
 

 

 
 

Easter Beltie Restoration Project 
Susan Cooksley, March 2021 

The Easter Beltie river valley restoration project has transformed the middle reaches of a degraded 
agricultural stream into a rich complex of wetland habitats in the river Dee catchment in north east 
Scotland. The new meandering watercourse flows through three new wetlands, connected to 
backwaters and adjacent wet ground that has been enhanced with wader scrapes. 

The restoration brings many benefits for biodiversity, water quality and climate resilience in the 
catchment. The site is being used to evaluate and demonstrate river valley restoration techniques. 
 
The £220,000 restoration project took place over 13 weeks, from 7 September to 16 November 2020. 
The project was managed by the Dee Catchment Partnership, working with the Dee District Salmon 
Fishery Board. 
 
The works created: 
 

 § A new 2 km meandering watercourse 
§ Natural bank and bed profiles and full 

floodplain connection 
§ Five instream wood structures 
§ 100 m of Atlantic salmon spawning habitat 
§ Riparian areas and wetland fringes to be 

planted with native trees 
§ Improved riparian connections within the 

river system 
 

§ New instream wetlands covering 5 ha 
§ Six islands of varied size and height 
§ Backwater habitats in the old channel 
§ Ephemeral wetlands enhanced by wader 

scrapes 
§ Opportunities for community access via 

integration with a new cycle path project 
§ A research project to evaluate the ecological 

benefits 
 

The early stages of the Easter Beltie restoration viewed from upstream. The restoration site is to the right of the burn. 

James Shooter/scotlandbigpicture.com 



Introduction to the project 

The Beltie burn is a typical agricultural stream Aberdeenshire in north east Scotland, close to the 
Deeside village of Torphins. Its 20 km course drains a catchment of around 80 km2, entering the river 
Dee near Banchory.  
 
Until the mid 1700s the Beltie followed a sinuous course through very wet ground. During the last 250 
years the burn has been extensively straightened and deepened, resulting in poor and uniform 
instream habitats. It had become overwhelmed by silt and completely disconnected from its 
floodplain which had lost its wetland characteristics. This part of the burn created a break in the 
connectivity of the river system. Nothing shows this more clearly than the fact that Atlantic salmon 
spawned in its lower and upper reaches, but not in these degraded middle reaches. 
 
The Easter Beltie restoration project set out to return natural wetland habitats to the area thereby 
restoring this break in the continuity of the river system.  
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The restoration site (in red) in the middle reaches of the Beltie burn, a tributary of the river Dee in north east Scotland. 



17th century map showing the old meandering course of the Beltie burn 

© 2020 Microsoft Corporation © 2020 DigitalGlobe ©CNES (2020) Distribution Airbus DS 
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The restoration was designed to maximise wetland habitat within the land available 



 
 
 

The burn was deeply incised, with uniform sediments of sand and silt and little diversity in the riparian habitat. 

The floodplain lacked connection to the burn and was used for grazing. Ungrazed areas were dominated by rank vegetation. 

Before the restoration, these reaches of the Beltie burn were completely straight and disconnected from the floodplain. 

James Shooter/scotlandbigpicture.com 



 

 

What did the restoration achieve? 

The restoration created a new course for the Beltie which now boasts a rich mosaic of wetland 
habitats, including meanders, riffles, pools, and backwaters, and three extensive wetlands at the heart 
of the site. The burn now has natural bed and bank profiles creating full floodplain connectivity. The 
restored site is free to develop as natural processes take over. The restoration will enrich biodiversity, 
improve water quality and increase water storage in this flood-prone catchment; as the site matures 
these benefits will continue to grow. 
 
A wide range of wildlife has already been recorded, including badger, red kite, kingfisher, dipper, 
otter, goosander, goldeneye, lapwing, sea trout, whooper swan, kestrel, cormorant, and heron – many 
caught on our trail cameras. The week after the works were completed, Atlantic salmon had spawned 
at 15 sites in the new channel which is a clear endorsement for the success of the project. In the year 
ahead we will boosting habitat development by planting trees, seeding native vegetation and 
controlling invasive species. 
 
The restoration is intended to benefit water quality and slow flows. The wetlands will trap sediment 
from upstream, improving habitats in the reaches downstream and the main stem of the river Dee. 
Previously flows were channelled downstream at high velocity by the canalised burn but now the 
meandering course that is integrated into the floodplain wetlands will absorb high flows, delaying 
downstream flood peaks. We saw these processes in action during the works, giving us confidence 
that the design will function as intended. We are monitoring water quality and flows across the site.

Slowing the flow 
 

Enriched biodiversity 
 

Reduced siltation 
 

A re-naturalised river corridor 



 

 

What challenges were encountered? 

Coronavirus created unprecedented challenges which introduced delays. However, by sharing project 
management we were able to remain flexible and make progress. The lockdown period gave an 
opportunity to focus on planning and licencing applications. We would normally have offered more 
site visits and in lieu of these we posted a weekly photo diary on our website which was very popular. 
 
A last-minute regulatory requirement to re-visit our flood risk assessment under stringent climate 
scenarios introduced additional costs and delayed the start of works. The flexibility of our designers in 
prioritising this unplanned work enabled us to remain on track but the delayed start meant that we 
worked into the wetter months of autumn which was not ideal. 
 
There were two large flood events during the works. Although this delayed works it gave an 
opportunity to see the wetlands under extreme conditions and reassured us that the design was 
functioning as intended. 
 
Putting in place effective sediment management was a priority. We monitored water quality twice 
daily and reported results to SEPA and downstream landowners. We forewarned SEPA when sediment 
pulses were expected and were open about the fact that some coloured water was inevitable. It was 
important that we could show that these pulses were sporadic, with clean flows returning swiftly. 
 
