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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 

1.1 Name of Woodlands  
 
This Woodland Management Plan covers the 528 ha of the Forest of Birse Commonty known 
as the North Hill.  The woodlands on the North Hill have been managed by Birse Community 
Trust (BCT) since 1ts January 1999 and been covered by three separate BCT Woodland Grant 
Schemes referred to as the Finlets Native Pinewood (Ref 031000298; 230 ha), West Bogturk 
& Allachrowan Native Pinewood (Ref 031001003, 273 ha) and Kirk Woods (Ref. 
031001385, 8 ha).  These WGS contracts were completed in 2004 and 2005. 
 

1.2 Date of Plan Production  
 
This Plan was produced for BCT by Irvine Ross of the Ross Partnership and adopted by 
BCT’s Trustees in February 2006 (following both the agreement of the Hon.C.Pearson and 
the Nicol Brothers for their legal rights in the North Hill and the approval of the Forestry 
Commission for their contractual interests) 
 
BCT contact address:  Birse Community Trust 
    The Old School 
    Finzean 
    Banchory 
    AB31 6NY 
 
    Tel: 01330 850200 
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2 DESCRIPTION 
 

2.1 Location 
The Forest of Birse is part of the civil parish of Birse, which covers over 120 sq.kms of mid 
Deeside in Aberdeenshire, North East Scotland (Map 1 – Location).   
 
The Forest occupies the south-west corner of the parish and largely coincides with the upper 
catchment of the Water of Feugh, a major tributary of the River Dee.  The Forest covers over 
3,750 ha and all of it, except for the two small enclosed areas of farmland at Ballochan and 
Auchabrack, is known as the Forest of Birse Commonty.  (Map 2 - Commonty Boundaries).   
 
The area covered by the SFGS contract is known as the North Hill of the Commonty and the 
woodlands there are known as the North Hill Native Pinewoods or Commonty Pinewoods.  
The North Hill is mainly on the north side of the Feugh, but also includes land south of the 
Feugh. (Map 3 – The North Hill). 
 

2.2 Area Statement 
 

Table 1    Combined Areas 
 Area (ha) % 
Established woodland 180.15 34.2 
Young woodland 2.3 0.4 
Open ground intended for tree natural regeneration 93.98 17.8 
Open ground to be planted 29.11 5.5 
Land expected to remain open ground 222.02 42.1 
                                                 Total Area 527.56 100 

 
 

Figure 1. Area Analysis 
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It should be noted that not all of the land intended for the natural regeneration of woodland is 
expected to become established with trees in the five year period of this Plan. It is anticipated 
that it will take several decades for this to happen. 
Status  
 

2.3 Status 
The Water of Feugh within the North Hill of the Commonty is part of the River Dee SAC 
(Special Area of Conservation).  There are no other statutory designations involving the North 
Hill.  However, the Finlets pinewood covering the eastern half of the site is part of the 
Forestry Commission’s Caledonian Pinewood Inventory with the Glen Ferrick pinewood 
across the eastern boundary of the Commonty on Finzean Estate.  
 

2.4 Legal Details  
The Forest of Birse Commonty has an unique legal constitution.  The land (solum) is owned 
by one party (the Hon.Charles Pearson of the Forest of Birse Estate) and the sporting rights 
are owned by two parties (the Hon.Charles Pearson and the Nicol Brothers of Ballogie 
Estate), while extensive ancient rights over the Commonty are held by a third party (Birse 
Community Trust).  On the basis of these rights, BCT has signed an agreement with the 
owners of the solum and sporting rights (the North Hill Management Agreement) that enables 
BCT to manage the Commonty Pinewoods on the North Hill. 
 

2.5 Land Use History  
The history of the Forest of Birse Commonty, including the history of its tree cover, has been 
documented by Callander (BCT, 2000).  The Commonty pinewoods were reported to produce 
timber of equal quality to that of Glen Tanar in the 16th century.  However, disputes about the 
rights over the Commonty accelerated the over-exploitation of the area and the area was 
largely treeless by the 18th century apart from burnside trees.   
 
In the 19th century, pine naturally regenerated on to the east and west ends of the North Hill 
and these trees have, through successive waves of natural regeneration, given rise to the 
current pinewoods (see 2.6.2).  Most of the 19th century pine at the east end on the Finlets 
were felled in 1971. 
 
The North Hill was used for livestock grazing and sport shooting from the 18th century to the 
second half of the 20th century.  However, both the grazing and grouse shooting had already 
largely ceased on the North Hill before BCT took over its management in 1999, so that red 
and roe deer stalking were essentially the only land use at that time. 
 

2.6 Existing Woodlands 
 
2.6.1 Extent and Structure  
 
The age and stand structures of the pinewoods on the North Hill reflect their history of 
expansion by successive waves of natural regeneration.  They range from dense stands of 
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mature pine through stands of younger age classes and variable stocking densities to scattered 
pine on open heather moorland.   
 
Since 1999, there has been continuing gradual recruitment of natural regeneration.  However, 
the only significant change in the woodland area has been due to a major wildfire in April 
2003.  It burned a total area of 64.3 ha and destroyed some 18.3 ha of semi mature and mature 
Scots pine woodland as well as scattered regeneration.  This area burnt is shown with the 
details of the existing tree cover given in Annex 1.   
 
2.6.2 Genetic Origins 
 
Pine  -  Finlets : The Scots pine on the Finlets have arisen historically from the native 
pinewood of Glen Ferrick immediately to the east of the Finlets and the Finlets pinewood 
forms part of the site recorded as Glen Ferrick on the Forestry Authority’s Caledonian 
Pinewood Inventory (Index no 76).  The Scots pine on the Finlets, both mature trees and more 
recent regeneration, are therefore considered genuinely native in origin. 
 
Pine  -  West Bogturk and Allachrowan : There is no history of continuous woodland cover on 
this site.  Woodland is absent from maps dating from 1747 and 1822. However, a small 
enclosed plantation is shown beside the School House near the Forest Kirk in 1866. Research 
has shown that these trees were planted by the new school master between 1800 and 1810. 
The OS map published in 1900 shows this wood expanding to the north for about 300 metres. 
The Forestry Commission Census of 1947-49 showed further expansion to the north and by 
1992, Scots pine and scattered larch regeneration had reached into Glencat.  There has been 
no other known planting of Scots pine on this site apart from the original planting in 1800-10.  
The mature pine and larch standing to the north of the Forest Kirk are considered the 
successors of the plantation of 1810 and the rest of the regeneration on this part of the hill also 
to derive from that source.  
 
There are no detailed records of the planting carried out in c.1810 and the genetic origin of 
these trees is not known.  However, it is known that Scots pine seed was being collected on a 
commercial basis in Deeside during the first half of the nineteenth century for local use and 
export (Callander & MacKenzie 1991). It is also recorded that the majority of landowners in 
Deeside in that period had a preference for using local origin pine seed and they often 
purchased their nursery grown trees from Ben Reid of Aberdeen who habitually made their 
Scots pine seed collections in Deeside. Given the date of the plantation and the absence of any 
other planting, the balance of probabilities is that the existing pine on West Bogturk and 
Allachrowan are of local Deeside genetic origin.  
 
At present, the nearest planted Scots pine are approximately 1 km west of the site, to the north 
of Ballochan.  This distance is in excess of the clearance required by the Forestry Commission 
regulations and any Scots pine regeneration that becomes established on the site in future may 
also be safely considered to be of local genetic origin. 
 
Native Broadleaves :  There is no record of any broadleaved tree planting on the North Hill 
before 2000 and all the mature native broadleaved trees are considered to be genuinely native 
trees of local genetic origin.  Most of the native broadleaves present are concentrated along 
the Feugh.  One notable broadleaved component is the cluster of nearly 200 oak near the foot 
of the Finlets which are believed to genuinely native.   
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All planting of native broadleaves carried out under the WGS schemes 1998 – 2004 used 
plants raised from seed collected in the Forest of Birse and are therefore of local origin. 
 
2.6.3 Non-Native Tree Species 
 
There are no non-native trees on the Finlets.  The few present in 1999 have been removed. 
 
Non-native tree species elsewhere on the North Hill are restricted to the stand of mature 
European larch in Cpt 3b near the Forest Kirk and the European larch scattered as individual 
trees in a matrix of Scots pine within an area extending some 100 m from the mature larch. 
They make up from 5% to 10% of the standing trees in any one part of this area.  The extent 
of these scattered larch was reduced back their current area by felling some 300 outlying larch 
trees in 2000 to restrict the spread of larch into the native pinewood site. 
 

2.7 General Description  
 
2.7.1 Soils and Geology  
  
The underlying rock is granite with outcrops of bare rock at the base of the Finlets hill. The 
soils are iron pan podzols on the drier hill slopes and peaty clays (Countesswells series) in the 
wetter hollows, both overlying glacial till with very localised brown forest earth near the 
Forest of Birse Kirk and alluvial soils on level areas adjacent to the Water of Feugh. 
 
2.7.2 Elevation, Aspect and Topography 
  
The Burn of Bogturk drains an elevated basin of wet land in the centre of the North Hill, with 
the rising hills and ridges forming a horseshoe shape around it. Aspects are predominantly 
southerly, but range from west through south to east. 
 
2.7.3 Hydrology 
 
The North Hill drains into the Water of Feugh with the Burn of Bogturk draining the central 
bowl and the Allachrowan Burn draining the western part of the site. The minor burn, The 
Stripe, runs off of the Finlets, while the Finlets Burn forms a short section of the eastern 
boundary of the site. 
 
The Feugh is one of the main tributaries of the River Dee.  At Cults, downstream of the 
junction of the Feugh and the Dee, water is abstracted for human consumption. There are no 
public or private water supplies on the North Hill. 
 
 
 
2.7.4 Vegetation 
  
The habitat survey of the North Hill carried out for the NCC as part of a wider survey of the 
Forest of Birse area (Urquhart 1990 & Leitch 1991), remains an accurate description of the 
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site.  The maps and sections of that report relevant to the North Hill are included in Annex 2.  
The dominant vegetation types of the North Hill are: 

• open heather moorland 
• scattered Scots pine on moorland 
• established Scots pine woodland 

 
The ground vegetation on the moorland and scattered pine areas is dominated by heather 
(Calluna vulgaris) and in the established Scots pine woodland, heather and blaeberry 
(Vaccinium myrtillus) are dominant and other species are few.   
 
Localised areas of dense bracken and gorse are also present.  Bracken is particularly 
widespread on the east Finlets, and is also colonising the lower edge of the area burned in the 
wildfire of 2003. There are concentrations of native broadleaved trees along the Feugh, 
predominantly common alder and birch. There are also localised areas of marshy grassland 
with soft rush along the Feugh and in the Bogturk area.  
 
BCT has carried out a number of detailed surveys in the past five years, including the 
riverside vegetation, Finlets oaks and the extent and condition of blaeberry on the North Hill.  
These and all other records from visiting groups or other naturalists are stored by BCT with 
its natural heritage records in BCT’s Archive building at Finzean Old School. 
 
2.7.5 Fauna  
 
All records of species of note on the North Hill are stored with BCT’s other natural heritage 
data (see above).  The species that are monitored regularly on the site are red and roe deer, 
birds of prey, capercaillie and black grouse and birds generally. 
 
Details of the presence of deer on the North Hill are given in the attached Deer Management 
Plan (Annex 4).  Other mammals of particular note regularly using the site include otters and 
red squirrels.  No grey squirrels have been seen on site, but they are recorded from c.6 km to 
the north in the north west corner of the parish near the bridge at Aboyne.   
 
Rabbits have increased in numbers recently, mainly on the western side of the North Hill, on 
and around the area burned in the fire of 2003. The removal of the heather and the flush of 
new growth has provided more suitable habitat. Although their impact has not been 
systematically assessed, it is expected that they will browse a significant proportion of the 
regenerating tree seedlings on the burned area. 
 
There are no records of pine martin or badgers on site.  The nearest badger sett is c.3 km to 
the north.  Mink occur and BCT is currently monitoring their presence with mink rafts 
because of the surviving water vole population on the Commonty just south of the North Hill. 
 
There is an unusual level of information about birds on the North Hill, as it has been part of 
the wider Forest of Birse study area covered by Professor David Jenkin’s long running study 
as published in Scottish Birds.  BCT has part funded this study over the last five years. 
 
