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Welcome to the 8th and final edition of the Machair LIFE+ Project Newsletter
Machair LIFE+ staff are employees of RSPB Scotland, Managing Partner for the Project, working in partnership with Scottish Natural
Heritage, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar and the Scottish Crofting Federation. Our office can be found in the CRP Building at East Camp,
Balivanich, Benbecula and our door is always open...
Please explore our Facebook page to find out what has been happening up to the minute and take part in any discussions ... 		
www.facebook.com/MachairLife and don’t forget you can also visit our website www.machairlife.org.uk

Machair LIFE+, a few reflections
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A review of our ground works and
machinery. Plus updates on seed
legislation and the future of crop
protection.
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The Machair LIFE+ Project Team on their EU exchange visit to Romania.
When we attended a few public
meetings in the Uists in the winter
of 2009, the weather outside was
pretty stormy. On occasion the
atmosphere inside was pretty stormy
too. We were left in no doubt that
the crofting population valued the
machair & were deeply concerned
about its future. It was also made
clear to us that there were significant
challenges that would need to be
addressed if crofting was to survive
and flourish on the machair.
We were told that goose damage was
making cropping unviable, we heard
that baler string and canvasses were
in short supply. Crofters told us that
it was difficult to access the SRDP
& that young people were not being
given enough encouragement to
get involved in crofting. We were
informed that whilst some contractor
services were readily available,
others were not.

We listened to these concerns
and whilst there are inevitable
constraints with any funding
programme, I believe we made
significant progress in either
addressing them, or helping to show
how they could be addressed in the
future. Rory MacGillivray and his
team showed that a well organised
and motivated team could minimise
crop damage from geese. The
work Angus & then Donald did
in partnership with townships
reaffirmed the value of seaweed as
a fertiliser. We helped get some old
binders going again and discovered
the frailties of the modern equivalent.
Seed drying and shallow ploughing
proved popular, as did rotovating
and our SRDP workshops. The
schoolchildren were enthusiastic
about our machair art courses and
produced fantastic art work which
hung in a gallery and scarecrows
which stood out in the fields.

We had great help and support from
SNH, The Comhairle, The Scottish
Crofting Federation, the schools, the
estates, SGRIPD & most of all the
crofting community of Uist. I think
it went better than we could have
hoped, or imagined and great credit
for that must go to the project staff.
My only regret is that it is all over so
soon. We achieved a lot, but if there
is a lesson, it is that managing a
resource as valuable and fragile as
the machair, involves a lot of people,
needs a lot of support and must be
subject to a long term approach.

What’s Happening
with the RSPB’s
Campaign for Crofting
in Parliament
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RSPB campaign for High Nature
Value Farming.

Crofting’s Next
Generation

Many thanks for your advice, support
& encouragement, on behalf of
the team and myself, it was much
appreciated.
George Campbell,
Director, RSPB North Scotland
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An update on education projects
and plans for a further crofting
course on Uist.
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A new SRDP in the making
Just
before
Christmas
the
Scottish Government published
a consultation on the next SRDP
and also proposed a budget
h t t p : / / w w w . s c o t l a n d . g o v. u k /
Publications/2013/12/7550. The big
picture is a £1.3bn budget for the
years 2014 – 2020 which includes
funds from a transfer of 9.5% from
Pillar 1 (direct subsidies). The run
up to Christmas saw much lobbying
of the Cabinet Secretary by both
sides as he sought opinions on
the transfer rate. RSPB Scotland
urged the Cabinet Secretary to
boost the money for wildlife-friendly
farming and crofting by increasing
this percentage to the maximum
allowable 15% but he stuck to his
original 9.5% proposal.
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£355m of the total budget will go
towards the Agri-EnvironmentClimate scheme. This pretty much
keeps agri-environment spending
level compared to the current
scheme so we are disappointed
that Government has not provided
extra funds to meet the greater

