
An amazing place for people  
and for wildlife
The Flow Country of Caithness and
Sutherland is one of Scotland’s real 
treasures. It’s a unique landscape – the 
largest single expanse of blanket bog 
found anywhere in the world. It’s so 
amazing that it’s been proposed as  
a World Heritage Site.

The rolling moor is studded with shining
bog pools, called dubh lochans in Gaelic. 
In the damp, peaty soil, very special 
communities of plants flourish. In some 
places, the peatlands look like a Persian 
carpet, because they’re covered in 
colourful bog mosses and lichens. The 
pretty flowers of bog bean appear here  
in spring; the lovely scent of bog myrtle 
wafts over drier areas, and carnivorous 
plants such as sundew and butterwort 
wait silently, hoping to attract and trap 
unsuspecting insects.

There are plenty of birds, too. Golden
eagles, merlins and hen harriers all
breed here. If you visit in April or May,
you’re likely to hear greenshanks,
golden plovers, dunlins and curlews
calling on the open bog in late evening.
Lapwings, redshanks, snipe, common
sandpipers and ringed plovers rear their
young beside the lochs, rivers, fens
and fields. The chicks of black and
red-throated divers and common scoters
swim in the pools and lochs. Other
seabirds, such as Arctic skuas and
common and black-headed gulls, also
breed in the Flows.

 

Our work so far
It would be tragic to lose such a rare and 
wonderful home for nature – but in the 
1980s, we realised that that’s exactly 
what lay ahead. The Flow Country was 
disappearing fast under a blanket of 
introduced conifers, and we needed to 
act quickly. RSPB members responded 
magnificently, donating enough money to 
allow us to buy large tracts of threatened 
habitat. The 20,000 hectares we manage 
as a result is the largest RSPB nature 
reserve in the UK.

But that was 30 years ago. New threats 
and pressures, including climate change 
and biodiversity loss, have meant that 
we’ve had to think bigger – on a landscape-
scale – to conserve this unique habitat and 
its wildlife. We must remove more conifer 
plantations, and restore the precious 
natural hydrology. It’s a huge job – and 
we’re lucky to be working together with 
some strong partners: Scottish Natural 
Heritage, Forestry Commission Scotland, 
Plantlife and The Highland Council, as well 
as local universities and businesses. EU 
Nature funded two projects to restore large 
tracts of damaged peatland, and the 
Heritage Lottery Fund and Tubney Trust 
have also been major supporters.

At the RSPB’s centre at Forsinard Flows, 
we show our visitors why it’s important to 
restore these peatlands, and how we go 
about it. A short film showing a year in the 
life of the reserve, live CCTV from a hen 
harriers’ nest, bog pool trails and guided 
walks all help get the message across to 
every generation – we must restore and 
protect this special place.

The Flows 

Common scoters are diving ducks
found only in the far north of the 
UK, and more than half of this 
population breed in the Flows.
Scoter courting parties are a rare 
but unforgettable sight, as the 
males woo females with gentle 
piping calls, elaborate posturing and 
“scooting” across the water. But 
the population is fragile, and scoters 
face serious threats: more predators 
near their West Highland nesting 
sites and poor water quality, as well 
as the challenges posed by climate 
change. RSPB Scotland is closely 
monitoring the scoters. It’s hoped 
that ongoing research will let us 
know how best to help this lovely 
but, sadly, not-so-common bird.

The not-so- 
common scoter

RSPB Forsinard Flows national nature reserve



What’s next?
The Peatlands Partnership to which we belong has achieved  
a huge amount to protect this precious landscape in the last 
decade, but to secure a future here for nature there is still  
lots to be done. A key issue here is to identify and remove  
more of the conifer plantings that are threatening the habitat. 
This means working closely with everyone that has a stake in 
how this land is used. Restoring the natural hydrology of these 
peatlands by drain blocking, working with moorland management 
plans and supporting access to funding is also essential. And as 
we want everyone to appreciate this very special place, we will 
continue to promote it as one of the UK’s most exceptional 
eco-destinations for visitors.

Get in touch
We want to hear your ideas about how we can work together  
to make the Flows even better for people and wildlife:
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The Flows used to be seen as a bit of an empty wasteland. Now they are 
appreciated as a very special place, indeed unique, on a world scale.  
As such they deserve protection and restoration. But that doesn’t mean 
economic sterilisation. From green tourism to farming, stalking, forestry 
and fishing, they contribute significantly to jobs in this remote area.”
John Henderson, Chair, The Peatlands Partnership 

“The Flows

Senior Site Manager 
Norrie Russell
T 01641 571 225

Regional Director 
George Campbell
T 01463 715000

RSPB North Scotland Office
T 01463 715000
Etive House 
Beechwood Park 
Inverness IV2 3BW

The Flows Futurescapes project is kindly supported by:
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The RSPB is a member  
of BirdLife International,  
a partnership of conservation 
organisations working to give 
nature a home around the world

Futurescapes is 
generously supported 
by the EU Life+ 
Communications 
Programme

Natura 2000 – Europe’s 
nature for you. We are 
working together across the 
EU to safeguard Europe’s rich 
and diverse natural heritage 
for the benefit of all
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