Four species of Schedule 1 birds of prey use the site at all times of year and are monitored 
closely by the RSPB with whom BCT has regular contact.  The North Hill also has a 
significant population of black grouse which is monitored by BCT and others.  The numbers 



BCT North Hill Management Plan 

 
 

9 

of males at leks seems to have stayed fairly constant over recent years, but there have been 
some changes in the pattern of leks. 
 
The North Hill is now a particularly important area for capercaillie.  BCT monitors the 
population, working closely with the RSPB and neighbours on a parish wide basis. Scottish 
Crossbill are also present and it might be noted that the same woodland across the dyke in 
Glen Ferrick, was a main part of the study leading to the Scottish Crossbill being classified as 
a separate species.  
 
2.7.6 Archaeology 
 
The North Hill was surveyed by Headland Archaeology prior to BCT’s 1998 WGSs for the 
site and some features discovered since (principally as a result of the 2003 wildfire) have been 
added to those records.  BCT also commissioned Headland Archaeology to survey the rest of 
the Forest of Birse Commonty in 1999.  All these archaeological records for the Commonty 
are stored on BCT’s Geographic Information System at Finzean Old School. 
 
The records for the Commonty, including the North Hill, show that the area is of particular 
significance for the set of over ten medieval sheiling sites.  Many of these incorporate up to 
ten structures.  They link to local historic records of sheilings in the Forest of Birse.  They are 
also well preserved because the legal constitution of the Commonty means that they have not 
been disturbed by, for example, fences, afforestation or other forms of cultivation. 
 
2.7.7 Landscape  
 
The Forest of Birse coincides with the upper catchment of the Water Feugh and is a relatively 
self-contained landscape.  The minor public road up the glen ends beyond the Forest of Birse 
Kirk and this adds to this sense of self-containment. 
 
Views to the south and west from the road are of gently sloping, smooth, heather-clad hills 
rising from the Water of Feugh to a skyline of rounded summits at c.600 metres asl., reaching 
c.700 metres asl at the source of the Feugh in the south-west corner of the glen. The hill north 
of the Forest Kirk (unnamed on OS maps) and the Finlets hill protrude into the valley.  They 
are covered with self-sown pinewood and there are scattered pine along the skyline linking 
these two areas.  There are few views northwards into the site because of the steepness of the 
terrain on the northern side of the road, but the pinewoods, scattered regeneration and the 
riverine trees provide a link between the Finzean woods to the east and those around the 
Ballochan settlement to the west. 
 
2.7.8 Rights of Way 
 
There are no officially recognised rights of way on the North Hill.  Some 1.5km west of the 
site, there is the Fungle which is an ancient route linking Deeside and Tarfside and a well 
established right of way.  The public road continues beyond the parking at the Forest of Birse 
Kirk and links the site to the Fungle. 
 
There are other traditional routes linking the North Hill to Glencat and Ballogie to the north 
and Finzean to the east as the Commonty used to be accessed from all parts of the parish. 
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2.7.9 Recreation  
 
The Forest of Birse is a popular day trip destination with its ‘natural’ appearance and informal 
parking places along the public road through the North Hill, giving access to areas beside the 
river.  An account of the recreational character of the site and numbers of visitors using it 
annually are giving in Annex 7 (Visitor Management Plan). 
 
2.7.10 Community Involvement 
 
There is a high degree of local community involvement in the management of the North Hill.  
This is, firstly, because BCT is a democratic and inclusive community body with everyone on 
the electoral registers for Birse parish a member and responsible for electing five local 
residents who run the Trust on behalf of the community.  Secondly, BCT employs local 
contractors wherever possible in the management of the North Hill and also runs activites for 
community involvement with the North Hill.   
 
2.7.11 Adjacent Land-uses 
 
The Commonty Pinewoods are continuous in the north and east with the native pinewoods of 
Lamahip and Glen Ferrick respectively. Both these areas are a mixture of existing Scots pine 
and open land in the process of being regenerated. To the west and south lies the extensive 
heather moorland of the Forest of Birse Commonty which is managed for sporting interest, 
principally grouse. 
 
The two small farm holdings of Ballochan and Auchabrack lie to the south and west of the 
North Hill respectively. They are principally upland grazing units with some limited cropping. 
 

2.8 Recent Management Activities 
 
BCT has managed the North Hill since 1st January 1999 and an account of its management in 
implementing its first three Woodland Grant Schemes over the site is given in Annex 3. 
 
Key Features 
 
2.8.1 Native Woodland 
 
The natural origins of the Finlets pine and presumed Deeside origin of the West Bogturk and 
Allachrowan pine, together with the natural origins of all the native broadleaves on the North 
Hill, are a key aspect of the status of the woodlands.  
 
While the Finlets pinewood is continuous with the rest of Glen Ferrick in the east and with the 
West Bogturk and Allachrowan pinewood in the west, the whole site is also fully continous 
with the self-sown native pinewoods in Glencat to the north.  These in turn adjoin to the Scots 
pine plantations and naturally regenerating pine on Carnferg, Deuchery Beg, Black Craig and 
Baudy Meg.  This means there is a continuous linkage of Scots pine woodland from the Glen 
Ferrick and the North Hill to the Glen Tanar Native Pinewood, a horseshoe of some 8 km in 
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diameter.  Together these woodlands form a substantial core of native pinewood that is 
developing at the eastern end of the Deeside Forest. 
 
This Plan will expand the extent of native woodland on the North Hill and maintain the 
genetic integrity of the woodlands by relying on the natural regeneration of pine and planting 
only local native broadleaves. 
 
2.8.2 Bird Species 
 
The combination of 4 species of Schedule 1 raptors is a major feature of the North Hill. 
Whilst open areas for hunting are of crucial importance for these birds, the variable structure 
of the woodland provides secure nesting and roosting sites for some of the species in less 
densely stocked areas.  More than 85% of the Forest of Birse Commonty (over 3,250 ha) is 
outwith the North Hill woodland area and remains as extensive heather moorland managed for 
red grouse. 
 
This Plan will continue to protect the raptor interests of the North Hill and maintain and 
improve habitats for capercaillie and black grouse populations, which are doing well on the 
North Hill compared with wider declines.  All these species will continue to be monitored. 
 
2.8.3 Riverine Habitat 
 
The Water of Feugh within the North Hill is part of the River Dee and Tributaries SAC for 
salmon, otters and freshwater pearl mussels.  BCT has confirmed by survey work that this 
later species does not occur within the area. 
 
The acidity of the catchment will not be adversely affected by the gradual regeneration of the 
pinewood (FC, 2003), while no cultivation is proposed in the Plan that could lead to siltation. 
 
No waterside operations are proposed in the Plan which could lead to disturbance of otters, 
other than planting local origin native broadleaves to restore the riverine area and enhance its 
habitat value for otters.  Maintaining and indirectly encouraging the natural regeneration of 
the riverine tree cover and other vegetation by deer control will also help secure favourable 
otter habitat. 
 

2.9 Evaluation 
 
2.9.1 Woodland 
 
The Finlets Pinewood forms the western half of the site recorded in Forestry Commission 
Scotland’s Caledonian Pinewood Inventory as Glen Ferrick.  This is the most easterly and 
11th largest surviving native pinewood site on the Inventory.  The Finlets Pinewood is thus of 
national significance.  The population of native oak naturally regenerating with native pine 
and birch in heather on granite scree at the base of the Finlets is, in its own right, nationally 
rare.   
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The woodland has capercaillie that are part of a nationally important population on the North 
Hill and immediately surrounding areas.  It is also of regional importance for Scottish 
Crossbills. 
 
2.9.2 Other Habitats 
 
The significant other, non-woodland habitats for wildlife on the North Hill are : 
- the riverine habitat for otters of local significance as part of a wider ranging habitat; 
- the open wet areas and woodland margin for black grouse of regional significance; 
- the open heather moorland for hunting raptors which are of national significance. 
 
2.9.3 Archaeology 
 
The number and character of the known archaeological sites in the Forest of Birse, combined 
with the extent of the documentary records for the area, make it an historic landscape of 
regional importance. 
 
2.9.4 Public Access  
 
The Forest of Birse public road that runs through the North Hill is popular with visitors.  The 
area's proximity to population centres (Banchory, Aberdeen), its informal character and 
"natural appearance", together with features such as the ease of access to the river and the 
Forest of Birse Kirk, make it a locally important visitor destination. 
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3 MANAGEMENT AIM 
 
The overall aim of Birse Community Trust's woodland management on the North Hill is: 
to manage and expand the Commonty Pinewoods to safeguard and enhance 
their natural character for both local community and wider public benefits. 
 
 

4 MANAGEMENT OBJECTIVES 
 
Primary Objectives 
 
1. To fulfil all BCT's contractual and other legal obligations that relate to the North Hill; 
 
2.  To expand the area of native woodland on the North Hill by natural regeneration and 
planting local origin native broadleaves without the use of fences. 
 
3. To conserve the existing natural and cultural heritage interests of the North Hill. 
 
Secondary Objectives 
 
4. To maintain and enhance the level of local community involvement in the 
management of the North Hill. 
 
5. To maintain and enhance the quality of experience of the public visiting the North 
Hill; 
 
6. To supply timber from the North to the historic water powered wood-working mills in 
Finzean; 
 
7. To protect the North Hill from accidental fires and other unintentional damage;  
 
 

5 CONSTRAINTS AND RESOURCES 
 
Constraints : 
Fences :  The legal constitution of the Forest of Birse Commonty means that no part of the 
Commonty can be enclosed by fences. 
Raptors :  It is illegal to disturb the Schedule 1 birds using the North Hill. 
Wayleaves :  An electricity wayleave for 33KV overhead power line crosses the North Hill at 
several points along its southern boundary. This has to be maintained free of tree growth for 
safety and access reasons. 
 
Resources : 
Management and Labour:  Birse Community Trust retains a part-time Project Manager who 
has professional advice and assistance where necessary from a professional forestry 
consultant.  BCT has no direct labour force and suitably experienced and qualified contractors 
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will be engaged to carry out all silvicultural and other works. Deer management will be 
carried out by Ballogie Estate. 
Financial : The funding for management will come from the grant income from the Trust's 
SFGS Contract. 
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6 PRESCRIPTIONS 
 
The prescriptions are set out by Objective with the compartment locations listed for each one. 
 

6.1 Objective 1  -  Legal Commitments   
 All Compartments 
 
The principal documents are the North Hill Management Agreement and the SFGS contract,  
 

6.2 Objective 2  -  Woodland Expansion  
 
(a)  Natural Regeneration Cpts. 1a, 1c, 1i, 1j, 1n, 2a, 2d,2f, 2i    Total area 85 ha. 
 
The natural regeneration of native trees and shrubs will be encouraged on the North Hill by 
reducing browsing pressure.  Red deer and roe deer will be culled annually and the success of 
regeneration monitored as set out in the Deer Management Plan in Annex 4.  Any stray 
livestock will be removed promptly from the North Hill. Rabbits will be controlled by 
shooting and ferreting so as to keep browsing impact down to acceptable levels.  It is 
envisaged that, even in the longer term, up to 20% of the areas designated for natural 
regeneration will continue to remain as open habitat due to the natural variation in the patterns 
of regeneration and the management of special features such as archaeological sites. This 
percentage of open ground is allowable under the conditions of grant. 
 
(b)  New Broadleaf Planting  Cpts  1j, 1n, 1r, 2e, 2n, 2r    Total area 21 ha. 
 
Groups of under-represented native broadleaves will be planted according to site conditions at 
variable spacings in the six sub-compartments.  Planting will avoid wet flushes and other 
unusual ground vegetation.  All planting stock will be of local or Mid Deeside origin, with 
any oak specifically of Finlets origin.  The native broadleaves will be individually protected 
by staked mesh netting and this will be regularly maintained.  The bracken around the trees 
will be controlled annually by trampling / hand swiping without chemical treatment. Beating 
up will be carried out to ensure the successful establishment of 1100 stems per ha. 
 
(c)  Restocking Cpts 3d, 3e 
 
The two small areas totalling 0.73ha within the stand of older planted Scots pine and larch 
which were felled during the period of the last management plan, will be replanted with 
mixed native broadleaved trees to the same standards and specification as detailed above. 
 

6.3 Objective 3  -  Natural & Cultural Heritage 
All Compartments 
 
 (a)  Non-Native Trees   Cpt 2b 
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Any regeneration of larch or any other non-native species that may become established 
beyond the limits of the present stand of European larch will be removed to contain the area 
of non-native trees to its present extent. 
 
