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Key findings 

 
 

• Awareness in Wester Ross that UNESCO has given Beinn Eighe National Nature 
Reserve the status of Biosphere Reserve (BR) and of the BR concept more generally 
is very limited.  

 
• Interviewees appear generally supportive of pursuing an application for a new-style 

BR in principle.  However, some interviewees question whether the BR model is the 
best approach to achieve conservation and broader sustainable development 
objectives in the region. 

 
• There appears to be relatively little evidence of a cohesive sense of regional identity 

within Wester Ross, for a variety of geographical, political and cultural reasons.       
 

• A number of existing organisational structures and networks within Wester Ross are 
already co-ordinating and promoting activity in line with the objectives of a BR.   

 
• There is a widespread perception amongst interviewees that collaborative working at 

the regional (i.e. Wester Ross) scale is limited.  This may have important implications 
in terms of mobilising support for putting the BR concept into practice in Wester 
Ross. 

 
• There is scope for developing close relationships between community capitals 

(social, natural etc.) and an extended BR in Wester Ross.     
 

• Evidence from existing and proposed new-style BRs in the UK indicates that securing 
public agency support and resources is a vital prerequisite to enable applications to 
be made to UNESCO.  Longer-term core funding support is also vital in terms of 
maintaining the impetus of BRs after the accolade has been given. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The research in context  
 
Biosphere Reserves (BRs) are geographical areas recognised by the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) as “sites of excellence to 
explore and demonstrate conservation and sustainable development on a regional scale”. 
The World Network of Biosphere Reserves (WNBR) currently comprises 580 such sites in 
114 countries.  BRs are viewed as a useful mechanism for regional development because 
they encourage practical links between conservation and the wider economic, environmental 
and social objectives of sustainable development through collaborative working and shared 
experience.  As such, BRs are an enabling rather than an enforcement mechanism for 
conservation and regional sustainable development. 
 
Since 1976, UNESCO has recognised Beinn Eighe National Nature Reserve as a BR, based 
particularly on its importance for biodiversity conservation and associated research.  
However, this site does not meet UNESCO’s current criteria for BRs, dating from 1995, 
which incorporate a wider focus on regional sustainable development, rather than primarily 
emphasising conservation objectives.  The Wester Ross Alliance (WRA) wishes to assess 
whether it may be appropriate to work towards an application to UNESCO for new-style BR 
status for Wester Ross.  This report is intended to assist the WRA in deciding whether to 
take further actions towards pursuing such an application. To that end, funding was secured 
from the Scotland Committee of the UK National Commission for UNESCO and the Scottish 
Funding Council (through its Innovation Voucher scheme), together with a financial 
contribution from the WRA, to conduct the research upon which this report is based.   
 
Aims and objectives  
 
The aim of the study is to assess the potential for developing an application for new style BR 
status.  In so doing, it addresses the following objectives:    

• to explain and contextualise the origins and evolution of the BR concept; 
• to evaluate whether an extended BR in Wester Ross would meet UNESCO’s revised 

criteria and consider possible options for zoning within a new-style BR;  
• to analyse issues of relevance to the further development of an application to 

UNESCO for BR status, on the basis on research findings; 
• to suggest further actions which the WRA and other interested stakeholders may 

wish to consider in deciding whether to pursue an application for BR status.       
 
In addressing these objectives, the current research builds on the report by Hambrey 
Consulting (2009) for the Department of Environment, Fisheries and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) 
and the UK Man and the Biosphere (UK MAB) Committee.  This report provided a useful 
preliminary review and assessment of opportunities and potential for Beinn Eighe and 
Wester Ross within the context of an extended new-style BR.  Its broad conclusion was that 
the UNESCO criteria for a new-style BR could be met within the context of Wester Ross.  
We readily concur with that view.  However, as the primary research findings presented in 
this report illustrate, there are a variety of issues relating to stakeholder perceptions, 
collaborative working, mobilising support and securing resources which require careful 
consideration in deciding whether to further pursue an application to UNESCO.       
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Research methods  
 

The findings of this study have been generated using a combination of secondary and 
primary research methods.  The secondary element involved desk-based examination of 
relevant documentation and websites relating to: 

• Biosphere Reserves in general;  
• other existing/proposed ‘new style’ BRs in the UK (including update reports and 

commissioned evaluation studies); 
• Wester Ross Alliance (including the draft Community Development Plan for Ward 6, 

documentation on the distribution of LEADER funds); 
• Highland Council Ward 6 socio-economic data;  
• Highlands and Islands Enterprise – Community Account Management Programme; 
• Wester Ross stakeholder organisations’ websites and documentation (community 

councils, landowners, representative groups and networks).     
   
The primary research findings have been generated via semi-structured telephone 
interviews with 21 stakeholders in Wester Ross and representatives of the three other 
existing/proposed BRs in the UK. Interviewees in Wester Ross included: 

• Community council representatives; 
• Crofters; 
• Current (or former) elected councillors/MSP; 
• Landowners; 
• Local businesses; 
• Local Development Officers; 
• Public agency and Non-Governmental Organisation officials. 

 
A further element of the primary research involved semi-structured interviews with 
representatives of the existing new-style BRs in the UK (North Devon and Dyfi) and the 
proposed BR in Galloway and Southern Ayrshire.  These have generated insights regarding 
how each of these existing/proposed BRs has been developed, secured financial and other 
support, and been managed in practice. Interviewees regarding these existing or proposed 
BRs included: 

• Service Manager and UNESCO Biosphere Co-ordinator, North Devon AONB and 
Biosphere Reserve Service; 

• The chair of the Dyfi Biosphere Partnership; 
• Manager, Ecodyfi (responsible for managing the Biosffera Dyfi Biosphere); 
• Co-ordinator of Biosphere Partnership, proposed Galloway and Southern Ayrshire 

Biosphere. 
 
The overall sample of 25 interviewees was agreed with Tom Forrest, Chairman of the 
Wester Ross Alliance.  It was not intended to be comprehensive in terms of covering all 
stakeholders in the region.  Instead, the sample was designed to provide a reasonable 
representation of different stakeholder interests in Wester Ross to establish initial views on 
the BR concept and other relevant issues.  In some instances, the categories overlapped in 
that interviewees were able to offer views from multiple perspectives (for example, 
community council representation and crofting).  Interviews were conducted on the basis that 
views expressed would not be attributed to named individuals in this report. Topics 
discussed included: awareness of the BR concept; support for pursuing an application for a 
new style BR in Wester Ross; extent of collaborative working in the region; conservation and 
sustainable development initiatives at the community level; and barriers and opportunities in 
relation to developing a BR application.           
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Structure of the report  
 
The remainder of the report is structured as follows.  Section 2 traces the origins and 
evolution of the Biosphere Reserve concept and outlines UNESCO’s selection criteria for 
new-style BRs.  Section 3 provides an overview of the existing/proposed new style BRs in 
the UK.  Section 4 provides an assessment of the situation in Wester Ross in relation to 
meeting UNESCO’s criteria for BR.  The primary research findings from interviews are 
presented and discussed in section 5.  Finally, section 6 draws conclusions in relation to the 
study and suggests specific actions regarding how to take the initiative forward.      
 

