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OFTEN WHEN research is conducted, 
once the data has been collected, the 
researchers retreat to the safety of their 
desks, write up their findings and are 
never heard from again in the place where 
the project was based. 

ConFooBio is a five-year, EU funded 
project that explores management 
strategies for conflicts between 
biodiversity, conservation and food 
security. The project looks at examples 
from seven countries and is led by Nils 
Bunnefeld, University of Stirling (UoS). 
The research in Orkney was initially 
developed by Sarobidy Rakotonarivo who, 
together with Andrew Bell, University of 
New York, designed Goosebumps.

Goosebumps is a digital game which 
enabled farmers to make decisions on 
goose management in terms of choices 
about options such as, shooting, setting 
aside land and scaring. They played 
the game on tablets and were able to 
collaborate with neighbouring farmers in 
the decisions that they made. Following on 
from the Goosebumps game, Isla Hodgson 
(UoS) returned to Orkney to further 
develop the research by conducting in 
depth interviews with the farmers. 

As the project draws to a close in 
February 2022, Nils Bunnefeld and Isla 
Hodgson were determined to return to 
Orkney to thank everyone who had helped 
them to collect the data and to update 
them on the results of the project. They 
wanted this trip to be a bit different - to 
be a more of an informal and creative way 
of sharing ideas. Building on previous 
collaborations, bringing artists and 
scientists together in conservation conflict 
situations, Nils Bunnefeld asked artist 
Sera James Irvine to set up a series of 
events that would be open to all farmers 
who had been involved with the project.

Orcadian musicians Jennifer Austin and 
Eric Linklater and storyteller/historian 
Tom Muir were invited to join the team. 
Several events with walks and music were 
held with opportunity for the researchers 
to share their findings and for farmers and 
other interested parties to talk in places 
outside the traditional meeting room 
settings.

Time was also allocated for trips to 
various parts of the islands to revisit 
farmers who had played the game and 
helped to develop the game platform and 
app. University of Stirling researcher team, Jennifer Austin and Tom Muir at the Bay of Skaill. 

 PHOTOGRAPH: NILS BUNNEFELD

Goose researchers fly in to say thanks

Birds of a feather

Nils Bunnefeld, Jennifer Austin, Adrian Bach, Tom Muir at The Smithfield Hotel. PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE

 Feeding time for the flock
ONE OF THE seven 

ConFooBio case studies was 
based in Orkney where, for 
the last five years, researchers 
from the University of Stirling 
have been talking to farmers 
and other interested parties, 
about the impact of resident 
geese on the islands. The 
research looked at the use of 

Goosebumps, a digital game 
which gave farmers options 
for dealing with geese on their 
land and the opportunity to 
make those choices in relation 
to neighbouring farms. 
Where trust was high in the 
communities, the farmers 
were more likely to collaborate 
to try and find a way of living 

with some numbers of geese.
In October 2021 some of the 

research team went back to 
Orkney to catch up with those 
who had tested the game and 
helped with the project and 
to give an update about what 
they had done with all the data 
that had been collected.

A series of events with 
a twist kicked off at the 
Smithfield Hotel, Dounby, 

 Orkney farmers get Goosebumps

THE WILD GOOSE CHASE
The hunt for the voice of the Orkney Farmer

A CHILLY, early morning in October sees Nils Bunnefeld and 
Sera James Irvine find their way through the quiet, post lockdown, 
streets of Kirkwall to the door of BBC Radio Orkney.

Once inside, Huw Williams and Helen Foulis are already busy, 
keeping the listeners up to date with news and stories from near 
and far.

During the interview, Huw Williams’ well researched questions 
covered: the origin of the research; the Goosebumps Game; the role 
of research in mitigating conflicts in conservation and the reasons 
for including musicians and a storyteller in this final trip to Orkney.

Nils Bunnefeld only incurred the, ‘Get to the point,’ head 
nodding gesture, from Huw Williams, once. No small achievement, 
especially for someone used to talking during university lectures, 
uninterrupted, for an hour at a time.

Follow the link to hear the interview in full:
https://www.mixcloud.com/radioorkney/around-orkney-

tuesday-5th-october-2021/

Huw Williams, BBC Radio Orkney.

Migratory scientists 
seek out resident geese 
 First stop: BBC Radio Orkney  
with Huw Williams

where the team were joined by 
musician Jennifer Austin and 
historian/storyteller Tom Muir.

Fortified by a fine lunch they 
headed out to the Bay of Skaill 
by Skara Brae and the Ring of 
Brodgar, where Tom told stories 
about the relationship between 
the sea, the wind, the sand and 
the land - and the changes that 
continue to reveal and reclaim 
features in the landscape.
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AGRICULTURAL production and goose 
conservation are in conflict across Europe due 
to rising goose populations and the damage they 
cause to agricultural crops. In order to manage 
this “conservation conflict”, it is important to 
understand how farmers view this conflict and 
what measures farmers want to take to manage 
goose numbers on their farmland. 

