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Wildlife in Dumfries & Galloway
Dumfries and Galloway is a region rich in wildlife and a rewarding place for 
anyone with an interest in nature. It has a long, varied coastline, extensive 
upland areas and numerous lochs, rivers, wetlands and woodlands. All of these 
places have their characteristic plants and animals and there are many wildlife 
spectacles to be seen. 

The region is home to many of Scotland’s specialities - wildlife thought of as 
typically Scottish. Ospreys, Red Grouse, Red Deer, Otters and Mountain Hares 
can all be found here in Dumfries and Galloway. The region is also special due 
to its range of wildlife, as it has a unique combination of plants and animals. 
Black-throated Divers and Azure Hawker dragonflies reach their southern limits 
here whilst for others, such as the Natterjack Toad, Nightjar and dainty Banded 
Demoiselle damselfly, the region is at the northern edge of their breeding range.

This booklet gives an introduction to the wildlife of Dumfries and Galloway and 
highlights some of the sites and walks which are good for wildlife watching. 
These are only a small selection from the many places across the region where 
wildlife can be seen. Use this booklet as your starting point - there’s plenty more 
to explore!

Photographs kindly supplied by Laurie Campbell (SNH), Allan Devlin, Lorne Gill (SNH), Keith Kirk, Richard Mearns, Archie 
Miles, Peter Norman, Dumfries & Galloway  Council, Mark Pollitt, www.northeastwildlife.co.uk, Solway Firth Partnership 
(SNH and Leader+), NASA
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The guide is divided into sections 
which focus on four broad habitat 
types found in Dumfries and Galloway. 
Within each habitat, a number of sites 
are highlighted along with some of the 
species you might expect to see there at 
different times of year.

All the sites mentioned are accessible by 
car and some are accessible by public 
transport. Simple directions of how to 
get to each site are given and Ordnance 
Survey grid references of the main 
car parking areas are included. Public 
transport and National Cycle Route links 
are listed where appropriate. Symbols 
are used to indicate the facilities you can 
expect to find there (see key). 

The wildlife at some sites may be more 
sensitive to disturbance, so please follow 
the Scottish Outdoor Access Code. We 
have highlighted the sites which are 
most suitable for dog walking.

www.outdooraccess-scotland.com

Key to Symbols

cafe 

toilets

NX553636 parking and Ordnance 
Survey map grid reference

waymarked trails

visitor centre

dogs welcome

disabled access

hide

accessible from a national cycle route

 bus route (within walking 
distance of the site) and service 
number

seasonal

How to use the guide

372ı
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*

Please note that facilities at locations 
with disabled access may vary between 
sites. Please contact the site manager or 
Visit Scotland for more information.
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Seasonal Highlights

Spring
stunning displays of wild 
flowers

Summer butterflies

Autumn
fungi and autumn 
colours

All year
mammals such as Red 
Squirrels and deer

Forest and woodland makes up 
almost one quarter of the land area of 
Dumfries and Galloway. These form a 
wide variety of habitats, from ancient 
woodlands of broadleaved trees to 
extensive modern conifer forests, from 
mixed woodlands planted around 
18th century stately homes to wood 
and scrub pastures still grazed by 
cows and sheep. Broadleaved woods, 
particularly those that have existed 
for many years, have characteristic 
plants on the woodland floor, such as 
Bluebells, Primroses, Snowdrops and 
Wild Garlic. Woodland wild flowers 
blossom in spring when the leaves 
of the trees have not yet opened 
fully and light still reaches the plants 
below. In summer, butterflies, moths 
and other insects may be seen flying, 
resting or feeding in sunny woodland 
rides and clearings. Mushrooms and 
toadstools may be found all year 
round, although most appear during 
the autumn. These are the fruiting 
structures of fungi, the rest of which 
is underground in the form of fine 
threads, absorbing food from deep 
within the soil. 

