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Introduction

The parish  of  Birse  is  one  of  the  few remaining  strongholds  on  Deeside  of  the
Capercaillie  (Tetrao  urogallus),  one  of  the  most  charismatic  and  threatened  bird
species to inhabit the area.  The species became extinct in Scotland during the 18th

century and was reintroduced in the 19th century, becoming abundant in Birse parish
during the first half of the 20th Century.  It has since declined dramatically, in line with
declines in the rest of the country, and is now one of the most endangered birds in
Scotland.

This report summarises the available historical information on the changing fortunes
of the Capercaillie in Birse Parish, provides an overview of the reasons for its recent
decline,  and  provides  strategic  proposals  for  long  term  management  that  could
secure the future for this iconic species through incorporation into long-term forest
plans for the individual estates in the parish.

I am grateful for Robin Callander’s help with the production of this report, together
with the assistance of Birse, Ballogie, Balfour and Finzean Estates.

BCT gratefully acknowledges the Cairngorms Biodiversity Grant
that made possible the production of this report

** small CNPA & SNH logos here **
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1.  History of Capercaillie in Birse Parish

The indigenous Capercaillie population in Birse

It is probable that the Capercaillie was relatively common in Birse up until the 1500s, when
extensive pinewoods were present in the Forest of Birse.  However, there is no documentary
evidence of their presence here, although a little is known of their former status in upper
Deeside.  The species was known from the Braemar area in the early 1600s but was already
thought to be in decline by that time.  Most of the contemporary literature suggests that by
1770  the  species  was  confined  to  areas  north  and  west  of  the  Great  Glen  and  had
disappeared from Strathspey around 1745 (Harvie-Brown, 1879).  It is therefore likely that it
had also disappeared from Deeside by the mid-1700s, when less than 300ha of woodland
remained  in  Birse  parish  (Roy  Military  Survey),  although  a  small  number  could  have
remained in remote parts of upper Deeside.  There is a tradition that the last native Scottish
Capercaillies were shot near Braemar in 1785 (Pennie, 1950) although there is no surviving
documentary evidence to support this claim.  

It is possible that the Capercaillie had disappeared from Birse by 1600 or even earlier as
most of the pine trees in the Forest of  Birse had been removed by that date (Callander,
1983).   However,  fragments  of  pinewood remained in  Glenferrick  and it  is  possible  that
Capercaillies continued to occasionally disperse into these areas from the more extensive
pine woodland in Glen Tanar until the early 1700s.  There is no mention of Capercaillie in the
First Statistical account of Birse Parish (Smith, 1792) although bird species that had recently
colonised the area are mentioned and statistical accounts for other parishes further north and
west in Scotland refer to the recent presence of Capercaillie in their areas (Stevenson 2007).
This suggests that the Capercaillie had vanished from the collective cultural memory of the
inhabitants of Birse by 1792 and it is likely that it had been absent from Birse for at least 200
years by the time of its re-establishment in the late 1800s.

Re-establishment

The  Capercaillie  was  considered  extinct  in  Scotland  by  the  1780s,  although  there  is
continued speculation that a small population persisted north of the Great Glen.  Regardless
of  that,  there is little doubt that  the population that recolonised Birse originated from the
successful re-introduction of Swedish birds at Taymouth Castle in Perthshire in 1837.  From
Perthshire, the rapidly expanding Capercaillie population spread north-east through Angus,
arriving at Stracathro by 1865 (possibly assisted by further introductions in Angus by the Earl
of Airlie).  From Stracathro, the Mounth hills formed a barrier to northward movement, but this
was eventually breached with the first Capercaillies being recorded on Deeside in August
1878, at Scolty Hill and Inchmarlo, near Banchory.

It  is  likely that  the Capercaillie  had returned to Birse by the early 1880s,  most  probably
arriving in Finzean first of all.  However, Ballogie is the only estate which still has gamebooks
from that time and the first record there is of five Capercaillies that were shot at Arntilly on the
16th November 1895.  This is therefore the earliest surviving record of Capercaillie in the
parish of Birse.