We developed a new experiment using a 
game, in which farmers manage a digital farming 
landscape: looking at how farmers manage 
their land in the game enables us to understand 
how their land management decisions change 
under different scenarios. Across the farming 
landscape, farmers can choose to do different 
things including scaring or shooting geese, 
setting aside productive land for goose 
conservation habitat, or farming without any of 
these measures. We also introduced subsidies 
and financial compensation to see how these 
interventions affected farmers’ land management 
decisions. We played the games with farmers in 
Orkney, Scotland, where greylag geese are the 
focus of the conservation conflict. 

We found that farmers showed more pro-

goose-conservation behaviour (i.e. deciding 
to shoot fewer geese or set aside more goose 
conservation habitat) when financial assistance 
was provided for goose scaring; when subsidies 
were given for goose conservation habitat; 
or when bonus payments were given when 
neighbouring farms created adjoining goose 
conservation habitat. The effect of these 
interventions was greatest when farmers had 
higher levels of trust in other farmers in their 
community. Farmers who thought financial 
compensation for goose damage was unequally 
distributed in Scotland were more likely to set 
aside land for goose conservation habitat when 
compensation payments were available. Farmers 
who had positive attitudes towards wildlife 
tourism were also more likely to provide goose 
conservation habitat and were less likely to shoot 
geese in the games. 

Our study highlights the importance of 
understanding the social and political context 
at a local scale, when trying to find beneficial 
outcomes for different stakeholder groups 
in conservation conflicts. Furthermore, it 
demonstrates how experimental games can be 
used to help address conservation conflicts in a 
wide range of settings. 

Read the full study here open access in the 
scientific journal “People and Nature” https://
besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/
full/10.1002/pan3.10155Greylag geese grazing on farmland in Orkney. PHOTOGRAPHER: NILS BUNNEFELD

Bay of Skaill. PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE

Sterling work is a game changer
Experimental evidence for conservation conflict interventions: The 

importance of financial payments, community trust and equity attitudes
 Gaming provides insights into farmers’ 
land management decisions

Nils Bunnefeld, sporting bespoke knitting creation by 
Ashley knitting, Kirkwall, Orkney.

ASK ANY committed ornithologist for tips on birdwatching 
and undoubtedly, fitting in with your surroundings will be near 
the top of the list. Searching for geese is no different to looking 
for any other bird. Keen to blend into the Orkney landscape, 
Professor Nils Bunnefeld, University of Stirling, was delighted 
to find this timeless masterpiece, knitted by Kitty of Ashley 
Knitwear, Kirkwall. 

‘The colour is just like autumnal sedge and the way the 
pattern echoes the parallel barbs on feathers adds another 
layer of camouflage.’ said the Professor. ‘And the quality is 
excellent.’ he continued, ‘I’m pretty certain that it will render 
me almost invisible in the field.’ he added with confidence.

Orkney knitting 
fits the bill
 Prof says, ‘Ashley knitting is very good’.

SKARA BRAE was once a thriving 
farming community near the Bay of 
Skaill. Just like today, crops of barley 
were planted and harvested every 
year and farming communities relied 
on the vagaries of the weather for 
good harvests. 

For thousands of years the village 
lay hidden under windblown sand 
until a great storm exposed it in the 
mid-19th century. The storms that 
batter the shores of Orkney continue 
to erode the coast and a close eye 
is kept on Skara Brae and other 
archaeological sites to protect them 
from being damaged by the elements 
that helped us to discover them.

However, not all places have 
escaped from the impact of the 
weather at the Bay of Skaill, as Tom 
Muir tells us in The Fin Folk and the 
Mill of Skaill. Though the mill is long 
gone, the story remains.

The Fin Folk and the Mill of Skaill
A tale told by Tom Muir

THERE WAS ONCE a mill that stood by the shores of the Bay of Skaill, although it is now lost to the sea. Long ago this 
mill was attacked by the Fin Folk, who live under the waves. They terrorised the miller and carried off the meal that he 
had ground, until he could stand it no longer and left the district. 

An old woman, who was going from house to house begging, heard the same story at every door. There was no meal 
to give because the mill had stopped grinding. She made the local folk an offer. If they gave her a pot of water, some kail, 
wood for a fire and a spinning wheel and wool, then she might be able to help them. She was given these things and went 
to the mill, lit a fire and put the pot of water and kail over it to boil. She then started to spin the wool, and she waited.

The Fin Folk saw the light in the window of the mill and wasted no time in storming the building. They searched for the 
miller, and the ground bere meal, but they could find neither. One Fin man found an old woman sitting spinning by her fire 
and he sat down next to her. “What’s your name?” he asked. “Myself in the Mill,” she replied, and scooped up a ladleful of 
boiling water and kail and threw it over the Fin man’s legs. He screamed and ran out of the mill, followed by the others, 
who were frightened by his cries. Seeing his painful burns one of his friends asked, “Who did this to you?” “It was Myself 
in the Mill,” he replied. “Well, if you did it yourself you can sail away with it!” They left the mill and were never seen again.

The miller returned and hung a basket by the door so that everyone who had their barley ground could leave a share for 
the old woman, so she never had to beg again.