Woods are home to many different 
types of animals. In spring and early 
summer woodlands are alive with 

birdsong as they seek mates and 
proclaim their breeding territories. 
Some are present all year round, such 
as woodpeckers, Wood Pigeons and 
Buzzards, whilst others including 
Pied Flycatchers, Tree Pipits, Redstarts 
and warblers migrate from warmer 
countries to nest in our woodlands 
during the summer. Siskins and 
Crossbills are found throughout the 
region in our conifer forests and the 
mysterious churring call of the Nightjar 
may be heard at dusk in areas of young 
plantation. Woodlands are important 
habitats for many of the region’s 
mammals, although they are often 
secretive and difficult to see. Deer and 
bats are best sighted at dawn or dusk, 
but look out for Red Squirrels - found 
in many of the region’s woodlands - at 
any time of day.

4
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Carstramon Wood

Carstramon Wood is an ancient oak 
woodland with trees up to 200 years 
old managed by Scottish Wildlife Trust. 
It is carpeted with a spectacular display 
of Bluebells in spring. In summer the 
woodland is alive with breeding birds 
such as Wood Warbler, Pied Flycatcher 
and Redstart. Also look out for 
butterflies and other invertebrates. 

access and facilities
The reserve is situated 2½ miles north 
of Gatehouse of Fleet. From the B796 
Gatehouse-Creetown road, turn onto 
the minor road at Nether Rusko and 
follow this over the Water of Fleet. Turn 
right at the T-junction to reach a small 
parking area.

 NX589602

Cree Valley Woodlands

The wooded slopes on the east of the 
River Cree north of Newton Stewart 
form a chain of largely semi-natural 
woodland habitat. The Wood of Cree 
is the largest ancient oak woodland in 
the south of Scotland, a large part of 
which is an RSPB reserve. In spring the 
woods present a magnificent show of 
Bluebells and other woodland flowers 
and a wide range of birds including 
Tawny Owl, Great Spotted Woodpecker 
and Pied Flycatcher breed there. Roe and 
Red Deer are resident, and Otters are 
often sighted on the adjacent River Cree. 
Nearby woodland sites in the Cree Valley 
such as Knockman Wood and Camer 
Woods have their own special character, 
history and wildlife.

www.rspb.org.uk
www.creevalley.com

access and facilities
The woodlands are situated north of 
Newton Stewart. Access to all sites 
is via the minor road on the eastern 
side of the River Cree which runs from 
Minnigaff to Glen Trool.

 NX381708; NX366732; 

 NX408673

woodland



Glentrool

Situated at the heart of the Galloway Forest Park, extensive areas of forest and 
woodland carpet the length of Glen Trool. Of most interest are the areas of semi-
natural ancient oak and birch woodland close to Loch Trool at Caldons, Buchan and 
Glenhead. In spring there are many woodland flowers, including Bluebells, and an 
array of woodland birds. Some of the woodland streams and rivers are home to the 
Water Vole. Autumn can provide a spectacular display of colours.

access and facilities
Situated 3 miles north of Thornhill. 
Drumlanrig Estate and Castle is well 
signposted from the A76 road. 

 NX851993 

 (Sunday, summer only)

  

www.forestry.gov.uk

access and facilities
The Glentrool village is signposted from 
the A714 at Bargrennan. Follow the 
road through the village up the glen.

 NX371785; NX396790; NX415804

woodland

Drumlanrig Estate

The estate has extensive areas of 
mixed woodland with some large 
stands of oak. Red Squirrels are 
regularly seen, particularly in the 
mature stands of conifers. Also look 
out for Pied Flycatchers, woodpeckers 
and Nuthatches, which have recently 
colonised woodlands in the region. 
The many woodland lochs and ponds 
add variety, and hold resident frogs 
and newts, summer dragonflies and 
Kingfisher. The Drumlanrig Sycamore is 
one of the largest of its kind and listed 
in the top 100 heritage trees in Scotland.

www.drumlanrig.com
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Lochwood Oaks
A small stand of ancient Sessile Oaks lies 
close to Lochwood Tower near Moffat. 
The trees are the surviving remnants 
of an ancient oak forest dating back 
many centuries and include veteran 
trees of great character, some over 400 
years old. The trees support a range of 
mosses, ferns and a unique assemblage 
of lichens. A patient observer may spot 
the elusive Purple Hairstreak butterfly in 
late summer. Lochwood Oaks are listed 
in the top 100 heritage trees in Scotland. 

access and facilities
Situated 3 miles south of Beattock, east 
of the A701 near the ruins of Lochwood 
Tower. The stand of ancient oaks are ½ 
mile along this road.