Population trends during the 20 th Century based on Shooting Bags

The gamebooks  of  the four  sporting  estates  in  the  parish  (Ballogie,  Finzean,  Birse and
Balfour) provide the most detailed available information about Capercaillie in the parish for
the  period  from  1895  until  1983.   Over  this  period,  the  gamebooks  record  that  5220
Capercaillies were shot across the four estates.  However, Balfour’s gamebooks only date
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Figure 1: No. of Capercaillie Shot in Birse Parish
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back to 1900, Finzean’s date back to 1915 and Birse Estate’s date back to 1931.  Allowing
for the missing information from earlier years, it is probable that well over 6000 Capercaillie
were shot in the parish.   It  is  also important  to note that  the totals from Ballogie Estate
include birds shot in the Carlogie and Balnacraig areas which lie just outside the boundary of
Birse parish, but which are included in this analysis.

Although shooting bags are affected by factors other than the population of birds (such as
the  amount  of  effort  put  into  shooting  each  year)  they  probably  provide  a  fairly  good
indication of the changing fortunes of the local Capercaillie population over periods of several
years.  

From the first records in 1895, numbers of Capercaillie rapidly increased and the number
shot on Ballogie alone averaged 60 a year from 1900 until the outbreak of the First World
War.  The maximum annual shooting bags for Ballogie and Balfour Estates occurred during
this period (Table 1).  There was a decline in shooting activity during the war, but from 1920
until 1933 the average bag for Ballogie was again around 60 a year and for Ballogie, Finzean
and Balfour combined, it was almost 120 a year.  

Although more than 100 Capercaillies  were  shot  across the Parish  in  both 1936/37 and
1937/38, these were the last years that this total was reached as there was evidence of a
slight decline from 1934 onwards, becoming more noticeable during and after the Second
World War.  Between 1934 and 1948 the average bag had declined to about 35 a year on
Ballogie and to less than 80 a year for the parish as a whole.

A further  decline  is  apparent  from 1949  onwards,  with  the  average  bag  for  1949-1964
standing at 22 a year for Ballogie and less than 40 for the whole parish.  There was one
stand out year during this period in 1959/60 when the number shot almost returned to 1930s
levels with a total bag of 95 for the parish.

However, the decline continued and during the 1960s and 70s, the average bag for all four
estates combined was just 20 birds per year.  Fourteen Capercaillies were shot in total in the
1980s, with the last shoot taking place on the 27 January 1983, when three Capercaillie were
shot in Finzean’s West Woods.

It  is  interesting  that  most  recent  literature  on  Capercaillie  conservation  highlights  the
population  decline  from  the  1960s  and  70s,  while  the  bag  totals  suggest  that  by  then
numbers had already declined significantly from the very high levels of 1900-1935.

Table 1: Maximum Annual Capercaillie Shooting Bags

Area Year Annual Total
Ballogie Estate 1906/07 93

Balfour Estate 1905/06 46

Finzean Estate 1925/26 71
(no records before 1915) 1936/37 71

Birse Estate
(no records before 1931)

1938/39 18

Birse Parish
(incomplete totals prior to 1931)

1925/26 187



Capercaillie Shooting

A detailed analysis of the Finzean Estate gamebooks from 1915-1983 shows that about 78%
of the Capercaillies shot on the estate during that period (1014 birds in total) were killed
during farmers’ shoots, which also accounted for all the highest daily totals.   Farmers’ shoots
are social events for the tenant farmers and other workers on the estate and continue to this
day.  There were typically two farmers’ shoots each winter, with an average of 25 guns on
each shoot (but occasionally up to 38) and a wide range of game including rabbits, hares,
capercaillie and pheasants were taken.  Before the Second World War, the farmers’ shoots
generally took place between mid November and mid January, but in later years they were
more typically  in  late December  or  early  January.   A brief  review of  the Ballogie Estate
gamebooks suggests that there too most Capercaillies were killed during farmers’ shoots.
This suggests that, at least initially, the Capercaillie was not a highly prized game bird, as few
were shot by paying shooting parties.  It is more likely that it was considered as something of
a pest in the same way as rabbits and hares, due to its habit of eating the growing shoots of
pine trees.

The last occasion on which a Capercaillie was killed on a Finzean farmers’ shoot was on 30
December 1975.  Most of the Capercaillies that were shot in Finzean in the late 1970s were
taken by a German shooting syndicate.

