
Scottish Water  
 

 

Lochportain - Ecology Walkover Survey Report 

 
 
 
 
 
 
March 2025 
 
 
Alison Tyler 
34 Valtos 
Miavaig 
Isle of Lewis 
HS2 9HR 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Summary 
 
An ecological walkover survey was carried out of the area of the pipeline route in 
Lochportain, North Uist.  There was evidence of significant use of the site by otters, 
including resting places within 30m of the pipeline route. There is significant potential 
for breeding birds. 
 

1  Introduction 
 
1.1 Site Description 
 
The location of the proposed works is in an area of heather moorland, freshwater and 
saline lochs and intertidal areas. 
 
1.2   Site Designations 
 
A significant section of the pipeline route lies within the Loch an Duin Site of Special 
Scientifc Interest (SSSI) and Ramsar Site, and Loch nam Madadh Special Area of 
conservation.  Otters are a qualifying interest for these sites and breeding bird 
assemblage for the Loch an Duin SSSI. 
 

1.3  Aims of Survey 
 
The survey aimed to identify any ecological constraints regarding the pipe works, 
with particular reference to otters. 
 
1.4     Otters 
 
The Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra) is protected by national and international leglislation.  
The otter is afforded European protection through Annex II and Annex IV of the 
Habitats Directive (Council Directive 92/43/EEC on the Conservation of natural 
habitats and of eild fauna and flora).  Otters are protected in the UK through the 
Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended) and the Conservation (Natural 
Habitats, &c ) Regulations 1994 (as amended in Scotland).  It is illegal to intentionally 
or recklessly kill, take or injure an otter, intentionally or recklessly disturb an otter in 
its place of shelter and intentionally or recklessly damage, destroy or obstruct access 
to a place of shelter.  It is recommended that a European Protected Species (EPS) 
licence will be required if a development will encroach within 30m of an otter resting 
site.  This distance may be extended to 100-200m for sites where breeding is 
suspected or confirmed. 
 
Otters are widespread in the Western Isles, which are generally considered to be a 
stronghold for the species.  The Lochportain area is an important location for otters 
and they are strongly classified as being marine in their distribution (Turtle and 
Meakin, 1997).  Previous studies have shown that otters tend to concentrate their 
activities on rocky shores and in seaweed zones (Bryan, 1994).  There is strong 
evidence that otters in North Uist move to inland water bodies for feeding and 
commute to these from the coastal area along small watercourses. 
 

 
 

2 Methodology 
 
A desktop assessment of the site was undertaken prior to the field survey.   



 
The survey was undertaken by Alison Tyler, an experienced ecologist.  A standard 
walkover survey of the site, including a 200m buffer zone either side of the route of 
the pipeline, was carried between 4-9 March 2025.  The walkover survey was 
between 0900 and 1700 GMT in good weather conditions.   
 
 
The survey covered the full extent of the pipeline route and a buffer zone area up to 
200m.  All habitat was covered within the survey area and an assessment of 
potential for breeding birds was carried out.  All birds feeding within the survey area 
were recorded. 
 
Within the survey area, a systematic search for signs and evidence of otter activity 
was carried out, including the shoreline and watercourses (including shallow ditches).  
 
All habitat with potential for resting places and holts was searched.  Within the survey 
area, various natural cavities and suitable holes were checked for use by otters, 
using a 1000 lumen torch. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

3  Results 
 
 
Breeding Birds 
 
The timing of the survey was outwith the main breeding season, so an assessment 
was carried out of habitat with the highest potential for breeding birds.  Most of the 
pipeline lies adjacent to the unclassified Lochportain road and is therefore subject to 
disturbance.  There are areas of suitable breeding habitat (mainly dense heather) 
that could potentially have nesting birds, see drawings below.  Merlin was recorded 
flying over the area, and is potentially a breeding bird, using areas of dense heather 
for nesting (although unlikely within 100m of the unclassified road). 
 