How will arable stacks fare?
demands on this pot of money.
However, Government is aiming to
improve the geographic targeting
of the options, making the money
work harder where the need is,
e.g. for corncrake conservation

in the Hebrides. Delivery on the
ground of measures to help wildlife
and the environment also get a
helping hand from proposals for a
£20m advice scheme, and support
for cooperative action. There

are options within the scheme
specifically aimed at crofters and
small farmers in addition to many
others being highly relevant.
But what else for crofters and the
future of the CCAGS? Support for
crofters remains but the scheme will
be widened to also support small
farms (3-50ha). Government has
bumped up the budget to £20m
and aims to make the scheme
work better. The expanded scheme
mainly involves providing capital
support in the form of grants but
interestingly will also include
support for Grazing Committees to
formally constitute themselves.
These are proposals at this stage
and the consultation ends on Feb
28th. Even after this date much
work is still needed to ensure the
new SRDP is well designed and
workable for farmers and crofters
before it starts (target date – 1 Jan
2015). RSPB Scotland will continue
to work with Government and
partners to influence this process
and ensure as much money as
possible flows to benefit wildlifefriendly farming and crofting.
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How will using seaweed as an organic fertiliser continue post ML under the new SRDP option?

Jim Densham
RSPB Senior Land Use Policy
Officer-Climate
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Ensuring Uist Corn For The Long-Term
One of the legacies of Machair
LIFE+ is an increased awareness of
the significance of the work crofters
are doing in maintaining Uist corn
through local seed production. Uist
‘corn’ is specifically adapted to the
difficult growing conditions of the
machair and is vital to crofters as a
source of winter fodder for livestock.
A unique and entirely self-reliant seed
system with three old corn varieties:
small oats, rye and bere, or Uist,
barley this informal seed production
system has been strengthened
during the Machair LIFE+ lifetime
materially by the purchase of a seed
dryer, by reaper-binder repairs and

demonstrations and by encouraging
crofters to grow more crops for seed,
amongst others.
A seed register of local suppliers
will be available to crofters this
spring from Carnan Stores and other
community outlets.
Project partner SCF has been
working hard to advocate local
seed production for crofting which
has led to recognition from national
authorities in Scotland and the UK of
the status of Uist corn as indigenous
“landraces”, or to use the technical
term: ‘plant genetic resources’.

This recognition is significant for
Uist crofters and has come just
in time, as EU seed legislation
is under revision and a new EC
Directive will be voted on in 2014,
restricting local and small-scale
seed production and resale to only
registered growers. Most recent
information suggests that Uist corn
will be kept outside this regulation,
based on ‘Article 2’ which defines
exclusions for those involved
in conservation of plant genetic
resources.
Hopefully
crofters
can continue seed production
without having to worry about
registration, certification and other

legal requirements which could be
seriously damaging to Uist crofters.
There are two other international
regulations protecting Uist Corn and
crofters. The Scottish Government
has ratified both, which are useful
in further supporting Uist corn (for
example by including seed saving
into the new SRDP option, as
proposed by RSPB and SCF).
The first is the Convention on
Biological Diversity (CBD), which
encourages
the
respect
and
preservation of traditional knowledge
concerning biodiversity and identifies
communities as sources of expertise
in biodiversity’s lasting conservation
(Article 8).
Dealing with cultivated biodiversity
is the International Treaty on Plant
Genetic Resources for Food and
Agriculture
(ITPGRFA),
which
declares farmers’ right to protect their
expertise, conserve, use, exchange
and sell seeds reproduced on-farm,
and to take part in national decisions
on biodiversity, subject to national
implementation
The treaty also
(Article 5) supports farmers and local
communities’ efforts to manage and
conserve ‘on-farm’ their plant genetic
resources for food and agriculture.
So hopefully, Uist seed will continue
to be shared amongst local crofters,
unhindered by legislation, for many
years to come.
Maria Scholten
Seed consultant and researcher
FURTHER INFORMATION:
Full text of the new EC Directive:
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/health_
consumer/pressroom/docs/
proposal_aphp_en.pdf )
A useful overview how international
regulations affect farmers’ seed:
http://www.bede-asso.org/lang/
angl/actu_EN/last_publications/
semences_reglementations_EN.pdf
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The Machair LIFE+ Seed Dryer at work.
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Machair LIFE+ Hitting it’s Targets
With only seaweed lifting left to
complete, the Project can reflect
on all the management works that
it has achieved over the years.
During the four-year period, working
with crofters on the machair, the
overarching aim has been to
improve the conditions for habitats
and species through positive
agricultural management practices
including:
• Increase the use of seaweed as a
natural fertiliser
• Provide and promote shallow
cultivation by plough or rotavator
• Encourage the harvesting of
arable crops with a reaper-binder
• Encourage the later cutting of
arable silage
• Increase the area of machair
used for arable crops
• Plus provide incentives to increase
quantities and quality of Uist
seed available each year through
payments such as the Arable Stack
Scheme for corn bunting.
The programme overall has paid
grants to crofters on Uist of over
£127K over the four years for the
management prescriptions of late