2. Origins and evolution of the Biosphere Reserve concept   
 
As noted in the introduction, Biosphere Reserves (BRs) are geographical areas recognised 
by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) as 
members of the World Network of Biosphere Reserves.  UNESCO’s ‘Madrid Action Plan’ 
envisages BRs as “sites of excellence to foster harmonious integration of people and nature 
for sustainable development through participation, knowledge, well-being, cultural values 
and society’s ability to cope with change, thus contributing to the [Millennium Development 
Goals]” (UNESCO, 2008).      
 
The origins of the BR concept lie in the ‘Biosphere Conference’ of 1968, notable for being 
the first intergovernmental conference to seek a sustainable balance between the 
conservation and use of natural resources.  Biosphere Reserves were formally established 
within UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere (MAB) programme in 1973; their functions 
included the conservation of biodiversity and provision of facilities for research, education 
and training.  In 1976/77, the Chief Scientist of the Nature Conservancy Council identified 13 
National Nature Reserves (NNRs) in the UK to be nominated as BRs, including Beinn Eighe 
NNR. UNESCO approved all of these.  However, there was very little public awareness that 
these areas had received this status from UNESCO.  In general, this level of public 
awareness did not increase substantially until the late 1990s, and often to the present time, 
reflecting the relatively closed policy and practitioner communities engaging with the BR 
concept and its application in the UK.       
 
In 1995, UNESCO organised a conference in Seville, Spain, which redefined the BR concept 
by broadening its use as a mechanism for galvanising practical action linking conservation 
and sustainable development. It did this by introducing specific criteria, in Article 4 of the 
new Statutory Framework for the World Network of Biosphere Reserves (UNESCO, 1996), 
which all regions applying to either retain BR status or achieve it for the first time would have 
to meet.  These criteria include the following: 
 
Ecological Systems 
 

Criterion 1: [The Biosphere Reserve] should encompass a mosaic of ecological 
systems representative of major biogeographic regions, including a graduation of 
human interventions 

Biological Diversity  

Criterion 2: It should be of significance for biological diversity conservation. 
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Regional Sustainable Development  

Criterion 3: It should provide an opportunity to explore and demonstrate approaches 
to sustainable development on a regional scale. 

Biosphere Reserve Functions  

Criterion 4: It should have an appropriate size to serve the three functions of 
biosphere reserves as set out in Article 3 (conservation, sustainable development 
and research and monitoring) (see Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1: The three functions of a Biosphere Reserve. Source: UNESCO MAB 
programme. 

Zonation 

Criterion 5: It should include these functions through appropriate zonation, 
recognising:  

a) A legally constituted core area or areas devoted to long-term protection, according 
to the conservation objectives of the biosphere reserve, and of sufficient size to meet 
these objectives. 
b) A buffer zone or zones clearly identified and surrounding or contiguous to the 
core area or areas, where only activities compatible with the conservation objectives 
take place. 
c) An outer transition area where sustainable resource management practices are 
promoted and developed (see Figure 2).   
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Figure 2: Biosphere Reserve zoning. Source: UNESCO MAB programme. 

Organisation  

Criterion 6: Organisational arrangements should be provided for the involvement 
and participation of a suitable range of inter alia public authorities, local communities 
and private interests in designing and carrying out the functions of a biosphere 
reserve.    

Necessary Provisions  

Criterion 7: In addition, provisions should be made for: 

a) Mechanisms to manage human use and activities in the buffer zone or zones; 
b) A management policy or plan for the area as a biosphere reserve; 
c) A designated authority or mechanism to implement this policy or plan; 
d) Programmes for research, monitoring, education and training.  

 
The capacity of an extended BR in Wester Ross to meet these criteria is discussed in more 
detail later in this report.  In essence, new-style BRs (i.e., those adhering to all the criteria 
above) have a wider set of functions and are much more outward-facing in terms of 
encouraging multiple stakeholder participation in their management and in developing 
activities in line with the concept of sustainable development.  In these respects, the 
evolution of the BR concept mirrors policy trajectories in relation to rural and regional 
development, as well as biodiversity conservation, over the past four decades.  In particular, 
its focus on the relationship between conservation and wider sustainability concerns 
underscores an on-going emphasis on place-based, local economic development in which 
sustainable use of natural assets and bottom-up forms of governance are important 
components for success.  These ideas are not new, and have been pursued via various 
institutional structures and processes in the Highlands over a considerable period of time.  
However a key perceived benefit of adopting the BR model is that it provides one 
overarching mechanism for organising and co-ordinating activities which reflect the 
economic, environmental and social objectives of sustainable development in practice.  In 
that respect, a BR can be a useful vehicle for showcasing existing regional good practice for 
conservation and sustainable development – as recognised by this accolade from UNESCO 
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– as well as identifying and acting on shared interests and opportunities for development 
amongst multiple regional stakeholders and applying lessons from other BRs.            
  
In their report on the potential of Biosphere Reserves to achieve social, economic and 
environmental goals, Hambrey Consulting (2008) note that most of the benefits associated 
with BRs are “perceived process benefits – such as awareness raising, conflict resolution, 
stakeholder forums, labelling schemes, monitoring programmes etc. The “outcomes” in 
terms of social, economic and environmental benefit have nowhere been systematically 
monitored or verified”.  
 
However, they go on to identify a number of strategic benefits for regions which successfully 
apply the BR concept in practice.  In particular, the role of a BR as a facilitating mechanism 
for implementing a broad development philosophy likely to generate social, economic and 
environmental benefits in the long term is highlighted.  They further suggest that the concept 
can be used to:  

• “attract those in search of a high quality sustainably managed environment and 
associated services (leisure, recreation, adventure, study, pleasant living 
environment);  

• provide a practical and unifying focus for sustainable development initiatives;  
• raise the levels of awareness, understanding and pride in the local environment and 

the way in which it is managed, which in turn can inject and attract dynamism into the 
local economy;  

• lever in additional support or project funds by both assuring the quality of the 
environment and the sustainability of the local economy.” (page 8). 
 

The prospect of the delivery of such benefits at the regional level has been a key motivation 
for the development of BRs elsewhere in the UK.  It is to consideration of these BRs that the 
report now turns.  

 

3. Current and proposed Biosphere Reserves in the UK 
 
There are currently two new-style BRs in the UK: North Devon’s BR, which achieved the 
accolade in 2002, and Biosffer Dyfi Biosphere in Wales, recognised in 2009.  An application 
to create a BR in Galloway and Southern Ayrshire was submitted to UNESCO in 2011; the 
outcome is expected in summer 2012.  These areas are discussed in more detail below.  

North Devon’s Biosphere Reserve  

North Devon’s Biosphere Reserve covers approximately 3,300 square kilometers; its 
boundaries include about 150,000 people. In the context of the present report, it is worth 
noting that the previous BR in this area was the Braunton Burrows NNR (now an Site of 
Special Scientific Interest, SSSI), a sand dune system with an area of 604 ha.  The present 
BR, recognized by UNESCO in 2002, includes not only the original SSSI (now a Special 
Area of Conservation under EU legislation), but also 50 others.  It also includes the North 
Devon Coast Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB).The catchments of the Taw and 
Torridge rivers provide the spatial context for the zoning of the terrestrial part of the BR: as 
the BR’s website notes, “[i]t is through water that everyone living and working in the 
biosphere is connected to everyone else”. The transition area includes substantial areas of 
the countryside which connects all the streams to the Taw and Torridge Rivers.  The BR 
includes a substantial area out to sea, further reflecting the extent of the ecosystem and 
wider sustainable development relationships within the context of the BR.  Activities within 
the BR place a strong emphasis on cultural and local identity.   
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Management and co-ordination of the BR is the overall responsibility of the North Devon 
Biosphere Reserve Partnership, working on behalf of its constituent local authorities and 
stakeholders. It is comprised of full and corresponding members representing interests 
including local authorities and other public agencies, academia, business and community 
organisations. Operational management of the BR is the responsibility of the North Devon 
Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and Biosphere Service (NDABS) which has seven 
staff members and is hosted by Devon County Council.  BR management is one part of the 
remit of the NDABS, which also includes coordination and management of the North Devon 
Coast AONB, management of the Tarka Trail cycle section between Brunton and Meeth, and 
management of the South West Coastal Path.   Core funding for the NDABS is provided by 
North Devon Council, Torridge District Council and Natural England.           