 NY084969

Mabie Forest

This popular Forestry Commission 
Scotland site is a planted mixed 
woodland with many rides and clearings. 
The conifer forest hosts typical birds 
including Siskins, Redpolls and Crossbills. 
You may catch a glimpse of a hunting 
Sparrowhawk or even the more elusive 
Goshawk. Mabie Forest is also one of the 
few places in Scotland where Nightjars 
breed. It is an excellent place to see Red 
Squirrels, and the forest pools provide 
a home for amphibians and many 
species of dragonfly. In conjunction 
with Butterfly Conservation, an area has 
been set aside and managed as a nature 
reserve with at least 25 different species 
of butterfly recorded to date.

www.forestry.gov.uk

access and facilities
Follow the A710 Solway Coast Heritage 
Trail from Dumfries. Mabie Forest is 
signposted after about 4 miles. The nature 
reserve is located by Lochaber Loch.

 NX950709 372ı
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t Dumfries and Galloway’s coastline 
stretches for more than 200 miles and 
is one of the most varied and scenic in 
Britain. Wide expanses of mudflats and 
merse (saltmarsh) on the inner Solway 
give way to rocky coast in the west 
and spectacular cliffs and headlands. 
Plants have adapted to grow in difficult 
conditions that the coast provides. 
Sea Aster and Sea Spurrey are found 
in the ever-changing conditions of the 
saltmarsh, whilst Sea Campion, Thrift 
and Western Gorse thrive on the slopes 
and cliffs. The cliffs are also home to 
nesting seabirds, their eggs and young 
protected from predators. Raucous 
summer colonies of Cormorants, 
Kittiwakes, Guillemots and Razorbills 
can be found at various points along 
the rocky Galloway coast. Black 
Guillemots (also known as ‘Tysties’) 
may also be seen, sometimes at close 
range in the harbours on the west 
coast.

In winter, huge flocks of migrant 
waterbirds roost and feed on the 
merse and mudflats and many more 
pause to feed up on their migration 
in spring and autumn. Spectacular 
displays of wild swans, geese, ducks 
and waders can be seen from October 

to April. Species such as Whooper 
Swans and Barnacle Geese use a few 
favoured sites, whilst others such as 
Dunlin and Oystercatchers can be seen 
at many places along the Solway coast. 

There are many other gems too. The 
nationally rare Natterjack Toad is found 
along the inner Solway, their distinctive 
rasping calls carrying for over a mile 
on still spring evenings. Flower-rich 
coastal grasslands support butterflies 
such as the Wall and Grayling. On 
the sea, look out for marine creatures 
such as seals, dolphins and porpoises 
which are present throughout the year, 
or even a magnificent Basking Shark 
which feed in the plankton-rich waters 
during the summer months.

Note - Always check tide tables, 
available in post offices and 
bookshops before walking along 
Solway beaches and mudflats. Take 
care along high cliff edges.

Seasonal Highlights

Summer
nesting seabirds, coastal 
plants and butterflies

Autumn, 
Winter & 
Spring

magnificent displays of 
waterbirds

All year
seals, porpoises and 
dolphins

8



9

Caerlaverock

Caerlaverock is a vast stretch of merse 
and mudflats at the mouth of the Rivers 
Nith and Lochar. Wild flowers such as 
Thrift and Sea Aster are found around 
the shores and the rare Natterjack 
Toad breeds in pools on the fringes of 
the merse. The area is best known for 
the huge flocks of migrant waterbirds 
which roost and feed here. During the 
winter the Solway supports virtually the 
whole population of Svalbard Barnacle 
Geese, and important populations of 
Pink-footed Geese and Whooper Swans. 
In spring, Badger watching evenings 
at WWT Caerlaverock Wetland Centre 
allow visitors to see these stunning 
animals at close quarters. The area is a 
National Nature Reserve. 

www.nnr-scotland.org.uk
www.wwt.org.uk

access and facilities
The WWT Caerlaverock Wetland Centre 
is signposted from the B725 and provides 
excellent wildlife watching facilities. The 
B725 Glencaple road south of Dumfries 
follows the Nith with numerous viewing 
points across the mudflats. There are also 
waymarked walks at Castle Corner.

