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Introduction  
 
Natural heritage audit 
 
This audit provides an overview of the ecological and landscape resources of the 

Applecross peninsula and identifies opportunities for enhancing those aspects that 

contribute to its distinctive character and biodiversity value.  

 
Methodology 
 
A desk study was undertaken to identify existing data regarding the biodiversity of 

Applecross. 

 
This was followed by a consultation with key agencies; 
 

• Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) 

• Highland Council (HC) 

• Applecross Trust (AT) 

• North Applecross Woodlands (NAW) 

 
Data was collected from the following sources: 
 

• Records held by JNCC, HC, and SNH; 
 

• National Biodiversity Network Gateway; 
 

• SNH datasets for all designated areas; 
 

• Multi-Agency Geographic Information for the Countryside (Magic); 
 

• Centre for Ecology and Hydrology land cover map and other data held by the 
Macaulay Institute; 
 

• Any verified local records. 
 
This report should be read alongside the woodland audit. 
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Land Cover 
 
Produced from Centre for Ecology and Hydrology land cover map 2000 this provides an 

indication of the range of habitat types found on the Applecross peninsula. The data is 

summarised in the table of habita t types. No phase 1 or NVC data was available.  
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Habitat type Heather Moor 

 

 
 
Landscape ecological features 

This is one of the most dominating landscape features within the study area. Heather 

moorland is a semi-natural habitat of considerable European conservation importance. It 

supports characteristic assemblages of plants and animals and represents a distinctive 

cultural landscape. Although disappearing within Europe as a whole it is still well 

represented in the Scottish uplands. Common heather or ling (Calluna vulgaris) is one of 

the most important components with associated ground flora of grasses and lower plants. 

It is an important food source for a number of bird species, and important winter forage 

for mountain hares, red deer and sheep. However, it should not be forgotten that, within 

a moorland context, it also supports a considerable diversity of invertebrates and 

supports a number of protected species including Golden Eagle. 

Management 

Deer, sheep and cattle graze these areas and a sound grazing management plan is key 

to the long term sustainability of these important areas.  

Key opportunities 

• Ensure that all phases of Calluna development are present by the introduction of a 

grazing management and adoption of best muirburn practice; 

• Increase native woodland cover (with appropriate native species) building on any 

identified existing communities (in gullies along watercourses, etc); 

• Produce interpretive information on habitat and wildlife value. 
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Habitat type Blanket bog & peat lands 

 

 
 
Landscape ecological features 

Blanket bog is a peat land habitat, and is one of the most extensive and oldest semi-

natural habitats in the UK. Blanket bogs support a very wide range of terrestrial and 

aquatic vertebrates and invertebrates.  A number of protected species are also 

associated with this habitat, for example Eurasian Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria. 

Blanket bogs on Applecross have also fulfilled an important role as repositories of 

archaeological and palaeoecological material and have functional values as agricultural 

rough grazing, sporting estate and water catchments. In the context of climate change 

the role of blanket bogs as a carbon store is also now considered significant.  Cutting the 

‘peats’ on common grazing for domestic use is locally rare and few people in Applecross 

cut the peats at present. 

 

Management 

Deer, sheep and cattle graze these areas and a sound grazing management plan is key 

to the long term sustainability of these important areas. 

Key opportunities 

• Maintain land in good agricultural and environmental condition; 

• Monitor populations of breeding Eurasian Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria and 

other associated species; 

• Produce interpretive information on habitat and wildlife value. 
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Habitat type Montane 

 

 
 
Landscape ecological features 

Montane habitats are found in areas above the natural tree level (approximately 600m 

above sea level). These alpine and sub-alpine areas represent some of the most natural 

and undisturbed habitats in the UK. The broad habitat supports a wide range of specialist 

plant and animal communities. The montane zone consists mainly of high plateaux with 

dramatic, steep sided corries, rocky cliffs, crags, boulder fields and scree slopes. The 

vegetation is influenced by factors such as geology, soil type and depth, exposure and 

snow cover. These montane habitats include moss-heaths, dwarf-shrub heaths, 

grasslands, flushes, late snow patches and rock ledges. These habitats support a range 

of mammals and birds including Mountain hare Lepus timidus , Ptarmigan Lagopus mutus 

and Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos. 

Management 

Deer and a small number of sheep graze these areas and a sound grazing management 

plan is key to the future management of these areas.  

