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BEASTS OF THE FOREST

In the Scottish Highlands, 
anecdotes of encounters with 
western capercaillie (Tetrao 

urogallus)—one of the UK’s rarest 
birds—are often of days gone by, 
when the bird was considered a pest 
and shoots saw braces of capercaillie 
in double figures. Now a protected 
species and despite a huge amount 
of work to improve conditions for 
the bird, the world’s largest grouse is 
predicted to become extinct in the 
UK in the next 20 to 30 years unless 
we go further to reverse the decline of 
this iconic species.

The capercaillie has a global range 
covering the southwest of Europe, 
across Scandinavia and into Russia. 
Thought to be extinct in the UK by 
the late 1700s—mainly due to habitat 
loss and hunting—capercaillie were 
reintroduced into Perthshire, Scotland 
in 1837 with wild birds from Sweden. 
The successful translocation of a 
ground-nesting bird like capercaillie is 
not without significant challenges; of 
21 attempted reintroductions across 
their global range, only the Scottish 
reintroduction in the 1830s is known 
to have been successful, and this 
saw the birds introduced into a very 
different landscape than we have today.

After World War I, capercaillie in the 
UK were considered a pest by the 
then Forestry Commission and culled 
to protect the growth of young trees 
in the new commercial plantations. 
By the 1970s, the UK capercaillie 
population was thought to be around 
20,000 but by the late 1990s, the 
population had fallen to around 
1,100. This figure fluctuated between 
1,000 and 2,000 birds over the next 

decade. In response to this rapid 
decline, two major pieces of work 
followed: the five-year long EU LIFE 
project, began in 2013 and resulted in 
a temporary halt in their decline, and 
a partnership led by the Cairngorms 
National Park Authority published 
the Capercaillie Framework in 2015 
setting out further measures to address 
the decline. This work continues, but 
today in the UK, capercaillie—now 
a Schedule 1 species—live in only 
a handful of locations in Scotland 
and it is thought that less than 1,000 
birds remain. Earlier in 2022, a report 
produced by NatureScot’s Scientific 
Advisory Committee warned that we 
could lose capercaillie entirely within 
the next two to three decades unless 
more action is taken. What is it, then, 
that has made survival so difficult for 
this bird?

An icon under threat
Capercaillie have no shortage of 
distinguishing characteristics—from 
their lavish courtship 
displays to their striking 
feathers—and they are 
also unique in their 
habitat preferences, only 
surviving in the narrow 
range of environmental 
conditions found in 
boreal and temperate 
coniferous forests. In the 
UK, they are restricted 
to Scots pine-dominated 
forests in the north 
of Scotland where an 
understory of blaeberry 
and insect-rich bog 
plants sustain them 
and their young in the 
warmer months. The 

presence of capercaillie indicates a 
level of woodland connectedness. 
They may not be elegant in flight, 
but the hens can roam widely after 
brooding season, covering many 
miles—which requires as many miles 
of forest habitat.

Habitat loss and fragmentation is 
not the only element working against 
the species. Western capercaillie 
populations are declining across 
their global range and are especially 
vulnerable in southern Europe. In 
Scotland mesopredators including 
crow, fox and pine marten—
unchallenged by apex predators, 
unlike many of their global cousins—
present a risk to the survival of eggs, 
chicks and adults. The capercaillie is 
also highly vulnerable to disturbance, 
which can damage the chances of 
chick survival. When flushed from 
her nest a hen capercaillie may never 
return to her dependent young. 
While the breeding season runs from 

Capercaillie
Working to reverse capercaillie 
decline can benefit their whole 
ecosystem, as colleagues from the 
Cairngorms Capercaillie Project 
explain.
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around March to August, the birds 
can suffer outside of their breeding 
season if disturbed. Their winter diet, 
mainly of pine needles, is so lean that 
any disturbance can deplete them of 
energy needed to stay in condition. 
Their vulnerability may only be 
heightened by the ever-increasing 
footfall in capercaillie forests enjoyed 
by visitors, residents and wildlife 
enthusiasts alike.