© RSPB

Machair LIFE+ rotavator.
cut arable silage, arable stacks and
the seed option.
Machair LIFE+ have also collected
seaweed for nearly every Western
township outwith any management
agreements. The total spreading
area last year is in the region of one
quarter of all the total Uist cultivate
machair per annum.
As an EU-funded project, all
works undertaken were audited

individually against annual and
overall targets which were devised
during the project set-up in 2010; the
project has exceeded these targets,
in some places almost tripling them,
as outlined in the table below.
As you can see, the results make for
interesting reading. Machair LIFE+
has surpassed many of its targets
over the four-year period, adapting
along the way and learning many
lessons from both failures and

successes. The data collated over
the Project lifetime has helped to
inform policy and influence the
new SRDP. Though supporting and
working with crofters on the machair
over the Project lifetime, Machair
LIFE+ hope to leave a lasting
legacy by promoting the sensitive
and unique method of working
the land which is so beneficial for
crofters and wildlife alike.

TARGET

2010

2011

2012

2013

Management agreements

150 (lifetime)

N/A

30

59

80

New areas for cultivation

15ha (lifetime)

N/A

4ha

3ha

9.9ha¹

Seaweed spreading

30ha (per year)

N/A

47ha

96.5ha

175ha

Shallow cultivations

20-40ha (per year)

N/A

38ha

41.2ha

72.4ha

Harvest by reaper-binder

(no target set)

N/A

12ha

18.7ha

14ha²

Late-cut arable silage

≤60ha (per year)

47ha

40ha

103.6ha

102.6ha

Arable stack scheme

(no target set)

71 stacks

57 stacks

50.5³ stacks

22ª stacks

Harvesting seed

(no target set)

22ha

24ha

18.7ha

34ha

Note: In 2010 we had no machinery
¹ Finding areas of machair to bring
back into cultivation was a difficult
task, however, the project went
further afield and managed to reach
its targets on outlying islands: Uist
(7.6ha), Lewis (1.5ha) and Tiree
(0.8ha).

² In 2013, the Project had new
canvasses made for ten reaperbinders on Uist, as a result there were
more machines in operation and a
lower uptake from the Project. No
target for annual or overall work done
was set here, though the Project has
aimed to maximise the area of crop
harvested this way.

³ The number of stacks decreased
due to the introduction and
subsequent increase in up-take for
the project reaper-binder. The Project
can either pay for stacks or harvest
with the binder, not both.

ª As in 2012, the number of stacks
decreased due to conflicts of
payment. The Project could either pay
for stacks or for harvesting seed. As
there were so many binders in action
in 2013, the uptake on harvesting
payments was significantly higher.
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Getting your goose
This Autumn, Machair LIFE+
has taken the issue of goose
management to Sgoil Lionacleit.
With the Adaptive Management Trial
now underway (2014 will be the
second season of four), there are
more greylag geese being shot than
there have been for many years.
Wild goose was once a common
dish on the Uist table and for various
reasons over the years it has
become unpopular. Machair LIFE+
are seeking to redress this with the
support of Sgoil Lionacleit, using
popular school lunch recipes and a
simpler method of processing the
meat, Machair LIFE+ are running a
trial to put goose meat on the school
lunch menu.
This term, students on the S3 and
S4 Crofting Year course have learnt
all about crop protection and the
SNH Adaptive Management Trial,
discussing the issue of local goose
management. They had a go at
processing the birds; removing the

breasts, which is quick and clean.
Students really engaged with the
process, finding that the work wasn’t
as gruesome as they thought and
were surprised by how simple it was
to remove the fillets. Following this
session, the S4 Hospitality students
developed the recipe; trialling curry,
bolognese, lasagne and burgers
with teaches and fellow students,
finding the curry to be the champion.
Goose curry was on the lunch
menu in the school canteen on 30th
January. Walter the school chef
prepared around a hundred portions
and it was all gone before the last
class-sitting could get a chance.
Machair LIFE+ are now looking into
ways that this can continue, with a
goose meal on the menu a few times
a year and processing the birds
added to the Crofting Year course.
Machair LIFE+ would particularly
like to thank everyone involved, from
marksmen to canteen staff.
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Students preparing the goose burgers for trial.