Record Daily Shooting Bags

On Ballogie, the only estate with a complete record of Capercaillie shooting, the record bag
for one day was 27 birds in Carlogie Wood on 12 November 1908.  This was the same year
that  the Scottish record day’s  shoot of  150 Capercaillies  has been claimed for  Blackhall
Forest (Ritchie 1920) although this record is now thought to be erroneous (Gladstone 1922).
The maximum daily total for Blackhall (which lies adjacent to the eastern boundary of Birse
parish) is instead believed to be 60 birds on 14 December 1910.  Other high daily bags for
Ballogie include 26 and 24 at Carlogie Wood in 1911 and 1915 respectively and bags of 24
were achieved in January and December 1926.  The last occasion on which more than 20
Capercaillie were shot in one day at Ballogie was 18 November 1948 when 22 were shot at
Craigmore Wood.

Daily bags on Finzean tended to be higher than those on Ballogie and it is unfortunate that
there are no records of bags for Finzean for the period prior to 1915, as these may have
revealed even higher  totals  than those recorded in  the  1920s and  30s.   More  than  20
Capercaillies were shot in a day on 18 occasions on Finzean Estate between 1922 and 1959
(when 22 were shot on 23 December).  The highest number shot was 49 on 12 December
1925, this being the highest daily total on record within the parish. Other high totals include
36 on 6 January 1938 and 35 on 23 December 1930.

The last occasions on which daily totals reached double figures were 16 January 1971 when
14 were shot at Finzean, and the following winter when 15 were shot at Arntilly in Ballogie. 

Geographical distribution of Capercaillie in Birse Parish

The records from estate gamebooks give a good indication of where in the parish the birds
were present.  In Finzean, the overwhelming majority of birds were shot in the West Woods
stretching  from  Corsedardar  south  and  west  to  Woodend,  Turfgate  and  Perciemuir.
Occasional birds were shot elsewhere on the estate, such as Shannel and Easter Clune.

In Ballogie the pattern of distribution changed over time.  Although the first birds in 1895 were
shot at Arntilly in the south-west part of the estate, it was the lower-lying north-east part of
the estate, including Carlogie, Balnacraig, Potarch and Craigmore that quickly became the
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most important area for Capercaillie, accounting for 65 – 75% of the Capercaillie shot on
Ballogie up until the 1960s.  Carlogie Wood was particularly important in the early part of the
20th Century and accounted for most of the large daily bags.  The importance of Carlogie
Wood had declined by the 1950s, possibly because it was devastated by the 1953 gale, and
Craigmore Wood was the most important area for Capercaillie from then onwards.

By the 1970s the Capercaillie was clearly in retreat from the lower-lying north-east part of
Ballogie and 65% of the Capercaillie shot during that decade came from the higher, south-
west part of the estate, particularly Arntilly and Murley Woods.  The last definite record of
Capercaillie being shot in the north-east part of Ballogie comes from 1976/77 when seven
were shot at Potarch and Balnacraig.

1980s – Present day

After  Capercaillie  shooting  stopped  in  the  parish,  there  was  no  systematic  recording  of
Capercaillie in the parish until the start of the 21st Century.  Lek sites were known to exist on
steep  south-facing  slopes  in  the  Glenferrick  Pinewood  in  Finzean  and  at  the  top  of
Creagandummie on the boundary of Ballogie and Balfour Estates.  Casual records submitted
to the North East  Scotland Breeding Bird Atlas project  between 2002 and 2006 give an
indication of the areas of the parish used by Capercaillie at this time (Figure 3).

From 2001, thanks to a collaborative effort between local estates and Birse Community Trust,
supported  by  the  Capercaillie  BAP  Project  Officer,  monitoring  of  Capercaillie  numbers
became  formally  organized.   This  centred  on  the  core  remaining  Capercaillie  area  of
Glenferrick-Finlets-Murley Pinewoods and also in the Newmill Pinewoods on Birse Estate.
Brood counts were carried out in alternate years from 2001 and then every year since 2008.
Lek counts were carried out every year from 2004 onwards, by which time the principal lek in
the parish had moved to Murley Pinewood in Ballogie.  The results of this monitoring for the
Glenferrick – Finlets – Murley area are shown in Figures 4 and 5.  At Newmill Pinewood,
numbers of lekking males peaked at two in 2005 and 2006 and only females have been seen
in this area in the last two years.