Weather in Orkney is no breeze 
 The wind and sea which uncovered Skara Brae threatens to claim it back
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IMAGINE LIVING on an 
archipelago of some seventy 
islands, though, who knows how 
many there really are. Some are 
perhaps too small to count and 
others, well, you never know 
in this place, they might just 
disappear into the mist at any 
time. Anyway, there you are, 
living with your family on one of 
these islands. Perhaps you’re a 
farmer with crops and livestock, 
sandwiched between the coldest 
sea in the world, the bracing, 
raging North Sea on the east and 
to the west, its big brother, the 
restless Atlantic Ocean. Here 
warm water from the Gulf of 
Mexico battles with cold water 
from the arctic - there’s a story 
about that but more later. So, 
not only do you have these two 
seas, on the west and on the 
east but to the south, you have a 
treacherous slip of water, fondly 
known as The Sea of Orcs. Not 
Lord of the Rings Orcs but 

ancient Picts who inhabited the 
islands before the Norse arrived. 
This is the Pentland Firth, home 
to unpredictable tide races and 
some of the fastest currents in 
the world.

To go between these islands 
you must sail or fly, if Teran 
allows, again, we’ll meet him 
later. 

There are of course, days of 
piercing blue skies and millpond 
seas but whatever the weather, 
life in Orkney has extra special 
logistical challenges compared 
to the rest of Scotland. Getting 
from one island to the other just 
takes time - and a philosophical 
mindset. You don’t want to 
realise that you’ve forgotten to 
buy milk when you get back to 
the house.

Mindful that farmers are busy 
people and as we’ve mentioned, 
getting around can be tricky, 
the research team were happy 
to have the opportunity to 

venture to these remote islands 
to visit the farmers nearer to 
home. Eager to see as many of 
the farmers that had helped 
them with the project as they 
could, as well as going to 
South Ronaldsay and the West 
Mainland, they sailed on choppy 
autumn seas to Sanday and 
Shapinsay. 

Over tea and some rather 
delicious cakes, Brian, Hazel and 
Peter Moss made time to talk 
about the geese and amongst 
other things, they spoke of how 
the geese were changing the 
landscape and how important 
it was to have a voice for the 
collective needs of farmers.

On Sanday, Steve Ray 
organised a meeting with 
some of the farmers who had 
played the Goosebumps game. 
They kindly agreed to give up 
their time to meet up with the 
researchers and so, one breezy 
morning, the team wrapped up 
and caught the early ferry over 
to the island.

The farmers discussed the 
various strategies that they 
used for coping with increased 
goose numbers in Sanday. Egg 
oiling for example was effective 
but hugely time consuming 
- especially because of the 
detailed reports they used to 
have to make for SNH (now 
NatureScot) - at a time when 
they would normally be very 
busy on the farms. 

There were a great many 
stories of swamps, bogs, tall 
reeds and tricky logistics.

It seemed that, just like the 
simulation in the Goosebumps 
game, one action can have 
unintended consequences or 
unexpected results. As a result 
of the egg oiling, the geese had 
formed flocks earlier because 
they had no chicks to look after, 
which meant that they were 
feeding on the crops for a longer 
period. 

The farmers reinforced what 
had been found in the research, 
that they felt that their voice 
wasn’t being heard and that 
they needed more support to 
help them to cope with the 
numbers of geese. They thought 

Island travels

Nils Bunnefeld and Jennifer Austin. PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE

Ferry to Sanday PHOTOGRAPH: JENNIFER AUSTINBrad Duthie and Nils Bunnefeld. PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE

Sanday PHOTOGRAPH: JENNIFER AUSTIN

Crossing to Shapinsay PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE

Leaving Kirkwall PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE

there were many ways to deal 
with the issue and that not all 
solutions were suitable in all 
places. They also thought that, 
on Sanday, shooting and egg 
oiling would work well together. 
To do this they would benefit 
from some support with the 
oiling and would like to see 
more shooting parties making it 
over to the islands in the future.

Later, Steve took the team see 
some nesting and feeding sites 
and they finished the day with 
a walk into the low winter sun 
and some pretty ethereal light 
on a long sandy beach.

It was very interesting to 
talk to farmers from different 
parts of the archipelago again. 
Whilst many of the farmers 
face different circumstances, in 

terms of how the geese impact 
their farmland, most agreed 
that a dedicated person to 
coordinate the work with geese 
would be a good idea, though, 
where the money would come 
from to cover that was not clear. 

On the last day they visited 
farmers on Shapinsay and then 
headed back to Kirkwall for the 
last event with Jennifer and Eric.
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Orkney 
resident 
greylag 
geese – here 
today but 
not gone 
tomorrow
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What did we find?

 What do basking 
sharks and greylag 
geese have in common? 
Isla Hodgson!

LIKE SOME of the characters in Tom Muir’s Orkney folk 
stories, Isla Hodgson is as happy in the sea as she is on dry 
land. When not working hard on the Goose Project in Orkney 
you’ll find her swimming with basking sharks on the west 
coast of Scotland.

