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The individualistic red sandstone 
hills Suilven, Quinag and Stac 
Pollaidh, clear freshwater lochs 

Sionascaig, Lurgainn and Assynt, 
hummocky moorland over pink 
striped Lewisian gneiss, and wild 
coastline combine to give this area a 
very special feel. Visitors come back 
year after year to enjoy the sense of 
space and tranquillity. However, the 
visual drama masks an underlying 
decline. 

It is a familiar story to those who 
know the Highlands. Centuries 
of heavy grazing by sheep and red 
deer, combined with uncontrolled 
muirburn (the practice of burning 
off old growth on a heather moor to 
encourage new growth for grazing) 
and a wet and windy climate, have 
reduced the cover of native woodland 
to a bare minimum. With the loss of 
deep-rooting trees comes a decrease in 
soil fertility. This is exacerbated by the 
oceanic climate, where wind and rain 
remove much of the remaining soil 
fertility. People are finding it difficult 

to make a living from the land, and 
move away or become reliant on 
tourism, which is, of course, seasonal 
and recession-prone. It is not a good 
outlook for the land or for the people.

Working together 
Luckily though, there are some 
visionary ‘big thinkers’ who care 
about the place, its wildlife and its 
people. Assynt has a particularly 
interesting group of landowners: 
community-owned Assynt Foundation 
and Culag Community Woodland 
Trust; conservation charity John Muir 
Trust, which owns Quinag estate; and 
in Coigach, the Scottish Wildlife Trust 
(SWT) has the large Ben Mor Coigach 
estate. Together with Eisg Brachaidh 
estate (lying within Inverpolly SSSI 
and SAC), in 2009 the managers of 
these estates began discussing how 
to bring about a positive change 
in the way the land is managed. 
SWT led the discussions around 
the theme of managing the land for 
conservation benefit on a big scale, 
across landownership boundaries, and 
involving local people in decision-
making - as a Living Landscape. 

From the beginning, an important 
tenet was to improve the socio-
economic situation for people living 
here. And so Coigach-Assynt Living 
Landscape (CALL) was born, from 
within the community. CALL 
encourages local people to be involved 
and welcomes other land managers 
as new partners: more partners, 
more clout. CALL has a very special 
bottom-up approach which could 
usefully be replicated in other places 
in the Highlands, Scotland, and 
further afield. This is big stuff; new 
ways of managing the land with 
a range of owners co-operating 
willingly across their boundaries to 
improve things on the ground and 
for future generations. Positive and 
exciting!

Where to plant 
If you know the area, you will know 
how open a landscape it is. That is a 
large part of its charm, and CALL has 
no desire to change that. But staff and 
partners are working on a Woodland 
Opportunities Map which will guide 
woodland re-establishment. This 
incorporates all the available relevant 
data on habitats and many other 

Coigach-Assynt Living Landscape: 
communities and nature, working 
together
The area encompassing Coigach and Assynt in the northwest of 
Scotland is dramatically beautiful. But all is not well here, 
as Viv Halcrow explains.

Above, left to right: Tree nursery; Steaming home. 
Photos: Ian McKenzie and Mark Farrow.
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parameters, showing where woodland 
might be expected to thrive, mainly 
in glens and on sheltered slopes, and 
which areas are best avoided, such as 
archaeological sites. This map will be 
taken to extensive public consultation 
to enable everyone’s views to be taken 
into account when new woods are 
being planned. 

Some of the woodland re-establishment 
will be through natural regeneration, 
but much of the ground lies a long 
way from the nearest seed source. 
Planting stock will be required. A very 
positive development has been the 
establishment of a brand new native 
tree nursery, at Little Assynt near 
Lochinver. This employs a manager and 
is a focus for volunteering activity, which 
in this area of scattered population 
and few facilities, also meets a social 
need. It has surprised everyone by 
also becoming a popular venue for 
training courses and visiting groups of 
schoolchildren, Brownies, seniors, and 
the less-able. There is plenty of safe 
space for activities, all reinforcing the 
idea of the many benefits of growing 
trees. All the trees are grown from 
locally collected seed (or root cuttings 
in the case of aspen), ensuring they 
are suited to the climate when planted 
out on the hill. 

