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Action plan to please the birds and the bees - Pioneering project to protect rare bee and help birds into the bargain  
A £300,000 conservation project to conserve the increasingly rare Great Yellow Bumblebee is being launched by RSPB Scotland in partnership with Glasgow Natural History Society and the Aculeate Conservation Group. 
Experts are hoping that by combining their knowledge they can improve the lot of this particular bee whose numbers have dropped markedly in the past century. Historically found all over Britain, it is now confined to the Western Isles, Coll, Tiree, Orkney and a few sites in Caithness & Sutherland from Wick to Kinlochbervie. 
The decline in the bee’s range is closely tied to the loss of habitats known as “machair” grassland - visually stunning, calcium-rich carpets of spring and summer flowers that typify the Hebrides. Sadly, this rare commodity is now slowly disappearing because of the intensification of farming practices in some areas. 
There is a striking similarity between the decline of the Great Yellow Bumblebee and the decline of the corncrake, a secretive bird which spends most of its time hidden in tall vegetation. Like the bee, it too is a formerly widespread species which has contracted to the “machair” and traditional crofting areas. The causes of the respective declines are likely to be linked and now it is hoped that the bee conservation project will also help the corncrake.
Dr David Beaumont, Senior Ecologist with RSPB Scotland said:
“The continued survival of this bee in the Hebrides, Orkney Islands and North of Scotland is a tribute to the benefits of the less intensive, wildlife-friendly land management that still occurs in these places. With this project, we plan to bring together conservationists, crofters and land managers over an extended area of Scotland to make sure we continue the agricultural practices that have produced such a superb habitat for wildlife. With the average age of a crofter now over 50, we need to act before it’s too late. This initiative is a prime example of the kind of joined-up thinking which should benefit several threatened species.”
Funded with grants from the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, the Heritage Lottery Fund and Forward Scotland, the main aim of the three-year project is to ensure the continuation of suitable habitat for the Great Yellow Bumblebee by creating and maintaining flower-rich grasslands and flower-rich arable “cover crops” to provide food sources for the bee. The species is not reliant on any particular species of plant but chooses from a restricted menu and must have plenty of flowers to forage from between May and September.  To achieve this, the project will create areas of rough, ungrazed land and uncut vegetation, which will be fenced off from livestock. The conservation work will be carried out by teams from RSPB Scotland, the Glasgow Natural History Society, local communities and crofters. 
Geoff Hancock of the Glasgow Natural History Society said:
“The Great Yellow Bumblebee is a flagship species yet the habitat it occurs in is under threat because of modern agricultural methods. By helping to conserve it, we are helping to improve the environment not just for the bee and other insects, but for a range of species and ultimately man himself. Without insects, many other creatures simply would not exist. Although this work applies to certain specific areas of Scotland, it has implications for biodiversity across the country. Our membership is very much looking forward to getting involved in practical, hands-on conservation work like this, which has so many potential benefits for the environment as a whole.”  
Murdo Macdonald of the Aculeate Conservation Group said: 
"The decline in several species of bumblebee in Britain is giving great cause for concern.  The Great Yellow Bumblebee is now one of the UK's rarest species, found only in the North and West of Scotland.  Its closest relative was declared extinct in the UK in 2000, so we must ensure that we care better for this species." 
Commenting from the Heritage Lottery Fund, Colin McLean, the Heritage Lottery Fund’s Manager for Scotland, said: 
"The HLF has given more than £300 million to a wide range of projects which conserve and enhance the UK’s rural environment.  Few people realise that every lottery ticket bought has the potential to save the UK's landscapes, countryside and creatures, and the Great Yellow Bumble Bee is as important a part of our heritage as a Botticelli.  Imagine if future generations didn't have the chance to enjoy these wonderful bees because we didn't do enough to save them now."
RSPB Scotland, the Glasgow Natural History Society and the Aculeate Conservation Group are very grateful to the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation for providing a £60,000 over three years towards the cost of the project; to the Heritage Lottery Fund for providing £47,900 over three years (for the Western Isles, Mull & Skye), and to Forward Scotland for providing £14,475 towards the project in Orkney.
Ends 

Notes: 

1. The Great Yellow Bumblebee  (Bombus distinguendus) is now listed as Nationally Scarce species and is on the Priority List of the UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP). 

2.      “Machair” grassland has a very long history of management by local communities over several millennia. In recent times, this has involved a mix of seasonal extensive grazing and rotational cropping based on potatoes, oats and rye. It is restricted to about 25,000 hectares across the world, with 17,500 ha in Scotland and the remainder in western Ireland. 
3.      The corncrake (Crex crex) was on the brink of extinction in Scotland with a mere 470 calling males in 1993. Combined efforts by RSPB Scotland, Scottish Natural Heritage, farmers and crofters and the Scottish Executive Environment and Rural Affairs Department have paved the road for recovery. 1,067 calling males were reported in 2004, compared with 824 in the previous year. 
4.      With more than 300 members, Glasgow Natural History Society has been the west of Scotland’s premier natural history organisation for more than 150 years. It is a Scottish registered charity and all work is done on a voluntary basis. 
5.      The Aculeate Conservation Group is a voluntary association of leading experts on bumblebees and their conservation. 

6.      The Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) enables communities to celebrate, look after and learn more about our diverse heritage. From our great museums and historic buildings to local parks and beauty spots or recording and celebrating traditions, customs and history, HLF grants open up our nation’s heritage for everyone to enjoy. We have supported more than 16,600 projects, allocating over £3.3 billion across the UK. Please contact Shiona Mackay on 01786-870638 shiona@theprdepartment.fsnet.co.uk or Claire Jackson on 020 7591 6102 clairja@hlf.org.uk or please look at www.hlf.org.uk 