A further key organization is the North Devon Biosphere Foundation, a ‘not for profit’ 
company limited by guarantee dedicated to furthering the aims of the North Devon 
Biosphere Reserve Partnership. It has involvement in a number of projects which focus on 
culture, the environment and the arts.   

North Devon’s BR has initiated a range of projects covering a wide variety of conservation 
issues.  Major projects are grouped around key headings.  Examples under each include: 
community (Community Carbon Auditing; volunteer conservation projects); education 
(confluence project; Sea for Life); business (Business Accreditation Scheme); wildlife (the 
Pearl Rivers Project); and local heritage and culture (Life’s Journey project).  Most 
recently, the Torridge River catchment of the BR was one of 12 areas in England awarded 
the status of a pilot Nature Improvement Area.  This three-year project brings £700,000 in 
funding from DEFRA, matched by over £3 million from the public, private and voluntary 
sectors. The BR is twinned with the Malindi-Watamu BR on the coast of Kenya; joint projects 
on climate change, sea level rise and coastal erosion have been implemented. 

Website: http://www.northdevonbiosphere.org.uk/ 
Key Contact: Andy Bell (NDABS Manager and UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Co-ordinator) 
Andrew.bell@devon.gov.uk 

Biosffer Dyfi Biosphere 

The Biosffer Dyfi Biosphere covers approximately 759 square kilometres and incorporates 
towns, villages, forests, farmland, mountains and coast on land (681 square kilometres) as 
well as sea (78 square kilometres).  In the context of the present report, it is worth noting that 
the previous BR in this area included only a small part (about 1600 ha) of the estuary of the 
Dyfi river.  The current BR, recognized by UNESCO in 2009, comprises the entire catchment 
of the river, extending from mountains on the eastern side of Snowdonia to Cardigan Bay at 
the mouth of the estuary.  The coastal/marine parts, woodlands, and moorland of the BR 
include both SSSIs and a number of Natura sites designated under EU legislation.  A 
substantial proportion of the BR is in the Snowdonia National Park.  The area has a 
permanent population of 25,000, including 13,000 in the town of Aberystwyth, where there is 
also a student population of about 8,000.  Local culture is also an important driver in terms of 
informing activities within the BR.   
 
The Dyfi Biosphere Partnership, consisting of representatives of public agencies and other 
stakeholders exists in order to consult local residents and businesses about biosphere 
opportunities.  Operational co-ordination of activity within the BR has been provided by 
Ecodyfi which is the local regeneration company for the Dyfi Valley.  Much of the activity 
developed within the context of the BR has been organised around particular thematic 
clusters such as arts, built and natural heritage, conservation, culture and language, 
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education, interpretation, maritime and coastal issues, research and monitoring, and 
sustainable tourism. 
 
Website: http://www.biosfferdyfi.org.uk/ 
Key Contact: Andy Rowland (Manager Ecodyfi) andy.rowland@ecodyfi.org.uk 
 
Proposed Galloway and South Ayrshire Biosphere      

The proposed Galloway and Southern Ayrshire  Biosphere covers 3,000 square kilometres 
and includes some 45,000 dwellings and 95,000 people.  It contains 14 Special Areas of 
Conservation and 4 Special Protection Areas, all designated under EU legislation. The core 
areas comprise the Cairnsmore of Fleet National Nature Reserve (NNR), the Silver Flowe 
NNR, and the core of the Merrick Kells SSSI; these were the components of the original Brs 
in the area  The BR is based upon the upland area centred on the Merrick, which acts as a 
water catchment for much of southwest Scotland.  As such, river catchment areas have 
been central to identifying the outer transition area for the proposed BR.  Indeed, the 
proposed BR’s website notes that: 

“The biosphere proposal will feature the strong cultural and local identity of Galloway 
and Southern Ayrshire and the common thread of water connecting the natural 
environment, landscape and everyone living and working in the area and on which 
they all depend. It is through water that everyone living and working in the biosphere 
is connected with everyone else”. 
http://www.gallowayandsouthernayrshirebiosphere.org.uk/?page_id=8 

The governance structure for the proposed BR consists of several elements.  A Biosphere 
Partnership Board is responsible for the strategic direction of the process of securing BR 
status and works to the remit of a Biosphere Charter.  It includes  three Councillors and 
representatives of six communities, four public sector agencies, four national organisations, 
two academic/research organisations, four from the business sector and three from the 
tourism sector. A Biosphere Working Group, comprised mainly of seconded officers drawn 
from the public sector partners, provides operational oversight in relation to Biosphere 
activities.   
 
A series of thematic groups are planned in order to help establish participatory 
engagement structures and processes owned by stakeholders and embedded in local 
communities. These include: business and renewable energy; community; environment; 
farming, forestry and land-based business; schools/education; research and monitoring; 
tourism, food, art and crafts. 
 
Examples of possible initiatives to be pursued within the context of the proposed BR include: 

• supporting wood fuel supply chains and service networks; 
• skills for micro renewables installation; 
• educational partnerships with local schools and colleges, development of curriculum 

resources and environmental vocational training; 
• sustainable tourism Initiatives; 
• business brand accreditation scheme for local businesses; 
• support for a local food produce and service network; 
• carbon reduction and sequestration research; 

 
Website:  http://www.gallowayandsouthernayrshirebiosphere.org.uk/ 
Key Contact: Nigel Wallace (Co-ordinator Biosphere Partnership) 
nigel.wallace@south-ayrshire.gov.uk 
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4. Assessment against UNESCO criteria 
 
In 2009, Hambrey Consulting undertook a preliminary review and assessment of 
opportunities and potential for an extended BR in Wester Ross with reference to the criteria 
set out in Article 4 of the Statutory Framework of the World Network of Biosphere Reserves 
outlined above.  This included consideration of these criteria in terms of the following two 
alternatives for an extended new-style BR:  
 

1. A Local BR, with Beinn Eighe NNR as a core area, the six surrounding SSSIs as a 
buffer zone, and Kinlochewe, Torridon and Gairloch within a possible transition zone. 

 
2. A Regional BR, with the same core area and buffer zones but with an extended 

transition zone incorporating the rest of coastal Wester Ross, as far south as 
Lochcarron, as the transition zone.  Including Strathpeffer, Strathconon and Lochalsh 
within the transition zone was also suggested as a possibility.  

 
As the Hambrey report makes clear, these two alternatives are not the only ones which 
might be pursued.  However, they do provide a good indication of the feasibility of meeting 
some of the Article 4 criteria.  The consultants’ assessment is summarised in Table 1. 
 