Key opportunities 

• Maintain land in good agricultural and environmental condition; 

• Carry out surveys to identify remnant areas of near-natural montane 

communities; 

• Since the top of the Bealach-na-Ba is one of the only places in Britain you can 

drive to to experience high montane habitat there is an great opportunity to 
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provide interpretive information on habitat and wildlife value for an audience who 

wouldn’t normally have the opportunity to experience these first hand; 

• Protect montane areas from inappropriate forms and levels of use, including 

recreational uses. 
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Habitat type Fresh open water 

 

 
 
Landscape ecological features 

This feature defines the upland areas of Applecross and contributes to its distinctiveness, 

as such it should be considered a major ecological and landscape feature. Many of these 

are isolated sites but some can be accessed by traditional paths and Loch a Mhuilinn lies 

in the heart of the settled area around the Applecross Bay.  Ranging from 0.5 ha to 32 ha 

these unpolluted, open areas of water provide valuable habitat for a wide range of 

aquatic flora and fauna. Little data is available about the ecological value of these sites 

but protected species include otters Lutra lutra and red throated divers Gavia stellata. 

Although most lochs and lochans are typically nutrient poor, Loch a Mhuilinn is a 

particularly good example of a loch influenced by higher levels of nutrients due to the 

local presence of limestone. 

Management 

No management at present.  However, plans, involving the local angling association, are 

being developed for Loch a Mhuilinn (Milton) and an ecological survey should be carried 

out to guide and inform future management at that loch before work begins. 

Key opportunities 

• Undertake a survey of key lochs to establish their ecological value; 

• If appropriate, prepare a management plan for maintaining and enhancing 

ecological value; 

• Investigate development of recreational use for some of the lochs; 
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• Produce interpretive information on habitat and wildlife value. 
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Habitat type Rivers and streams 

 

 
 
Landscape ecological features 

The running waters of the Applecross peninsula vary from large rivers to the smallest of 

upland burns. These pollution free  bodies support a rich diversity of species including a 

number of protected species such as Atlantic salmon Salmo salar,  otter Lutra lutra and 

fresh water pearl mussel Margitifera margitifera. Although under recorded populations of 

water voles Arvicola terrestris are likely to be strong particularly in high altitude plateaus 

where suitable habitat occurs. 

Management 
 

Considerable river restoration and restocking work has been undertaken by the Seafield 

Centre, Kishorn to address the decline of Atlantic salmon populations within the 

Applecross river. 

Key opportunities 

• Produce a management plan for maintaining and enhancing the ecological value of 

all rivers and burns; 

• Undertake river side habitat development (wetland woodland planting); 

• Investigate development of responsible recreational use for some of the rivers; 

• Produce interpretive information on habitat and wildlife value. 
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Habitat type Crofting Grasslands 

 

 
 
Landscape ecological features 

The once species rich grasslands associated with the in-bye crofting land around the 

coastal fringe of the peninsula have lost much of their diversity due to the intensification 

of sheep production and the acidification of the soils. None of the 110 crofts has made 

hay in the recent years. The loss of the associated wildlife and flora is well documented 

with key indicator species like the Corn Crake Cerex crex no longer present. Much of the 

in-bye land is neglected resulting in an increase in bracken and rush cover; and many 

boundary walls are in a state of disrepair. 

Management 

Much of the land is now just left open for grazing all year round. Traditional management 

of the crofting in-bye land has declined and even with the potential to enter into agri-

environmental schemes there has been little, if any, uptake of opportunities which could 

improve crofting grasslands. A decline in crofting would see much of the croft in-bye land 

being left unmanaged. 

Key opportunities 

• Map areas of croft land that are important in terms of their biodiversity; 

• Implement strategy to support introduction of appropriate management to 

stop decline and increase diversity; 

• Assist crofters and farmers to reinstate areas of species-rich grasslands using 

local seed sources; 
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• Carry out land management using traditional farming techniques to maintain 

and enhance biodiversity, especially with regard to corncrakes, breeding 

waders, farmland bird species; 

• Monitor the work of the Scottish Crofting Foundation to establish ‘crofting 

brand’ which promotes the link between good croft husbandry and food 

production – ‘eat the landscape’; 

• Support bracken and rush control and increase species rich grassland cover; 

• Produce an attractive book describing the birds of Applecross, including local 

Gaelic species names, and providing information on where (and when) to go to 

see birds and other wildlife in Applecross. 
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Habitat type Coastal  grassland 

 

 
 
Landscape ecological features 

The coastal grassland community associated with the maerl (‘coral’) spits around Ard ban 

and Toscaig are noted for their rich diversity of flowering plants and grasses these areas 

often have boundaries of dry stane dykes which will, when repaired, provide a valuable 

landscape feature and provide the opportunity for the introduction of more beneficial 

grazing management. 