Isla came to Orkney to build on research that Sarobidy 
Rakotonarivo had developed with the Goosebumps game, 
as part of the University of Stirling’s ConFooBio project. As 
the farmers played the game it produced a whole host of 
interesting data about how they coped with the geese on 
their land, the results of which culminated in the paper: 
Gaming provides insights into farmers’ land management 
decisions. Keen to learn more, Isla spent four months talking 
to the farmers who had taken part in playing it.

Isla interviewed the farmers to gain in-depth insight into 
the challenges facing them in their work. The interviews not 
only explored the challenges posed by increased numbers of 
resident geese, but also the wider issues of climate change 
and biodiversity.

Building on the Goosebumps project, Isla designed this 
infographic to summarise her research and the findings from 
the interviews she’d conducted.

The sea is never far away in Orkney. PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE
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There’s nothing generic 
about JenEric

Spot the difference

MUSIC FILLED the Italian chapel on Lamb Holm recently when 
Eric Linklater and Jennifer Austin played tunes from Orkney 
during their visit. The chapel was one of a number of locations 
they went to during their journeys across the island, spotting 
geese and meeting farmers.

It’s often tempting to create a story of polemics and polarised 
views in conservation conflict situations but the reality is, that 
these situations are often quite nuanced and always, complicated. 
With the resident geese in Orkney, it’s clear that, whilst it is 
acknowledged that the geese create problems, many in the local 
community are tolerant of the geese to varying extents and do not 
want to see them completely eradicated. When the geese were 
all migratory there wasn’t a problem as they weren’t impacting 
on the grass or crops. Climate change and improved farming has 
enabled many of these birds to stay all year round. 

Everything is interconnected. Perhaps the ability to see change, 
in the context of the history of the islands rich and complex 
past, makes it easier to become more philosophical about 
transformation in the environment and to see this in a wider 
timeframe. 

Orkney is no stranger to change and conflict. Though Orcadians 
might disagree, to many it would be hard to imagine these 
northern islands as a hub of international importance through 
various epochs. History shows us otherwise and the islands 
have been seen as a crucial lookout and staging post by many for 
thousands of years. 

The Norse were so impressed with the place that they settled 
and farmed the islands for centuries. Hackness Battery and 
Martello tower still stand sentinel over the bay of Longhope, 
a reminder of the threat posed to British ships during the 
Napoleonic wars. And of course, during WWI and WWII, Orkney 
was of huge strategic importance. It would seem that even the 
Romans popped up to scout for potential trading, little knowing 
that centuries later, their fellow countrymen would build a 
place of great beauty and dignity on the shores of this northern 
archipelago.

Christine Muir, of the Italian chapel, talked about the 
background of this remarkable place. After the sinking of the 
Royal Oak on 14 October 1939, with the loss of so many lives, 
Churchill decided that barriers (now used as causeways) needed 
to be built between the mainland and South Ronaldsay - and all 
the islands in-between - to protect the naval base in Scapa Flow. 
In order to complete this huge task, skilled Italian prisoners of 
war were brought to Lamb Holm to help with constructing, what 
would come to be known as, the Churchill Barriers. 

Catholic priest, Father Gioacchino Giacobazzi, asked Major 
Thomas Pyres Buckland, the prisoners of war camp’s new 
commandant, if the men could have a chapel and two Nissen huts 
were assembled together for the purpose. Using their ingenuity, 
skill and imagination and with only reclaimed materials and 
makeshift tools to hand, the Italians created a place of worship as 
beautiful and uplifting as any lofty cathedral.

Listening to music inspired by these islands and handed down 
through these young musicians, in a place created by people 
in difficult circumstances a long way from home, is a great 
testament to the power and importance of art and culture. The 
arts provide a universal language, a method of expression, places 
of solace - and a thread that runs through place and time, both 
darning and embellishing our lives.

Orcadian 
musicians 

wing it
 The pop-up music folk

Jennifer and Eric. PHOTOGRAPHS: NILS BUNNEFELD

An impromptu concert by Jennifer Austin and Eric Linklater in
the Italian chapel, Orkney. PHOTOGRAPH: ISLA HODGSON

JENNIFER AUSTIN and Eric Linklater are 
both musicians from Orkney who have returned 
to the islands in the last couple of years and 
decided to stay. When Sera James Irvine asked 
Toby Shippey - of Salsa Celtica and Grupo 
Magnetico fame – to suggest a musician to take 
part in the Goose Project visit in October 2021, 
without hesitation, he suggested Jennifer Austin 
- and she, in turn, recommended Eric. And what 
a formidable team they are.

Jennifer is a professional musician and 
composer. For ten years she has played in 
different bands and travelled the world to 
perform in far flung places - from the Yukon to 
Barbados. Now living and working in Orkney, 
she plays music, composes, teaches and paints. 
Jennifer is also a self-taught artist and is inspired 
by the ever-present and ever-changing sea and 
sky. Jennifer attended all of the workshops and 
is also composing a piano piece as well as a 
collaborative piece with Eric.

