Trial seasonal signs to promote responsible
access and dog walking around Carrbridge
Part of the Carrbridge Capercaillie Conservation Strategy

Background

Trial sign for dog walkers

In 2019, 247 residents from Carrbridge and the
vicinity completed a questionnaire to share their views
about capercaillie conservation. The data from the
questionnaire was used to develop the Carrbridge
Capercaillie Conservation Strategy.
The data identified:
• A perception that disturbance by dogs is the
most important threat to capercaillie (along with
lack of suitable habitat)
• The highest level of consensus exists for
promoting responsible access and dog walking
and creating safe spaces for capercaillie
• A willingness to follow local signage for the
benefit of capercaillie and to voluntarily avoid a
capercaillie area during sensitive times of year

In response to the findings above, an action to collaborate
on new signage with landowners and relevant organisations
was included in the Carrbridge Capercaillie Conservation
Strategy, which the community were consulted on.
The Carrbridge Capercaillie Group then produced two
seasonal signs to trial during the 2021 capercaillie
breeding season. The signs were produced following
an audit of all signs across the National Park related to
capercaillie (and other ground nesting birds), and with
guidance from the Access Authority, Police Scotland and
Seafield & Strathspey Estates.
Prior to the trial signs being installed, the Carrbridge
Capercaillie Group shared them with the community
via the Carrbridge Capercaillie Newsletter and invited
residents to share their views on the signs.

Disturbance, and in particular disturbance by dogs, is well
recognised as being one of the most significant factors in
population decline. Research shows that walkers, when
accompanied by dogs, flush birds more frequently and
free roaming dogs trigger a flushing response 100% of the
time, so signs asking people to please keep their dogs on
a lead in sensitive areas at sensitive times are not uncommon, having been used throughout the National Park for a
number of years, including around Carrbridge.

The Carrbridge Capercaillie Conservation Strategy also
includes other actions to promote responsible access,
including proposals to make areas around the village that
are less sensitive for capercaillie even nicer places to be
with improved trails and way-marking.

The trial sign above was designed to replace the previous signage around the village (overleaf) with a new, standardised format. Changing the design and look of a sign is
one way to combat sign blindness; the presence of someone drawing peoples’ attention to the signs can also help.

Carrbridge, a community working together to make sure capercaillie will be in Scotland
for everyone, forever. Passionate about playing our small part in global wildlife survival.

Trial sign for birdwatchers & photographers
People keen to see capercaillie lekking have long been
aware of potential places to do this in the National Park,
including around Carrbridge.
Capercaillie are protected under UK law. This means that
it is an offence to knowingly disturb capercaillie whilst they
are lekking. Disturbance at lek sites can make the difference between the birds breeding or not, and cause birds to
abandon the lek site, never to return.
The Carrbridge Capercaillie Group were approached by
members of the local birding community concerned about
the historical issue of people looking for capercaillie lekking
around Carrbridge. Carrbridge residents also expressed
concern through the public consultation on the Carrbridge
Capercaillie Conservation Strategy.

Previous signage around the village

The trial signs were installed on Seafield &
Strathspey Estates. From April to August the
Communtiy Ranger monitored the signs and
helped to increase people’s awareness of them.
Below are some of the interactions they had:
• A local resident walking their dog explained that
they do not tend to use a lead because their dog
is elderly and stays close to heel.
• A professional dog walker with two dogs both
on leads was happy to adhere to the signage.
• A couple walking their dog on a lead explained
that they had started their walk with their dog off
lead until they encountered the trial sign, which
encouraged them to put their dog on a lead for
the duration of the walk.
• A lost dog was encountered near one of the trial
signs. The owner arrived with two other dogs
and refused to put any of the dogs on leads or
engage when offered alternative walking areas
where dogs could be off lead.
• A visitor with their dog off lead was encouraged
by the sign and a conversation with the Community Ranger to put their dog on a lead before
entering a pine forest.

In response, the Carrbridge Capercaillie Group worked
with Police Scotland to develop the trial sign below. It is the
first of its kind for capercaillie. A similar sign endorsed by
Police Scotland was installed at Avielochan to address
the issue of persistent disturbance to breeding Slavonian
grebes. Disturbance decreased once the sign was installed.

From April to mid-August the Community Ranger monitored
the areas where the trial signage below was installed. No
disturbance issues were reported. Only two people were
encountered throughout the monitoring period including a
birder who had travelled to the area and was encouraged
by the Community Ranger to re-think their plans in order to
avoid potentially committing a wildlife crime.

Some residents also felt the signs were in contravention
of the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003. In response, the
CNPA provided the following points of clarification as the
designated body responsible for implementation of the
Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003.

Are the trial signs in contravention of section
14 of the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003?
No. The trial signs are not an obstruction to outdoor
access rights under section 14 of the Land Reform
(Scotland) Act 2003. The signs do not seek to prevent or deter the public from legitimately accessing
an area. The signs are advisory in nature and the
use of language is appropriate.

Are the trial signs compliant with the advice
set out in the Scottish Outdoor Access Code?
Yes. The signs are compliant with guidance set
out in the Scottish Outdoor Access Code.

Feedback from the community
Carrbridge residents took the opportunity to share their
views about both of the trial signs as invited to do so by
the Carrbridge Capercaillie Group.
Some residents felt the trial sign for dog walkers was an
improvement on the previous signage around the village
in terms of look and feel. One felt dog walkers would benefit more from friendly advice, rather than instructions.
Some residents reported that they felt intimidated by the
trial sign for birdwatchers and photographers, even though
the sign was installed in such a way that other woodland
users would not see the signs unless they went off path.
One resident felt there had been a lack of consultation
over the content of the signs and their installation.

The requirement for signage at the locations
around Carrbridge is supported by the Cairngorms Local Outdoor Access Forum. The signage is consistent with the National Access Forum’s guidance on “Managing access with dogs
in protected areas to safeguard breeding birds”
that cites the Code; specifically the section that
states that as a responsible access taker caring
for the environment you must “follow any agreed
information aimed at preventing significant disturbance to protected plants, birds or other animals”.
Under “Nature Reserves and other Conservation
Areas” the Code states that “access rights extend to these places but remember that they are
carefully managed for nature conservation and to
safeguard rare animals and plants. Take care to
avoid damaging the site or disturbing its wildlife,
or interfering with its management or enjoyment
by others. Depending on your activity, you might
be requested to follow a specific route or to avoid
exercising access rights in a specific area: following such local guidance can help to safeguard the
natural heritage of these areas.”

Conclusions
Overall, the number of people encountered throughout
the monitoring period for the trial signs was low. Covid-19
travel restrictions were in place until the end of April and
may well have had an influence. During the monitoring
period an aggressive male capercaillie also appeared
near Grantown on Spey attracting considerable attention
from birdwatchers and photographers. The bird may have
drawn people interested in seeing capercaillie away from
other well known sites around Carrbridge.
The experiences of the Community Ranger interacting
with members of the public around the trial signs were
broadly positive and the majority of people were happy to
adhere to the signage.
Looking ahead to the next capercaillie breeding season it
is recommended that contact is made with all landowners
around Carrbridge to invite wider use of the signs aimed
at dog walkers and provide more consistency to signage
around the village, and residents should, again, be made
aware of the seasonal signs before they are installed.
Thank you to Carrbridge residents for sharing their
views and for their support adhering to the trial signs
to help keep capercaillie safe.