(b)  Oak & Mature Pine   Cpt 1m 
 
Selective felling will continue to be carried out where necessary around some of the oldest 
pine identified by woodland survey to maintain the full crown of the trees for wildlife benefit.  
Also where necessary, further selective felling of birch and pine will be carried out to favour 
the oaks growing at the base of the Finlets.  Where extraction of the felled trees is not 
reasonably practical without site damage, they will be left as deadwood.  
 
(c)  Open Ground   Cpts 1a, 1c, 1i, 1j, 1n, 1r,   2a, 2d, 2e, 2f, 2i, 2m, 2r   Total area  208 ha 
 
It is not anticipated that the mapped areas of Other Land, which is all open ground, will 
naturally regenerate to any extent. This is principally because of their ground vegetation (eg. 
bracken) or wetness.  Many of these areas are important wildlife habitats (e.g. feeding ground 
for black grouse). If a significant amount of regeneration did occur in some of these open 
areas, the need to remove some or all of it would be investigated. The relevant conservation 
bodies would be consulted on the importance of some of these open ground areas for 
particular wildlife interests. 
 
(d)  Priority Bird Species all Cpts. 
 
BCT will continue to liaise with the RSPB and others over the monitoring of raptors, 
capercaillie and black grouse on the North Hill.  Swiping will be carried out in selective areas 
(see Map 3) to encourage blueberry and improve the habitat for capercaillie.  The Predator 
Control Plan in Annex 5 will be implemented to protect capercaillie and black grouse. 
 
(e)  Archaeology & History  all Cpts. 
 
All archaeological sites and significant historical features will be protected and any additional 
sites or features discovered added to BCT’s existing database.  BCT will also continue to 
compile any further historical records that it may come across related to the site. 
 

6.4 Objective 4  -  Community Involvement    All Compartments 
 
BCT will implement the Community Involvement and Training Plan attached as Annex 6 
with its main components of awareness raising, skills training and management involvement. 
 

6.5 Objective 5  -  Visitor Management   All Compartments 
 
BCT will implement the Visitor Management Plan attached as Annex 7 with its main 
components of maintaining the existing parking spaces and signs, clearing litter, path creation 
and monitoring of visitor numbers. 
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6.6 Objective 6  -  Timber Supply   Compartments 1 &  2 
 
A supply of timber from the North Hill to the Finzean Woods Mills will be maintained to help 
support the operation of these historic mills.  Individual larch and pine trees will be 
selectively thinned in and around Compartment 1 from time to time, including the use of any 
appropriate windblown trees in Compartment 1, for the relatively small scale supply required. 
 

6.7 Objective 7  -  Fire Protection  
 All Compartments 
 
BCT’s existing fire plan for the North Hill has been agreed with the Fire Services and 
neighbours.  The Plan will be reviewed annually and the work required implemented.  Full 
liaison will be maintained with the South Grampian Wildfire Group. 
 

7 PLAN REVIEW 
 
This plan will be reviewed by 31 March 2011. 
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8 WORK PLAN 
 
 Birse Community Trust - Forest of Birse Commonty - North Hill Native Pinewoods 
 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 
Prescription Apr-Sept Oct - Mar Apr-Sept Oct - Mar Apr-Sept Oct - Mar Apr-Sept Oct - Mar Apr-Sept Oct - Mar 
           
Natural Regeneration           
Deer Control x x x x x x x x x x 
Assess need for burning or 
swiping 

        x  

Planting           
Planting native broadleaves  x  x  x  x  x 
Open Ground           
Surveys and Inventory x        x  
Swipe to encourage blaeberry  x  x  x  x  x 
Removal of Non-native Trees          x 
Fell any non-native trees found           
Survey and monitoring           
Monitor transects x  x  x  x  x  
Fixed point photography         x  
Survey Alder dieback x  x  x  x    
Visitor Management           
Repair and maintain parking areas x  x  x  x  x  
Collect litter x x x x x x x x x  
Maintain signs  x  x  x  x  x 
Fire Protection           
Implement Fire Plan  x x x x x x x x  
Swipe areas of hazardous growth  x         



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Annex 1 
Existing Woodlands 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
Birse Community Trust 
 
Forest of Birse Commonty – The North Hill Native Pinewoods 
 
 
Note on the 1999 survey of existing woods. 
 
 
 
The data from the survey of the existing woods carried out by Neil MacKenzie in 1999 
remains largely valid in 2006. The pace of change in naturally regenerating Scots pine is slow 
and the rates of growth of the semi mature trees is only evident through periodic re-
measurement. 
 
The notable changes since 1999 are: 
 

• Windblow of some 0.5 ha at the foot of Finlets Hill (NAM Cpt 20) 
• The removal of the larch trees from amongst the Scots pine opposite Burnfoot ( NAM 

Cpts 4 &20) 
• The planting of native broadleaved trees along the Allachrowan, Bogtrurk and Stripe 

burns. 
• The wildfire in 2003 which destroyed some 18.3 ha of woodlands as detailed in the 

table below and shown on the attached map. 
 
 
BCt Cpt No NAM Cpt No Area Area Area Woodland Woodland
2 Burned Unharmed Total Cover Burned
a 11 10.11 60.49 70.6 50% 5.055
c 17 6.82 56.18 63 100% 6.82
e 15,16 12.93 4.57 17.5 50% 6.465

TOTALS 29.86 121.24 151.1 18.34  
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Annex 2 
Vegetation Survey 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 













 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Annex 3 
Management Activities 1999 – 2004 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

ANNEX 3 - 
 

MANAGEMENT ACTIVITIES by BCT 1999-2004 
 
 
Management 
Agreed the 25 year North Hill Management Agreement with the two estates with rights there; 
Met half yearly with the two estates and maintained regular liaison with them, including dealing with 
some relatively minor breaches of Agreement (eg. ploughing of field beside Forest of Birse Kirk); 
Applied successfully for, and then implemented, 4 Forestry Commission Woodland Grants Scheme 
contracts over the area (Finlets, West Bogturk, Kirk Woods, Deeside Forest Challenge Fund); 
Use of site as part of BCT’s Millennium Forest Project with on-going monitoring by MFST; 
Put in place and implemented the North Hill Management Plan 1999-2004, including the following:- 
 
Natural Regeneration 
Established 20 permanent transects and monitored them regularly for tree regeneration; 
Established 2 scarified plots with 2 control plots and monitored them regularly; 
Carried out regeneration surveys across whole site in years one and five; 
Collected pine cones from the Finlets area after Bogturk fire, separated seed and scattered it in a 
controlled experiment across the burnt area; 
Ensured the removal of any sheep that appeared on the site from Glencat; 
Increased deer control (see below) 
 
Deer Management 
Put in place North Hill Deer Management Agreement and Deer Management Plan; 
Contracted and supervised Ballogie Estate’s to implementation of deer culling on the site; 
Increased deer cull by c.50% to average culls of over 30 red deer and 40 roe deer per year; 
Contributed to development of wider Kincardine & Birse Deer Management Plan. 
 
Tree Planting 
Planted c.4,500 individually protected native broadleaves of local origin at 5 locations – Finlets, 
Stripe Burn, Bogturk Burn, slopes opposite Auchabrack & Allachrowan Burn; 
Planted a further c.250 individually protected native broadleaves, mainly alder, along Feugh; 
Annual maintenance of planted broadleaves including bracken control; 
 
Tree Felling 
Reduced spread of larch into West Bogturk pinewood by felling c.300 trees; 
Tidied up windblow that took place at the Finlets, removing c.100 tons of Scots pine; 
Selective felled birch and pine at the bottom of the Finlets to favour the native oak there; 
Selectively thinned large larch and pine from Kirk Woods area to supply timber to mills; 
Liaison with Scottish Hyrdo-Electric over felling under wayleaves in North Hill area; 
Track Work 
Substantially improved condition of over 3 km of hill track up Finlets from Bogturk bridge to 
Corriebeg and connecting up east side of Finlets; 
Closed off emerging vehicle track from Forest of Birse Kirk to Glencat track; 
 
Fire Protection 
Drawn up and implemented North Hill Fire Protection Plan; 
Carried out three small areas of controlled muirburn to create firebreaks; 
Erected three stands of firebeaters and five fire warning notices; 
Carried out fire patrols in partnership with Ballogie Estate at times of highest fire risk; 



 

 

Swiped the roadside verge to reduce ignition risk there and increase road’s value as a fire break; 
Swiped area near the top of Finlets as partial fire break (& as habitat improvement for capercaillie); 
Contending with West Bogturk fires (April & July 2003) and aftermaths; 
Played leading role in developing area wide fire protection planning with neighbouring properties; 
Maintained fire insurance including annual authorisations for the use of helicopters at any fire; 
 
Visitor Management 
Drawn up and implemented North Hill Visitor Management Strategy; 
Installed and monitored traffic counter and analysed results for visitor numbers; 
Analysed 30 year run of visitor books at Forest of Birse Kirk for trends in visitors; 
Removed Council rubbish bins and replaced them with regular hand litter collections; 
Mapped, repaired and maintained informal parking spaces along the public road; 
Erected stone cairn with information board at public road entrance to Commonty; 
Trained a group of BCT members to act as guides for groups visiting the North Hill; 
Taken a fairly large number and wide range of groups on visits to the site; 
 
Vegetation Surveys 
Surveys to build up detailed inventory of trees and woodlands on the site; 
Tree by tree survey of the population of native oaks at the base of the Finlets; 
Survey of vegetation of the riverine strip through the site beside the Feugh ; 
Use of site for non-timber forest products survey to develop standard survey methodology; 
Use of site as part of Forestry Commission research into alder dieback; 
 
Other Wildlife Surveys 
Undertaken surveys in Finlets area to ascertain capercaillie status; 
Carried out swiping at several locations around top of Finlets to improve habitat for capercaillie; 
Counts of blackcock using leks in North Hill area; 
Liaised closely with RSPB each year over raptor breeding in area and other bird issues; 
Annual support for David Jenkins long term monitoring of bird numbers in Forest of Birse; 
 
Other Related Surveys 
Fixed point photography across the whole site in years one and five; 
Archaeological surveys of the whole of the Forest of Birse; 
Scoping and then detailed surveys of the relic burnside trees and woodlands in the Commonty outwith 
the North Hill; 
Survey of deep peat areas within the Commonty; 
Survey for water voles in Forest of Birse Commonty; 
 
Sundry Items 
Providing a site for use by local bee-keepers during heather flowering; 
Providing a site for Archaeolink to pull heather for use to thatch iron age house. 
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BIRSE COMMUNITY TRUST 

 
 

Forest of Birse Commonty   -   North Hill Native Pinewoods 
 
 

SFGS Application for Stewardship Grant (S2) 
Reduction in Deer Numbers  

 
 
 

PART 1  Scheme Details 
 
 
A      Scheme Details 
 
Location Forest of Birse Commonty, North Hill Native Pinewoods 
 

The Forest of Birse covers over 3,750 ha of the upper catchment of the Water of Feugh and is 
located approximately 14 kms west of Banchory on Deeside. All of the Forest apart from two 
small areas of enclosed farmland, is the Forest of Birse Commonty.  There are native pinewoods 
on over 500 ha of the North Hill of the Commonty. 

 
OS Ref.:   NO554 916 
 
Managed by:  Birse Community Trust 

The Old School, Finzean, Banchory  AB 31 6NY 
 

tel:  (01330) 850 200    e-mail:  BCToffice@birsecommunitytrust.org.uk 
 
Agent:  Irvine Ross 

The Ross Partnership 
Bearfold, Ordie, Dinnet, Aboyne,  AB34 5LS 

 
tel:  (013398) 81651  e-mail:  irvine@ross-partnership.co.uk 

 
Deer Management Plan Authors: Robin Callander & Victor Clements 
     per Birse Community Trust 
     The Old School, Finzean, Banchory AB31 6NY 
 
Type of Woodland  Native Pinewood  
 

The eastern part of the site, the Finlets, is part of Scotland’s most easterly Native Caledonian 
Pinewood (FC Inventory).  It is expanding westwards by natural regeneration and joining up in the 
Bogturk basin with the other self-sown pinewoods on the site which are regenerating eastwards.  
The site includes over 4 kms of the Water of Feugh, part of the River Dee SAC, and the expansion 
of the riverine woodlands along the Feugh and its tributaries in the site (the Finlets, Bogturk, 
Allachrowan and Laird’s Burns) is an important part of this SFGS proposal. 