The lek and brood monitoring showed reasonable productivity in the early 2000s (in excess
of 1 chick/hen) leading to a peak of 8 or 9 males in 2006 (at which point this was the largest
lek in Deeside).  However, since 2006, productivity has been poor and numbers have again
dwindled until it was estimated that only 2-3 males and 2-3 females might remain in the area
in 2009.  However, a lek count in April 2010 found 3-4 males present in Murley Pinewood,
suggesting that numbers have remained stable or even slightly increased since then. 
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Figure 2:  Habitats in Birse Parish

Figure 3:  Capercaillie distribution in Birse 2002- 2006 (from the North East Scotland Breeding Bird Atl as
Project).  Records  are  displayed  at  the  tetrad  (2km  x  2km)  scale.   Large  circles  indicate  confirmed
breeding; Medium sized circles are probable breedin g; Small circles are possible breeding.  NB – the
record at the far west end of the map refers to Gle n Tanar, outside the Birse parish boundary
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Figure 4: Numbers of male Capercaillie recorded dis playing in the Glenferrick-Finlets-
Murley Pinewoods.   It  was not  always possible to be  certain of  the exact  number,
hence the display of minimum and maximum numbers.

Figure 5: Numbers of Capercaillie adults (cocks and  hens) and young recorded during
August brood counts in the Glenferrick-Finlets-Murl ey pinewoods.  Although no birds
were seen during the survey in 2009, feathers indic ated that 2-3 males and 2-3 females
were still present in the area.
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2.  Factors responsible for the changing population  of Capercaillie
 in Birse Parish

Woodland fragmentation and loss

Successive Ordnance Survey Maps show the change in woodland cover in Birse over the
period that the Capercaillie has been present.  The revised first edition map of 1896 shows
that when the Capercaillie first returned to Birse, woodland in the area extended to just under
3000 hectares.   By 1927, due to the demand for timber during the First World War, and
timber sales to meet death duties affecting local estates, the woodland area had declined to
just under 2000 hectares.  By 1955, following the Second World War, the woodland area had
reached  its  lowest  ebb,  with  just  1200  hectares  remaining.   From the  1950s  onwards,
extensive planting and regeneration means that by 2010, there is around 4000 hectares of
woodland across the parish.

The loss of  woodland before  and during  the  Second World  War may well  have been a
contributory factor in the decline in the Capercaillie shooting bags that  became apparent
around that time.  However, the subsequent increase in the woodland area to its greatest
extent since before the extinction of the indigenous Capercaillie population has not led to a
recovery in Capercaillie numbers, despite the great majority of the woodlands consisting of
Scots pine.  This implies that other factors are involved.

Habitat Quality

A simple measure of the extent of Scots Pine Woodland in the parish is a relatively crude
indicator  of  Capercaillie  habitat.  Studies  in  Scandinavia  and  Russia  have  shown  that
breeding populations are frequently twice as high in natural old growth forest compared to
woodland managed for forestry (Watson & Moss 2008).  The structural diversity of old growth
forest is of particular value, containing a mosaic of mature trees, berry-rich clearings and
bogs and with young trees and shrubs providing cover from predators.  It is likely that the
woodland remaining in Birse after the Second World War lacked this diversity as well as
being  highly  fragmented,  making  the  Capercaillie  more  vulnerable  to  rising  predator
numbers.  It is possible that the extensive woodland planting that started in the 1950s was
partly responsible for the high Capercaillie productivity evident in the 1959/60 shooting bags
as young plantations provided good cover  for  broods,  although there may have been a
reduction in predator numbers at the same time (see below).

Predation

Across  the  main  part  of  the  Capercaillie’s  European  range  in  Scandinavia  and  Russia,
breeding populations typically exist at a density of 2 – 6 birds/km2 (Watson & Moss 2008).
Average productivity across Europe is  1.6 chicks/hen although a productivity  of  only  0.6
chicks/hen is thought to be required to compensate for typical adult mortality and maintain a
stable population (Watson & Moss 2008).  During the 1920s and early 1930s in Birse, an
average of 120 birds was shot year after year in only 2000 hectares of woodland (not all of
which would have been suitable for Capercaillie.  This implies that either the breeding density
was  at  the  top  end  of  the  European  scale,  or  productivity  was  much  higher  than  the
European average, or surplus birds were moving into the area from surrounding wooded
areas (or some combination of these factors).  This rather un-natural situation was almost
certainly due to the very high levels of predator control that were undertaken at this time.
This allowed Capercaillies to thrive in what was effectively sub-optimal habitat.