At the age of eight Eric picked up a fiddle and 
never looked back. He played with The Orkney 
Traditional Music Project and studied fiddle 
with Jennifer Wrigley. In his teens he joined 
the Orkney Strathspey and Reel society before 
graduating in Scottish music from the Royal 
Conservatoire of Scotland in Glasgow. He is now 
based in Orkney, playing and teaching traditional 
music and composing.

 Jennifer and Eric have been playing music 
together under the name of JenEric and will 
be playing in the Orkney Folk Festival in May 
- where there will be a World Premier of The 
Unexpected Guest, the piece that they composed 
together in response to the project. 

Music was included in events for the project 
at: Helgi’s, the Ola, The Albert Hotel, The Italian 
Chapel and The Orkney Distillery and Visitor 
Centre.

Fun facts...
They can both be found, 
year round, swimming in 
the North Sea off Orkney 
first thing in the morning, 
Jennifer has a great skill for 
bringing people together 
and Eric is a Kate Bush 
aficionado.

Have you seen this goose?

Goose 
on the 
loose
Shooting 
holidays 

supplement
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THE GEESE led us a merry dance. As we drove 
around the islands we saw where they nested 
and where they fed. We saw them alight and take 
off, drifting skeins of birds rising up into the sky. 
Always tantalisingly close, but those camera-shy 
birds were never quite close enough for the great 
photos we were after.

One afternoon found us at Marwick Head. 
Warmed by the sunshine as we walked up the hill 
with the crash of waves drifting up from far below. 

There, by the Kitchener Memorial, we found not 
geese, but a poem of geese past, present and future 
by the multi-talented Orcardian poet, Robert 
Rendall, who also discovered the Broch of Gurness.

The sea is never far away in Orkney. It can be 
peaceful and benevolent or wild and formidable. 
To leave or arrive you must cross the sea, just as 
the geese have done for millennia. Little wonder 
that many now take advantage of the warmer 
weather and stay.

So close and yet so far… PHOTOGRAPH: NILS BUNNEFELD

Marwick Head and the Kitchener Memorial PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE

Kitchener Memorial PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE

The Mither o’ the Sea
A tale told by Tom Muir

THE SEA IS ruled in the summertime by a gentle spirit. The Mither o’ the Sea is like a loving 
mother, who provides everything that we need. She calms the storms and gives life to all the 
creatures that live in the sea. The fish on the hooks and the lobsters and crabs in the creels are 
her gifts to us all.

But she has a rival, a spirit called Teran, who rules the sea in the winter. He is bound at the 
bottom of the sea, under the Mither’s watchful eye. But as the year passes she grows weak, 
exhausted by all her good work. Teran grows stronger, until he breaks his bonds and the two 
fight, which causes the storms that we have during the autumn equinox. He defeats the Mither 
o’ the Sea and drives her ashore to live in exile on the land. No one can see her, as she is not 
visible to mortal eyes.

Then Teran unleashes the storms that wrecks ships and drives the lobsters and crabs into 
deeper water and makes fishing dangerous and unprofitable. But his time too must come to an 
end, and he is weakened by his own fury. Then the Mither, strong again, goes back into the sea 
and the two fight, during the spring equinox. Teran is defeated and bound once more at the 
bottom of the sea. Then the Mither o’ the Sea calms the waves and life returns to her realm. 

The Mither  
o’ the Sea
 Where the Wild-Goose flies
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ALEXANDER ANNAL, Graham Nicholson 
and Michael Nicholson are farmers from 
South Ronaldsay who took part in playing the 
Goosebumps game as part of the University 
of Stirling research project on the impact of 
resident geese on farming in Orkney. 

The research team was delighted to be 
able to meet up with them again in October 
2021. In early January, they caught up with 
Alexander once more by phone and chatted 
about geese and the challenges facing the 
farming communities in Orkney today. 

He said it was a dry and breezy morning 
on the farm and that there were still lots of 
geese around on South Ronaldsay. 

A chat with Alexander Annal
It was interesting to be part of the 

University of Stirling Goose Project. We really 
appreciated that the researchers came back 
to talk to us about the results of their work 
in Orkney. Some of us have been involved in 
research before and it’s quite disappointing, 
you never normally hear anything once the 
scientists have left.

The problem with geese seems to be more 
widespread on the islands now and it was 
good to have the opportunity to talk about 
that. Improved farming means that there 
is more food for the geese year round and 
the weather conditions are more favourable 
now. In the 70s there were more frosts and 
there was more snow, it was colder. It’s much 
warmer now. There’s no reason for the geese 
to leave, why would they? There are always 
problems in farming but this is currently one 
of the biggest causes for concern for many 
farmers in Orkney.

Every year is different and we and our 
communities have to work together to 
manage the challenges.

Farmers are used to overcoming problems 
and new challenges come along each year. 
You can’t predict what the next one will be, 
you have to be resourceful and come up with 
solutions to deal with issues as they arise. One 
year the abattoir on the island closed which 
presented a huge logistical and financial 
challenge. Then the cost of fertiliser doubled 
overnight - and by the way, fewer geese would 
mean more grass in the spring, which would 
mean farmers could use less fertiliser - and 
we’ve also had Brexit and COVID. 