 

Table 1: Assessment of Wester Ross against Article 4 Criteria 
Criterion Local BR Regional BR 

1. Mosaic of ecological 
systems/gradation of human 
intervention  

Excellent Excellent 

2. Significance for biological 
diversity  

Excellent  Excellent  

3. Opportunity to explore and 
demonstrate sustainable 
development on a regional 
scale  

Fair Good with reservations 
that most of the 
development might be 
tourist-related 

4. Adequate size to promote 
conservation, sustainable 
development and 
education/research. 

Moderate Good  

5. Opportunities for agreed 
zonation 

Good  Excellent  

6. Opportunity for 
community/stakeholder 
participation  

Good  Good  

7. Management mechanisms Moderate Good  
  
The key messages emerging from the Hambrey report can be summarised as follows: 
 

• Both a Local BR and a Regional BR would provide excellent scope for meeting the 
criteria in relation to ecological systems and biological biodiversity (criteria 1 and 2) 

 
• Both alternatives would meet the criteria for zonation (criteria 5) with the Beinn Eighe 

NNR serving as the core area and SSSIs as the buffer zone, with a transition area 
beyond these zones.  However, a Regional BR would offer better opportunities in that 
regard than a Local BR. 
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• Issues of scale (and in particular population size) suggest variation in the 
effectiveness of extended BRs to meet the criteria in relation to exploring and 
demonstrating sustainable development on a regional scale (criterion 3), ensuring 
adequate size to promote conservation, sustainable development and 
education/research (criterion 4), opportunity for community/stakeholder participation 
(criterion 6). 

 
• Management mechanisms for an extended BR should be relatively ‘light touch’ in 

nature.  The report states: 
 

“It may be that existing land/water management objectives in areas surrounding 
potential core areas are already adequate to meet this criterion…..[A]ny such 
mechanisms should be very simple and couched in terms of broad principles and 
outcomes, couples with reference to existing management provisions of which 
there are many”  (Hambrey Consulting, 2009).      

 
  
5. Primary research: Findings and analysis 
 
This section of the report presents and discusses the key findings from the primary research 
conducted during the study.  It begins by considering the level of awareness of the BR 
concept in Wester Ross before assessing the level of support amongst interviewees for a 
new-style BR in the region. The analysis then considers the relative lack of a coherent sense 
of regional identity in Wester Ross and examines reasons for this.  From there, the focus 
shifts to existing organisational structures and networks involved in conservation and wider 
sustainable development activities at different spatial scales in Wester Ross.  The following 
section discusses findings in relation to different ‘community capitals’ in Wester Ross and 
the extent of collaborative partnership working in the region.  Finally, the crucial issues of 
mobilising support and securing resources for the development of an application to 
UNESCO are discussed.        
 
Awareness of the Biosphere Reserve concept in Wester Ross 
 
As noted above, despite UNESCO’s recognised 13 BRs in the UK in 1976-7, there was 
general lack of awareness of this status, either in nearby areas or at the national scale, 
outwith specialised scientific, conservation, and policy communities.  Key reasons certainly 
included the relatively narrow focus on conservation within the original BR concept and, 
subsequently, as the concept evolved, the slow emergence of sustainable development on 
the political agenda as a guiding principle for public policy.  Predictably therefore, there is 
relative lack of stakeholder awareness in Wester Ross of either Beinn Eighe’s current BR 
status or the principles and scope of the new-style accolade.   For example, hardly anyone 
who attended the Wester Ross Alliance General Meeting in February 2010 indicated 
awareness of either the concept or Beinn Eighe’s status as a BR.    This finding is very 
similar to that in both the existing new-style BRs in North Devon and Dyfi and the proposed 
Galloway and Southern Ayrshire BR when the possibility of pursuing BR status was first 
mooted in these areas.  As both the English and Welsh cases prove, an initially low level of 
awareness of the BR concept need not represent an insurmountable barrier to successfully 
achieving the status of a new-style BR.  However, it does have important implications in 
terms of mobilising support for the concept and the types of resources required in order for 
UNSCO to give the accolade.    
 
A number of the interviewees who participated in the current study also attended a meeting 
organised as part of the study undertaken by Hambrey Consulting in 2009, mentioned above 
and/or a meeting organised at Ledgowan Lodge in June 2011.  As a consequence, they had 
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some knowledge of the existing situation with regard to Beinn Eighe and of the principles of 
an extended new-style BR.  Other interviewees had detailed knowledge in this regard due to 
their professional expertise (for example, SNH staff).  Interviewees who were unfamiliar with 
the BR concept were provided with the study information note in advance of interviews with 
the CMS researcher.   
   
Extent of support for an extended Biosphere Reserve  
 
There was a clear recognition amongst interviewees that the natural and cultural assets of 
Wester Ross in terms of landscapes, wildlife, biodiversity, marine resources, language and 
crofting are vital drivers for the sustainable development of the region.  Indeed, interviewees 
noted that key sectors of the local economy – such as tourism and, to a lesser extent, retail – 
are highly dependent upon these assets.  In particular, a close relationship was identified 
between the region’s natural assets and what was perceived to be a growing ‘eco-tourism’ 
segment of the tourism market.  However, as one interviewee noted, the idea that 
environmental resources should be conserved is scarcely new in the region and has been 
practised by the crofting community out of necessity for generations.  
 
To the extent that they were able to make an informed judgement on the basis of their 
existing knowledge of the concept, most interviewees were generally supportive an extended 
new-style BR for the region in principle.  In particular, there was widespread recognition that 
the concept had the potential to provide an organising mechanism for conservation and 
sustainable development activity in the region in a way that is not currently being undertaken 
(partly for reasons discussed in more detail below).  In that regard, BR status, as an 
accolade given by UNESCO, was viewed by some interviewees as a potentially useful tool 
for promoting the region in terms of tourism products.  Interestingly, however, there was 
some scepticism expressed concerning the idea of BR status being used as a brand for the 
region.  This may reflect the marketing space already occupied by the ‘Wester Ross’ brand 
and the dynamics of bringing that initiative to fruition.  More generally, an interviewee with 
close connections to landowners within the region suggested that, on the whole, this group 
of stakeholders would probably be ambivalent regarding the prospect of an extended BR, as 
long as there were no adverse effects on their development plans, for instance hydro-power 
schemes, fish-farms, deer stalking, and fishing.       
  
Notwithstanding the generally positive view of interviewees in relation to the BR concept, a 
number of issues were raised which will require careful consideration if the development of 
an application is to be pursued further.  The most fundamental of these relates to whether an 
extended BR would be the most appropriate mechanism for linking conservation and 
sustainable development activities within the area.  One interviewee was unconvinced in this 
regard, suggesting that there may be merit in considering a Geopark (the Northwest 
Highlands Geopark includes some of Wester Ross) or destination management 
organisations as alternative structures to undertake essentially similar functions to an 
extended BR.   
 
The issue of alternative structures has also been encountered in relation to the development 
of proposals for other BRs in the UK.  In particular, Scottish Government requested the 
proponents of the proposed Galloway and Southern Ayrshire Biosphere to assess alternative 
structures to that of the BR model.  Having done so, they concluded that, of the considered 
options, the proposed BR represented the most effective approach to contributing to the 
sustainable development of the region.   
 