Since the Second World War, there has been a gradual  decline in gamekeeping activity,
which almost certainly means that populations of Capercaillie predators are higher now than
they were during the period prior to the Second World War.  In addition, some Capercaillie
predators that were extinct in the area during the early part of the 20th Century (such as
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Goshawk and Pine Marten) have since returned to the area as a result of legal protection,
although their numbers are still low and they are unlikely to be as important as the more
abundant  foxes  and  crows  as  predators  of  Capercaillie.  It  is  possible  that  the  peak  in
Capercaillie productivity evident in the 1959/60 shooting bags is partly due to a reduction in
foxes and other predators following the collapse of  the rabbit  population in  1954 due to
myxomatosis.

Due to the fragmented nature of woodland in the parish (although less fragmented than at
the end of the Second World War) and the presence of productive farmland supporting high
populations of rabbits, mice and voles close to the woodland edge, populations of generalist
predators such as foxes are undoubtedly much higher than would be the case in the natural
boreal forest habitat of the Capercaillie.  

Climate

Weather conditions are thought to affect Capercaillie productivity in two main ways.  Firstly,
the  sudden  onset  of  spring  warming  in  mid-April  produces  a  flush  of  highly  nutritious
vegetation  growth  which  allows them to produce high quality  eggs and vigorous  chicks.
Secondly, prolonged cold, wet weather in early June can prevent newly hatched chicks from
feeding and result in high chick mortality (particularly if the chicks are not vigorous to start
with).

During the late 1980s and 1990s there was a shift towards milder winters and a less sudden
onset of spring growth.  Without the associated flush of nutritious vegetation growth for laying
hens, the consequence has been the production of less viable chicks (Watson & Moss 2008).
Although Capercaillie productivity can still exceed the minimum requirement for population
stability when June weather is favourable, average productivity over the long term has been
insufficient for the Capercaillie to even partly recover its former numbers in the parish.  This
is almost certainly due to a combination of prolonged spring warming and predation.

Fence Collisions and Snaring

Fence collisions were identified as an important cause of adult Capercaillie mortality in the
late  1990s,  leading  to  further  declines  in  numbers.   Ironically,  this  resulted  from native
pinewood regeneration schemes that encouraged new deer fencing around the pinewood
fragments into which the Capercaillie population had retreated at that time.  Birse was no
exception to this and Capercaillie fatalities were recorded on deer fences around the native
pinewood remnants  in  this  area as recently  as  November  2006.   However,  all  high  risk
fences have now been marked or removed, reducing this risk substantially.

Accidental snaring was identified as a significant mortality factor for adult male Capercaillie in
neighbouring Glen Tanar in the late 1990s (Cosgrove & Oswald 2001) leading to dramatic
declines in numbers of lekking males there.  There is no evidence that this problem occurred
in Birse although the effect of snaring in Glen Tanar may have had indirect metapopulation
effects on Birse.

Metapopulation effects

A small Capercaillie population centred around only one or two leks, as is the case in Birse,
is not usually considered to be viable in the long-term on its own as such a small population
is vulnerable to chance events that may lead to local extinction.  Instead, viable Capercaillie
populations comprise metapopulations,  where dispersal of  females between neighbouring
lekking groups reduces the risk that extinction will occur at any one site.

As the Capercaillie population on Deeside has declined and retreated towards core areas,
populations to the east of Birse, in Blackhall Forest, Glen Dye and Durris, have disappeared.
At  the  same  time,  the  population  to  the  west,  centred  on  Glen  Tanar,  has  declined
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catastrophically.   This has led to the Birse population becoming more isolated,  with less
chance of birds dispersing into the area from neighbouring populations.  This increases the
risk of the Birse population declining to extinction due to chance events.
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3.  Strategic Management for Capercaillie in Birse Parish

It remains to be seen if the colder than average winters in 2008/09 and especially 2009/10
mark the start of a period of colder winters following a 20-year period in which mild winters
have  predominated.   If  so,  sudden  spring  warming  may result  in  improved  Capercaillie
productivity.  However, although this aspect of Capercaillie ecology is outside the control of
land managers  it  is  important  that  all  other  factors affecting  Capercaillie  productivity  are
addressed to give them the best chance of survival and recovery. 