 NY018652, NY050656 

coast

371ı

Colvend Coast

The magnificent stretch of coastline 
between Sandyhills and Rockcliffe is 
rich and varied in both landscape and 
wildlife. The area has a wealth of coastal 
wildflowers in summer including Sea 
Campion, Kidney Vetch and Harebell 
(also known as the Scottish Bluebell). The 
flower-rich slopes support many species 
of butterfly including the Northern Brown 
Argus which lays its eggs on Common 
Rock-rose. Oystercatchers feed along 
the rocky shores, whilst the cliffs support 
breeding seabirds such as Cormorants, 
Herring Gulls, Razorbills and Fulmars.

access and facilities
The A710 coast road between Dumfries 
and Dalbeattie follows the coast and the 
coastal villages of Sandyhills, Portling 
and Rockliffe are signposted. There is 
a small information centre by the shop 
in Colvend. A coastal footpath extends 
along the whole of this stretch of coast. 

 NX850535; NX890552

 372ı



Wigtown Bay

The extensive tidal flats of Wigtown Bay 
form the largest Local Nature Reserve 
in Britain and provide excellent feeding 
grounds for a wide range of wintering 
birds. Flocks of wildfowl, including 
Pintail, Shelducks and Wigeon can be 
seen throughout the winter and geese 
gather in their largest numbers from 
January to March. In recent years Ospreys 
have nested nearby and CCTV pictures 
from the nest are fed to the visitor centre 
in Wigtown County Buildings. The 
estuary is also important for the salt-
tolerant plants which fringe the bay. 

www.dumgal.gov.uk

access and facilities
Good views of the bay can be had from 
various laybys along the A75. There are 
hides overlooking the man-made Castle 
Field wetlands by Wigtown Harbour. 
The visitor centre is located upstairs in 
Wigtown County Buildings.

 NX438546

10
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Portpatrick - 
Killantringan
The coastal footpath between the pretty 
village of Portpatrick and Killantringan 
Lighthouse (Black Head) is a picturesque 
wildlife walk during spring and summer. 
The cliffs and bays are home to a wide 
range of flowering plants, such as Spring 
Squill, Devil’s Bit Scabious and Thrift. 
Up to 20 different species of butterfly 
have been recorded, including Grayling, 
Wall and Northern Brown Argus. At Port 
Kale, the footpath links to walks on the 
Dunskey Estate, where the woodland 
in early summer hosts shows of 
Bluebells, breeding birds such as Spotted 
Flycatchers and is one of the few places 
on the Rhinns of Galloway to see Red 
Squirrels. Along the coast path there are 
many excellent vantage points to view 
seabirds such as Fulmars and passing 
Gannets. Harbour Porpoises, Bottle-
nosed Dolphins and Minke Whales have 
all been sighted from the Rhinns coast.

access and facilities
The Southern Upland Way footpath 
starts at the north end of Portpatrick 
Harbour and follows the coast to 
Killantringan. The lighthouse can be 
accessed by a minor road off the A764. 

 NW998542 358, 367, 411ı
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Balcary Point

The coast at Balcary Point is a popular walk around an impressive headland with rocky 
cliffs and nesting seabirds. Cormorants, Guillemots, Shags and Kittiwakes breed in 
summer and can be seen on the sea below, whilst Peregrines can sometimes be seen 
hunting the cliff-nesting pigeons. The cliff-tops support many wildflowers and sun-
baked rocky outcrops provide basking places for Common Lizards and the occasional 
Adder. The high vantage point make this a prime area for spotting Common Porpoises 
in the sea below. 

access and facilities
Follow the A716 to Drummore, from 
which the RSPB reserve is clearly 
signposted. The RSPB have a seasonal 
visitor centre (April - Oct).