Some concern was expressed by interviewees as to how a BR could contribute to 
conservation and sustainable development objectives in practice.  In particular, one 
interviewee viewed the concept as being somewhat vague and difficult to visualise in 
practical terms.  This interviewee compared the BR concept unfavourably with the National 
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Park model, which was considered to be more readily identifiable in terms of scope and 
function, and also questioned the extent to which an operational BR would lend itself to 
effectively marketing eco-tourism opportunities in practice.  However, this view was not 
shared by all interviewees and does not account for the process benefits associated with BR 
status highlighted above.    
 
Very few interviewees felt in a position to provide definitive views as to the scope of zoning 
arrangements for an extended BR, beyond general agreement that Beinn Eighe NNR would 
make a logical core zone. However, there were varying views articulated amongst 
respondents who did express an opinion with regard to the spatial scale of an extended BR 
and the organisation of the transition area.  Some interviewees favoured maintaining a 
relatively local focus, in line with the ‘local BR’ model line with the suggested by Hambrey 
Consulting (2009).  Others suggested a much wider geographical focus for a prospective 
transition area, to the extent of incorporating all of Highland Council Ward 6 (see appendix 
2).  One interviewee suggested that marine resources, in addition to land, should also be 
included within the zoning model adopted within any extended BR, as has been the case 
with both North Devon’s BR and the Dyfi Biosphere.  Others were less clear as to the 
appropriate extent of geographical coverage, particularly in relation to buffer and transition 
areas.   
 
Such uncertainty is understandable, given the complex process of determining such 
boundaries in practice. This was an issue that occurred during the consultation phase of 
preparing the application for the Dyfi Biosphere, in the sense that consultees were much 
more responsive in terms of offering their opinions with regard to zoning when various 
options were presented to them.  In this regard, an element of top-down steering is helpful in 
facilitating the expression of bottom-up opinion at the community level.   The key issue is to 
ensure that the consultation process is as transparent, accountable and inclusive as 
possible.               
    
Interviewees were unanimous regarding the importance of the type of language used to 
communicate the BR concept.  In particular, the use of the term ‘reserve’ was felt to have 
negative connotations which would not play well with certain stakeholders.  However, it is 
important to note that, as with Dyfi (and, if approved, Galloway and South Ayrshire), even 
when UNESCO has recognised a region as a member of the World Network of BRs, it does 
not have to be referred to as a Biosphere Reserve.  In these two cases, only the word 
‘Biosphere’ is used; in other countries, terms such as ‘Biosphere area’ or ‘Biosphere region’ 
are used.  Nevertheless, if there was a misconception that an extended BR would act a 
regulatory impediment to development or existing land management practices, then the 
application for BR status and, if successful, its implementation, would be resisted by some 
influential stakeholders; landowners and members of the crofting community were 
highlighted as being particularly significant.  In contrast, some interviewees indicated that 
they would be in favour of an extended BR if it helped to minimise what they considered to 
be instances of unsustainable development involving the granting of planning permission for 
particular types of development.  Given these ‘conservation versus development’ tensions, it 
is important to reiterate that BRs have no regulatory or other legislative function.  Instead, 
they are intended to be an accolade for ‘good practice’ and to act as catalysts for joint 
working and sharing of experience within the broad framework of sustainable development. 
 
The issue of perception as to what a BR can and cannot do is particularly important, given 
historical sensitivities around the setting of statutory environmental designations in the 
region.  However, such sensitivities are scarcely unique to the West Highlands.  Elsewhere –
for example in North Devon, Dyfi and Galloway and South Ayrshire – considerable time and 
effort has gone into emphasising that the respective BRs can provide an innovative catalyst 
for sustainable development rather than a regulatory brake. 
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Other concerns related to the longer-term viability of an extended BR.  Understandably, 
there was no appetite amongst interviewees to engage in a prolonged ‘paper exercise’ if, 
once established, an extended BR lacked the capacity to remain operational in the longer 
term.  In this regard, unfavourable comparisons were drawn by some interviewees with the 
Geoparks experience elsewhere in the Highlands, which were perceived as struggling to 
operate in the face of funding difficulties.  Concern was expressed by interviewees that any 
initial financial investment in a BR might not be sustainable over the longer term, particularly 
given the on-going climate of financial austerity, and would therefore be a waste of scarce 
resources.   
 
The issue of longer-term financial sustainability is closely linked to that of the added value 
associated with BR status.   Put simply, resources in support of an application for extended 
BR status are more likely to be mobilised if a clear case can be made that there are tangible 
benefits to be gained for the region as a result of that status.  As Hambrey Consulting (2009) 
note, many of the benefits associated with BR status tend to be process-oriented (i.e. they 
help to stimulate different ways of doing things and establish new networks and 
partnerships) rather than being readily quantifiable in the short term.  It is largely as a 
consequence of the establishment and consolidation of such networks and partnerships that 
more tangible benefits of BR status are perceived to subsequently emerge as new initiatives 
are developed.  One example is the recently-approved Nature Improvement Area project in 
North Devon’s BR, with a budget of nearly £4 million. 
 
The question of quantifying the added value of a BR was addressed during the process 
leading to the application for the proposed Galloway and Southern Ayrshire BR. In 2008, 
Mackay Consultants undertook a study for the Steering Group into the socio-economic 
potential of the BR. The research examined a series of future scenarios based on potential 
investment over a 10-year period and predicted a return or leverage of 6:1; in other words, 
for every £1 spent in investing in the proposed BR, an additional £6 could be generated. The 
study suggested that “substantial financial benefit could accrue to the area with Biosphere 
status” (Wallace, 2011). 
 
Regional identity in Wester Ross  
 
As noted earlier in this report, a key aim of a BR is to act as a site of excellence to explore 
and demonstrate conservation and sustainable development on a regional scale.  
Consequently, a vital ingredient in determining the success or otherwise of a BR in practice 
is the extent to which a strong sense of ‘place-based’ regional identity can underpin and 
galvanise practical activities in support of conservation and sustainable development.  
Experience in many parts of the world has shown the importance of building on such identity 
in developing proposals for, and implementing, BRs. 
 
Findings from interviews conducted for this study indicate that the sense of a cohesive and 
readily discernible ‘Wester Ross’ identity is relatively weak and appears to have diminished 
over time.  Interviewees considered that there is only a limited sense of allegiance to ‘Wester 
Ross’ as a physical entity.  Instead, there was a perception that people identified much more 
closely with the sub-regional settlements in which they lived, such as Gairloch, Achnasheen, 
Ullapool or elsewhere.  A number of linked factors help to explain why this should be the 
case.  Perhaps the most important of these relates to the sparsely populated and physically 
scattered nature of many of the sub-regional communities in Wester Ross. Comparisons 
with the populations and physical areas of other UK BRs are instructive in this regard. The 
Dyfi BR covers an area of 759 square kilometres and has a population of 25,000.  North 
Devon’s BR covers an area of approximately 3,300 square kilometres and has a population 
of 150,000 people, while the proposed Galloway and South Ayrshire BR has a population of 
approximately 95,000 people in an area of 3,000 square kilometres.  By comparison, 
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Highland Council’s Ward 6, as a whole, covers 4,948 square kilometres and has a total 
population of 11,446 (i.e., a population density of 2.3 people per square kilometre). 
 
When combined with the challenging physical terrain of the area and limitations of transport 
infrastructure, the ‘remote-rural’ characteristics of scattered communities and low population 
density that characterise Ward 6 can engender a degree of insularity which inhibits 
collaborative activity at a wider spatial scale.  That is not to say that such wider activity does 
not happen.  As one interviewee noted, “people work together at the Wester Ross scale 
when it is in their interests to do so”.  However, that appears to be the exception rather than 
the norm.  
 