 
Deer Species  Roe and Red 
 

mailto:BCToffice@birsecommunitytrust.org.uk
mailto:irvine@ross-partnership.co.uk


 

 

Roe deer are resident on the North Hill and throughout the local area, both in woodlands and on 
the open hill.  Few, if any, red deer are resident on the North Hill, although a resident population is 
building up in local woodlands.  Red deer use the North Hill from surrounding areas, particularly 
during harsh weather. 

 
Application Area of Deer Management Unit:  527 hectares 
 
 
B      Rationale for SFGS Deer Control Payments 
 
Birse Community Trust (BCT) has carried out deer control on the North Hill since 1999, when it took 
over management of the area.  BCT significantly increased the previous cull levels in order to protect 
and encourage the natural regeneration of the North Hill Native Pinewoods and enhance associated 
habitats. 
 
The site is nationally important for a range of reasons including its Caledonian Pinewood status, as 
part of the River Dee Special Area of Conservation and for its populations of capercaillie and other 
BAP species.  BCT’s culling to date has helped protect all these interests, but BCT now needs to 
increase its existing deer control effort: 

- to ensure the establishment of the widespread young pine (15-150 cms) and protect further pine 
regeneration, particularly on the large burnt area from the West Bogturk fire in 2003; 

- to start to secure native broadleaved regeneration within the riparian zones and across the site 
more generally; 

- to protect blaeberry, which has been shown by a recent study to be restricted and suppressed by 
current deer numbers, for the capercaillie. 

 
BCT believes that its culling to date has more or less removed any resident red deer from the North 
Hill and therefore a reduction cull of red deer is not required as such.  However, an intense red deer 
management cull is required: 

- To prevent red deer colonising the area from surrounding woodlands and becoming established as 
a resident population; 

- To deal with groups of red deer, principally stags, that come on to the site from the surrounding 
open hills during winter. 

 
Monitoring of red deer browsing damage since 1999, showed significantly higher levels of browsing 
in the colder winters of 2001 and 2003.  This reflects that the pinewoods are still very vulnerable to 
red deer levels in the wider area. 
 
A reduction cull of roe deer is also required as, despite culling to date, they are still preventing any 
significant native broadleaved regeneration in the riparian areas and more generally. 
 
Extra deer management input is now required for the next ten years compared to earlier years, to 
achieve the necessary management cull of red deer and reduction cull of roe deer.  Costs will also 
increase relatively compared to before, because reduced returns are expected per unit of time as deer 
numbers reduce and habitat cover improves.  
 
BCT will contract Ballogie Estate to provide professional stalkers to carry out the deer control work.  
They will all have DMQ Level 2 and will produce SQWV assured venison in line with Best Practice 
guidance.   Ballogie Estate was the first deer larder in Scotland to qualify for the new SQWV status. 
 
Net costs for the ten year SFGS period are forecast to be £7.93 per ha. per year. 
 



 

 

Support from the SFGS Stewardship Grant (S2) for Reducing Deer Numbers will enable BCT to 
control red and roe deer numbers on the North Hill to levels that ensure the expansion of the North 
Hill Native Pinewoods and delivery of the wider environmental objectives for the site. 
 
 
C      Rationale for Boundary of Deer Control Area 
 
The North Hill is the part of the Forest of Birse Commonty managed by BCT as native pinewood.  
The rest of the Commonty is open moorland to the south and west of the North Hill and managed 
principally for grouse shooting.  While there are relative few resident red deer in these open moorland 
areas, deer move through them in winter and spring on to the North Hill. 
 
To the east of the North Hill is the deer fenced Glenferrick Native Pinewood on Finzean Estate.  To 
the north, is the unenclosed Lamahip Pinewood Scheme on Ballogie Estate and deer move between 
the Lamahip and North Hill schemes. 
 
There are no internal ownership boundaries in the North Hill Pinewoods.  The Deer Plan Unit is thus a 
single area involving a varied pattern of areas of established woodland and existing regeneration at 
various stages of development, together with regeneration areas and other open space, as per the 
attached map and table below. 
 
Habitat Type Area 

ha 
Vulnerable to 
Deer pressure? 

Comments 

High Forest 182.45 No Area will increase gradually in 10 year 
period 

Regeneration Zone 93.98 Yes Very vulnerable area to deer browsing 
Internal Open 
Space 

222.02 No Important for deer control 

Riparian Zone/ 
New Planting 

29.11 Yes Important area for habitat enhancement  

Total 527.56   
 

Deer culling will be by individual stalking and by moving deer through woodlands to high seats.  The 
number of high seats will be increased from two to six. 
 
The North Hill will be part of open hill deer counts twice a year, spring and autumn.  BCT will 
continue to be an active member of the Kincardine & Birse Deer Management Group and support the 
implementation of the Group’s agreed Deer Management Plan for 2004-2009. 
  
There are no issues with livestock grazing on the North Hill.  However, there are localized rabbit 
problems along the strip of riparian woodland, and on the burned area on the west side of Bogturk. 
 
There are no deer-road traffic issues in the area. 
 
D     Costs Specifically Related to Deer Management  
 

Production of DMP,   Reduction and Management Culls,   Monitoring and Assessment 
 
 Yea

r 1 
Yea
r 2 

Yea
r 3 

Yea
r 4 

Yea
r 5 

Yea
r 6 

Yea
r 7 

Yea
r 8 

Yea
r 9 

Yea
r 10 

Expenditure           
Produce DMP 300          
Implementation of 
plan, including 

486
0 

486
0 

486
0 

486
0 

486
0 

486
0 

486
0 

486
0 

486
0 

4860 



 

 

transport & 
equipment 
Monitoring and 
assessment 

500 500 500 500 800 500 500 500 500 800 

Infra-structure 500  500    300    
           
Revenue           
Venison 132

0 
132
0 

132
0 

108
0 

108
0 

108
0 

108
0 

108
0 

108
0 

1080 

Sporting 250 250 250 250 250 250 250 250 250 250 
Net Costs 459

0 
379
0 

429
0 

403
0 

433
0 

403
0 

433
0 

403
0 

403
0 

4330 

 
 
Notes on Table 

 
1. Cost of DMP is £300 
2. For the years 1999-2004, an average of 240 hours per year was spent stalking on the North Hill. 

As a result, the Scots Pine regeneration is generally going forward. However, it is anticipated that 
a significant increase in stalking time will needed to reduce roe deer numbers far enough to 
achieve broadleaved regeneration, and also to aid regeneration of blaeberry, especially in the 
west. The honeypot effect of the 2003 West Bogturk fire will also require extra stalking effort. A 
50% increase in necessary stalking hours is therefore being planned for the North Hill pinewood 
(ie. 360 hours per annum). This equates to 5 hours per animal in the first 3 years and 6 hours 
thereafter, still a good strike rate in a partially wooded stalking situation. 

3. An hourly rate of £13.50 is used as the cost to BCT of contract stalkers and supervision.  
4. For monitoring and assessment, £280 (8 hours x £35) per annum is allowed, with £560 in years 5 

and 10. In addition, it is anticipated that extra monitoring effort may be required to pick up more 
subtle changes to blaeberry and vegetation in the riparian zones. 

5. Two high seats are budgeted for in Year 1, two more in Year 3, and some maintenance costs in 
Year 7. These will be essential in mitigating against anticipated falling returns from conventional 
stalking.  

6. Red deer venison is calculated at 30 animals x 40kg x 60p for the first three years, reducing to 20 
animals thereafter. Roe deer venison is calculated at 40 animals x 10kg x £1.50 throughout.  
While the current red deer venison price is slightly better than this, the ten year price to 2005 
consistently went down and most commentators allow that wild venison will continue to struggle 
against the farmed product and against other meats. 

7. While no roe buck client stalking is carried out on the North Hill, and no intention is usually made 
to go there for sporting red stags, occasionally one or two animals are culled there with guests, 
and a nominal value of £250 per annum is included for this. 

 
Total net costs (10 years)    = £41,780.00 
Mean annual net costs     = £   4178.00  
Net cost per ha per year (£4178 / 527 ha)  = £         7.93  
SFGS grant = 90% x £6 / ha x 527 ha   = £   2854.00 
Total grant  =  £2854 x 10 years   = £28,540.00 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Part 2   Deer Management Plan 
 
 
A.  Management Plan Objectives 
 
Intended Outcomes 
 
1.  No resident red deer on North Hill. 
2.  The overwhelming majority of the leading shoots of Scots pine <2ms free from deer damage. 
3.  Clear evidence of increasing birch regeneration on the lower ground 
 
Deer Management Policies 
 
1.  To reduce the number of deer using the North Hill to a level that allows the natural regeneration of 

Scots pine and birch without significant damage to leading shoots. 
2.  To carry out all deer control within the law and following DCS Best Practice Guides. 
3.  To use stalkers who are all qualified to DMQ Level 2 and produce venison that is processed and 

stored to SQWV standards. 
 
 
B & C  Cull Targets 
 
 
 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Total 
Red Stags 15 15 15 12 12 12 12 12 12 12 129 
Red Hinds 10 10 10 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 72 
Calves 5 5 5 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 29 
Total 30 30 30 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 230 
            
Roe Bucks 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 150 
Roe Does 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15 150 
Kids 10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10 100 
Total 40 40 40 40 40 40 40 40 40 40 400 
            
Grand 
total: 

70 70 70 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 630 

 
Actual targets will be reviewed on an annual basis in light of how objectives are being met. 
Management will remain flexible and responsive to impacts observed on the ground 
 
D.  Nominated Controllers 

 
Peter Littlejohn 
Keepers Cottage, Ballogie, Aboyne  AB34 5DS 
Tel: 01330 850 213   Mobile: 07812 071151 
E-mail: pslittlejohn@tiscali.co.uk 
 
Firearms Certificate Number: 20971  Valid to 5/6/06     DMQ Level Two Certificate: 3941 
 
Ballogie Estate Employee since 1985. 18 years deer management experience,  
Rifle calibres: .243, .270, 25-06 
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Kevin Murray 
Bogieshiel Farmhouse,  Ballogie, Aboyne 
Tel: 013398 85607 Mobile: 07968 111 591 
E-mail: Kevin.murray@hemscott.net 
 
Firearms Certificate Number: 21482  Valid to 10/5/07      DMQ Level Two Certificate: 2077 
 
Regular contract stalker on Ballogie since 2001. 20 years deer management experience.  Advanced 
National Certificate in Deer Management (with distinction). Accredited BDS stalking instructor. 
Rifle calibres: .308, 25-06, .270, .300mag 
 
Stephen Whitby 
Heughhead Farmhouse, Kincardine O’Neil, Aboyne  AB34 5AX 
Tel: 07775 747 803   E-mail: Stephen@andrewnicol.com 
 
Fire-arms Certificate No: 27377  Valid to15/5/05 
DMQ Level Two Certificate: 1544 
 
Contract stalker. 12 years deer management experience, 6 months on Ballogie Estate. 
Rifle Calibre: .243 
 
Sandy Duguid 
6, Woodend Place, Aberdeen  AB15 6AL 
Tel: 01224 315699 
 
Fire-arms Certificate: 14075  Valid to 27/4/07   DMQ Level 2 Certificate: 3930 
 
Volunteer/ recreational stalker. 20 years experience. Helped on Ballogie Estate since 1998. 
Rifle calibre: .243 
 
 
E    Record Keeping 
 
The contractor (Ballogie Estate) will keep separate record sheets for males and females recording the 
data identified in DCS Best Practice guidance.  The sheets will be entered into a computer database on 
monthly basis. 
 
These records will be given to BCT each year in April with copies of larder sheets and a map detailing 
all cull locations, as part of an annual report to BCT describing the cull and related matters including 
the movement of deer on and off the North Hill at times due to weather and other factors.  BCT will 
receive an interim report in October each year. 
 
BCT will copy the cull record to FCS annually in April, while the contractor will make their own 
annual return to the DCS. 
 
 
F.  Methods to be used to assess damage to woodlands annually 
 
At the start of the Scheme, BCT will take fixed point photographs of the site at the same locations as 
the set of fixed point photographs taken at the start of BCT’s WGS contracts over the site in 1999. 
 
BCT will also continue to monitor the twenty fixed transects (50 m x 2 m) located across the site, as it 
has monitored 1999-2004 and reported on in the Regeneration Status Report by Irvine Ross (2004). 
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All the transects will be inspected in year one of the Scheme, recording the numbers of trees, species, 
height and any browsing damage at  1m intervals along the 50 m tape.  This overall assessment will 
be repeated in years 5 & 10, while each year 20% of the transects will be assessed.  Full reports on the 
results will be produced in years 5 and 10. 
 