 NX155304 

access and facilities
From the village of Auchencairn on the 
A711 take the minor road signed for the 
Balcary Bay Hotel to a small public car 
park opposite the hotel.

 NX820495 505, 516ı

Mull of Galloway
Situated at the south-western tip of the region, the Mull of Galloway is a spectacular 
headland with high cliffs on all sides. During summer the cliffs are home to more than 
3,500 breeding seabirds including Guillemots, Black Guillemots, Razorbills, Kittiwakes 
and Fulmars. It is the only place in the region where a lucky observer may glimpse one 
of the few nesting Puffins. The RSPB reserve visitor centre also includes a CCTV feed 
from the nesting seabirds. The coastal heathland on the cliff tops support breeding 
birds such as Stonechats and Linnets and throughout the summer months wildflowers 
such as Spring Squill, Rock Lavender and Golden Samphire provide a beautiful display. 
The cliffs provide an excellent lookout point for whales and dolphins.

www.rspb.org.uk
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Seasonal Highlights

Summer upland birds and insects

Autumn
purple-flowering 
heather and bracken

The uplands of Dumfries and 
Galloway cover roughly one sixth 
of the region. They range from the 
gently rounded Lowther Hills in the 
east to the rugged granite hills of The 
Merrick in the west. Upland habitats 
are often characterised by moorlands 
dominated by heather whose flowers 
provide the purple tops to many hills 
in late summer. Amongst the heather 
grow other shrubs such as Blaeberry 
(known as Bilberry outside Scotland) 
and Cowberry, whilst flowers such 
as the Heath-spotted Orchid and 
the scarcer Lesser Twayblade may be 
found amongst the heather. Other 
upland areas are dominated by 
rough grassland, the tussocky Purple 
Moorgrass punctuated by delicate 
flowers such as Tormentil, Milkwort 
and Heath Bedstraw. In some places, 
large expanses of bracken carpet the 
hills, turning rusty red in autumn. 
Wetter areas may support blanket 
bog, a globally restricted habitat for 
which Scotland is very important. 

Some of Scotland’s most well-known 
animals - Red Deer, Mountain Hares 
and grouse - can be seen in the hills. 
Birds of prey such as Hen Harriers, 
Merlins and Peregrines hunt across 
the open hills and glens. In summer, 
the moors provide a vital habitat for 
breeding waders such as Curlew, 
Snipe, Golden Plover and Lapwing. 

Finally, watch out for insects flying 
and feeding in the hills. The Large 
Heath butterfly is a specialist of damp 
heathlands, whilst migrant species 
such as the Painted Lady may pass 

over even the most blustery of hilltops 
in summer. Hairy moth caterpillars 
may be seen crossing footpaths 
looking for a new food source or a 
place to pupate. Pools and streams 
can be home to dragonflies such 
as the Common Hawker and the 
inquisitive Golden-ringed Dragonfly. 
The rare Azure Hawker dragonfly is 
found at its most southerly location in 
the blanket bogs of Galloway.

Note - Upland areas are exposed 
and liable to sudden weather 
changes, prepare with appropriate 
clothing and footware. Take care 
in areas of mountainous terrain.14



Moffat Hills

The hills north-east of Moffat on the 
Dumfries and Galloway border are a 
dramatic upland landscape of rounded 
hills and glaciated, U-shaped valleys. 
These upland are most easily accessed 
at the Grey Mare’s Tail National Trust 
for Scotland property, named after the 
site’s impressive waterfall - the highest 
in the south of Scotland. Peregrines, 
Ring Ouzels, Red Grouse and Mountain 
Hares all make use of the extensive hills 
beyond. The moors support a range of 
insects - watch out for the conspicuous 
Emperor Moth or hairy caterpillars 
(sometimes called ‘woolly bears’) crossing 
the footpaths. The National Trust for 
Scotland visitor centre has a CCTV link 
to nesting Peregrines from April to July. 
The numerous crags and characteristic 
geology make this a rich area for alpine 
flowers, with many rare plants including 
Purple Saxifrage and Alpine Cinquefoil.

www.nts.org.uk

access and facilities
The NTS Visitor Centre is situated 10 
miles from Moffat along the A708. There 
is also a seasonal Ranger Service 
(March - Sept). 