Management 

These areas are managed by crofters, but with the decline of crofting they are no longer 

managed for the rich hay they would have once produced. 

Key opportunities 

• Re-introduce grazing regime; 

• Increase area of species rich grassland; 

• Produce interpretive information on habitat and wildlife value; 

• Collect local seed and use to increase diversity in other local grasslands. 
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Habitat type Unimproved grassland 

 

 
 
Landscape ecological features 

The grassland associated with the farm and parkland at Applecross House is noted for its 

rich diversity of flowering plants and grasses.  

Management 

These areas are all in the management of the Applecross Trust which manages them as 

meadows.  With the introduction of a more proactive management these grassland would 

provide a valuable ecological resource increasing diversity and providing a valuable local 

seed bank. 

Key opportunities 

• Introduce meadow management and grazing regime which promotes species 

diversity; 

• Introduce other locally appropriate species harvested from roadside verges; 

• Establish a local seed bank for local restoration projects; 

• Increase area of species rich grassland; 

• Collect local seed and use to increase diversity in other local grasslands; 

• Produce interpretive information on habitat and wildlife value. 
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Habitat type Unimproved grassland—road verges 

 

 
 
Landscape ecological features 

The grassland associated with the road verges of Applecross are noted for their rich 

diversity of flowering plants and grasses holding remnants of the once rich crofting 

grasslands. 

Management 

These areas are all in the management of the Highland Council. Their ecological diversity 

and value could be greatly enhanced   by the introduction of  revised management that 

delayed cutting until after plants had flowered.  

Key opportunities 

• Control Bracken; 

• Introduce a revised management regime; 

• Establish a local seed bank for local restoration projects; 

• Collect local seed and use to increase diversity in other local grasslands; 

• Produce interpretive information on habitat and wildlife value. 
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Habitat type Salt marsh and Mudflats 

 

 
 

Landscape ecological features 

Coastal saltmarsh is defined as the upper, vegetated portions of intertidal mudflats 

occupying the area approximately between mean high water neap tides and mean high 

water spring tides. The salt marsh community found in the east of the study area at the 

head of Loch Kishorn is noted for their rich diversity of flowering plants and birdlife value. 

Management 

Grazing can be beneficial if it controls coarse grasses, but sometimes it reduces the 

height of the vegetation and the diversity of plant and invertebrate species. This makes it 

less attractive as a breeding place for wading birds although they still use it in winter and 

when passing by on migration. Intensive grazing is considered to be a problem in some 

areas. Deer and sheep graze these areas and a sound grazing management plan is key 

to the future management of these areas. 

Key opportunities 

• Produce a management plan for maintaining and enhancing ecological value; 

• Since this habitat type lies adjacent to the road that brings many visitors to 

Applecross there is a great opportunity to interpret the diversity of habitats 

the visitor will experience as they drive over to Applecross from sea shore to 

mountain top. Located between Rassal ashwood NNR & the Beinn Bhan SAC a 

road side information point would enhance visitor orientation understanding 

and overall experience. 
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Habitat type Boundary dry stane dykes and stone fanks 

 

 
 
Landscape ecological features 

The local dykes reflect local geology, cultural history, crafts and traditions. They are often 

long-standing or ancient boundaries providing valuable evidence of the history of land-

use and settlement. For crofters, dykes are important stock barriers or field boundaries 

which can shelter grazing livestock and wildlife. Compared with other types of field 

boundary dry stane dykes have the advantages of permanence, minimal management 

needs, and shelter provision. In addition to these agricultural values, dykes provide an 

important wildlife habitat for a variety of plant and animal species: 

• Dykes are often colonised by mosses and lichens, particularly in damp situations. 

In time, conditions may develop to suit ferns and flowering plants;  

• Small holes in dykes provide dry, sheltered nest sites for birds such as wheatear, 

wagtails and wrens; 

• In an open landscape dykes also provide song-posts for stonechat and whinchat; 

• Small mammals inhabit dykes and, for weasels in search of eggs and nestlings, 

dykes provide important hunting sites. 