The annual assessments will be linked to visual inspections of the whole site to identify any localised 
areas where there is significant damage to leading shoots.  The results of both exercises discussed 
with the stalkers to ensure an appropriately focused culling effort. 
 
 
G   Methods to be used to evaluate and review progress of the Deer Management Plan 
 
The cull data will be reviewed by BCT and the contractors three times a year (April, October, 
January) to maintain the focus of the culling effort.  Additional attention will be given to any areas 
showing evidence of deer damage, whether that is recorded in the transect assessments or reported 
from more informal observation.  
 
The interim written report by the contractors to BCT in October and their full year report in April, will 
enable BCT to monitor the results from the deer damage assessments and the cull data.  
 
The progress of the Deer Management Plan will be formally reviewed in June each year by BCT and 
the contractors, to agree any increased action required or others improvements needed (for example, 
the number or positions of highseats). 
 
 

Part 3 Supporting Information 
 

A.  Deer Densities 
 
Red deer counts have been undertaken annually on the North Hill and open moorlands to the south of 
it.   The results are shown in the table below.  However, red deer have never been recorded on the 
North Hill on these count days, illustrating the transitory nature of their presence on the site. 
 

Year  Stags  Hinds/ Calves  Density per 100 ha 
1996  36  88   5.2 
1997  -    - n/a 
1998  19  55   3.1 
1999  60  63   5.1 
2000  69  72   5.9 
2001  74  223   12.4 
2002*  11  61   3.0 
2003  20  20   1.7 
2004  0  11   0.45 
* Actually 16th November 2001, by DCS helicopter 

 
From 2005, it is planned to carry out a co-ordinated count of the East Grampian Deer Management 
Group (EGDMG) Sub-area 3 (including the Forest of Birse and North Hill), twice a year, in 
September and Feb/ March.  
 
 
B.   Woodland Deer Density Indicators 
 
1. The North Hill area will be counted for red deer during normal DMG sub-area counts and on the 

EGDMG count day. 



 

 

2. Dung counts are not undertaken. 
3. There appear to be no resident red deer on the North Hill and densities are certainly in the 4-8 per 

100 ha bracket, if not lower.  It is incursions of groups of animals in harsh weather that constitute 
the obvious threat to the woods. 

 
Woodland Roe Deer Density 
 

Evidence 4-8 per 100 ha 
Low Density 

8-15 per 100ha 
Medium Density 

15+ per 100 ha 
High Density 

Tracks Difficult to find deer 
Slot marks or defined 
paths 

Defined paths, slot 
Marks easy to find 
In areas of soft ground 

Many well defined tracks 
and paths often black with 
constant use. 

Dung Difficult to find with 
just the odd isolated 
pellet group 

Pellet groups relatively 
easy to find, 
particularly on 
woodland edges and 
good feeding areas 

Pellet groups very easy to 
find. Highly concentrated in 
favoured feed areas 

Browsing of 
Vegetation 

Natural regeneration of 
broadleaved trees taking 
place with no or little 
damage to current years 
incremental growth 

Broadleaved saplings 
present but showing 
significant damage. 

No seedlings growing 
above dominant vegetation 
height. Often well defined 
browse lines on established 
shrubs and plants. 

 
- The above table would indicate that roe deer numbers probably fall between the two categories, at 

potentially 6-10 per 100 ha.  The annual cull of circa 40 roe deer (see below) therefore 
emphasises the level of recruitment from outwith the area. 

 
- Pregnancy rates in red deer locally are very high, commonly 80-90% of those entering larder are 

pregnant. High culls per unit area are therefore required. 
- Mortality rates are very low, although in very cold and wet winters, numbers of excessively thin 

red deer will find their way on to the North Hill, and are sometimes shot and left on the hill. 
 
 
C.  Previous Cull Data for North Hill 

 
 1999-00 2000-1 2001-2 2002-3 2003-4 2004-

05 
Red Stags  15 26 16 11 12 
Hinds  18 2 5 12 4 
Calves  15 2 6 6 3 
Total 13 48 30 27 29 19 
       
Roe Bucks  25 18 13 14 7 
Roe Does  17 21 16 11 12 
Kids  14 7 1 8 2 
Total 5 56 46 30 33 21 
Grand Total:  18 104 76 57 62 40 

 
- The data for 1999-2000 is only for half a year. 
- Numbers culled have been reasonably consistent since the very big cull in 2000-1, the first full 

year of the previous WGS. 
- Red deer numbers, especially hinds, are entirely weather-related. 
- A map showing deer cull distribution to date is included. 
 



 

 

 
D   Habitat Information 
 
- The length of the Feugh running through the site (c.4 kms) is part the River Dee SAC and BCT 

has had a detailed vegetation survey carried out of the riparian zone. 
- The eastern half of the site, the Finlets area, is a registered Native Caledonian Pinewood. 
- The Finlets is the only Caledonian Pinewood remnant on Deeside not within the Cairngorms 

National Park, the boundary of which is immediately west of the site. 
- The site is important for a number of bird species, principally capercaillie, blackcock and hen 

harriers.  The numbers of each of these species are monitored each year by BCT. 
- There is very good co-ordination of capercaillie management locally between BCT, the private 

estates, FCS and the RSPB.  The local capercaillie population seems to be very healthy and 
stable, possibly even increasing.  While the area (including the North Hill) is not an SPA for 
capercaillie, it does fulfil all the necessary criteria.  

 
_____________ 
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Forest of Birse Commonty 
North Hill Native Pinewoods 

 
Scottish Forestry Grant Scheme Application 

 
PREDATOR CONTROL PLAN 

 
Introduction 
 
BCT plans to carry out predator control to protect three priority species: capercaillie, balck grouse and 
water voles.  Experienced personnel and high standards will be used in all the work. 

 
 

(i)  Fox & Crow Control to Promote the Conservation of Capercaillie & Black Grouse 
 
Background 
 
Birse parish is a nationally important area for capercaillie.  The Commonty Pinewoods and 
neighbouring Glen Ferrick are the core area for capercaillie in the parish.  The lek count for this area 
in 2005 recorded a very significant number of cock capercaillie. 
 
BCT has been actively promoting capercaillie conservation since it first involved with the Commonty 
Pinewoods in 1999.  In addition to its management there (conservation & enhancement of caper 
habitat, caper counts & related surveys), BCT has been part of a parish wide approach with the main 
local land owners (3 private estates & FCS).  In February 2005, for example, BCT co-hosted a 
seminar with the RSPB in Finzean for c.30 participants on capercaillie conservation in Birse and 
further afield.  
 
The Commonty Pinewoods are also important for black grouse and BCT has also been involved in 
promoting their conservation.  Counts at the lek sites on the North Hill over recent years have been 
fairly constant at around 15-20 males displaying. 
 
BCT commissioned a survey in 2004 of the condition of the blaeberry across the whole of the North 
Hill and BCT will be using that work (Espie & Lee, 2004) to guide the swiping proposed in its SGFS 
application to improve blaeberry habitat.  BCT also considers it would be valuable to include predator 
control as part of its overall efforts to promote the conservation of capercaillie and black grouse on the 
North Hill.   
 
Work by BCT to control fox and crow numbers on the North Hill would complement the similar work 
being carried out on the three estates neighbouring the North Hill.  BCT has discussed the matter with 
the RSPB (Kenny Kortland) and developed the following plan. 
 
Control Plan 
 
 (a)  Foxes 
 
Foxes will be controlled on the North Hill by lamping and rabbit reduction.   
(i)   Lamping:  BCT will hire Ballogie Estate keepers to shoot foxes by lamping 9 times a year: 

9 occasions x 2 keepers x 2 hours x £13.50 / person hour estimated at       £486 / yr. 
 
(b)  Crows   
 
Crows will be controlled on the North Hill by the use of a Larsen Trap.  This will be used in 
accordance with Scottish Executive License SEGEN/01 in force at any time and all the best practice 
guidance in the Game Conservancy’s ‘Hints on using a Larsen Trap’.  BCT will employ experienced 



 

 

keepering staff to work the trap and ensure that all aspects of the operation of the trap are to the 
highest standards at all times.  The trap will be set during the period from the end of April through May 
to early June. 

Estimated cost of purchase & delivery of trap £100 or average of £20 / yr 
  Estimated 44 hours at £13.50 / hour per year        £594 / yr 
 
 
 

(iii)  Management & Supervision of Predator Control 
 
BCT will use one of its experienced local project managers to put in place the control arrangements 
and ensure that they are carried out effectively to high standards.  BCT will keep detailed records of 
all the control operations and produce a report on the results each year.   
 

Estimated 3 days per year at £150 / day  £450 / yr. 
 

________________________ 
 

TOTALS  Fox Control   £   486 per year 
   Crow Control   £   614 per year 
   Mgt & Supervision  £   450 per year 
   Overall Total   £1,550 per year 
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BIRSE COMMUNITY TRUST 
 

Forest of Birse Commonty 
North Hill Native Pinewoods 

 
Community Involvement & Training Plan 

2005-2010 
 
 
Introduction 
 
1. This Plan is intended to form part of Birse Community Trust’s Scottish Forestry Grant Scheme 

application over the Commonty Pinewood, when that is submitted in due course.  The Plan is 
therefore expected to cover the five years 2005-2010 with BCT able to claim up to £5,000 per year 
as 90% funding of eligible costs in implementing the Plan. 

 
2. The purpose of the Plan is to increase local community involvement with the Commonty Pinewoods 

and their management.  The local community consists of the residents of Birse parish with its three 
communities of Finzean, Birse and Ballogie. 

 
Community Context 
 
3. The community in Birse already manages the Commonty Pinewoods through Birse Community 

Trust (BCT), a company with charitable status that is owned and controlled by the community.  
Everyone on the electoral registers for the parish is a voting member and responsible for electing the 
five local Trustees that run BCT on behalf of the community.  Its overall purpose is “to promote the 
common good of the inhabitants of Birse and deliver wider public benefits”. 

 
4. BCT has managed the Commonty Pinewoods since 1999 and the historic settlement then by which: 

(a) ancient shared rights over the Forest of Birse Commonty were vested in the newly created BCT 
on behalf of the community:  & 

(b) BCT reached agreement with the other two parties with rights over the Commonty (Birse and 
Ballogie Estates) so that BCT could use these ancient rights to manage the native pinewoods on 
the North Hill of the Commonty. 

 
5. During the period since 1999, BCT has carried out a wide range of management activities to 

conserve and enhance the Commonty Pinewoods.  The high standard of BCT’s management was 
acknowledged by Forestry Commission Scotland when BCT completed a series of 5 year Woodland 
Grant Schemes covering the 560 ha of the Commonty Pinewoods site,.  

 
6. BCT’s management has been developed and implemented by the Trustees using local forestry 

advisers and other local contractors to carry out the work required.  In addition to these members of 
the local community, others have been involved in a number of ways including visits organised to 
the Pinewoods or local meetings about the Pinewoods.  Regular reports on the management of the 
Pinewoods are also sent to every household in the parish as part of BCT’s six monthly newsletter. 

 
7. BCT’s Trustees are, however, very committed to improving the involvement of the community in 

the management of the Pinewoods because this will bring important benefits.  These benefits will 
include: 
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(a)  Increased understanding and enjoyment of the Pinewoods by members of the community; 

(b)  Wider distribution within the community of the local employment opportunities that come from 
the management of the Pinewoods  

(c)  Improved transparency and accountability in BCT’s role in exercising the ancient rights and 
managing the Pinewoods on behalf of the community; 

(d)  Greater sense of responsibility within the community for the conservation of the Pinewoods and 
the protection of the community’s ancient rights over the Forest of Birse Commonty. 

 
8. Now, with a new SFGS, BCT will have the chance to promote greater community involvement on a 

planned basis.  There is considerable scope to achieve this, ranging from raising general awareness 
within the community of the Pinewoods and their management by the community to an increase in 
the numbers participating directly in the management of the Pinewoods. 

 
9. While the rights held by BCT over the Commonty have a long history and ancient origins, the 

community’s management of the Pinewoods through BCT is very recent in community terms and it 
will be awhile before awareness and involvement are well embedded in the community. 

