= drainage systems which characterise this part of the
northern Highlands� The site covers an area greater than �$�=���
ha and includes several hundred freshwater lochs of which the
larger are oligotrophic� The lochs are generally located within '�#�
blanket bog and peatlands that sit on nutrient�poor rocks� The
aquatic vegetation is dominated by a very narrow range of species
typical of northern= upland= lochs but there is much local variation
in their abundance� The most characteristic species are shoreweed
Littorella uniflora= water lobelia Lobelia dortmanna= bulbous rush
Juncus bulbosus= bog pondweed Potamogeton polygonifolius and
alternate water�milfoil Myriophyllum alterniflorum� More
mesotrophic lochs support a wider range of pondweed
Potamogeton species; other species present include stoneworts
Chara spp� and Nitella spp� and least bur�reed Sparganium natans�
The margins of a few lochs support two nationally scarce plants;
bog hair�grass Deschampsia setacea and marsh clubmoss
Lycopodiella inundata� Other notable species include awlwort
Subularia aquatica and water sedge Carex aquatilis� The range of
aquatic invertebrates includes the nationally rare water beetle
Oreodytes alpinus�

#�%� Natural dystrophic lakes and ponds

This site represents Natural dystrophic lakes and ponds on '�#�
Blanket bogs in northern Scotland� The scale and diversity of the
peatlands of Caithness and Sutherland make them unique in
Europe� They are three times larger than any other peat mass in
the UK� Dystrophic waters are especially common in the Peatlands�
Compared to most other blanket bog systems= at this site
waterbodies account for a high proportion of the bog surface�
Dystrophic water bodies here range in size from pools to medium�
sized lochans� Surface patterns and pool complexes occur in a
variety of forms= reflecting different climatic and hydrological
conditions within the site�
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Qualifying species

This site qualifies under Article $�� of the
Directive ('G/$�G/EEC) by supporting
populations of European importance of the
following species listed on Annex I of the
Directive:

During the breeding season;

Black�throated Diver Gavia arctica= �% pairs
representing at least �%�#H of the breeding population
in Great Britain (�� year mean= �G(%��GG%)

Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos= 
 pairs representing
at least ��#H of the breeding population in Great
Britain (Count= as at �GG�)

Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria= �=�%$ pairs
representing at least $�'H of the breeding population
in Great Britain (Count= as at mid��GG�s)

Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus= �$ pairs representing at
least ��(H of the breeding population in Great Britain
(
 year mean= �GG#��GG')

Merlin Falco columbarius= 
$ pairs representing at
least $��H of the breeding population in Great Britain
(Count= as at early �GG�s)

Red�throated Diver Gavia stellata= (G pairs
representing at least G�
H of the breeding population
in Great Britain (Two year mean= �GG#��GG$)

Short�eared Owl Asio flammeus= #� pairs representing
at least #��H of the breeding population in Great
Britain (Count= as at mid��GG�s)

Wood Sandpiper Tringa glareola= 
 pairs representing
up to 
���H of the breeding population in Great
Britain (Two year mean= �GG$��GG
)

This site also qualifies under Article $�� of the
Directive ('G/$�G/EEC) by supporting populations of
European importance of the following migratory
species:

During the breeding season;

Common Scoter Melanitta nigra= �' pairs representing
U���H of the breeding Western Siberia/Western &
Northern Europe/Northwestern Africa population
(�GG%)

Dunlin Calidris alpina schinzii= �=(%� pairs representing
at least �%�GH of the breeding Baltic/UK/Ireland
population (Count= as at �GG$)

Greenshank Tringa nebularia= �
% pairs representing at
least ��$H of the breeding Europe/Western Africa
population (�GG$/G
)

Wigeon Anas penelope= $# pairs representing U���H
of the breeding Western
Siberia/Northwestern/Northeastern Europe
population (�GG$)

SPA description
(information as published ����)

Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands

Country Scotland
Unitary Authority Highland 
SPA status Classified ��/��/�GGG 
Latitude 
( �� �� N 
Longitude �# 
% �
 W
SPA EU code UKG����
�
Area (ha) �$

�%�'
 