 NT186145

15
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Cairnsmore of Fleet

This is one of the most accessible 
uplands in Galloway with extensive 
areas of Heather and Blaeberry moor. 
It is home to typical upland breeding 
birds such as Meadow Pipits, Skylarks 
and Wheatear. The moorlands support 
breeding waders such as Curlew and 
Golden Plover, and are sometimes used 
by Dotterel in May as stopping off points 
on their migration north. Peregrines and 
Merlins are found in the area, though 
both can be very difficult to see.

access and facilities
From B796 Gatehouse of Fleet - 
Creetown road, at Gatehouse Station 
follow the road signed for the National 
Nature Reserve to the car park and 
visitor centre. There is an alternative 
hillwalkers car park at Cairnsmore (near 
Stronord).

www.nnr-scotland.org.uk

 NX553636; NX471640



access and facilities
There are various waymarked walks from 
the centre of Langholm out on to the 
surrounding hills. Langholm is situated 
on the A7. Numerous bus services stop 
in the town centre.

 NY363848

Langholm Hills 

Surrounding the town of Langholm are a number of hills with heather moor and 
upland grassland. Merlin, Hen Harrier and Peregrine are all present though typically 
elusive. Red Grouse occupy the heather moors and the rarer Black Grouse the 
moorland fringes. The hills are a good place to see Mountain Hares. As with many 
upland areas, even though flowering plants may seem scarce amongst the grassland 
and heather, observant visitors will spot Bog Myrtle (a useful midge repellent!), 
Blaeberry and the nodding blue heads of Harebells. In damp areas, look out for the 
golden flowers of Bog Asphodel and insect-eating plants such as Butterwort and 
sundews. The woodlands around Langholm are excellent places to see Red Squirrels, 
though the recent colonisation by Grey Squirrels threatens their future.

access and facilities
From the A714, Glentrool village is 
signposted at Bargrennan. Follow the 
road through the village up to the car 
park at the head of the glen.

 NX415804

ı
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The Merrick

At 843m, The Merrick is the highest 
summit in Dumfries and Galloway. Look 
out for birds of prey including Peregrines 
and Buzzards. The ‘gronking’ noise of 
Ravens may give away their presence - 
watch out for their tumbling displays in 
early spring. In places the flora becomes 
truly montane in nature, sustaining 
species such as Downy Willow and 
the beautiful Purple Saxifrage which 
are adapted to these harsh conditions. 
The mountain stands at the centre of 
a wild landscape of heather moor and 
bog which encompasses Silver Flowe 
National Nature Reserve, an extensive 
blanket bog home to many dragonflies 
including the rare Azure Hawker.



Criffel

The distinctive peak of Criffel dominates 
the skyline above the inner Solway Firth. 
Above the surrounding forest, the rough 
grassland and heather provide nesting 
opportunities for many small birds, 
including Skylark, Stonechat, Wheatear 
and Meadow Pipit. On the lower slopes 
the latter may become a surrogate 
parent to the Cuckoo, which can often 
be heard calling in spring around the 
forest fringe. Ravens are often seen (or 
heard!) from the higher ground. The 
heather also provides habitat for Red 
Grouse and cover for hunting Adders in 
the summer months.

access and facilities
There is parking at Ardwall off the A710 
where a track leads steeply through 
the forested slopes and onto Criffel. A 
longer ascent can also be made from 
village of New Abbey.