Management 

The condition of the local in bye dykes and fanks reflect the decline in crofting and many 

are in need of repair / rebuilding. 
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Key opportunities 

• Provide local training opportunity to ensure the local style and skills of dry 

stane dyking are not lost; 

• Rebuild and/or repair dry stane dykes associated with in-bye land; 

• Produce interpretive information on habitat and wildlife value. 
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Designated sites 
 
The UK has a responsibility to ensure the conservation and enhancement of habitats and 

species in both a national and international context. One approach to achieving this is the 

establishment of a system of protected sites. The national suites of sites providing 

statutory protection for flora, fauna, or geological or physiographical features are Sites of 

Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs). As well as underpinning other national designations 

(such as National Nature Reserves), this system also provides statutory protection for 

terrestrial and coastal sites which are important within Europe (Natura 2000 network). In 

addition to designations for the protection of species and habitats there are also 

designations which aim to protect landscapes of outstanding scenic importance. National 

Scenic Areas cover those considered to be of national significance whilst  Areas of Great 

Landscape Value apply to those of regional importance. 

 
 Applecross supports a number of ecological/scenic designations which cover 

approximately 30% of the surface area of the Applecross peninsula.  
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There is one Special Area of Conservation (SAC), Beinn Bhan SAC within the study 

area. This  site forms part of a network of protected sites across Europe known as Natura 

2000 sites.  

 
Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) are areas designated under the European Directive 

commonly known as the ‘Habitats’ Directive’ to protect species and habitats that are 

rare, endangered or vulnerable within Europe. SACs are intended to safeguard the 

habitats and species for which they are selected and designation brings with it the 

specific requirement to ensure that all species and habitats for which a SAC was 

designated remain in favourable condition. 

 
Beinn Bhan mountain SAC which was designated in 2000 covers an area of 4,181.31 

Ha. It was established to provide protection for the following habitats. 

 
Habitat classes  
 

% cover 

Inland water bodies (standing water, running water) 2 
Bogs, Marshes, Water fringed vegetation, Fens 6 
Heath, Scrub, Maquis and garrigue, Phygrana 57 
Alpine and sub-alpine grassland    10 
Inland rocks, Screes, Sands.  25 
Total habitat cover 100% 
 
The area is in the management of the Applecross Trust. An estate management plan will 

be produced which will highlight the conservation measures required to maintain the 

features for which the site was designated in line with its conservation objectives. 

However, other work  to raise public awareness and provide information on the 

significance of the SAC designation could be developed through the Landscape 

Partnership Scheme. 

 

Beinn Bhan is also a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) on account of the diversity 

of habitats and species associated with this upland massif. 

 
Site Name  Area (Ha) Date Designated 
Beinn Bhan SSSI  4181.31 03/05/1984 
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The massif of Beinn Bhan (895m) and its outlier Sgurr a’ Chaorachain (776m) form a 

spectacular Torridonian Sandstone mountain where high cliffs and deep corries are well 

represented.  It has a larger summit area compared to most of the sharp-ridged 

Torridonian hills, supporting a greater representation of communities characteristic of 

exposed ground.  A range of upland plant communities are present, including alpine and 

sub-alpine heath, corrie ledge and acidic scree.   

 
Alpine and sub-alpine heath 

 

The summit areas support a range of heath communities which are dominated by woolly 

hair-moss. Woolly hair-moss is also frequent in the grassy heath communities of the 

upper slopes, where mat grass, bilberry and crowberry are also common. 

   
Growing on rocky ground close to the top of the main ridge are examples of dwarf 

juniper heath.  This community forms a mat, generally less than 10cm thick, with dwarf 

juniper and heather being especially frequent, along with other dwarf shrubs, herbs, 

grasses and a distinctive oceanic moss and liverwort flora.  Rare species include alpine 

bearberry.  The Beinn Bhan juniper heath is one of the highest altitude examples, one of 

the few examples on sandstone, and the most southerly mainland example in Scotland. 

 
Cliff ledges 
 
Beinn Bhan is important for its inaccessible tall herb and fern ledges where remnants of 

the original vegetation, unmodified by grazing, survive.  One of the most impressive is 

Ratcliffe’s Ledge in Coire na Poite.  This huge, sloping ledge is over 200m long and 

around 45m wide and supports a dense and luxuriant growth of ferns, and tall herbs in 

patches where base-rich seepages occur.  The species-rich community includes locally 

notable species such as alpine saw-wort and dwarf cornel.  On other parts of the cliffs 

base-rich springs and flushes support base-loving mosses, including the nationally (UK-

wide) scarce Leptodontium recurvifolium. 