The site includes a popular walking path which was closed during the works. People were 
understandably keen to regain access, but as newly excavated wet ground poses dangers for people 
and dogs, temporary access restrictions will remain until the site is safe. 
 
Lack of contingency funding was an issue. With such a large project, however carefully planned, 
unexpected costs are inevitable. We were fortunate to have a supportive partnership who made in 
kind contributions, and later attracted private funding that will be invaluable in enabling the full 
potential of the site to be realised. 
 
 
 Storm Alex brought extensive flooding 

during the restoration works 



 

 

Flooding during the project was held on site as expected Essential site visits were carefully managed 

Suitable bed material had to be bought in to create habitat 
appropriate to the channel slope 

The experienced team could tackle challenges with confidence 
and find solutions swiftly 

Twice-daily turbidity records were sent to SEPA and proprietors Sediment traps were maintained and refreshed regularly 



 

 

How will the site be maintained? 

The restoration was designed to enable the Beltie Burn to develop and change naturally, allowing 
natural processes to shape the new watercourse. Therefore, we anticipate undertaking minimal 
maintenance, and using a light touch as far as possible. To date, maintenance has included willow 
spiling to help stabilise the banks in some areas where erosion is anticipated. A native species-rich 
grassland mix will be sown on the bank faces. Tree planting is being planned with the Woodland Trust 
and advice sought for the introduction of native vegetation to the new wetlands and its future 
management eg by grazing. We will monitor and control American mink and invasive plant species. 
 
Long term management responsibilities are set out in a 10 year legal agreement between the 
landowner, the Dee District Salmon Fishery Board and the James Hutton Institute. It covers site 
surveillance and maintenance, habitat management and research studies. Should they be required, 
the need and funding for more significant interventions will be addressed through the Dee Catchment 
Partnership’s Management Group.  
 
 
 
 Willow rods have been placed to 

stabilise the banks at vulnerable 
points and kickstart the growth of 
riparian habitat 



 

 

Have there been any additional benefits? 

Experience in valley restoration The Easter Beltie project is part of our wider restoration work across 
the Dee catchment, which benefited from £830,000 for restoration projects in 2020 (87,000 native 
trees planted, 17 km of agricultural buffer strips, 40 large woody structures added to the river's 
tributaries). We have several valley restoration projects in development and these will benefit from 
lessons learned from the Beltie, which will enable us to tackle large scale projects with confidence. 
 
Cycle path The project has been developed in parallel with a proposal for a new cycle path adjacent to 
the site. The path will provide an opportunity for people to experience the richness of a natural river 
corridor, greatly adding to the value of the project. 
 
A demonstration of need and benefit The scale and visibility of the site, and the inclusion of many 
techniques makes it an ideal example for landowners considering taking part in similar projects. We 
hope that it will give others the confidence and inspiration to become involved. We hope to inspire 
others in the Beltie catchment to help us expand the restored area. 
 
Film on river restoration Working with Scotland the Big Picture we have documented the project on 
film to promote the benefit of river valley restoration. 
 
Research The site is the subject of a long-term study by the James Hutton Institute and Napier 
University to evaluate the ecological benefits. The scale of the restoration combined with the quality 
of this study led to it being selected to be part of the IUCN network of river restoration exemplar sites. 
 

The Old Railway Line adjacent to the restoration 
site is being developed as a cycle path 



 

 

How are we evaluating the benefits? 

The James Hutton Institute and Edinburgh Napier University are evaluating the ecological benefits. 
Three years of pre works data have been gathered and continue post-works to study the effect of the 
restoration on habitat development, macroinvertebrate communities, silt attenuation and water 
quality, and flows. 
 
What further works are planned? 

§ Willow spiling and seeding of bank faces with wet grassland mixes to accelerate bank stabilisation 
§ Planting native trees in the riparian corridor in partnership with The Woodland Trust 
§ Adding more river-run sediments to extend spawning habitat for Atlantic salmon 
§ Consideration of planting wetland plant species and their management using conservation grazing 
§ Consideration of building bird hide(s) 
§ Developing a multi-use path adjacent to the site 
§ Developing proposals for restoration projects elsewhere on the Beltie Burn 
§ Working to promote and support native woodland creation on adjacent land 
§ Continuing and extending our research to evaluate the benefits of the restoration 
 

 
 

A long-term research project is evaluating the environmental 
benefits of the restorations, focussing on hydrology, water 
quality, habitat development and ecological communities 



 

 

Project communications  

The project has attracted a lot of media attention, due to its scale and ambition, unique nature, and 
significance for climate and biodiversity targets. 
 
§ We published articles in the Scotsman, Press and Journal and Deeside Piper 
§ The project was featured on BBC Landward which gave the project early 

prominence and attracted more widespread attention 
§ Our own project webpage and weekly photo blog was popular, especially as 

site visits had to be restricted 
§ We are making a film of the project, working with Scotland the Big Picture. 
§ BBC Out of Doors have expressed an interest in a spring follow-up 
§ A LinkedIn article has been published as a guest blog on several partner 

websites including Scotland’s Environment, the James Hutton Institute and 
NatureScot websites 

§ Hundreds of pictures were taken during the works, including high quality 
professional imagery (featuring drone work) 

§ We promoted the project on social media using the #easterbeltie hashtag 
§ Posters in the local village and at the site boundaries gave information about 

the works 

We acknowledged our partners, funders and supporters in all communications outputs, and will 
continue to highlight their contributions as the project develops. 

 

	Filming with Anne Lundon and David 
Williamson for BBC Landward 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 

For the full story, including a weekly photo diary of the 12 weeks of construction: 
www.deepartnership.org/easter-beltie-restoration 
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