Sustainable deer 
In time, the trees will help to 
refertilise the ground. As well as 
benefitting wildlife, the combination 
of more shelter and better grazing will 
be of value to deer and to domestic 
stock. CALL partners are working to 
maintain lower numbers of red deer 
on their land. Some of the partners 
derive a sizeable part of their income 
from stalking and venison sales, and 

there is no reason why this should 
be threatened by managing a smaller 
herd. It is hoped that a combination 
of using habitat monitoring data to 
set responsible cull targets, providing 
training in this technique and 
supporting students through modules 
at the University of the Highlands 
and Islands, offering butchery skills 
training and cookery demonstrations, 
and working with other landowners 
in the area to ‘add value’ to venison, 
alongside encouraging a local 
demand for the meat, will persuade 
neighbouring estate managers 
to subscribe to ‘sustainable deer 
management’. In this way, over time, 
the numbers of deer will be reduced 
and kept at lower density which will 
benefit the young woodlands and 
also the other habitats here which 
currently suffer from deer impacts.

A large part of the appearance of 
the landscape is formed by people; 
there has been small-scale farming 
or crofting here for centuries. The 
distinctive pattern of crofting 
townships is a part of the charm of 
the area. It is also traditionally ‘high 
nature value farming’, supporting 
species such as corncrake and corn 
bunting. In parts of the area, sheep 
management on a large scale has 
replaced the traditional crofting 
pattern and reduced the wildlife 
and landscape value. With the 
reduction in sheep subsidy there 
is an opportunity to diversify the 
management of croftland and reverse 
this trend. CALL will support crofters 
and aspirant crofters to make the 
most of ‘high nature value’ subsidies 
and eco-tourism. Wildlife tourism 
is an area where, if sensitively 
carried out, there is much scope for 
development. For example, steps are 
being taken, as a result of hosting the 

2020VISION nature photography 
project, to enable people to watch the 
very rare black-throated diver, under 
close guidance.

People need employment
In order to carry out all the project 
work which CALL partners have 
identified, an application was 
submitted to the Heritage Lottery 
Fund’s Landscape Partnership 
scheme, by an expanded group of 
twelve partners representing a range 
of community groups. Successfully 
through Stage 1, work is ongoing 
on the detail required for Stage 2. 
This is providing employment for a 
full-time Development Manager and 
two job-sharing Assistant Managers. 
All three are local and have young 
children, helping to keep the school 
roll healthy and to sustain local 
infrastructure. A strong part of 
CALL’s ethos is to ‘keep spend local’, 
using local suppliers and contractors 
as far as possible. If the Landscape 
Partnership bid is approved, it will 
bring £3million from the Lottery to the 
area, plus £1.6million match-funding. 
Three more full-time-equivalent posts 
will be established: a woodland manager, 
outdoor and woodland learning staff, 
and a broch project officer. 

Over a five-year period, work will 
be undertaken to secure benefits to 
the natural and built heritage, and 
the distinctive cultural heritage too. 
Also important are the less quantifiable 
aspects of life, of feeling a part of 
something which is positive and growing 
in strength. Coigach-Assynt Living 
Landscape certainly delivers on this; with 
the many and varied good things going 
on, people can feel proud of the area and 
what it has to offer visitors.

In a big project with a forty-year 
vision, much has been achieved in 
just the first three years since CALL’s 
launch in June 2011. The next phase 
of the project will make big strides 
towards restoring the land and 
helping people here to find satisfying 
employment and remain where 
they wish to be - in one of the most 
spectacular parts of the Highlands. 
Why not come and visit to see for 
yourself what is happening?

coigach-assynt.org

Viv Halcrow is CALL Project Manager. 

RESToRING THE lAND AND THE PEoPlE

Below: Suilven; Gaelic alphabet tree planting and 
music. Photos: Viv Halcrow.