It  is important to note that it  is likely to be neither possible nor desirable for Capercaillie
numbers in the parish to recover to the levels seen in the 1910s and 1920s.  The population
at this time was un-naturally high and was only maintained through extremely high levels of
predator control that are neither practical nor legal in the present day.  However, it is not
unrealistic to aim for a recovery towards the population levels seen in the 1960s and 70s and
for Capercaillie to return to all of the Scots pine dominated woodland in the parish.

To achieve this, strategic management at the parish scale should aim to:

• Maintain and increase the area of Scots Pine dominated woodland within the parish

• Avoid large scale clear felling that fragments the woodland habitat

• Maintain  and increase the  extent  of  brood habitat  (blaeberry  and wetland areas)
within the forest

• Enhance the structural diversity of the forest to provide shelter from predators in close
proximity to high quality feeding and brood habitat.

• Legally control predators such as crows and foxes to reduce egg and chick predation.

• Monitor and manage access to reduce human disturbance of Capercaillie.

This  broad  management  strategy  could  be  delivered  through  specific  measures  within
different types of woodland habitat within the parish.

Wetland areas

Small wetland areas are scattered throughout the native pinewood area although they are
rather scarce in number and small in size.  There are also some important wetland areas
within the commercial plantations (for example at Backbog in Finzean).  These areas are
important brood habitats that provide abundant insect life for growing chicks.

There  is  little  active  management  required  for  these  areas  and  there  is  little  scope  for
creating new wetland areas due to the underlying topography and soil types.  The main aim
of management should be to protect these wetlands from any activity that might damage
them, such as drainage or tree planting (However, the stunted spruce that was historically
planted in the Backbog area now provides excellent cover and should be retained).

15



Figure 6: High priority native woodlands for Caperc aillie management in Birse Parish

Figure 7: High priority plantation woodlands for Ca percaillie management in Birse Parish
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Native Pinewood Areas

A band of around 1000 hectares of naturally regenerated native Scots Pine woodland runs
from the north-west of the parish to the south-east (Figure 6) including the woodlands at
Newmill, Lamahip, West Bogturk, Finlets, Glenferrick and Woodend.  This area forms the
core of the Capercaillie’s range within the parish and is the area most used by the birds.  

It is primarily the structural diversity of these woodlands that makes them the best quality
Capercaillie habitat in the parish (Figure 8).  A mosaic of mature, open grown Scots Pine,
dense stands of younger regeneration, a rich blaeberry understorey, tall heather for cover
and wet, boggy areas that provide insect food for chicks.

The only negative features of this native woodland for Capercaillie are its limited extent and
the fact that the more open-grown areas of mature woodland and the drier open areas within
the  woodland  (Figure  9)  are  becoming  dominated  by  heather,  to  the  detriment  of  the
blaeberry which is so important for young Capercaillie. 

The principal aims of management for Capercaillie in the native pinewood areas should be
to:

• Encourage expansion of the woodland through natural regeneration at the existing
woodland edge and within the drier open areas within the woodland (medium-long
term).

• Remove tall heather growth in the more open areas through an extensive programme
of swiping, to encourage blaeberry regeneration (short-medium term)
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Figure 8:  Native Pinewood at Glenferrick, Finzean

Figure 9:  Heather-dominated open ground within nat ive pinewood (plantation beyond)
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Scots Pine Plantation Areas

The  area  of  native  pine  woodland  in  the  parish  is  insufficient  to  sustain  a  Capercaillie
population in the long-term, so favourable management of the adjacent plantation areas are
critical to the long-term survival of the species in the area.

 In the short to medium term, the belt of coniferous woodland stretching north-west to south-
east from Birsemore Hill to Finzean across the mid-altitude areas of the parish is the highest
priority for management for Capercaillie (Figure 7).  This area is a relatively continuous tract
of c.1700 hectares of forest and Capercaillie have been recorded in all parts of this area
within the last 10 years.