The prospects for a cohesive sense of regional identity within Wester Ross are arguably 
further undermined by administrative structures and associated physical boundaries which 
have evolved and shifted spatially over time.  The most obvious changes in this regard relate 
to local authority structures and boundaries which have evolved from county, district, and 
regional authorities to the current unitary system of local government.  Some interviewees 
regard the Ward system within the current council structure as a further dilution of a coherent 
Wester Ross identity.  In particular, some interviewees view Ward 6, which extends as far 
east as Strathpeffer and as far south as Glenelg and Arnisdale, as an administrative 
convenience rather than a geographically coherent sub-unit of local government.                                     
 
A further important factor regarding the shaping of regional identity concerns the focus of   
governance structures and public resource allocation.  In practice, these tend to either 
transcend Wester Ross in terms of geographical scope (e.g., the Highland Public Services 
Partnership) or be situated at the sub-regional level (e.g., community councils and HIE’s 
community account management programme).  These different scales of governance 
therefore further diminish a sense of regional identity in the area, as ‘Wester Ross’, in terms 
of representing a distinctive geographical and administrative space, is caught between these 
poles of macro and micro decision-making structures.         
 
Existing organisational structures and networks   
 
A considerable number of existing organisations, networks and partnerships within Wester 
Ross are currently involved in conservation and/or wider sustainable development activities 
that align well with the purposes of a BR.  Virtually all of these organisations and networks 
are membership-based, and their remits variously involve the co-ordination of developmental 
activity, business representation, land/resources management and/or the management of 
funds at either ward or sub-ward level.  An indicative list of such organisations includes:         

• the Wester Ross Alliance, the main membership organisation for co-ordinating 
activity for sustainable development in the region and the Local Action Partnership 
for LEADER.  Amongst the projects which it has supported in its LAG capacity are: 
‘Ullapool environmental improvements’, ‘Applecross Landscape Partnership 
Scheme’, and ‘Skye and ‘Wester Ross Community Capacity Building Event’.   

• Celtic Fringe, a membership-based organisation established to develop tourism 
based proposals and activities for Wester Ross and viewed by some as a de facto 
Destination Management Organisation for the area.  It produced ‘Slow Down in 
Wester Ross’, a guide to the area and places of interest.  

• various community-level representational organisations such as Gairloch and Loch 
Ewe Action Form (GALE), a community charity working towards improving the local 
economy, environment and social life of the Gairloch and Loch Ewe area; 

• generic business associations at the community level, such as Gairloch Business 
Association and Ullapool Tourism and Business Association; 
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• Community Councils and a range of Community Trusts and Companies such as 
the Applecross Community Company which is involved in community development 
activities and renewable energy initiatives; 

• Deer Management Groups (DMGs), comprising representatives of estates involved 
in collaborative deer management, including the Gairloch Conservation Unit, 
Southwest  and West Ross DMGs.  

• the Wester Ross Environmental Network, comprised of public agencies, NGOs, 
community and environmental groups and other interested individuals, has a 
particular focus on biodiversity conservation within the area.  In 2010, it published 
‘Go Wild’, a guide to the diverse natural environment of the region for visitors and 
local people. 

 ‘Community Capitals’ and collaborative partnership working  

Notwithstanding the apparent challenges associated with generating a coherent regional 
identify based on a geographical and administrative region which can be defined as 
encompassing ‘Wester Ross’, the preceding discussion is indicative of the importance that 
the ideas of ‘place-based community’ and ‘partnership working’ have come to assume in 
contemporary rural development.  This is evident in the Highlands (as elsewhere in Scotland 
and beyond) through the emphasis on community and partnership structures which 
encourage collaborative working in shaping the coordination and flow of resource allocation 
as key mechanisms for achieving sustainable development objectives in practice.  Indeed, 
as shown by the experience of the existing/proposed BRs in the UK, partnership (in terms of 
governance structures) and collaboration (in terms of projects and knowledge exchange 
linked to thematic working groups) are central to the successful operation of BRs in practice.       

The focus on place-based communities as a locus of development activity has also brought 
to the fore the issue of how well equipped such communities are to drive development from 
the ‘bottom-up’.  In particular, the extent to which communities are in possession of different 
types of capital is viewed as critical to determining their resilience and capacity to thrive.  
These various types of community capital are detailed in Table 2.    

Table 2: Seven Community Capitals (adapted from SAC, 2010) 
Capital Definition 

Financial Financial capital plays an important role in the economy, enabling 
other types of capital to be owned or traded. 

Built Fixed assets which facilitate the livelihood or well-being of the 
community.  

Social Features of social organisation such as networks and norms of 
trust that facilitate co-operation for mutual benefit.  Social capital 
can be ‘bonding’ in strengthening the internal dynamics of a 
community, or ‘bridging’ in terms of linking the community with 
external communities or networks.    

Human The people in the community and their health, knowledge, skills 
and motivations. 

Natural Landscapes and stocks of other renewable and non-renewable 
resources natural resources which provide goods and services. 

Cultural The values which help shape social relationships within the 
community and influence community members’ view of the world.  

Political The ability of a community to influence the distribution of 
resources.  

It is not possible within the context of the present study to provide a detailed assessment as 
to the state of the various capitals detailed above as they relate to communities in Wester 
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Ross.  However, the profiles of communities contained in the Community Development Plan 
for Ward 6, prepared within the context of the 2007-13 Leader Programme, provide useful 
indications.  Each community was profiled using the Community Council boundary areas as 
best reflecting its nature and needs.  Of particular interest is the analysis of each 
community’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) contained in the 
Plan.   Table 3 presents issues which were commonly identified in the SWOT analyses for 
communities. 

Table 3: 
Common Issues identified from Community Development Plan SWOT Analysis 

Strengths 
• Good community hall/social 

amenities   
• Integrated community/strong 

community spirit 
• Quality of locality, landscape and 

natural heritage 
   

Weakness 
• Physical remoteness & scattered 

community  
• Lack of (affordable) housing  
• Lack of built and transport 

infrastructure 
• Low/declining school roll & lack of 

young people 
• Lack of community identity/focused 

strategic development  
• Lack of public services 

Opportunity 
• Renewable energy schemes 
• Develop tourism facilities  
• Development of leisure facilities  
• Woodland/landscape development  
• Develop marine facilities  
• Paths network development  

Threat 
• Lack of service provision/closure of 

services (especially transport) 
• Decline in crofting/agriculture 
• Changing demography (aging 

population and declining school rolls) 
• High proportion of holiday homes 

 
As noted above, many of the interviewees were of the view that the stock of natural and 
cultural capital was high in Wester Ross (however one might wish to delineate the area).  
Table 3 indicates that natural capital, in the form of landscape and other environmental 
resources, is a key strengths for communities and offers opportunities for economic 
development, particularly in relation to renewable energy and tourism initiatives. Other types 
of community capital also appear to be in evidence within some communities in Wester 
Ross; especially social capital (in the form of a strong sense of community integration and 
community spirit) and built capital (in the form of well-used community halls). Such 
community cohesion does not appear universal, however, as the SWOT analysis also 
indicates that some communities appear to lack a unified sense of identity or focused vision 
of how to identify and advance development opportunities.     
 