 
  



 
Drawing 1 
 
 
A and B – areas with significant potential for breeding birds 

 
 
 
  



Drawing 2 
 
A– area with significant potential for breeding birds 
 
 

 
 
  



Drawing 3 
 
A  – area with significant potential for breeding birds 
 

 
 
 
  



Drawing 4 
 
A and B – areas with significant potential for breeding birds 
 
 

 
 
  



Drawing 5 
 
A– area with significant potential for breeding birds 
 
 

 
 
  



Drawing 6 
 
A– area with significant potential for breeding birds 
 
 

 
 
 
  



Drawing 8 
 
A  – area with significant potential for breeding birds 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  



Drawing 9 
 
A– area with significant potential for breeding birds 
 
 

 
 
 
  



Drawing 10 
 
A– area with significant potential for breeding birds 
 
 

 
 
 
  



Drawing 11 
 
A– area with significant potential for breeding birds 
 
 

 



Wintering/Passage Birds 
 
The site is an important area for wintering and migrating birds.  Waders, including 
curlew and redshank were recorded, which could also be breeding species on the 
site. 
 
The wintering wildfowl recorded included mute swan, tufted duck, mallard – which 
area also likely to be breeding species. 
  

  



 
Otters 
 
 
 
There was significant evidence of otters using the survey area, and the sites that had 
been identified in a 2017 survey were still in use by otters.  There were numerous 
significant runs leading from freshwater areas to intertidal areas, used for commuting 
between foraging sites.   
 
Drawing 2 
 
The area around NF 8931 7330 had at least two resting places and several spraint 
locations with fresh spraints.  The previous survey had identified a resting place 
within 8m of the road, but this appeared not to have been in recent use  - no spraints 
or footprints visible and growth and cobwebs covering the entrance that would have 
been disturbed by otters using the resting place.  There is a run linking to resting 
places further to the northeast, just within 30m of the pipeline route. 
 

 
 
 
  



 
Drawing 7 
 
There is a well-used otter run along a moorland burn running west to the sea loch.  
Along this run are potential resting places, just outwith 30m of the pipeline route. 
 
 
It is recommended that the pipeline route west of the road is used in this area to 
avoid disturbance to the otter resting places. 

 
 
 
  



Drawing 11 
 
A significant otter run links the sea loch to the north with Loch nan Smallag.  Along 
this run are potential resting places under the peat bank of the burn, within 30m of 
the pipeline. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 

4  Assessment 
 
 
Breeding birds 
 
There is significant potential for breeding birds on some section of the pipeline route. 
Avoiding the breeding season of April to August would limit the potential for 
disturbance to breeding birds.  If works are carried out within this period then it is 
recommended that a breeding bird survey is carried out.  Works should proceed with 
caution, checking for nests ahead of the works.   
 
 
Otters 
 
There is a significant otter population within the area of the pipeline route, with 
numerous runs and several resting places.  Any works carried out within 30m of a 
resting place would require an EPS licence.  A further survey immediately prior to 
any construction works taking place would be required to establish the status of 
otters around the site at that time.  An exclusion zone would be established around 
the resting place, clearly marked and instructions regarding the exclusion zone given 
to all contractors on the site.  The resting places identified by this survey were not 
considered to be natal holts, as they were well marked with spraint sites, and so a 
100m exclusion zone is not considered necessary. If further surveys identify 
evidence for natal holts, then this larger exclusion zone would be necessary. 
 
Checks for the presence of otters should be carried out throughout the period of 
works, and measures taken to ensure that otters are not trapped or harmed during 
the construction process.  The discovery of the presence on the site of otters on the 
construction site will necessitate the suspension of all works until suitable mitigation 
can be put in place.  Toolbox talks regarding the presence of otters near the 
proposed construction site will be given to all contractors working on the site. 
 
 
 
Due to the transient nature of otters the results within this report are considered 
accurate for six months, notwithstanding any considerable changes to the site 
conditions.  If the proposed works are not likely to commence within this period, 
further checks to ensure otters are not using resting places, holts or couches within 
the site footprint will be required.  Should any new otter lying-up sites be found, then 
mitigation would have to be adjusted as necessary. 
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