 
Initial Parameters 
 
10. In developing its Community Involvement and Training (CIT) Plan to increase community 

involvement in the Commonty Pinewoods, BCT has taken account of many factors.  Some of the key 
guiding parameters that have been identified include the following: 

 
(a)  Long Term:  While the CIT Plan runs for 5 years, it needs to be developed as part of an on-going 

long term commitment to continuing to increase community involvement in the Commonty 
Pinewoods for many years to come.   

(b)  Holistic:  While the CIT Plan has arisen through ‘forestry’ funding, it needs to be based on a 
holistic approach that encompass all the different interests of the overall site and all aspects of its 
management. 

(c)  Inclusive:  The activities in the Plan need to be broad in their scope and delivered at a number of 
different levels, so that they appeal to and meet the needs of a high proportion of the community 
– from those who at present have little knowledge to those who are already knowledgeable.  

(d)  Consensual:  The Plan needs to be developed in ways that do not produce conflicts between 
different interests (eg. greater access / capercaillie conservation) and more generally has the 
support of all interests, including the other parties with rights in the Commonty. 

(e)  Sensitive:  The Plan needs to be developed within BCTs’ existing policies of, firstly, improving 
the quality of visitors’ experience to the Pinewoods without overtly promoting greater public 
access and secondly, maintaining the relatively ‘wild’ character of the Pinewoods by not 
introducing undue signage or other artificial features. 

 
Strategic Approach 
 
11. There are very many different ways in which community involvement with the Pinewoods can be 

increased.  The local consultations for the CIT Plan produced, for example, over 40 specific 
suggested activities.  
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12. BCT has identified 3 key strands that will run throughout the CIT Plan: awareness raising, skills 
training and management participation.  During the 5 years of the Plan, the balance of effort will 
move from an initial emphasis on awareness raising to greater emphasis on the other two strands. 

 
13. BCT believes it is realistic and prudent to avoid setting out in detail at this stage, all the activities to 

be carried out in each of the five years of the Plan.  A successful programme will require flexibility 
to respond to the changing requirements of the community and to build on the experience gained 
through delivery of the first year’s activities. 

 
14. Consequently, BCT gives detailed proposals only for Year One of the Plan here.  In the last quarter 

of Year One and each succeeding year, BCT will produce its detailed plans for the following year.   
 
Year One 
 
15. At the start of Year One, BCT will contract a project manager to supervise and co-ordinate the 

implementation of the Year One Plan.  The Plan will include the following activities:- 
 
(a)  AWARENESS RAISING 
 
(i)  Introductory Site Visits (x 4):  Guided tours of 2-3 hours for groups of c.10 local residents to visit 

the pinewood and one of the Finzean Wood Mills, making the link between the pinewoods and 
mills. Potentially to be repeated in every year of the Plan during the May – September period. 

 
(ii)  Pinewood Management Visits (x 2): Guided tours of 2-3 hours for groups of c.10 local residents 

which build on (i) and provide an introduction to native pinewood management.  Potentially to 
be repeated in every year of the Plan during the May – September period. 

 
(iii) Guide Training:  Training a group of c. 5 community members so that they can act as the guides 

for groups from the community visiting the pinewoods and mills (as i & ii above). 
 
(iv) Leaflet Production:  Designing, drafting and printing an introductory colour leaflet (A4 folded) 

about the pinewoods and their management for distribution to community members. 
 
(b)  SKILLS TRAINING 
 
(v)  Powersaw Training:  Running a locally based training course for chainsaw certification for local 

members who might be able to do powersaw work for BCT. 
 
(vi)  Ranger Training:  Running a locally based course to train local members in rangering skills so 

that they can help manage visitors to the site. 
 
(vii)  Fire Fighting Training:  Running a locally based course to train members of the community on 

the procedures and techniques of fire fighting so that they can help safely and effectively at a 
major forest / moorland fire. 

 
(viii)  Fire Wardens:  Identifying and training a team of 3-4 local members to act as fire wardens for 

fire patrols up the Forest of Birse road at times of highest fire risk (linked to iii & iv above). 
 
(c)  MANAGEMENT INVOLVEMENT 
 
(ix)  Ancient Rights Seminar:  Organising a meeting for about 25 participants from BCT’s Trustees 

and project managers and members of the parish’s Community Councils and Associations, at 
which the results of a report commissioned by BCT as part of its current Cultural Heritage 
Project, into the legal history of the ancient Commonty rights are presented and discussed. 
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(x) Pinewood Management Meetings:  Organise a meeting involving c.12 members of the community 
with specialist knowledge of forestry and other aspects of managing the pinewood to discuss the 
management of the Commonty Pinewoods, and develop this into an annual meeting to review the 
past year and discuss plans for the coming year. 

 
(xi)  Capercaillie Seminar:  Organising a meeting and field visits for c.25 participants drawn from the 

parish’s land managers, interested members of the community and key outside interests, to 
review the status of caper locally and discuss management improvements for the coming year. 

 
(xii)  Network Participation:  Enabling an increasing number of community members to participate in 

key networks related to the management of the Pinewoods (eg. local estates, Deeside Forest, Fire 
Protection Group), and developing opportunities for local members to visit other Deeside 
pinewood sites. 

 
16. While project management costs will be higher in Year One than later due to one-off start up costs, 

BCT believes that the above programme represents a fairly ambitious start to its CIT Plan.  BCT also 
recognises, however, the need for flexibility in its implementation, for example, to be able to take up 
the opportunity of other highly relevant training courses which might be arranged by the Cairngorms 
National Park Land Based Training Scheme. 

 
17. The r Year One budget set out below, though based on BCT’s project management experience, is 

inevitably still an estimate at this stage.  The contingency sum will enable BCT to respond to new 
demands and to capitalise on new opportunities that might arise, for example, to organise a particular 
event of community interest.  A full account of expenditure will be produced at the end of each year 
of the Plan. 

_______________ 
 

Year One Budget 
 

Awareness     ££s 
Introductory Site Visits:    500 
Pinewood Management Visits:  400 
Guide Training:     400 
Leaflet Production:   500  Sub-Total = 1800 

Skills 
Powersaw Training:     600 
Ranger Training:     300 
Fire Fighting Training:    300 
Fire Wardens:     200  Sub-Total  = 1400 

Management 
Ancient Rights Seminar:    400 
Pinewood Management Meetings:   600 
Capercaillie Seminar:    200 
Network Participation:    200  Sub-Total = 1400 

Project Costs 
Project Manager   750 
Contingencies    250 

          Sub-Total  = 1000 
          Overall Total = 5600 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The Forest of Birse Commonty Native Pinewood has been refered to locally and in previous 
woodland grant schemes as “The North Hill”. For convenience and ease of reference in this 
document, this woodland area will continue to be referred to as the North Hill. 
 
Birse Community Trust's (BCT's) policies and plans for the management of visitors are by 
now well established, however continuing changes in visitor trends and access legislation 
must be accommodated to meet new expectations. This report sets out to consolidate current 
policies and practices to ensure that visitors to the North Hill have a reasonable expectation 
of a pleasant experience whilst the wildlife interest of the site are safeguarded. 
 
The objective of the plan is to provide a clearer and more accessible focus on visitor 
management on the North Hill to inform and assist on-going discussions of the topic with a 
range of different interests.  These interests include: 
• BCT's own management team, including the Trustees and others working for the Trust; 
• the other two parties who also have –property or other rights over the North Hill (see  

below); 
• BCT's local membership and the three community Associations that cover Birse parish; 
• grant giving bodies with a contractual interest over the North Hill (eg. FC, MFST); 
• other local interests (eg. neighbouring properties) and others with a particular interest or 

expertise (eg. Aberdeenshire Council, Glen Tanar Charitable Trust Ranger Services, 
Upper Deeside Access Trust...). 

 
The intention is that the report will continue to be labelled as 'draft'.  This is to reflect the 
scope to develop it further as necessary during the period covered in the light of new 
information, refinements of approach and additional management activities. 
 
It is anticipated that a revised version of the report will provide the basis of consultations on 
visitor management when BCT comes to develop the successor to the North Hill Woodland 
Management Plan for 1999-2004. 
 

________________ 
 
 



 

 

2 BACKGROUND 
 
 

2.1 Location of Site 
 
The Forest of Birse covers c.4000 ha in the south-west corner of Birse parish on Mid Deeside 
in Aberdeenshire and is all within the Aberdeenshire local authority area 
 
All of the Forest of Birse is legally defined as the Forest of Birse Commonty except for the 
relatively small areas of enclosed farmland at Auchabrack and Ballochan and c.0.5 ha at the 
Forest of Birse Kirk  
 
The area defined as the North Hill of the Forest of Birse Commonty covers over 500 ha and is 
the north east corner of the Commonty (see attached map) 
 

2.2 Basis of BCT's Involvement 
 
The Forest of Birse Commonty has an unique pattern of legal rights and a long history of 
disputes over past centuries.  In 1999, an historic settlement established that three parties 
have legal rights in the Commonty and resulted in a specific agreement over the North Hill. 
 
BCT holds extensive ancient shared rights over the Commonty and on the basis of these 
rights reached the North Hill Management Agreement with the other two parties with rights 
in the Commonty:  the owner of the solum (the Hon.Charles Pearson of Forest of Birse 
Estate) and the owners of the sporting rights (the Hon.Charles Pearson and the Nicol Brothers 
of Ballogie Estate). 
 
The North Hill Management Agreement enables BCT to use its ancient rights to manage the 
North Hill, including the native pinewoods and associated interests there, in ways that respect 
the rights of the other two parties. 
 

2.3 Previous Woodland Grant Contracts 
 
The entire area of the North Hill was covered by three contiguous Forestry Commission (FC) 
Woodland Grant Scheme (WGS) contracts implemented by BCT: 
 

- the Finlets WGS (Ref.031000298)(230 ha) Plan of Operations 1998 - 2004 
- the West Bogturk & Allachrowan WGS (Ref.031001003)(273 ha) Plan of Operation 1998 - 2004 
- the Kirk Woods WGS (Ref.031001375)(8 ha)  Plan of Operation 2000-2005 
 
The North Hill, except the 8 ha covered by the Kirk Woods WGS, also forms the Project 
Land for BCT's Millennium Forest Project (Millennium Forest for Scotland Trust (MFST) 
Contract No.3/140). 
 
The management commitments arising from these contracts are set out in detail in the North 
Hill Woodland Management Plan 1999-2004 produced by BCT and formally endorsed by the 
FC and MFST, as well as Birse and Ballogie Estates for their rights. 



 

 

 

3 DESCRIPTION OF SITE 
 

3.1 Existing Documents 
 
Detailed site descriptions of the North Hill, including its landscape character, are given in the 
North Hill Woodland Management Plan and the Environmental Statement upon which the 
North Hill WGSs are based.  A full description is therefore not repeated in this plan. 
 
In this section, a number of key features of the site relating to visitor management are 
outlined.  Other specific elements of the site's nature and character are covered as necessary 
later in the plan in discussing particular aspects of visitor management. 
 

3.2 Public Road 
 
The main feature of the North Hill for visitor management is the public, single track, no 
through road that enters the Forest of Birse in the east at the Finlets and runs for 5 kms along 
the full length of the North Hill and extends to the ford over the Burn of Corn west of 
Ballochan Farm (See Attached Map). 
 
The Forest of Birse road is the way by which virtually all visitors come to the North Hill.  
The great majority of visitors to the Forest come up the road from the east by vehicle, with 
some also coming by bike or foot.  Some other visitors on foot or bike come from the west, 
joining the end of the road at Ballochan having walked or cycled along  the Fungle Right of 
Way from either Tarfside to the south or Aboyne to the north. Recent repairs and 
improvements to the southern Fungle path, carried out by BCT as part of the East Cairngorms 
Access Project may be expected to lead to some increase in numbers of people using that 
route.    
 
Only a small number of visitors to date come over the main hill track linking the Forest of 
Birse and Glencat or the two other less obvious hill tracks coming over from Ballogie.  Few 
visitors ever come to the North Hill over the moorland catchment boundaries from the south, 
(for example, down the Glaspits track). 
 

3.3 Natural Character 
 
For most members of the public visiting the North Hill, it has a very "natural" character.  One 
key feature of this is the self-sown woodlands and the way they are spreading 'naturally' near 
the river and over the hills to the north, with the open moorland on the hills to the south. 
 
This sense of 'naturalness' or 'wildness' is enhanced by the relative lack of artificial features, 
including the absence of plantations or fences, and small number of signs and other explicit 
indicators of management until the enclosed farmland comes into view at the head of the 
glen. 
 