It is interesting to note the similarities between communities in terms of perceived 
development opportunities around marine, leisure and paths.  There are also similarities 
amongst communities in terms of perceived weaknesses and threats, including issues such 
as limits to service provision, challenges to crofting, lack of affordable housing, and 
demographic concerns.  The collective findings of the SWOT analyses for the communities 
are particularly relevant within the context of an extended BR because of its potential to act 
as a mechanism for encouraging collaborative working and the sharing of experience, both 
between communities in the region and with communities in other BRs within the World 
Network; particularly in Europe through the EuroMAB network.   
 
If these communities broadly exhibit many of the same strengths and weaknesses and face 
similar opportunities and threats, then there is a logic for them to work together on a more 
collaborative basis to address common challenges and opportunities if appropriate enabling 
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structures and processes can be developed.  Moreover, as the preceding section illustrates, 
there are many organisations which represent community and business interests within 
Wester Ross and undertake a range of developmental and collaborative activities which 
would sit comfortably within the ethos of what a BR aims to achieve.  However, despite this 
abundance of organisations, at various spatial scales of governance within Wester Ross, 
many interviewees detected an absence of joint working beyond the level of local 
communities.  At the local level, Community Councils were highlighted as important engines 
for energising developmental activity.  Many were considered to be working well, aided by 
dynamic membership and a clear sense of their developmental priorities.  However, as 
illustrated in the SWOT analysis, the view that each community in Wester Ross shared a 
unified vision for its development was not a universal finding from our interviews, with some 
interviewees recognising divisions within certain communities, between those who wished to 
see developmental opportunities pursued and others wishing to maintain the status quo.  
 
The perception of a lack of collaborative working within Wester Ross is one of the most 
consistently articulated messages to emerge from the interviews.  It is not readily apparent 
as to why this should be the case, although physical remoteness and contrasting 
governance, discussed above in the section on regional identity, are undoubtedly 
contributory factors.  Interviewees provided examples which seem to illustrate that, at least 
in some contexts, a spirit of collaboration seems absent.  One interviewee highlighted a case 
where two representative organisations working in the same locality steadfastly refused to 
co-operate with each other. Another interviewee stated that there was perceived reluctance 
on the part of members of particular communities to attend meetings hosted elsewhere, on 
the basis of objection to their physical location.  A further interviewee suggested that, 
amongst some communities in Wester Ross, there is a perception that certain localities are 
more favoured in terms of public resource allocation than others.  These examples suggest 
that individual personality clashes, competition between organisations for influence and 
resources, and an element of parochialism linked to the remote-rural characteristics of 
Wester Ross all combine to act as impediments to collaboration.     
 
The types of tensions and perceptions identified above are certainly not unique to Wester 
Ross.  Nevertheless, it is difficult to escape the impression from discussions with 
interviewees that they are quite well entrenched within the region.  It is worth stressing that 
not all activity within a BR has to be on a collaborative region-wide basis.  For instance, 
farming stakeholders from one BR have initiated activity on an individual rather than 
collective basis, as a result of insights gained from a visit to another European BR.  Similarly, 
it would be feasible for individual communities to undertake activities in line with BR 
principles without necessarily involving other communities within Wester Ross.  However, 
given that much of the success of BRs in practice is founded on collaborative work and 
shared good practice, careful consideration will be required regarding how barriers to 
collaboration could be overcome, so as to maximise the benefits associated with BR status if 
an application is to be pursued. For the same reason, careful planning would also be 
required in terms of determining the geographical scope of a new-style BR for the area, to 
ensure that there is sufficient capital that can be mobilised within and between communities 
to best effect. 
 
Mobilising support and securing resources   
 
An obvious, but nevertheless critical, factor in determining the success or otherwise of an 
application for a BR relates to the extent to which support for the concept is mobilised within 
the region in question.  That support needs to have both a ‘top-down’ element (Councillors, 
MSPs and public agencies) and a ‘bottom-up’ element (community councils, landowners, 
crofters, business and other stakeholder interests) building on a sense of regional identity. 
Securing support from both directions is vital, as is the need for identifying individuals who 
can act as champions for the BR concept and help communicate what it might mean in 
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practice.  Thus, while much of the initial momentum for establishing new-style BR proposals 
in the UK have been driven by local authorities and other public agencies, a key feature in 
the development of applications for BR status has been the subsequent development of 
partnership processes embracing the wider communities in question. 
 
Experience from the two existing and one proposed new-style BRs in the UK suggests that it 
is particularly important to secure political support from the relevant local authorities and 
public sector agencies to take the application forward.  Such support is crucial during the 
early stages of developing the proposal and communicating the vision of what a BR can 
bring to other stakeholders in the region.  Thus, for example, initial work in relation to the 
proposed Galloway and South Ayrshire BR was undertaken by SNH and the three Councils 
of South and East Ayrshire and Dumfries and Galloway.  The Ayrshire Joint Planning Unit 
was then asked to take the project forward through the formation of a Biosphere Steering 
Group consisting mainly of the Councils and other public agencies. Staff working within the 
Joint Planning Unit were seconded to lead the practical work of developing the application 
and associated activities.  
 
In the case of the Dyfi Biosphere, the Countryside Commission for Wales (CCW) provided 
£45,000 over two years for staff resources to co-ordinate the development of the BR 
application process.  This enabled Ecodyfi, the regeneration organisation for the Dyfi Valley, 
to lead on the consultation process and prepare the application for BR status.  In North 
Devon, the North Devon Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and Biosphere Service, 
responsible for managing the BR, is hosted by Devon County Council.  The latter, along with 
Torridge District Council and Natural England, provides core funding for the service.  
 
The significance of the support from public agencies in all of these cases is that it has 
provided a stable resource base from which to generate support amongst a wider range of 
stakeholders for the proposed BRs.  This can be a relatively lengthy process: for the two 
existing  and one proposed UK BRs, it took three to five years to get from initial discussions 
to the submission of an application to UNESCO via the devolved administrations (where 
applicable) and the UK Government.  This shows the considerable effort and resources 
needed to build consensus amongst stakeholders to develop and submit an application to 
UNESCO.  It should also be noted that UNESCO requires “the authority/authorities, elected 
local government recognized authority or spokesperson representative of the communities 
located in the transition area” to sign the application form, as well as the authorities 
responsible for managing the core area (in Scotland, probably SNH) and buffer zone(s). 
 
The developmental resource commitments made by councils and other public sector 
agencies in relation to BRs elsewhere in the UK have been instrumental in achieving BR 
status in both Devon and Dyfi.  A positive outcome is also anticipated for Galloway and 
Southern Ayrshire in the summer of 2012.  However, the austere financial climate within 
which public sector organisations currently operate means that there are even greater 
demands on the allocation of their discretionary resources than when the existing/proposed 
BRs embarked upon the process of developing and submitting their applications.  While 
broadly supportive of the BR concept, representatives of public agencies interviewed for this 
study gave no indication that these agencies could commit financial support to the 
development of an application.  That is entirely understandable given both the financial 
climate and the still embryonic status of a BR proposal for Wester Ross.  Nevertheless, there 
is merit in exploring what types of support might be available from these and other public 
agencies and through existing funding mechanisms in relation to developing a proposal 
further.  In particular, the scope for utilising funding sources such as LEADER in support of 
the development of an application is worthy of further consideration.  There is a precedent 
for this elsewhere.  In Galloway and Southern Ayrshire, a major study titled ‘Working 
Towards and Galloway and Southern Ayrshire Biosphere Reserve’  was part-funded by 
LEADER to facilitate an extensive consultation exercise to help communities in the region to 
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understand what opportunities might be further developed via a Biosphere Reserve.  The 
new Scottish Rural Development Programme and the Land Use Strategy may also provide 
important contexts in this regard.   
 