If that was not enough to contend 
with, many chicks fail to reach 
adulthood. Long periods of wet 
weather and overgrown field-layer 
vegetation like heather make it 
difficult for chicks to move around 
and stay dry, which can result in 
hypothermia. Research from the early 
2000s also suggested that unmarked 
deer fences, erected to protect 
regenerating trees from deer browsing, 
present a collision risk to capercaillie. 
There is also concern that with such a 
limited range and such low numbers, 
a risk looms of a genetic bottleneck, 
threatening their resilience.

To the rescue
In the 1990s it was predicted that 
capercaillie would be extinct in the 
UK by around 2010. Their survival 
today is a testament to decades of 
hard work, but the population decline 
has slowly continued and more 
needs to be done. In response, the 
Cairngorms Capercaillie Project was 
launched in 2018. A community-
led initiative supported by thirteen 
partner organisations, the project is 
led by the Cairngorms National Park 
Authority and funded by the National 
Lottery Heritage Fund. The project 
is a coming-together of communities 

and organisations across the National 
Park to help secure the future of 
capercaillie in the UK. As there is no 
‘silver bullet’ the project is delivering 
a range of work. Residents across 
the National Park, land managers, 
businesses and mountain bikers have 
all joined in to form and deliver their 
own action plans through the project 
to help capercaillie. Land managers 
are being supported to improve 
and expand over 10,000 hectares of 
habitat. Volunteers are helping to 
deliver this and other ambitious work, 
so far contributing over 2,000 hours 
of their time to the cause.

An analysis of the genetic diversity 
within the Scottish population, along 
with a potentially more accurate 
surveying method using DNA from 
droppings, are being pioneered by 
the project in partnership with the 
Royal Zoological Society of Scotland. 
The results will offer new insights to 
inform the bird’s future management. 
As the results of these studies emerge, 
so too will the results of the latest 
National Capercaillie Survey—funded 
by several organisations and led by 
the RSPB. Soon both the current 
population size and genetic status will 
be revealed.

Working to help capercaillie thrive 
has an added benefit—what we 
do to help them also stands to 
benefit other wildlife. Reducing 
disturbance has a universal effect on 
other ground-nesting birds. Forest 
expansion increases refuge for all 
wildlife. Creating boggy areas and 
deadwood to increase insect activity 
not only feeds capercaillie but a whole 
ecosystem. The list is extensive.

The future
NatureScot’s 2022 report outlining 
the current risks to the species and 
forewarning of capercaillie extinction 
in the UK within 20 to 30 years calls 
for more urgent action to be taken at 
a landscape-scale to address the issues 
of predation, human disturbance and 
other factors including unmarked 
fencing.

Renewed action for capercaillie in 
recent years has created a flurry of 
new conversation and interest local 
to the Cairngorms. The bird’s scarcity 
has brought it into the spotlight 
again, in many ways to its advantage 
but the attention also carries risks. 
In April 2022, a man was arrested 
and charged by Police Scotland for 
intentionally causing disturbance to 
a lek in Strathspey. In response, the 
Cairngorms Capercaillie Project called 
on birders to act within the law, for 
their own benefit and the bird’s, and 
avoid searching for the species during 
the breeding season. Welcome support 
followed from local wildlife guides, 
many of whom champion best practice 
for the species—capercaillie is not on 
their target list during the spring.

It is clear that there is a role for 
everyone in capercaillie areas, whether 
they are residents or visitors. That 
may mean keeping dogs on a lead, 
keeping to main paths or following 
the strong lead of local wildlife guides 
and not searching for capercaillie. 
Capercaillie is a much-loved species 
and we can all help them if we 
leave them in peace and take pride 
that deep in Scotland’s forests, the 
spectacle of the lek lives on.

cairngormscapercaillie.scot

A longer version of this article appeared 
in Birdwatch, August 2022, written 
by the Cairngorms Capercaillie 
Project. Thanks to Carolyn Robertson 
(Project Manager), Jocasta Mann 
(Communications Officer), and Molly 
Doubleday (Capercaillie Advisory 
Officer).

Top left: Hen capercaillie observing a lek in the 
Cairngorms.  
Far Left: Cock capercaillie at first light in the 
Cairngorms.  
Left:Capercaillie lekking in the Cairngorms.  
Photos: Cairngorms Capercaillie Project.