When people ask how we’re coping with 
COVID, it’s nothing new in a way, we are 
always overcoming problems, it’s part of our 
job. 

The shooting parties are back after the 
relaxing of COVID restrictions which is great 

news for the local hospitality industry and is 
one of the ways to help keep the numbers of 
geese down. 

We don’t want to completely eradicate 
the geese – we’d like it to be more like it was 
before, back to a low number of resident geese.

Migratory are fine, low numbers of resident 
geese would be fine.

The research gave us a chance to talk 
about farming and the impact of geese on 
our livelihoods. It was good to be listened 
to. Public perception and understanding of 
farming are poor. Why is that? Well, there’s 
no great shortage of food in this country and 
there’s a lot of misinformation about farming 
out there. People don’t have to consider where 
their food comes from. If there’s a 10% drop in 
crop production in Orkney it doesn’t have an 
impact on access to food in the shops. People 
can still buy cheap food in the supermarket. 
They often don’t question how it’s produced or 
where it comes from. 

There are a huge number of rules and 
regulations for best practice in farming in the 
UK and we work at a very high standard.

All a farmer is doing is working hard to 
provide for his family.

The Goosebumps game was interesting in 
the way it pointed out our habits, how we 
thought of the geese as pests. It broadened 
our understanding of the complexity of the 
problem. How actions against geese on one 
farm have implications for the numbers of 
geese on another. There are different solutions 
for different situations. It helped us to see 
the potential for working together to control 
numbers.

Michael and Graham work together using 
shooting and egg-oiling to limit the impact 
of geese on their farms. Incidentally, in 
December, Graham also set up a Tractor run 
for charity which was a huge success with over 
150 tractors taking part to raise money for 
CLAN and the MS Therapy Centre in Kirkwall. 
It was great for the community and cheered 
everybody up.

The biggest thing that we got out of 
meeting up with you all in October, was seeing 
that you understood the impact of the geese 
on us, that you understood that the great 
number of resident geese is a problem that 
needs to be addressed, needs to be controlled. 
That was a big thing for us.

At the end of the day, people have different 
perspectives and beliefs but the funny things 
is, most of the people I know, we just all 
want the same things, a place to live, good 
education for our children, a good standard 
of living.

 PHOTOGRAPH: ALEXANDER ANNAL

Researchers catch up with 
farmers on South Ronaldsay
A chat with Alexander Annal

Scoop of the day
Ginger Parfait

THE HUMBLE GINGER NUT
INGREDIENTS

50g – 5oz x ginger nut biscuits 
15g – 1/2oz x unsalted butter, melted

2 x large eggs
175g – 6oz x golden icing sugar

1 level tbsp ground ginger
568ml carton double cream

METHOD

• Put biscuits in a food processor and whiz for 10 seconds to 
 make crumbs.

• Grease a loaf tin with the melted butter and then line with 
 clingfilm. Grease the clingfilm with the rest of the butter.

• Scoop 3tbsp of the crumbs into the loaf tin and tip this 
 way and that to ensure an even coating of crumbs. Place in 
 the freezer. 

• Put the eggs, icing sugar and ground ginger in a bowl and 
 whisk together for 5 to 10 minutes, until the mixture is thick 
 leaves a ribbon like trail.

• Whisk the cream into soft peaks and fold into the egg  
 mixture.

• Put 3 tbsp of the biscuit crumbs to one side and fold in the 
 rest.

• Pour the mixture into the tin and cover with the remaining 
 biscuit crumbs.

• Cover with clingfilm and freeze for 6 hours.

• Dip the tin into hot water for 10 seconds then unwrap and 
 turn out onto a board and slice.

Preparation - 20 mins
Freezing time - 6 hours

Prepared by marine biologist Robbie Cant



  The voice of the Orkney farmer: Monday 28th February 2022  

The Wild Goose Chase – Issue 1 
Monday, 28th February, 20228

A RECURRING theme that started to emerge 
from our conversations with farmers, was the 
impact that the geese are having, not only on 
crops, but also on the landscape in general and 
on the ‘peedie’ birds and other birds which seek 
refuge in Orkney. As elements in ecosystems 
change we see the impact of those changes 
appearing elsewhere - nothing exists in isolation 
and everything is interconnected. 

Tim Dean has lived and worked in Orkney for 
many years and has watched the landscape and 
its feathered inhabitants as they have adapted to 
change over time.

Led by Bonnie and Tim, warmed by the sun 
and cooled by the wind, the team walked up a 
boggy track to the top of the hill to see some Red-
throated Diver breeding grounds. They listened 
to Tim talk of Short-eared Owl, of black lochs and 
sphagnum mosses with the glorious moorland, a 
carpet of fiery autumnal red, spreading out before 
them towards the sparkling of the sea.

A few words by Tim Dean…
Much off the upland in mainland Orkney is part 

of the Orkney Mainland Moors Special Protection 
Area (SPA); this designation signifies the locality’s 
importance in a European context for breeding 
populations of Hen Harriers, Short-eared Owls 
and Red-throated Divers. Within this area, almost 
6% of Great Britain’s Hen Harriers nest, 2% of 
its Short-eared Owls and 2% of its Red-throated 
Divers.