What does seem clear from discussions with representatives of other BRs in the UK is 
significant resources are required to co-ordinate further development of an application, 
including the time-consuming but crucial task of consulting stakeholders with a view to 
securing widespread support to take an application forward. The question of resourcing the 
on-going management of a BR after UNESCO has granted the status of BR is also of 
fundamental importance in determining its long-term sustainability.  In the absence of a 
public agency core-funded management structure (such as that for North Devon’s BR), 
alternative sources of funding will be required to undertake this function.  Interviews with 
representatives of other BRs suggest that at least one full-time equivalent member of staff is 
required to ensure effective implementation of the BR management function.           
 
 
6. Conclusions and suggested actions 
 
The Biosphere Reserve concept is well established, having been applied to 580 sites in 114 
countries.  A key driver in bringing the concept to prominence was UNESCO’s decision to 
widen the selection criteria for recognising regions as BRs, as an accolade for excellence in 
exploring and demonstrating conservation and sustainable development on a regional scale.  
This has transformed BRs from sites with an essentially scientific status, little known beyond 
specialist policy and practitioner communities, into dynamic mechanisms for collaborative 
working and knowledge exchange which place natural and cultural assets, reflected in a 
strong sense of regional identity, at the heart of a region’s sustainable development.  
Recognition of the developmental opportunities which BR status can bring to a region was 
central to the decision of stakeholders in North Devon and Dyfi to pursue and successfully 
achieve BR status.  The impetus for a proposed Galloway and Southern Ayrshire BR has 
similarly been generated by a desire by stakeholders to capture the economic, 
environmental, social and cultural benefits which BR status is anticipated to bring to the 
area.   
 
The overarching aim of this study has been to assess the potential for developing an 
application to UNESCO to give Biosphere Reserve status to Wester Ross, recognising that 
the definition of appropriate boundaries would be part of this process.  As discussed above, 
in principle it is feasible to design a BR in the region which would meet UNESCO’s criteria in 
terms of ecological systems, biological diversity, regional sustainable development, BR 
functions, zonation (i.e., core area(s), buffer zone(s), transition areas), organisation, and 
necessary provisions (in terms of a management plan and co-ordinating mechanism etc.).  
The region has significant natural assets, the existing BR (i.e., Beinn Eighe NNR) could be 
an excellent core area, and there is ample scope for one or more buffer zones comprising 
existing SSSIs and other conservation designations which would require no additional 
management beyond existing arrangements. The main challenge would be to identify the 
boundaries of a suitable transition zone and the basis upon which that would be developed.  
As the discussion in section 4 of this report indicates, there are various possible options in 
this regard.    
 
It is clear from our primary research findings that there is a wide variety of activity being 
undertaken in Wester Ross which sits very well with the conservation and sustainable 
development objectives of the BR concept.  Much of that activity appears to be undertaken 
at the sub-regional or community level, and there are some striking similarities in terms of 
the types of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats which communities have 
identified in their own localities.  There is therefore considerable scope for an extended BR 
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to be a useful mechanism for development both within and between communities in Wester 
Ross.  However, the perception of interviewees that there is a relative absence of 
collaborative working at the regional level in Wester Ross indicates the need for work to be 
done to enable an extended BR to fully realise its potential in that regard.   
 
Ultimately, securing top-down support from public agencies and bottom-up support from the 
full range of community stakeholders would determine the success of an application for BR 
status.  That will require time and widespread and detailed consultation with stakeholders, so 
that BR zones and management arrangements can be jointly agreed.  Such an approach is 
not without costs.  Although a ‘light touch’ can be taken in terms of an eventual management 
policy or plan, substantial resources are required to co-ordinate consultation processes and 
document preparation in the process of developing an application to be submitted to 
UNESCO.  Resources will also be required to co-ordinate BR activity once UNESCO has 
given the accolade.  Securing adequate resources to facilitate further developmental work in 
advance of a possible application will be a vital prerequisite to progress.         
 
Suggested Actions 
 
The following actions are suggested in order to make further progress towards possible 
submission of an application to UNESCO: 
 

• Establish a ‘Biosphere Steering Group’ to co-ordinate action in relation to the 
stakeholder consultation process including further discussion on appropriate 
boundaries for a Biosphere Reserve; 

 
• Publicise the findings from this study to stakeholders in Wester Ross via a public 

event and local press coverage; 
 

• Hold exploratory meetings with the Highland Council, SNH, Highlands and Islands 
Enterprise and the Scottish Government to ascertain what resources they may be 
able to provide in relation to consulting stakeholders regarding a possible BR 
application; 

 
• Seek funding from LEADER and/or other public agencies or private sources (e.g., 

foundations) as appropriate to support a newly created post of ‘Biosphere 
Development Officer’ to be employed through an existing organisation (e.g., the 
Wester Ross Alliance and/or the Centre for Mountain Studies) to co-ordinate the 
process of undertaking further consultation and preparing an application.  
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Appendix 1: List of Interviewees 
 
Stakeholders: Wester Ross 
 
Scott Armstrong (Regional Director (Highlands), Visit Scotland)   
Robbie Bain (Ward 6 Manager, Highland Council)   
Steve Callaghan (Group Manager, (North of Scotland), The National Trust for Scotland) 
Fran Cree (Chair, Celtic Fringe) 
Peter Cunningham (Biologist, Wester Ross Fisheries Trust)     
Mary Gibson (Area Officer (Wester Ross), Scottish Natural Heritage)  
Richard Greene (Councillor, Ward 6 of the Highland Council)      
George Hogg (Unit Manager (South Highland), Scottish Natural Heritage)  
Amy Macdonald (Chair, Wester Loch Ewe Community Council and crofter) 
Ewen Mackinnon  (Former Councillor, The Highland Council and crofter) 
Kristine MacKenzie (Lochcarron Development Officer and crofter)     
Alison Macleod (Local Development Officer, Applecross Community Company; member, 
Applecross Community Council)  
Richard Munday (Kinloch Estate and Chair, Shieldaig Community Council) 
Helen Murchison (Chair, Lochcarron Community Council) 
Alastair Pearson (The Old Inn and Gairloch Highland Lodge, Gairloch) 
Donald Rice (Dundonnel Estate) 
Louise Seligman (Strathbran Estate) 
Lindsay Simpson (Development Manager, Highlands and Islands Enterprise)  
Audrey Sinclair (Councillor, Ward 6 of the Highland Council) 
Jim Sutherland (Nineonesix Guiding, Sheildaig)    
Jean Urquhart (Councillor, Ward 6 of the Highland Council and MSP) 
 
Current/proposed UK Biosphere Reserves 
 
Andy Bell (Service Manager and UNESCO Biosphere Co-ordinator, North Devon AONB 
and Biosphere Reserve Service) 
Andy Rowland (Manager, Ecodyfi) 
Nigel Wallace (Co-ordinator of Biosphere Partnership, proposed Galloway and Southern 
Ayrshire Biosphere)  
Allan Wynne Jones (Chair, Dyfi Biosphere Partnership) 
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Appendix 2: Map of Ward 6, Wester Ross, Strathpeffer and Lochalsh 
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