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CAPERCAILLIE SPECIES

ACTION PLAN

SPECIES PROFILE

Common Name: Capercaillie.
Scientific Name: Tetrao urogallus.
UK Biodiversity Status: Priority species.
Relevant Priority Habitats: Upland oakwood,
native pinewoods.
Statutory Protection: Listed on Annex 1 of the
Birds Directive and Appendix II of the Berne
Convention. In the UK, the capercaillie is currently cl
therefore included on Schedules 2, 3 and 9 of the Wild
Following its decline and in response to advice from
government is considering proposals to transfer caperc
to maximise the level of protection it receives. A vol
place since 1990 (although anecdotal evidence suggests 

BIODIVERSITY CONTEXT

Native capercaillie became extinct in 1785, largely du
They were re-introduced to Scotland from Sweden duri
introduction, populations peaked between 1910-30 and
significantly. The most recent population estimate (19
1,000 birds, down from 2,200 at the previous survey in
has contracted to the Central Highlands and the Loch L

The Loch Lomond population is a south-westerly o
(based on March counts by Waltho (2000)); i.e. 3-4% o
A number of designations cover the area, including the
Special Area of Conservation and the Loch Lomond Sp

The capercaillie’s global range stretches from northern
Although information is of variable quality, numbers 
range in recent years, raising concerns over the bird’s fu

The revised aim of the UK Biodiversity Action Plan 
capercaillie population to 5,000 by 2010. The target set 
Plan (1995) was to increase the population to 20,000.

As the capercaillie is found in the Argyll and Bute Co
and Cowal, it is essential that the actions in these two a
This capercaillie Species Action Plan (SAPs) therefore i
Local Biodiversity Action Plan (LBAP).
assified as a game species and is
life and Countryside Act (1981).
 Scottish Natural Heritage, the

aillie onto Schedule 1 of the Act
untary shooting ban has been in
this is not entirely effective).

e to deforestation and hunting.
ng the mid-19th century. Since re-
 1960-75, but have since declined
98/1999) gives a total of around
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OBJECTIVES

Objective 1 Maintain the current breeding population and distribution in the
Loch Lomond and proposed National Park area.

Target Ensure no net loss of population and maximise the quality and extent of
its habitat.

Objective 2 Work towards re-establishing the regular breeding of capercaillie
on leks in the forests of east Loch Lomondside and the Trossachs.

Target By 2002, seek best advice to decide which key areas of the forest might
benefit most from enhancement work.

Target By 2015, through this process and by instigating other initiatives that may
be considered beneficial, encourage the re-occupation of traditional leks
still occupying viable habitat in these areas.

Target Presume against deer fencing in core capercaillie areas.

Objective 3 Work towards expanding the population of capercaillie in
the Loch Lomond and proposed National Park area.

Target By 2015, increase the population to 70 birds (roughly twice the existing
population).

Objective 4 Continue to monitor the abundance of Stirling Council Area’s
capercaillie population.

Target Carry out annual surveys of abundance and productivity on the islands.
Ensure all records of capercaillie elsewhere are collated. Keep under
review the feasibility of carrying out surveys in other areas, and where
appropriate, complete these on a regular basis.

Objective 5 Promote widespread understanding and support for measures to
protect capercaillie.

Target By 2002, provide and disseminate material on the plight of capercaillie
and measures necessary to ensure population survival to all relevant
landowners and bodies.

CURRENT STATUS AND DISTRIBUTION

The Loch Lomond capercaillie population occupies three council areas, Stirling, Argyll
and Bute and West Dunbartonshire. So far, the first two Councils have capercaillie SAPs.

Information on the birds found on the islands is relatively good, as a result of March and
July counts of the main Loch Lomond islands (on-going since 1992 and 1999
respectively). Differences in coverage and count conditions, plus possible natural
variation in the population, do however, make it impossible to firmly identify any long-
term trends. Declines at core areas elsewhere in Scotland have been severe (about 16% a
year). Any decline in the Loch Lomond island population has certainly been nowhere as
serious as this.

The Trossachs also hold four traditional lek sites, although there has been no definite
evidence that these have been occupied since 1997. However, annual sightings still occur
around this area so there may be isolated breeding attempts taking place undetected.
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ETYMOLOGY, CULTURE AND FOLKLORE

The name capercaillie (sometimes spelt capercaillzie) comes from the Gaelic Capul coillie
meaning “horse of the woods”.

The Latin name of the capercaillie is Tetrao urogallus this means “grouse” and “mountain
cock”.

The collective noun for capercaillie is “tok”.

The history of capercaillie around Loch Lomond is summarised by Tait (1994), and the
information below draws heavily on his work.

