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Let the chips fall

Let the chips fall! But be aware of likely consequences

Philip Ashmole, Co-ordinator, Carrifran Wildwood project of Borders Forest Trust

The comments that follow are not a scientific analysis, but
simply reflections on the decade that has passed since the
start of our Wildwood project, for which we used the
strapline ‘Ecological restoration in the Southern Uplands of
Scotland'.

My interpretation of the idiom “Let the chips fall where they
may” is expressed neatly in one of the definitions that
come up on the web. It is “not to worry about the effects of
your actions”. This seems to sum up a key feature of
ecological restoration (rewilding) as opposed to
conservation.

Conservation is essentially about management, acting to
promote the welfare of one or more species or habitats
that are deemed to be threatened.

Ecological restoration, in contrast, aims to re-establish
an ecosystem, or at least a specific habitat, in
approximately the form that it was in before massive
human intervention, and then gradually to withdraw
management and let natural processes determine the
outcome.

In the latter case, one reasonable qualifier is that in an era
of anthropogenic climate change it may in some cases be
apparent that under current conditions (or those likely to
develop in the near future) the ecosystem of the past will
no longer flourish in exactly its pristine form. There may
then be a case for some modification, such as addition of
a few species suited to warmer conditions.

summits (750-820m asl) and in
some places where Scottish
Natural Heritage did not allow us to
plant trees (Carrifran is both an
SSSI and SAC). Even in the latter
places, however, the sward is
becoming denser and changing in composition.

Modern anthropogenic habitats often have low
biodiversity, but the species present may be
abundant and attractive. Restored habitats,

though more nearly natural, may lack some of

the species that we have come to expect and to
appreciate

Rowan among the 450,000 trees established in Carrifran

In any case, it is important to be clear-sighted about the
likely consequences of ecological restoration. Modern
anthropogenic habitats often have low biodiversity, but the
species present may be abundant and attractive. Restored
habitats, though more nearly natural, may lack some of
the species that we have come to expect and to
appreciate.

At Carrifran Wildwood we are now ten years into a
programme of ecological restoration that aims to re-create
an ecosystem that underwent catastrophic modification by
human agency many centuries ago (Ashmole & Ashmole
2009). Some six square kilometres of denuded sheepwalk
will be gradually transformed into a diverse broadleaf
forest. Open areas will persist, both on the most exposed
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One of our volunteers recently commented that the
foodplant for orange tip butterflies was declining at
Carrifran because of changes in the vegetation, and
suggested that we should do some strimming to mimic a
grazing regime. We probably won't go down the route of
micromanagement for orange tips since we are committed
to letting nature take over. However, the matter is
complicated because we lack the full complement of
originally native herbivores (as well as carnivores) and are
anyhow intervening at present by culling roe deer to allow
our half million rather even-aged and vulnerable saplings
to get established.

By coincidence, another example of the complex effects of
‘rewilding’ has been in our minds recently. One afternoon
in early September my wife and | spent a wonderful half
hour watching otters mating in the large pond in our
garden near Peebles (where we have built an artificial
holt). But in the previous week we had seen an otter in the
same pond make a hunting dash at the only moorhen that
has been there this summer. The moorhen escaped that
time, but no young were raised on the pond this year,
probably because of the otters (which we have seen
hunting moorhen chicks in the past). So getting the otters
back in our catchment has a downside, although it is a
step towards a more natural situation.

Local ornithologists have noted that black-headed gull
colonies in wetlands and coot numbers on some lakes are
also declining in the Scottish Borders, and otter predation
is suspected as the cause. Since otters were probably top
aquatic predators even in prehistoric times, their current
density may well be approximately the natural one.
Waterbirds may therefore have suffered much higher
predation rates than we have come to expect. Presumably
their populations survived because wetland habitats were
far more extensive and complex than they are now. This
reminds us of a planning regulation in force in some states
in the USA, specifying that if a new pond is to be made, it
must not be made in existing wetland, since it would then
reduce the area of that valuable habitat. Now that beavers
are back in Scotland we can hope that complex wetlands
will be re-created, allowing coexistence of otters and
waterbirds.

Restored populations of raptors in Scotland are probably
having effects analogous to those caused by otters, and it
is also becoming apparent that interactions among raptor
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http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/cif-green/2009/jul/23/climate-change-humanity-change
http://www.millennium-project.org/millennium/es-exsum.html
























http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/scotland/2065794.stm
http://www.self-willed-land.org.uk/articles/lime_linx.htm
http://www.swlg.org.uk/72_-_Spring_2009.pdf
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