 
Acidic scree 
 
On the slopes below the corrie cliffs acidic scree, which supports a range of specialised 

plant communities, is common.  There are patches of grazed herb-rich and herb-poor 

grassland, which correspond to the ungrazed fern and herb communities on the cliff 

ledges.  On the higher screes there are examples of fern-dominated snow beds.  Parsley 

fern is plentiful in these areas and is not confined to areas of late snow lie.  Shady block 

screes support dwarf shrub heath dominated by heather, bilberry and crowberry.  The 

dwarf shrub heath in particular supports extensive and well developed Atlantic hepatic 

mats. 
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Atlantic hepatic mat 
 
The Atlantic hepatic mat is an assemblage of large leafy liverworts which thrive in the 

wet climate of western Scotland.  Hepatic mats occur in a wide variety of habitats.  At 

Beinn Bhan they occur on steep rocky slopes and block screes with a shaded north to 

east facing aspect.  The largest and most continuous patch occurs in Coire nan Arr.  This 

contains all the species which are characteristic of the community.   Other more 

scattered patches occur on dwarf shrub heath, montane heaths and fern-dominated snow 

beds, and amongst boulders in other corries on the site. 

 
Lower slopes 
 
The lower slopes are dominated by characteristic moorland species such as heather, 

purple-moor grass and cotton sedge.   

 
Fauna 
 
A number of pairs of Ptarmigan breed on the upper slopes.  Opportunistic recording has 

also revealed the presence of a nationally rare species of fly.  Specialist surveys are 

required to accurately assess the significance of these groups. 

 
Other Areas 
 
Applecross also supports 3 Sites of Local Nature Conservation Interest: Loch a Mhuillinn, 

River Toscaig woods, and the Lower River Kishorn and Saltmarsh. 

 

The River Toscaig Woods is an oak and birch woodland with rowan and aspen, some 

holly, and a few examples of goat willow and ash.  This wood was the only site surveyed 

where Hypericum androsaemum was recorded.  

 

Loch a Mhuilinn is an interesting, partly artificial loch dammed at its northern outflow, 

and separated from the sea by a road.  Emergent vegetation cover is approximately 40% 

of the total loch area, but is concentrated along its eastern edge.  The western shore is 

stony and sediment free.  The margins are very species rich as is a wet flushed area 

behind the dam. 

 

The Lower River Kishorn and associated Saltmarsh area are very rich in plant species, 

including arrow-grasses and spike rushes.  It is an important feeding area for many kinds 

of waders and wild fowl. 
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Landscape designation  
 
Wester Ross National Scenic Area 
 
“National Scenic Area” is a landscape designation. They are areas of land considered of 

national significance on the basis of their outstanding scenic interest. The Wester Ross 

National Scenic Area is the largest of 40 NSAs identified across Scotland. The eastern 

portion of the study area lies within its boundary. A draft management strategy has been 

produced and its broad principles accepted. The key aim is to safeguard and enhance the 

landscape, scenic and wild land resource of the Wester Ross NSA. 

 

Areas of Great Landscape Value are areas identified by the local council as areas of 

regional importance for scenic quality.  The coastal area from Applecross Bay to the 

southern tip of the peninsular and including the Crowlin Islands is one such area. 

 

The Wester Ross Local Plan also provides policy protection to important views over open 

water and highlights their occurrence around much of the Applecross peninsula. 
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Summary of Natural Heritage Audit 

Applecross is a spectacular and distinctive area which supports a rich diversity of  

Habitats and Landscapes. The significance of its natural heritage is reflected by the fact 

that large areas have been designated as nationally and internationally important, 

notably: 

• A Site of Special Scientific Interest (which is also a Special Area of Conservation); 

• A large area which lies within the Wester Ross National Scenic Area; 

• An Area of Great Landscape Value; 

• 3 Sites of Local Nature Conservation Interest. 

The Range of Habitats that can be found, from the sea to the snow beds on the highest 

plateaux, supports a wide diversity of flora and fauna which contribute significantly to the 

biodiversity of Wester Ross and the Highlands. Key actions to maintain and enhance the 

natural heritage; and to make it more accessible to people would be part of the 

Landscape Partnership Scheme.  The Scheme would complement the delivery of the Local 

Biodiversity Action Plan. 

 