A New Home for the Project Machinery
In the final year of the project,
Machair LIFE+ has had the difficult
task of deciding how to hand over
the machinery to the community
under the EU funding regulations.
The issue was raised at the public
meeting in January 2013, where a
number of options were presented
including the donation of the
machinery to a future crofting
course on Benbecula, which
proved the most popular outcome.
Discussions continued along these
lines, however potential course
deliverers felt in the end that the
machinery on offer was too much
to manage.
Following this set back, it was back
to the drawing board and how
best to transfer the machinery to
the crofting community directly.
James Hilder from the Mull and
Iona Community Trust was hired

as a consultant to advise both the
Project and community on how
to go about establishing a group
– such as a community trust or a
township machinery ring – and
for the tendering process of the
machinery.
In August 2013, the Project sent
out an invitation for Expressions
of Interest in the machinery.
Six returns were received, from
townships,
individuals
and
contractors. These six were then
invited to tender. The applicants
had to prove how their ‘enterprise’
would serve the community,
continue the work of Machair
LIFE+, be used for conservation
purposes on the machair, provide
educational facilities and ensure
fair working across the Islands.
At the end of this tendering process,
representatives from the Project

steering committee: SCRPID,
SNH, CnES, SCF and RSPB were
given recommendations from two
independent assessors. Members
scored the applications based on
their fulfilment of the above criteria.
The successful applicant was
Ardbhan Croft, who will be running
the machinery as a contractor,
providing a seaweed collection
and spreading service (at £175 per
hectare ) as well as cultivations
and seed drying. Ardbhan Croft
will also employ another apprentice
and teach machinery maintenance
on the existing crofting course at
Sgoil Lionacleit.
A contract is currently being
drawn up and the machinery will
be handed over at the end of the
Project. Its use will be monitored by
the RSPB for the next three years
to ensure that it is compliant with
EU regulations. Machair LIFE+ is

hopeful that the work of the Project
will continue long after this period.
The machinery will be housed in the
soon-to-be built shed at Liniclate.
After months of negotiations with
the CnES, Machair LIFE+ secured
the lease of the land adjacent
to the College on Benbecula.
This site was chosen so that the
machinery will be well-situated for
the Lews Castle College campus
and Sgoil Lionacleit for future
educational use and to ensure
a central operation base for fair
working across the Islands. The
shed will be owned by the RSPB
and rented to Ardhban Croft and in
the long term it will also be used for
storage of corn bunting feed and
other conservation and community
activities.
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Crop Protection Update
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Greylag Geese.
Machair LIFE+’s involvement in the
goose scheme has now come to an
end. As from January 2014, goose
counts and shot bag numbers will
be organised and collected by SNH.
We did our best to get as much
scaring equipment as possible out
to crofters last summer as well as
offering to subsidise kit if crofters
wanted to stock up. As many of you

will be aware the Local Goose Group
have applied for a crop protection
scheme for next year as part of the
Uist Adaptive Management Pilot – a
press release on that is due shortly
from the goose group.
The greylag goose count for Uists
and Barra in September 2013
was 7,031 and combined with the

geese shot during August gave a
post-breeding population of around
8,000 birds. In August 2012, the
post-breeding goose count was
8,650 birds and around 900 birds
were shot up until August, giving
a post-breeding population of
approximately 9,500. This seems
to indicate that there has been
a modest overall reduction of
1,500 birds despite huge efforts
at shooting birds over this period.
We are re-visiting the August 2012
count figures with concerns this
may be lower than expected.

Adaptive Management Trial. It is
getting harder and harder to stay
one step ahead of the goose.

Efforts to shoot geese under licence
this summer have continued,
but all parties have reported that
geese were extra flighty this year,
which we think is partly due to the
successful shooting of 1021 geese
in February/March 2013 under the

A final bit of good news is the limited
licence for the sale of goose meat
on the Uists has been granted and
so anyone keen to learn more about
this should contact Johanne at SNH
on 01870 620238

Given the Scottish Government
funding cuts for goose management
and despite the forthcoming end of
Machair LIFE+, RSPB will continue
to support partner agencies with
the adaptive management policy
for greylag geese. However it is
their view that alone, this is not
a significantly funded nor robust
long-term solution to replace crop
protection.