 

 

The nature of the road, narrow and twisting, together with the informal character of the 
roadside spaces for parking, and other aspects, such as the extensive distant views that open 
up as visitors progress up the road, all encourage the sense of the Forest of Birse as a remote 
Highland glen. 
 

4 LOCATIONAL CONTEXT 
 
 
The locational context of the North Hill can be viewed at three levels from the point of view 
of visitor management:  Deeside, Mid Deeside and local:- 
 

4.1 Deeside 
 
Deeside, both in its own right and more generally as part of the Cairngorms National Park 
area, is a national destinations for visitors and countryside access is a major activity for these 
visitors. 
 
Birse can be considered the most easterly parish in the Highlands, whether physically (eg. 
most easterly hill in Scotland over 2000 feet), ecologically (eg. Scotland's most easterly 
native pinewood and nesting golden eagles) or in historical and cultural terms. 
 
However, the fact that the Forest of Birse is up a tributary glen outwith the main Dee valley is 
likely to continue to limit the number of tourists visiting it and to mean that most visitors are 
on day trips from Banchory, Aberdeen and surrounding districts. 
 

4.2 Mid Deeside 
 
For visitors coming up Deeside from the east, the Forest of Birse is the closest area of its kind 
- a tributary glen up a single track, no through road with extensive native woodlands and 
open heather moorland. 
 
The Forest of Birse is the first in sequence of three such adjoining glens along South Deeside 
and at a point when north of the Dee continues to be predominantly agricultural land, 
plantations and settlements.  The other two glens in the sequence are Glen Tanar and Glen 
Muick, both of which are better known than the Forest of Birse, are accessed directly off the 
main Dee valley and receive over 40,000 and 100,000 visitors each year respectively.   
 
The number of visitors to the Forest of Birse is around 15,000 per year (see 4 below) and low 
in comparison to Glen Tanar and Glen Muick.  The Forest is located between their high 
visitor numbers and the centres of population to the east. 
 
The three glens, while sharing many physical attributes, offer different visitor experiences: 
Glen Muick - there is a long drive in, with little opportunity to stop before the large car park 
and very ordered environment at the top of the glen; 
Glen Tanar - when visitors enter the glen, they are absorbed into a highly organised, rangered 
and interpreted environment; 



 

 

Forest of Birse - visitors more or less have to discover the glen, there are many informal 
roadside spaces to park in and, more generally, visitors have a sense of making their own 
choices in a relatively natural environment. 
 
Thus, the three glens are a sequence in which numbers increase east to west while, from the 
point of view of most visitors' experience, "naturalness" or "informality" decrease. 
 

4.3 Local 
 
As visitors progress up the road towards the Forest of Birse from the east, they enter the 
Forest of Birse Commonty when they cross the Finlets burn.  This legally defined boundary 
appears no more than a ditch culverted under the road and, with no obvious change in the 
self-sown woodlands either side of the boundary, most visitors are unaware they have crossed 
from Finzean into the Forest of Birse. 
 
For most visitors, the Forest of Birse appears to start near Finzean Sawmill when, after the 
relatively open valley and fields of Finzean, the hills sides close in and the environment 
becomes dominated by self-sown woodlands while the road reduces to single track. 
 
The environment from the Sawmill to the Commonty shares many of the attributes of the 
start of the North Hill, including the informal roadside spaces for parking, and is also an 
environment in which BCT is involved through its ownership of the Sawmill and Bucket 
Mill. 
 
At the west end of the North Hill, where path access connects to the Fungle and via it, to 
other routes such as the Firmounth and Church Road, BCT also has an involvement.  This is 
both directly through its rights over the whole Commonty and indirectly through its interests 
elsewhere in the parish - in the management of the Forestry Commission’s  Balfour Wood 
through which the Church Road passes. 
 

5 PATTERNS OF USE 
 

5.1 Sites 
 
From the point of visitor management, the North Hill can be considered to consist of two 
environments, three lengths and four main sites. 
 
The two environments are, firstly, the roadside / river strip up the floor of the glen and, 
secondly, the woodlands and open moorland to the north of the road.  The road / riverine strip 
can be divided into three lengths of different character: 
 
(a)  the Finlets length from the Commonty entrance to the Stripe Burn, which is the length 
where the road is closest to the river and the informal parking spaces are most concentrated.   
 
(b)  the Bogturk length from the Stripe Burn to the bend where the agricultural land at the 
head of the Forest comes into view.  This length is further away from the river and has only 
one main parking space - the area at the bridge over the Bogturk Burn.   



 

 

 
(c)  the final, Kirk Woods length runs along well above the river to the parking area near the 
Forest of Birse Kirk, where visitors either stop to visit the Kirk or go a walk to the west, or 
else just turn round to drive back down the Forest. 
 
Within these lengths, there are four main sites used by visitors:  the entrance / first parking by 
the river;  the relatively large parking area off the road before the Stripe Burn; the Bogturk 
crossing & the parking area near the Kirk. 
 

5.2 Activities 
 
Visitors mainly come at weekends and principally during the period April/May to September 
/October.  While there is no survey data on visitor activity in the Forest, the pattern is 
reasonably clear.  They engage in three main activities:-  informal recreation at the riverside, 
visiting the Forest of Birse Kirk or parking in various places and going for a walk. 
Traditionally most walkers parked near the Kirk and walked to the west.  However increasing 
numbers are now seen walking on to the North Hill to enjoy the exercise, the views and the 
wildlife. 
 
Some visitors may do more than one of these activities on a visit. However, the indications 
are that different types of visitors do the different activities.  The people walking to the west 
may visit the Kirk, but tend not to stop lower down.  Most visitors to the Kirk are either older 
people or more distant tourists, both usually with connections with the area and both 
normally coming with the Kirk as an intended end destination.  The visitors involved in 
informal recreation at the riverside tend to be younger and often with families.  
 
There are a range of other visitors to the North Hill.  These include, for example, a significant 
number of cyclists, making circular trips to and from the valley of the River Dee, and others 
with more specialist interests (eg. ornithologists and other naturalists). 
 

5.3 Numbers 
 
There is baseline data on the numbers of visitors currently coming to the Forest of Birse and 
recent trends.  At present there are two main sources:  visitor books from the Forest Kirk and 
the results from a traffic counter installed by BCT in 2000.  In addition, there are also the 
views of local individuals with many years experience of the Forest of Birse. 
 
(a)  Visitor Books 
 
When BCT first became involved with the management of the North Hill in 1999, it took an 
interest in the visitor books in the Forest of Birse Kirk.  BCT collected together the old visit 
books that were scattered around in the Kirk, many of them very damp and in deteriorating 
condition.  BCT also donated a new book as the most recent one at the Kirk was full. 
 
As part of this exercise, it became clear that there was an almost complete 35 year run of 
visitor books from 1964 to present and with only a few months missing (due to delays in a 
fresh book being provided when a previous one was full). 
 



 

 

BCT therefore analysed the records by totalling the number of people signing the book each 
month.  For the analysis, conventions were adopted to provide consistent standards month to 
month and year to year in the numbers counted for different types of entries (such as "J.Smith 
& family").  It was judged that, despite the variables involved, the length and relatively full 
run of books might give useful information about visitor numbers and trends. 
 
The results of the analysis, involving over 80,000 entries, show a clear trend, with a steady 
decline in the number of people signing the visitor books over the 35 year period.  Thus, in 
the decade 1965-1974, around 3,000 people a year signed the books while now the total is 
half that at around 1,500 a year. 
 
The numbers say nothing about the actual number of people visiting the Forest, as not all 
visitors reach the Kirk or even if they do, then sign the visitor book.  The clear downward 
trend, if taken as representing the position with visitors to the Forest, also goes against the 
views of experienced local observers.  Most tend to suggest that visitor numbers have stayed 
relatively constant over the last twenty years and none suggest a significant decline. 
 
The trend in the visitor books is, however, believed to reflect the changing composition of the 
visitors to the Forest.  It is thought that, traditionally, a higher proportion of visitors came to 
the Forest with the Kirk as their intended end destination and, correspondingly, they were 
also more likely to have some connection (eg. family history) with the parish. 
 
The local impression in 1999 that overall visitor numbers had not increased, and may 
possibly have even declined slightly, also links to this change in composition.  Thus, a higher 
proportion of visitors to mid Deeside from Banchory and Aberdeen may have limited 
familiarity with the wider area, and so drive straight up Deeside to the better known sites of 
Glen Tanar and Glen Muick. 
 
 
 
(b)  Traffic Counter 
 
In January 2000, to start to get systematic data on visitor numbers to the Forest of Birse, BCT 
installed a traffic counter on the Forest road just past Finzean Sawmill. This has now been 
operational for five years.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
The levels of use over the five years have shown an increase from 14,000-15000 vehicle trips 
per year for 2001 increasing to around 20,000 vechicle trips per year . 
 
Averaged over the years, approximately 17,000 vehicles went in & out of the Forest (ie. circa 
34,000 records on the counter).  The consistent baseline of local use seems to account for 
around half of this - based on an estimated daily average of 20 in & outs from the counter 
data (ie. 40 records), or 140 journeys per week from the four permanently occupied houses, 
two part time residences, post van, school bus, BCT, local estate workers and so on totalling 
9,000 inward vehicle movements 



 

 

 
Taking away the local traffic from the overall total, gives an annual total of approximately 
8,000 visitor vehicles, concentrated at week-ends.  At a conventional average vehicle 
occupancy of 2.5, this suggests c.20,000 visitors per year (excluding cyclists and others with 
no vehicle). 
 
Peak traffic flows occur at the weekends in the summer months May – August with full 
capacity reached in fine summer weather and at Aberdeen local holiday weekends. A notable 
trend over the 5 year period has been for the number of off- season visitors to increase. For 
example, January and February 2003 showed surprisingly high traffic flow. 
 
While these figures must be treated with caution, they are indicative of the order of 
magnitude of visitor numbers to the Forest of Birse.  The figure is an increase on the very 
approximate estimate of 11,500 - 15,000 made in BCT's original Environmental Statement 
for the North Hill WGS applications. 
 
The figure for visitors to the Forest of Birse is a little over half the number for Glen Tanar 
(40,000+) which, in turn is nearly half the total for Glen Muick (100,000+). 
 



 

 

6 AIMS & OBJECTIVES 
 
 

6.1 Overall Aims 
 
All BCT's management aims "to promote the common good of the inhabitants of Birse parish 
and deliver wider public benefits". 
 
Within that context and as stated in the North Hill Woodland Management Plan, BCT's 
overall aim for the North Hill is: "to manage and expand the Commonty pinewoods to 
safeguard and enhance their natural character for local community benefits and wider public 
benefits." 
 
The Management Plan then has four Primary Objectives.  The first three are:- 
 

  -   To fulfil all the Trust's contractual and other legal obligations that relate to the North Hill; 
 

  -   To enhance the natural character of the existing native woodlands on the North Hill by    
         felling non-native trees and planting local origin native broadleaves; 
 

  -   To expand the area of established native woodland on the North Hill by natural  
        regeneration without the use of fences; 
 
The fourth Primary Objective and Overall Aim for visitor management on the North Hill is: 
   To enhance the quality of experience of the public visiting the North Hill by improvements 
to the amenity along the Forest of Birse road. 
 
 

6.2 Compatibility of Objectives 
 
In seeking to fulfil its overall aim for visitor management on the North Hill, BCT's first main 
objective is to ensure that its visitor management is compatible with its other objectives for 
site. 
 
This applies in particular to the following:- 
 

(a)  legal obligations - including the interests of the other two parties with rights under the 
terms of the North Hill Management Agreement; 
 

(b)  protection and regeneration of woodlands - including avoiding undue risk of fire and 
disturbance to deer control; 
 

(c)  natural heritage conservation - including avoiding undue disturbance to legally protected 
nesting birds; 
 

(d)  neighbours interests - including avoiding undue disturbance to the interests of adjoining 
land owners (Finzean, Auchabrack & Ballogie, Ballochan & Forest of Birse Kirk). 
 

(e)  members interests - including recognition that BCT's local members have more direct 
rights as visitors to the area than the public generally. 
 



 

 

In addition, while the overall aim is focused along the Forest road and there will be no 
specific management for visitors in the remaining parts of the North Hill (north of road and 
south of river), a positive approach will be taken to walkers there.  This is in terms of both the 
general standards of land management and any direct contact with them (see 6.4 below). 
 