Small bodies of water (‘black’ lochs) can be 
found on the remote tops of the moorland hills. 
During the summer, apart from occasional visits by 
Golden Plovers and Dunlins coming to feed around 

their edges and Great and Arctic Skuas using the 
waters for bathing and preening, the lochs are the 
exclusive realm of Red-throated Divers. They use 
them for a variety of reasons including display, 
pair bonding and as a refuge during times of stress 
due to disturbance. Most of the lochs are just big 
enough to support a single pair of Red-throated 
Divers who make their nest as near to the water’s 
edge as possible (usually within 0.5m) so that 
entry and exit is easy and as unobtrusive as 
possible. They need a constant and reliable water 
level for successful breeding.

These oligotrophic lochs occur in a fragile 
blanket bog ecosystem; heathers, cotton-grasses 
and sphagnum mosses are foremost in its 
composition and they grow on a soft and delicate 
peaty substrate that shakes, quivers and produces 
surface water with every footstep. 

Over the last thirty years, these lochs have been 
discovered by Orkney’s burgeoning Greylag Goose 
population who use them as sanctuary sites for 
roosting and breeding. Their presence has changed 
the nature of these ‘black’ lochs. The sides of 
them are now puddled and trampled; low points 
have been created and the loch’s waters spill out 
across the surrounding bog and in so doing lower 
the level of the loch.  Cotton-grasses have been 
plucked from the peat and their stems and roots 
litter the surface vegetation. Similarly littered 
are the piles of goose droppings. Now among the 
heathers, cotton-grasses and sphagnum mosses 
are patches of agricultural grasses resulting from 
increased nutrient enrichment. 

The balance on which this delicate ecosystem 
existed has been tipped.

Bonnie keeps an eye on Jennifer Austin, Tim Dean, Nils Bunnefeld, Isla Hodgson.
 PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE

 PHOTOGRAPH: JENNIFER AUSTIN
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Taking a gander at Orkney’s 
changing landscape
 A walk with Tim Dean
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FEATURES IN the landscape in Orkney come and 
so they go. The sea slowly erodes and shapes the 
shore. The wind and the rain remove soil and sand 
and uncover hidden brochs and villages. We see 
with our eyes how new places appear and old ones 
disappear and this phenomenon is echoed in the 
ancient stories that populate the islands.

Take the island of Eynehallow. We watched it 
as it drifted in and out of sun and sea mist before 
disappearing in thick fog, echoing the story that 
Tom Muir told from terra firma at the Broch of 
Gurness. He spoke of sea dwelling communities and 
the breaking of ancient spells; of a farmer who lost 
his wife to the Fin Folk and of an island that was 
once invisible, becoming material. 

The Broch of Gurness, is one of the finest 
examples of an iron age village. Sheltering from 
the wind amongst its ancient stone walls, Tom 
described its discovery - a fortuitous incident when 
Robert Rendall, an Orcadian poet, was out painting, 
stumbled across the secrets of the knowe. He 
placed his easel on the mound and one of the legs 
sank into the earth and a stairwell was revealed.

Also known as The Knowe o’ Aikerness, meaning 
‘Arable Point’ in Old Norse, this place was home to 
farmers for many centuries. We wondered about 
how the landscape might have changed and what 
animals and birds they would have been familiar 
with in times past.

The base for this day’s events was Woodwick 
House where Carola extended a warm welcome and 
hot soup and cakes and tea waited for us on our 
return. More stories followed and Jennifer Austin 
played in the drawing room upstairs and filled the 
walls with her ethereal piece, ‘Maxwell’s Light,’  
that she composed to celebrate the Scientist James 
Clerk Maxwell.

Broch of Gurness  PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE

Woodwick burn at Woodwick House  PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE

Broch of Gurness PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE

Ancient 
sites 
and 

magical 
islands
 The land that 

time remembers
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Pigeon Post - 
Have your say 
 Thoughts from around the islands

‘Eating goose used to be a treat, you’d just go 
out and shoot one for a Sunday roast.’

‘You wake up early and hear the geese 
honking and it fills you with dread wondering, 
where are they going to land now?’

‘I remember when it was exciting to see a 
few geese fly over, we’d all rush outside to look 
at them.’

‘The geese are destroying the protected 
heather moorland and that affects the peedie 
birds.’ 

‘If you think about it, it’s just a perfect place 
for them – there’s barley, new grass, water 
and rough ground for nesting, all next to each 
other.’

‘We’re ready for the challenge [of climate 
change]. It’s just that…we do need recognition 
for our work. Because at the moment, we’re 
expected to do a lot of it off our own backs.’

‘Egg oiling is hard work but it’s also good to 
have a chance to catch up with other farmers 
for a few hours.’

‘The sound of the geese used to mean that 
winter was on its way, but now we hear them 
all year round.’ 

‘We’re happy to be involved in managing 
the goose numbers, we just also want to be 
involved in the decision making process.’ 

‘We need a goose management coordinator 
for the islands.’