A New Crofting Curriculum
Keeping young people on Uist is
always going to be a challenge,
as the draw of experiencing
somewhere new is understandably
strong, however, for those that
would prefer to stay, there is a
limited supply of jobs and training
available.
In the last newsletter, it was
reported that Machair LIFE+
were in talks with regards to
establishing a post-school crofting
course on Uist, with the Project
machinery at the centre. Since
then, discussion has moved
away from the machinery and has
made progress with a number of
interested parties. Whilst Machair
LIFE+ will be unable to work on
developing a training programme,
due to project completion in March
14, the Project has commissioned
a feasibility study into the demand
for further crofting training.
The aim of the feasibilty study is to
create an on-going continuation of
crofting education, starting at high
school with the Crofting Year at S3

and S4, on to the newly-written
sustainable food course at S5
and S6 then going on to develop
further skills beyond school in a
series of short courses, which
will also be made available to all.
Suggested training at this stage
includes tractor driving, welding
and engineering, diversification
on the croft such as horticulture,
animal husbandry and land
management.
The feasibility study will ask a
cross-section of potential students
how many would be likely to enrol
and what training they think would
be the most useful. The study will
also provide recommendations
for who would be best placed
to deliver the course and how
the training will be accredited.
Machair LIFE+ is in talks with
Lews Castle College and Cothrom
about the potential delivery of
the training through local crofters
and businesses and the study
will investigate further potential
formats.
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Neil MacPherson and a young crofter.
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Machair Fest 2013
At the end of August 2013, Machair
Life+ held a 3 day conference which
was opened by Councillor Uisdean
Robertson followed by introductions
from the project partners, Norman
MacDonald from Comhairle nan
Eilean Siar, Johanne Ferguson
of Scottish Natural Heritage and
Maria Scholten on behalf of the
Scottish Crofting Federation. As
scientific data was still undergoing
analysis, the focus was toward
the achievements of the Project
plus what makes the Machair so
special. Matt outlined the success
of management work uptake while
Rebecca and Hazel showcased
the variety of community and
education ventures that had taken
place, including Machair Art whose
pictures adorned the hall and were
much admired.
Guest speakers from RSPB, SNH
and the Universities of Wales and
Sussex reported on their studies

of wildlife in the Hebrides. The
following day delegates visited
Project sites to learn more of how
the works undertaken are of benefit
to the machair.
That evening
Machair Life+ hosted a ceilidh and

all were treated to some beautiful
piping and singing – plus some very
vigorous dancing. The final day
saw the ‘Mad Machair Tea Party’
which featured some wonderful
hats, delicious cakes, delightful

music from the Lews Castle College
music students and very welcome
tea! The team would like to thank
everyone who contributed to the
conference and helped make it such
a success.
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Discussing seed conservation at the afternoon workshops.

Crofting in Westminster
The
manifesto
calls
on
governments,
HNV
farmers
and crofters, farming groups,
environmental organisations and
citizens to work collectively to
ensure the very best support for
nature in HNV areas across the UK.
Earlier this year, a call went
out around the whole RSPB for
nominated case-studies for the
manifesto, Machair LIFE+ submitted
several, and Chrissie Laing was
chosen to represent agriculture in
Scotland, alongside a farmer from
Durness. The manifesto was taken
to Westminster in November 2013;
fingers crossed the message gets
through.
© RSPB

The RSPB have joined together
with a number of bodies to lobby
the government on behalf of High
Nature Value (HNV) farmers and
crofters, culminating in a manifesto.

The manifesto, supported by
a wide ranging coalition of
farming
and
environmental
organisations, focuses on the
many thousands of HNV farmers

and crofters across the UK who
manage some of the UK’s most
important wildlife and cultural
landscapes.

You can download the Manifesto at
www.highnaturevaluefarming.org.uk
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The Machair LIFE+ Team would like to say a huge
“Thank you” to everyone that has been involved in
the trials and successes of the Project.
Especially to all the crofters, the steering
group and partners, all the schools we’ve
worked with, colleagues past and present,
the RSPB: mainland, Balranald, Tiree and
Islay Teams, all of our contractors,
goose-scarers and consultants.
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