To the  east,  a  further  700 hectares of  woodland at  Craigmore,  Potarch,  Balnacraig  and
Carlogie  was  historically  important  for  Capercaillie  but  not  for  the  past  20-30  years.  In
addition, 200ha of woodland at Easter Clune in Finzean has supported Capercaillie in the
past and there is at least one record there in the past 10 years.  Sympathetic management of
these areas could lead to recolonisation if  the population starts to recover,  so these are
medium priority areas for Capercaillie management.

All of these priority areas of forest are dominated by Scots Pine planted in the 1950s and
60s, although there are also significant  areas of Larch and some small  compartments of
Sitka Spruce and other conifers on the lower slopes.  Thinning of many of the plantations has
led to the development of a vigorous blaeberry ground layer in many areas (Figure 10).  This
provides a high quality food resource for chicks but as the woodland comprises extensive
open stands of one age class, there is a lack of cover to protect Capercaillie from predation
and disturbance.  This is likely to result in less effective use of the area by Capercaillie than
would otherwise be possible.

The key aims of silvicultural management for Capercaillie in these Scots Pine plantations
should be to:

• Encourage blaeberry growth by following a standard thinning rotation for Scots Pine

• Provide cover in first rotation thinnings by leaving small patches (0.1-0.25ha) of un-
thinned trees and by retaining limited areas of spruce trees where they occur.

• Provide cover in thinned woodland by creating brash piles and retaining some wind-
thrown trees where they occur.

• Avoid large (>3-5ha) clearfells that fragment the forest habitat

• Move towards continuous cover forestry systems (CCF) to avoid forest fragmentation
and continue to maintain Scots Pine as the dominant forest tree throughout the area.

CCF, in the form of shelterwood thinning, has been used in at least three areas in Birse,
typically in blocks of 30 – 50 hectares in size (Figure 11).  At this scale shelterwood thinning
is equivalent to a clearfell if the tree density is less than 120/hectare and is unlikely to be
used by Capercaillie (Kortland 2006).

The ideal CCF system for Capercaillies is shelterwood management with coupe sizes of no
more than 3-5 ha.  In the long term, this will maintain continuity of forest cover and provide
an intimate mosaic of all  different forest age classes, thereby delivering all  of the habitat
requirements of  Capercaillie (mature Scots Pine for winter feeding, blaeberry for summer
feeding and dense cover in the form of young trees).   

Other plantations in the parish (such as Slewdrum and Craigbeg extend to c.500 hectares
but are either too small, contain a high proportion of non-native conifers or are some distance
from  the  core  Capercaillie  population.   These  areas  are  likely  to  remain  low-priority
Capercaillie management areas for the foreseeable future.
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Figure 10:  Thinned Scots Pine plantation with exce llent blaeberry understorey.  The
only thing missing for Capercaillie is cover.

Figure 11:  Shelterwood thinning in Scots Pine plan tation
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Predator Control

The principal predators of Capercaillie in the parish are foxes and crows and these should be
the focus of ongoing predator control.  Some other species that may prey on Capercaillie or
their eggs and chicks (such as Goshawk, Buzzard and Pine Marten) are protected by law.  

Fox control in Capercaillie areas should be primarily carried out by shooting.  Snaring is a
threat to adult Capercaillie and should be avoided in the main areas used by the birds.

Crow control can be carried out by cage trapping and shooting in spring.

Predator control is likely to be particularly effective in years with favourable spring warming
and dry weather in early June.

Access

The forests that are used by Capercaillie in Birse parish have a generally low level of public
access with most of  those using the area being local  residents.   Exceptions include the
Fungle path which runs through the extreme north-west part of the parish.  There have been
concerns about increasing levels of access in sensitive areas and at least one walking route
close  to  the  main  Capercaillie  lek  has  been  publicised  in  a  local  walking  guidebook
(Hustwick, 2007).  Disturbance is known to be a factor that is detrimental to Capercaillie and
should be kept at a minimum, while respecting the legal right of responsible access.

Informal monitoring of  access in sensitive areas should continue and if  serious concerns
develop, consideration should be given to providing alternative routes that avoid sensitive
areas  and  signposting  to  discourage  disturbance.   The  local  access  officer  should  be
consulted prior to any action being taken.  

In addition, access routes that have been created for habitat management such as swiped
tracks may encourage more disturbance.  Measures such as not swiping the first section of
an access route may reduce the numbers of people following such paths.
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