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The evaluation would be based on assessing whether fossil collectors’ behaviour had been changed three
years on from the publication of the Code. An initial  Baseline Study was undertaken before the publication of
the Code and comparative Post Publication Study was to be launched three years later. 

Both studies had three parts:
Part 1: Questionnaire canvassing of the owners of all palaeontological Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI)

to determine if they had noticed changes in the levels of responsibility demonstrated by collectors.
Part 2: Obtaining from Scottish museums and other institutions holding palaeontological collections

information concerning: 1. the number of enquiries made by collectors seeking advice over fossil finds
they have made; and 2. donations of fossil material received.

Part 3: An assessment of the condition of the fossiliferous resources in SSSI with known histories of damaging
and irresponsible collecting. SSSI were chosen because they provide rich fossil resources containing the
most significant, rare and best-preserved fossils. 

Parts 1 and 2 of the Study were undertaken in 2007 with some particularly useful feedback being received
from site owners on fossil collecting activity. However, given the number of sites and their geographic spread,
it became clear that part 3 would be costly and would therefore be approached as resources allowed.  

continued on next page
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A look-see for research purposes or quarrying for trilobites? A crater dug ostensibly for
research purposes at an SSSI of international importance in south west Scotland. The hole
has now been lined with fabric and backfilled to safeguard the remaining fossil resource. 
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Progress with the Post Publication Study
Late in 2011, the second questionnaire was sent to fossil-site owners who completed the first questionnaire.
At the same time, the institutions approached during the Baseline Study have been asked whether the
publication of the SFC has had any effect on numbers of collectors asking for help or guidance over fossil
identification, and the level of fossil specimen donation.  

A re-scaled Part 3 of the Post Publication Study has consisted of a selection of Scotland’s most vulnerable fossil
localities being visited to provide an indication of the nature and scale of collecting that has occurred since the
publication of the Code. Wherever possible the owners of the sites have been involved in site visits to allow
more detailed canvassing of views regarding collector behaviour.  

Contributing information and other indicators
The evaluation results will form the basis of the review of the Code’s effectiveness in helping reduce
irresponsible collecting behaviour. However, other items of information will also be useful. There has been no
negative reaction to the Code, despite a view from some quarters that it was too long. On the contrary, its
comprehensive coverage of all aspects of the collection and storage of fossils has proved very useful.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that the Code is highly regarded and a similar code could well be produced and
applied in other countries. 

Since the publication of the Code there have been two occurrences of large-scale irresponsible fossil collecting
of the type it was hoped the Code would prevent. The most worrying and serious incident involved
geoscientists who should have known better excavating tonnes of fresh in situ rock by mechanical excavator
from an SSSI in south west Scotland. Ostensibly to re-expose existing sections to enable visiting overseas
scientists to have a look-see, the work overstepped the bounds of responsible behaviour and became what
appears to have been a straightforward hunt for trilobites; all undertaken without the knowledge or consent of
the landowner. The second incident involved the extraction and demolition of several tonnes of rock from a
coastal SSSI on Skye, in what appears to have been the pursuit of perfect ammonites.

These two incidents do not suggest that the Code is ineffective or deficient, but they may indicate that it needs
more effective promotion to make certain sectors of the collector community aware of its message that they
could face prosecution if they fail to adhere to the Code and cause reckless damage to an SSSI.

Revision or better targeting?
It is hoped that the results of the review will indicate that, in general, collectors adhere to the Code. It may
transpire that the damaging collecting at two sites were just isolated incidents. That being the case, the Code
may not need revision and continuing irresponsible behaviour could be addressed by pointedly promoting the
Code amongst specific sectors of the collecting community.
However, if better targeting does not reduce collector damage
in the longer term, then when countryside protection
legislation is being revised, the actions of a minority could
conceivably lead to collecting bans and suchlike. This would be
a return to an unsettling and unpalatable situation, with all the
implications that it has for palaeontology and education. �
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If you have an interest in Scottish
palaeontology and have read the
SFC or have experience of using
it, SNH would be interested to
hear your views as they may be
useful in the review process. 

Please contact
colin.macfadyen@snh.gov.uk
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The UK Geodiversity Action Plan (UKGAP) has now been launched and can be seen at www.ukgap.org.uk.
The result of wide-ranging discussion over several years, the UKGAP sets out a shared framework for

geodiversity action across the UK. It has been developed and agreed through wide consultation and
dialogue across England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland between organisations, groups and
individuals currently involved in geodiversity.

What does the UKGAP do?

The UKGAP provides a shared context and direction for geodiversity action. It establishes a common aim,
themes, objectives and targets which link national, regional and local activities. The six themes encompass
how we understand and care for our geodiversity, how geodiversity can inspire people, and the importance of
carefully planning for our geodiversity. 

The UKGAP is also a mechanism for encouraging partnership, influencing decision makers, policy makers and
funders and for promoting good practice. 

continued overleaf

All together now…
UKGAP is up and running

Hannah Townley & Jonathan Larwood
Natural England
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It provides a shared understanding of what is happening and what needs to happen to promote and conserve
geodiversity, a process for measuring and reporting on progress and, importantly, an opportunity for
celebrating success.

You can find out more about the themes, objectives and targets of the UKGAP by exploring the action plan
pages of the website. Here you can also find out how the UKGAP works and download a copy of the UKGAP
document which details all the themes, objectives, target and indicators.

How do we know what’s happening?

The UKGAP website is a widely accessible and flexible way of making the action plan available to all, and it
should grow and evolve over time. The site already shows a wide range of activities which are under way and
supporting the delivery of the action plan. This can be seen in the activities matrix which, overtime, will show
more of what’s happening throughout the UK.

To help measure progress, indicators have been developed against each of the UKGAP objectives. Wherever
possible indicators have been selected to use information which is already available or being collected. Annual
reporting against these will show whether there is a positive or negative trend in geodiversity action. You can
find out more about the indicators and the progress made against the objectives and targets of the UKGAP by
exploring the progress pages of the website. 

Getting involved in the UKGAP

The getting involved section of
the website details some of the
organisations currently doing
something to support the
delivery of the UKGAP. The
challenge now is for more
organisations and groups to get
involved. If you or your
organisation or group already do
something that could contribute
to the UKGAP or you would like to
explore how you could contribute
to the UKGAP in the future,
please see the getting involved
section of the website and send
us a contribution form or email
ukgap@naturalengland.org.uk. 

The UKGAP is for us all to use. It has grown from the geodiversity community and is there to frame the work
we do and show, at all scales, that the actions we take for geodiversity are ‘enhancing the importance and role
of geodiversity’. �

All together now…

http://www.ukgap.org.uk/action-plan.aspx
http://www.ukgap.org.uk/progress/activities.aspx
http://www.ukgap.org.uk/progress.aspx


GeoConservationUK

U K  R I G S  G r o u p s
The Association of

Earth Heritage magazine promotes geological and landscape conservation.
Download a pdf copy from www.earthheritage.org.uk

A joint plane mineralised with oxides of manganese and iron, in Upper Permian age
sandstone, at Clashach Quarry, Hopeman, near Elgin. It is a mineralogical treasure that
falls within the remit not just of Scottish Natural Heritage but also the scope of the new
UK Geodiversity Action Plan which aims to set out a framework for conserving
geodiversity in all its forms across the UK. See article on page 25.
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