A’Mhoine
Bad na Gallaig
Badanloch Bogs
Ben Griams
Ben Hutig
Ben Loyal
Blar nam Faoileag
Cnoc an Alaskie
Coir an Eoin
Coire na Beinne Mires
Druim na Coibe
Druim nam Bad
Dunbeath Peatlands
East Halladale
Forsinard Bogs
Grudie Peatlands
Knockfin Heights
Loch Caluim Flows

Component SSSIs Loch Meadie Peatlands
Lochan Buidhe Mires
Lon a’Chuil
Mallart
Moss of Killiminster
Oliclett
Rumsdale Peatlands
Shielton Peatlands
Skelpick Peatlands
Skinsdale Peatlands
Sletill Peatlands
Strath an Loin
Strath Duchally
Strathmore Peatlands
Strathy Bogs
Stroupster Peatlands
Syre Peatlands
Truderscaig
West Borgie
West Halladale
West Strathnaver

The Caithness & Sutherland Peatlands are located across the
northernmost parts of mainland Scotland� The SPA contains a large
proportion of these peatlands= which form one of the largest and
most intact areas of blanket bog in the world� The peatlands include
an exceptionally wide range of vegetation and surface pattern types
(pool systems)= some of which are unknown elsewhere� This range of
structurally diverse peatland and freshwater habitats supports a wide
variety of breeding birds including internationally important
populations of raptors= wildfowl and waders� 
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Annex �
Conservation Objectives for Caithness
and Sutherland Peatlands Special Area
of Conservation

ANNEX I HABITATS 
(* indicates European priority habitat)

To avoid deterioration of the qualifying habitats:

Blanket bogs*

Depressions on peat substrates of the Rhynchosporion

Natural dystrophic lakes and ponds

Northern Atlantic wet heaths with Erica tetralix

Oligotrophic to mesotrophic standing waters with vegetation of
the Littorelletea uniflorae and/or of the Isoëto�Nanojuncetea

Transition mires and quaking bogs

thus ensuring that the integrity of the site is
maintained and the site makes an appropriate
contribution to achieving favourable conservation
status for each of the qualifying features�

To ensure for the qualifying habitats that the
following are maintained in the long term:

Extent of the habitats on site

Distribution of the habitats within site

Structure and function of the habitats

Processes supporting the habitats

Distribution of typical species of the habitats

Viability of typical species as components of the habitats

No significant disturbance of typical species of the habitats

ANNEX II SPECIES

To avoid deterioration of the habitats of the
qualifying species:

Otter Lutra lutra

or significant disturbance to the qualifying species=
thus ensuring that the integrity of the site is
maintained and the site makes an appropriate
contribution to achieving favourable conservation
status for each of the qualifying features�

To ensure for the qualifying species that the
following are maintained in the long term:

Population of the species as a viable component of the site

Distribution of the species within site

Distribution and extent of habitats supporting species

Structure= function and supporting processes of habitats 
supporting the species

No significant disturbance of the species

Conservation Objectives for Caithness
and Sutherland Peatlands Special
Protection Area & Ramsar Site

�� Conservation Objectives for Caithness and 
Sutherland Peatlands SPA

To avoid deterioration of the habitats of the
qualifying species:

Black�throated Diver Gavia arctica

Common Scoter Melanitta nigra

Dunlin Calidris alpina schinzii

Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos

Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria

Greenshank Tringa nebularia

Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus

Merlin Falco columbarius

Red�throated Diver Gavia stellata

Short�eared Owl Asio flammeus

Wigeon Anas penelope

Wood Sandpiper Tringa glareola

or significant disturbance to the qualifying species=
thus ensuring that the integrity of the site is
maintained�

To ensure for the qualifying species that the
following are maintained in the long term:

Population of the species as a viable component of the site

Distribution of the species within site

Distribution and extent of habitats supporting the species

Structure= function and supporting processes of habitats 
supporting the species

No significant disturbance of the species

�� Conservation Objectives for Caithness and 
Sutherland Peatlands Ramsar Site

To promote the conservation of the wetland so as to
avoid deterioration of the wetland habitats of Ramsar
interest and significant disturbance of associated
species�
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