6.3 Quality of Experience 
 
In terms of the Overall Aim of improving the quality of experience for visitors, BCT has four 
further main objectives: 
 

(a)  safety - to maintain and enhance the safety of visitors to the site with particular reference 
to accidental fires, road use, shooting for deer control and tree felling; 
 

(b)  carrying capacity -  to maintain the site's current visitor capacity as determined by the 
existing availability of parking spaces; 
 

(c)  natural character -  to maintain and enhance the natural character of the site in terms of 
both ecological management and limiting the number signs and other artificial features; 
 

(d)  positive contact -  to ensure high standards of contact with visitors as well as appropriate 
levels of liaison with other key interests. 
 



 

 

7 POLICIES & PRESCRIPTIONS 
 
 

7.1 Public Safety 
 
(a)  Fires 
 
BCT has developed a comprehensive Fire Plan for the North Hill.  The implementation of the 
Plan will both reduce the risk of accidental fires and improve effectiveness in dealing with 
any that occur. 
 
The Plan necessitates a number of measures that will directly affect visitors' experience of the 
site including:-  cutting back roadside whins to limit any fire 'jumping' the road, strips of 
muirburn on the north side of the road as firebreaks, fire warning signs, stands of fire beaters 
and fire patrols at times of high fire risk. 
 
Accidental fires will tend to spread north away from the location of most visitors, and are 
therefore of limited direct threat to visitor safety.  However, two particular issues addressed 
by the Fire Plan in the interests of visitor safety are limiting visitor involvement in fire 
fighting and the management of traffic on the road.  The periods of greatest fire risk tend to 
coincide with the greatest visitor numbers and there is the risk of road congestion in the event 
of a major fire prompting visitors to leave the Forest at the time fire fighting appliances and 
personnel are arriving. 
 
(b)  Road 
 
The speed of vehicles along the Forest of Birse road tend to be relatively slow because of the 
nature of the road - single track and many bends.  To further facilitate road safety, BCT will 
maintain its policy of cutting back roadside vegetation where this unduly restricts lines of 
sight at bends or parking spaces. 
 
At times of peak visitor numbers in particular, some cars may be parked in ways that restrict 
the use of passing places or reduce road safety.  If those acting on BCT's behalf come across 
any of these instances, they will seek to have the owners of the vehicles move them to a more 
satisfactory position. 
 
(c)  Shooting 
 
Deer control throughout the year is a key commitment to protect the natural regeneration of 
the pinewood and is carried out by Ballogie Estate under the terms of the North Hill 
Management Agreement.  BCT will continue to liaise with the Estate to ensure that all 
shooting by those acting on their behalf is carried out to the highest contemporary standards 
of public safety.  Where appropriate, this will include posting warning notices while deer 
control is being undertaken. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

(d)  Tree Felling 
 
BCT will be undertaking very limited tree felling on the North Hill in the coming years.  
However, on all occasions, full safety precautions will be observed. 
 

7.2 Carrying Capacity 
 
(a)  Visitor Numbers 
 
BCT will continue to operate the traffic counter near Finzean Sawmill and analyse the results 
to improve its knowledge of visitor numbers, patterns and trends.  It will supplement the 
traffic counter information with sample surveys of additional factors including car occupancy 
rates, visitor stay times and parking space uptake on peak visitor days.  
 
It is recognised that over and above factors which may already be influencing trends in visitor 
numbers to the Forest of Birse, the Cairngorms National Park, the new access legislation and 
moves more generally to encourage public access to the countryside could be significant. 
 
(b) Parking Spaces 
 
The number of existing parking spaces along the Forest road is a key limiting factor in visitor 
capacity to the North Hill, although there is some scope for cars to be parked at places not 
recognised as spaces. 
 
BCT has reduced one parking space north of the road to a passing place as part of its fire 
protection measures.  BCT's policy is otherwise to maintain the existing number and extent of 
parking spaces (with 29 main spaces capable of holding at least 50 cars at any one time). 
 
BCT's experience is that, at present, the number of visitors (/cars) only approaches this limit 
on very few occasions (eg. a holiday weekend combined with a period of fine weather in 
advance of it).  At all other times, visitors can find somewhere to park. 
 
BCT also believes the limit tends to work relatively well in terms of visitor experience.  At 
peak times, when most spaces are full, visitors looking for somewhere to park drive up the 
Forest with the hope that there will be an empty space 'round the next corner'.  Even if they 
reach the top and have to come back down, there is the hope that someone will have moved 
out creating a space.  If there is in fact no space, the visitors are back down near the Sawmill 
before the lack of a space is apparent.  This experience contrasts, for example, with the Glen 
Muick type of experience - long drive in, car park full, long drive out. 
 
BCT's policy of not increasing the capacity to cope with the few occasions when it is needed, 
is supported by the other parties with rights over the North Hill, local community interests, 
the FC, MFST and SNH.  This is because of the limited requirement for any increase and the 
potential impact any significant increase at peak times might have on the amenity (including 
visitor enjoyment) and safety of the site. 
 
The policy has been linked to avoiding any direct promotion to the public of the Forest of 
Birse as a visitor destination.  It is recognised, however, that BCT's involvement does itself 
lead to some increase in visits by its members (the local community) and possibly others 



 

 

through BCT's newsletters and public profile more generally. It is also recognised that core 
path networks are expected to be developed in the future and that some of the tracks on the 
North Hill may be included in the core path network for Birse. As a consequence they would 
feature on the core path network map which will be well publicised. 
 
The total number of visitors per year has nevertheless increased over the past 5 years. This 
would appear to be due to an increased number of visits in the autumn and winter months. 
The fine dry frosty weather of February 2003 may well account for a high level of visitors in 
that month. Milder winters also have the effect of encouraging more people tovisit the 
countryside as the roads remain open. Winter visitors, it is assumed, will be more active than 
the typical summer picnickners. 
 

7.3 Natural Character 
 
The 'natural character' of the North Hill is the essence of its attraction to the local community 
and, it is believed, most visitors.  BCT's objective is to maintain and enhance that natural 
character. 
 
Whilst people tend to say that they like the Forest of Birse / North Hill the way it is, it is not a 
static environment but an evolving landscape.  Management will continue to encourage the 
gradual natural regeneration and expansion of self-sown trees on the North Hill which has 
been going on since the 19th century.  There will continue to be a mosaic of woodland, 
scattered trees and open moorland and existing views will change only slowly and to a 
limited extent.  The expansion of woodland, for example, is essentially to the north of the 
road where there are very limited views in any event, and the views over the open moorlands 
to the south will remain.  Also, the lengths of the river where riverine woodlands need most 
regeneration for ecological reasons, are also those places from Bogturk westwards where the 
road is furthest back from the river and significantly higher than it. 
 
It is also recognised that the North Hill provides valuable habitat for capercaillie and other 
moorland birds. Increasing visitor numbers could have a detrimental impact on wildlife 
habitat if not properly managed. The RSPB have been consulted and they have agreed that 
the best policy would be to channel visitors into certain parts of the North Hill by providing 
better footpaths. It is expected that areas of the hill not served with footpaths will remain 
relatively undisturbed. 
 
BCT has a number of specific policies and related management actions to maintain and 
enhance the natural character of the North Hill. 
 
(a)  Parking Spaces 
 
BCT's policy is to maintain the surface of the existing parking spaces in a good condition and 
as having a natural appearance. 
 
BCT has removed the boulders that had been placed in parking spaces some years ago and 
partially buried them in a well landscaped fashion, so that they prevent vehicular access 
where that might caused river bank erosion and yet are no longer visually intrusive or 
unwelcoming. 
 



 

 

BCT has also carried out working using on-site materials to improve the surfaces where 
necessary of parking spaces, so that they are no longer rutted or pot-holed. 
 
 
(b)  Signs  
 
BCT's policy is to keep the number of signs on the north hill to a minimum compatible with 
other management needs. 
 
BCT has replaced three old and somewhat 'visitor unfriendly' signs with new fire warning 
signs that are replicas of the traditional and relatively familiar FC fire signs.  At present, the 
two standard format East Grampian Deer Management Group signs about deer management 
have been retained, but they may be replaced by improved signs in due course. 
 
BCT has cleaned out Peter Brown's old commemorative roadside well (water trough) and 
cleared around it to make its location more apparent.  BCT has also added a commemorative 
cairn at the entrance of the Commonty / North Hill.  While this is in part a boundary marker, 
it also commemorates the historic settlement in 1999 over the Forest of Birse Commonty and 
BCT's MFS Project, which made an important contribution to achieving that settlement.   
 
(c)  Litter 
 
BCT's policy is to keep the site reasonably free of litter, as it is unsightly and on occasions 
dangerous either to humans or wildlife. 
 
BCT has removed the three Council rubbish bins that were on site, as they were out of 
character with the site and appeared to be encouraging more litter to be left on site.  BCT 
operates instead a system of two main hand rubbish collections along the Forest road each 
year in March/April & October / November.  Additional collections have also been carried 
out on two occasions to tidy up particular instances of dumped rubbish. 
 
When BCT started its hand collections of rubbish, there was old bottles, tins and other 
rubbish on the land away from the former bin sites.  Since clearing that backlog and in the 
two years to date, the volume of rubbish collected each time has reduced compared to the 
year before.  There is also no doubt that the total volume of rubbish being removed by BCT 
from the whole road length, is much less than that by the Council when they had their bins in 
position.   
 
(d)  Fences  
 
BCT's policy is to remove all fences from the North Hill as they are unsightly and on 
occasions hazardous.   
 
BCT has removed several hundred metres of derelict wiring fencing to date and the only 
remaining length is some old, partially derelict cleft stave fencing on the south side of the 
road at the Kirk Woods.  BCT is clarifying the status of this fence before potentially 
removing it.  
 
The other fences on the North Hill are dykes.  There are two short lengths on the roadside 
above steep slopes.  These are in good condition and will be maintained as and when 



 

 

necessary.  The only other dykes are around the former school croft.  BCT's will repair the 
old garden dyke near the Forest Kirk, if investigations suggest that it is practical to do so. 
 
(e)  Tracks  
 
BCT's policy is to maintain the existing hills tracks and river crossings in good condition, 
while preventing the creation of any new ones. 
 
BCT has closed off to vehicular traffic and re-instated the new hill track that was emerging 
through use just north of the Forest Kirk.  The track leading from the public road at the 
Bogturk Bridge over Finlets hill and back doen to the publick road at the foot of the Burn of 
Finlets has been upgraded in the past 5 years to prevent rutting and erosion form becoming a 
serious problem. This has lead to an increase in the use of this track by walkers and regular 
visitors to the Forest have expressed a wish for a longer circular walks. 
 
It is therefore proposed to upgrade a section of the old track leading from Burnfoot over into 
Glencat to a reasonable walking standard. It is further proposed to upgrade the path along the 
northern boundary of the North Hill. The path here is at present rutted muddy and passes over 
several sections of soft peaty ground. It is anticipated that an improved path will prevent any 
further damage to the ground. Finaly it is proposed to upgrade the short section of path north 
of the Forest Kirk. This will provide the opportunity for a circular walk from the Forest Kirk 
car park, up the Glencat road and back down to the Burnfoot road end. The total length of 
paths to be constructed comes to approximately 4,360 metres. These are marked with a dot-
dash red line on the attached map. 
 
 

7.4 Positive Contact 
 
BCT's policy is to ensure that all interactions with visitors by BCT representatives, including 
anyone carrying management activities on the North Hill, is as positive and constructive as 
reasonably possible. 
 
Towards this end, BCT's target is to provide those most likely to have contact with visitors 
with countryside ranger training.  This includes in particular the individuals involved in fire 
patrols, deer control and 'wardening'. 
 
This 'wardening' involves the need for periodic visits to the site outwith peak visitor and fire 
risk periods.  The purpose of these visits is to keep a general eye on the well being of the site 
and visitors to it (eg. to watch for barbecues or other issues related to safety and site damage).   
 
BCT believes the site itself does not warrant a countryside ranger service as such and that 
such engagement of visitors might be considered out of character with the intended visitor 
experience.  Similarly, BCT has no plans at present to provide on-site interpretation other 
than at the entrance cairn. 
 
Under this positive contact objective, BCT will also maintain direct liaison over the site with 
all the other parties with relevant interests in it.  These include, over & above the two other 
parties with legal rights, the local community associations, FC, RSPB, Council roads 
department and others. 
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