‘There are lots of things we can do but, 
one size doesn’t fit all – there are different 
solutions for different farms, different areas of 
the islands.’

‘…farmers are really annoyed that they’ve 
wanted something to happen with the geese 
for long time – really wanted it, but nothing’s 
happened. It does feel to us, as farmers, that 
nobody is listening.’

Autumnal landscapes
 Orcadian musician has more than one string to her bow.

Landscape watercolour by Jennifer Austin.

NOT CONTENT with just 
contributing to the workshops by 
day, Jennifer Austin goes home in 
the evening and starts composing on 
the piano and painting-. She paints 
pictures inspired by the project and the 

walks around the islands looking for 
geese and changes in the landscape.

In response to their time with the 
researchers and the farmers, Jennifer 
is composing a piece for piano and she 
and Eric Linklater have collaborated to 

compose a traditional piece called The 
Unexpected Guest.

Both pieces of music will be available 
soon on the ConFooBio webpage: 
https://sti-cs.org/confoobio/

The team at The Ring of Brodgar.
 PHOTOGRAPH: SERA JAMES IRVINE
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Profiles of researchers and those involved in the 
Gooses Project trip to Orkney in October 2021

Jennifer Austin – musician, composer and 
artist. Bio in article

Adrian Bach
With a background in 
ecological systems 
modelling, Adrian is 
exploring how complex 
modelling can improve 
decision-making in 
conservation conflicts 
as part of a PhD at the 
University of Stirling. He 
worked on a decision-
helping software, called 
GMSE, that stimulated 
conflicts between 
conservation and food 
security. It was informed 
by the research carried 
out by the ConFooBio 
team around the conflict 
regarding agriculture 
and geese protection in 
Orkney. 
This field trip was a step 
out of models and theory 
to engage with actual 
conflict stakeholders.

Nils Bunnefeld
Nils is a professor at the University of Stirling. He grew 
up in Germany in a small farming community with lots of 
fields, woodlands and small lakes around. His fascination 
for animals and the natural world stems from this time, is 
deep-rooted and continues to this date. His research is 
focused on understanding the connections between people 
and nature and tackling the challenges that change brings.

Dr Brad Duthie
Brad Duthie is a lecturer in environmental modelling at the 
University of Stirling with a background in ecology, evolution, 
and statistics. He joined the ConFooBio project in 2016 as 
a postdoctoral research assistant. He has since worked on 
developing social-ecological models for investigating questions 
related to food security and conservation conflict.

Dr Isla Hodgson
Isla is a researcher at the University of Stirling 
specialising in conservation conflicts. She spent 
four months on Orkney interviewing farmers 
about the challenges they face with geese and 
other issues, such as climate change.

Sera James Irvine
Sera wears two hats, one 
as an artist and the other, 
when bringing artists and 
scientists together to find 
ways of understanding 
conservation conflicts 
from multiple 
perspectives. She 
is currently based in 
Ethiopia where she 
splits her time between 
the sprawling buzz 
of Addis Ababa and 
the spectacular Bale 
Mountains National Park.

Dr Isabel Jones
Isabel is a Research Fellow 
at the University of Stirling 
working to understand 
how difficult decisions are 
made about Sustainable 
Development Goal trade-
offs, from local to global 
scales. Isabel was in Orkney 
multiple times during 2018, 
working with farmers and 
playing the ‘GooseBumps’ 
game. Subsequently Isabel 
supported the production of 
peer-reviewed research from 
this work. 

Eric Linklater – musician and composer
Bio in article

Tom Muir- historian and storyteller.
Tom is an Orkney born writer and storyteller, whose 
collections of Orkney folk tales have resurrected the 
islands stories and given them a voice again. He works 
as Engagement and Exhibitions Officer at the Orkney 
Museum and with his wife Rhonda, has co-created the 
website Orkneyology.com. They are currently working on a 
publishing house, Orkneyology Press.Dr Sarobidy Rakotonarivo 

Sarobidy is an environmental 
socio-economist studying the 
political and socio-ecological 
factors that increase the 
effectiveness of environmental 
policies. By identifying what 
works (and what doesn’t) 
and under what conditions, 
her research aims to support 
the design of policies and 
technologies that contribute 
to the long-term wellbeing of 
people and nature. In Orkney, 
she designed and implemented 
the Goosebump digital game 
to study farmer land use 
management decisions under 
various conflict management 
strategies.

Laura 
Thomas-Walters 
Laura is a 
conservation 
social scientist 
who focuses 
on changing 
environmental 
behaviours. She 
joined ConFooBio 
in 2020 and has 
been synthesising 
the data from the 
different games.
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The research team would like to thank all those who have 
generously given their time to play the Goosebumps game 

and help with the ConFooBio research.

Thanks to everyone who came to the events and helped to 
make the trip so rewarding and memorable.
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Dean, Robbie Cant, Isla Hodgson, Tom Muir and the authors of 
the Plain Language Summary of the Goosebumps game.

Many thanks to Tim Dean for proofreading many of the articles.

Thanks to Nils Bunnefeld for his support and  
vision throughout the project.


