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

Another trial period ended in August for the seasonal 
signage illustrated below which was developed 
last year as part of the Carrbridge Capercaillie 
Conservation Strategy. The signage is designed 
to encourage responsible enjoyment in capercaillie 
areas around Carrbridge during the capercaillie 
breeding season. 

This year, 77% of dog walkers encountered by the 
Community Ranger adhered to the signage that asks 
people to keep their dogs on a lead in capercaillie 
areas (Figure 1); and 30% of people encountered by 
the Community Ranger adhered to the signage that 
asks people to avoid a capercaillie area (Figure 2).

The headlines                                                           Background 
In 2019, 247 Carrbridge residents completed a 
questionnaire to share their views about capercaillie 
conservation. The data from the questionnaire 
was used to develop the Carrbridge Capercaillie 
Conservation Strategy and identified that residents 
felt disturbance by dogs is the greatest threat to 
capercaillie, along with lack of habitat. 

The data also identified a consensus for promoting 
responsible access, dog walking and creating safe 
spaces for capercaillie, and a willingness to follow 
local signage for the benefit of capercaillie and to 
voluntarily avoid capercaillie areas during sensitive 
times of year. 

Figure 1                                                                                       Figure 2



 

Trial sign for dog walkers

From April to August this year, the Community 
Ranger encouraged dog walkers to follow the 
signage illustrated above (and in Figure 1). 77% of 
dog walkers encountered did just that; they either 
had their dogs on a lead already, or they put their 
dogs on a lead when they reached the sign and were 
generally happy to do so. Those that chose not to 
included people with multiple dogs and people who 
routinely visit the same capercaillie areas with dogs. 
This could mean that the relatively small number of 
people that chose not to follow the signage are  having 
a disproportionately high impact on capercaillie 
and other ground nesting birds in the area due to 
the number of dogs they exercise off lead and the 
frequency of their visits.

In a new report by the NatureScot Scientific Advisory 
Committee, disturbance particularly by dogs is cited 
as one of the most significant factors in capercaillie 
population decline, alongside predation. Research 
shows that lone dogs can trigger a flushing response 
in  birds  100%  of  the  time  and  this  could  include Figure 3

NatureScot recognises and supports the 
Carrbridge Capercaillie Group’s work on 
signage in the Carrbridge area and welcomes 
this report of the work in 2022.

females incubating eggs or with chicks. If left 
unattended, both eggs and chicks are at greater risk 
of death by hypothermia or being eaten by predators.

As was the case last year, the trial signs were locat-
ed in designated and non-designated sites used by 
capercaillie. This year, a new landmanager to the trial 
chose to use the trial signs for dog walkers instead 
of the signage they have previously used, illustrated 
in Figure 3. Feedback from residents led to an old 
‘No dogs’ sign being removed in the Docharn area 
and an additional trial sign was installed within Carr 
Plantation to help people see more clearly the start 
and end of the dogs-on-lead area. The location of all 
the trial signs will be reviewed again in response to 
this feedback. As was the case last year, some of the 
trial signs were vandalised and stolen. 



 

Next steps
The Carrbridge Capercaillie Group will discuss 
the findings of this year’s trial with the Cairngorms 
National Park Authority, Police Scotland, Seafield 
& Strathspey Estates and NatureScot. They will 
consider the findings in the context of the latest brood 
survey around Carrbridge, conducted this August, 
which found hens but no chicks and the latest national 
survey which has estimated that there are now only 
542 capercaillie in Scotland. 

542 birds is the lowest recorded level since the start 
of the national survey in 1992 – 1994 and 51% lower 
than the 2015/16 estimate. This decline is being 
fueled by a combination of factors as outlined in the 
recent NatureScot Scientific Advisory Committee 
report. The report highlighted that if the capercaillie 
population continues to decline, the species could be 
lost to Scotland within two to three decades. 

Following a thorough review of the scientific evidence, 
the report advises that current breeding success is 
too low to allow the population to recover. Improving 
the survival of eggs and young chicks is therefore 
critical and the trial signage is designed to make it 
easier for us all to do just that.

 

 

Trial sign for birdwatchers & photographers
Compared to last year, when a national lockdown 
was in place, more birdwatchers and photographers 
were found in capercaillie areas around Carrbridge; 
3 were encountered last year compared to 17 this 
year. Of those 17, 12 were at risk of committing a 
wildlife crime by intentionally disturbing breeding 
capercaillie as they had seen but chose to ignore 
the trial signs illustrated below (and in Figure 2). In 
response, Police Scotland maintained a presence in 
key areas with the Community Ranger. Separately, 
a birdwatcher was arrested for knowingly disturbing 
a capercaillie lek site near Grantown. 

The Cairngorms National Park Authority 
as the designated body responsible 
for implementation of the Land Reform 
(Scotland) Act 2003 confirmed that the 
trial signs are not an obstruction to outdoor 
access rights under section 14 of the 
Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 and 
are compliant with guidance set out in the 
Scottish Outdoor Access Code.

Birdwatchers and photographers who want to see 
capercaillie lekking have long been aware of plac-
es to do this in the National Park. Birdwatchers and 
photographers disturbing lek sites as a result is not a 
new issue. Capercaillie are protected under UK law. 
This means that it is a criminal offence to knowingly 
disturb capercaillie whilst they are lekking. Distur-
bance at lek sites can make the difference between 
the birds breeding or not.

Thank you to everyone that followed 
the trial signage this year and played a 
part in helping to look after capercaillie. 