Shooting caused the extinction of capercaillie around Loch Lomond, with the last known
bird killed in the early 1780s “near the upper end” of the Loch. Reintroduced birds were
first reported back on Loch Lomondside in 1867 when a female was shot at Ross Priory
by Sir George Leith-Buchanan he “did not meet with a bird there (again) until 1877
where he shot a female”. Some capercaillie were re-introduced on the Duke of Montrose
estates around the south-east shore in the early 1870s with a pair recorded breeding there
for the first time in 1878.

Numbers continued to increase on Loch Lomondside and a report of 1895 states that
the bird “has within the past 10 years become plentiful in all suitable woods around the
Loch”. They remained plentiful until 1939, but declined after that due to tree-felling,
shooting and possibly a reduction in predator control. A few pairs persisted on the Loch

Records are for 10 x 10km
squares
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Lomond islands and at Ross Priory. Numbers on the islands were still declining in the
late 1940s, possibly due to increasing disturbance from campers and from shooting.

ECOLOGY AND MANAGEMENT

The capercaillie is the biggest grouse in the world, with adult cocks weighing over 4kg
and hens almost 2kg. The male is grey-black, with a dark green breast, brown tinge on
the wings and a fan shaped tail. Females are smaller, ruddy brown and mottled.

The “song” of the male begins with a resonant rattle, continues with a sound like
drawing a cork and pouring liquid out of a narrow-necked bottle, and ends with a knife
grinding sound. The female makes a pheasant-like crow.

Capercaillie are inhabitants of pine and mixed forest. On the Loch Lomond islands, the
woodland is comprised of mostly birch Betula spp. and oak Quercus spp., with conifers
forming only a minor element. The most important component is the ground layer of
blaeberry Vaccinium myrtillus, the bird’s favoured food plant (see below).

National Vegetation Classification mapping has been completed for the islands, with
some up-dated surveys produced through the work of Scottish Wildlife Trust (Bates
1999, 2000). There is also comprehensive mapping of forest type for Forest Enterprise
areas.

Adult capercaillie are almost entirely herbivorous, foraging in the crowns of coniferous
trees in winter, eating buds, needles and twigs. A transition to ground feeding occurs in
spring and the reverse happens in autumn. Diet is more varied in-between, as the seasons
evolve. Important foods are new shoots and flower buds of broadleaved trees, dwarf
shrubs and cotton grass Eriophorum spp., sedges Carex spp. and seeds and berries from
shrubs, most notably blaeberry.

Chicks feed on insects and some plant matter until 3-4 weeks and gradually switch to a
predominantly herbivorous diet by 6-7 weeks of age.  Insects (especially geometrid moth
caterpillars) provide protein-rich food necessary for rapid early growth and consequently
hens actively lead the youngsters to areas rich in this type of food. Blaeberry is also
important as cover and shelter. Mature oakwoods are particularly rich in geometrid
caterpillars in early summer. These are known as brood habitats, and their quality can be
adversely affected by heavy grazing. Controlling deer (combined with control of livestock
where marches are not stock proof), can reverse these negative effects of grazing

Capercaillie are solitary birds, but males gather at traditional sites each year to display
(lek) to females. Cocks take no part in rearing the young. Hens are mated in late April,
and typically lay 5-12 eggs (pale yellow speckled with brown) in a scant nest on the
ground, between mid-April to early July. There is a single brood and the young fledge by
mid-June to late July. In the Loch Lomond population, young mainly hatch at the
beginning of June.



WS 1
FACTORS CAUSING LOSS OR DECLINE AND FUTURE THREATS

A range of factors are contributing to the decline in capercaillie in Scotland, but there is
little evidence as to their relative importance. At a national level, the likely causes are:

• Increased predation due to a reduction in keepering.
• Collisions with deer fences.
• Shooting.
• Human disturbance (especially uncontrolled dogs, dog walkers, bird watchers etc.).
• Over-grazing by deer and sheep reducing the vigour of ground vegetation.
• An increase in adverse weather conditions during June when chicks are newly

hatched and changing weather patterns in April that may be adversely effecting the
nutritional status of females.

 
 For the population in the Stirling Council Area there is no evidence to suggest that
increased rainfall in recent decades has resulted in a decline. Over-grazing is not a
problem on the islands but is a major concern on Loch Lomondside and further east.
Here, there is also evidence of fence collisions. Across all areas, figures show a
considerable increase in visitor numbers over recent years and the likelihood of increased
disturbance is therefore relatively high (Bates 2000).
 
 Anecdotal evidence suggests that pine marten Martes martes is extending its range on
Loch Lomondside, so predation may also have had an impact on breeding success and
adult mortality here. There is little information on the presence of mammalian predators
on the islands, but fox Vulpes vulpes, pine martin and wildcat Felix sylvestris are absent. The
North American mink, on the other hand, began to colonise the islands from 1971
(Mitchell 1983). It is also possible that the goshawk Accipter gentilis may have a minor
impact. Shooting was widespread in the past, but is probably limited at present. The
spread of bracken and rhododendron is one further threat. Both reduce the quality and
area of ground habitat available (particularly blaeberry).
 
 
 OPPORTUNITIES AND CURRENT ACTION
 
 At the UK level, work is being done to protect and enhance capercaillie populations,
with efforts targeted at the remaining most important areas, classified into key sites, core
areas and potential range recovery areas. Seven core areas have been identified, and Loch
Lomond is one of these. Also at a national level, (Petty 2000), has produced 15
management recommendations, currently being implemented by a variety of land owners
and managers, supported by a Capercaillie Project Officer. Work is also being co-
ordinated through a National Capercaillie Steering Group, which is responsible for
implementing the UK Capercaillie Species Action Plan.
 
 At the local level, and within this broad framework, work is underway to address some of
the threats to capercaillie and to develop a better understanding of the dynamics and
habitat requirements of this core area and potential expansion zones.
 
 All capercaillie records since the 1970s have been combined into a central data set by
Scottish Ornithologists Club (SOC) Clyde Branch (Waltho 2000), and Royal Society for



WS 1
the Protection of Birds (RSPB), and monitoring and action on capercaillie conservation
is being promoted by the Central Scotland Black Grouse and Capercaillie Group.
 
 On the islands, better monitoring of capercaillie numbers and breeding success has
established the population’s status. There is also extensive rhododendron removal
underway and plans to reduce bracken cover, involving Luss Estates and Scottish
Wildlife Trust (SWT). Detailed visitor surveys and management plans have also been
compiled (Bates 1999, 2000) and signs put up alerting people of the need to keep dogs
under control.
 
 On east Loch Lomondside, the restoration of native woodland is being promoted by
several bodies, and whilst this has created potential conflicts because of the deer fences
needed to protect new planting and regeneration, in the longer term this will increase the
suitable habitat available.
 
 To address the issue of deer damage, Forest Enterprise (FE) have launched a major
programme of red deer control that should eliminate the need for internal fencing on
their ground by 2004. Combined with marking of fences that present a collision risk in
the interim, and removal of redundant ones, these measures will reduce the risk of fence
collisions. The rigorous monitoring of fence lines by the Woodland Trust (WT) and
other bodies, is also identifying more precisely the areas where collisions may occur, and
therefore where fence removal or marking is needed.
 
 Through Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH), the Loch Lomond Special Protection Area
has been designated. Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) Management Plans are
being reviewed with FE for a number of key woodlands, including those used by
capercaillie. SNH Site Condition Monitoring has not yet been completed for most SSSI
woodlands.
 
 FE have recently up-dated their Draft Indicative Black Grouse and Capercaillie Policy,
and the Queen Elizabeth Forest Park Draft Strategic Plan includes a variety of relevant
commitments to management that will assist this capercaillie population.
 
 The Loch Lomond and Trossachs Ranger Service is likely to base a warden on the
islands, which could help ensure that appropriate visitor care is taken during the sensitive
breeding period.
 
 West of Scotland Water and WT are amongst the landowners contributing to the
restoration of native woodland in the area. They have also carried out fence marking and
are monitoring fence strikes. This will help identify any problem areas and enable
remedial actions to be taken.
 
 In order to build on these initiatives, and to co-ordinate the implementation of
capercaillie conservation, a Loch Lomond Capercaillie Conservation and Recovery
Group is being formed, under the leadership of SNH. It comprises those directly
involved in the area, namely FE, Luss Estates, the National Park Interim Committee,
Loch Lomond and Trossachs Ranger Service, SNH, SOC, WT, SWT and RSPB.
 
 The priority tasks to be undertaken are set out in the Actions section below but in
summary, opportunities need to be developed to:
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• Initiate more active and appropriate management of habitats on the Loch Lomond

Core Zone and the Loch Lomondside/Trossachs/Killin Extension Zone.
• Inventory deer fences in areas where capercaillie (and black grouse) are present. As

soon as deer numbers allow, ensure fence removal in key areas. Continue to mark all
fences (using the recommended method for each site type) where collision is a risk.
Collate fence strike results (for all species), so any remaining problem fences can be
identified and removed.

• Increase the survey coverage of capercaillie abundance and productivity on the Loch
Lomond islands and elsewhere (ensuring there is no significant disturbance).

• Increase the resources allocated by conservation bodies, other agencies and land
managers for capercaillie conservation.

• Promote sound management of public access to key Loch Lomond islands.
• Fill existing information gaps on predation impacts, the distribution of leks on the

islands, and the numbers and current breeding status of capercaillie on east Loch
Lomondside and the Trossachs.
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For an extensive up-to-date reference list on capercaillie conservation issues, reference
should be made to Petty (2000).
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