 NX970634; NX957654

Lowther Hills

The Lowther Hills lie to the east of 
Sanquhar and form part of the chain of 
hills known as the Southern Uplands. 
The hills have extensive heather 
moorland, some of the best in the 
region, which in turn support typical 
breeding birds such as Curlew, Red 
Grouse and Golden Plover. The song of 
Skylarks and Meadow Pipits fill the air 
in spring, though these may themselves 
be hunted by Hen Harriers and Short-
eared Owls which are also found in the 
area. Mountain Hares are present all year 
round, and when sporting their white 
coat in winter may be conspicuous when 
the snow is not lying on the hills; look 
out for their distinctive tracks in fresh 
patches of snow.

access and facilities
There are many access points to the 
Lowther Hills. The Southern Upland 
Way can be followed east or west 
from Wanlockhead. From Durisdeer, 
numerous tracks lead onto the hills to 
the north and west.

 NS894037; NS873129

221, 102ı
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The freshwater lochs of Dumfries 
and Galloway are generally quite 
small and have formed in the scoured 
holes left by glaciers during the last 
ice age. They are wildlife havens and 
support a wide variety of plants, birds 
and animals. Thick fringes of trees 
may develop around their edges, 
particularly species like Alder and 
Willow which favour these damp 
conditions. The loch-side fringes also 
provide marshy areas and reed beds. 
Lochs are rich in insects, such as 
colourful dragonflies and damselflies, 
and provide good feeding for birds. 
Swallows and martins can be seen 
flitting over lochs in the summer, 
catching insects, and many of the wild 
geese and ducks which come to the 
region for winter may also be found 
roosting and feeding on lochs.

On the far west coast of Galloway 
is Loch Ryan, a large sea loch which 
supports many marine plants and 
animals found at few other places in 
Scotland. It is also very important for 
its wild birds in winter, such as Red-
throated Diver, grebes and Scaup.

The many burns and rivers which cross 
the region help to link together other 
habitats. They start as small fast-
flowing burns in the uplands, slowly 
developing into the wide channels of 
major water courses before emptying 
into the bays of the Solway.

The region’s rivers have excellent 
water quality and sustain an amazing 
variety of life. Fish and insects live in 
the flowing water and Salmon are 
found in all of the main rivers as well 
as many of the burns. Many types of 
birds are found along watercourses, 
feeding on fish or the rich insect life 
which is found there. You might spot 
a stalking Grey Heron, see the blue 
flash of a Kingfisher, or marvel at the 
relentless bobbing of Grey Wagtails 
and Dippers feeding on river insects. 

There are mammals too, though 
they are very elusive. Otters are 
shy creatures which occur widely 
throughout the region on most of 
the region’s lochs and rivers; dawn 
and dusk are the best times, though 
most sightings are purely chance 
occurrences. The Water Vole still occurs 
in a few locations. The slow-flowing 
burns around Galloway Forest Park are 
the most likely areas to find them.

lo
ch

Seasonal Highlights

Spring
breeding birds and wild 
flowers

Summer dragonflies

Winter
wild ducks, geese and 
swans
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Loch Ken & River Dee

The narrow, 
9 mile long 
Loch Ken/River 
Dee lies in a 
glaciated valley 
between Castle 
Douglas and St 
Johns Town of 
Dalry. The loch 
is flanked by marshland and supports 
a wide variety of birds including ducks 
such as Teal and Wigeon and a flock 
of Greenland White-fronted Geese 
in winter. The woodlands alongside 
the loch are home to Willow Tit and 
Nuthatch and Water Rails inhabit the 
fringing reedbeds. The surrounding 
countryside is an excellent hunting 
ground for Red Kites which were 
re-introduced to the area and now 
breed successfully. A feeding station 
at Bellymack Hill Farm offers excellent 
viewing opportunities.

www.gallowaykitetrail.com

access and facilities
Many of the waterbirds can be viewed 
from the RSPB Ken-Dee Marshes Reserve 
3½ miles north of the B795 at Mains of 
Duchrae. The Red Kite feeding station 
at Bellymack Hill Farm is located east of 
Laurieston, off the B795. The Red Kite Trail 
around Loch Ken provides information 
about these birds and useful short walks 
and vantage points in the adjacent area.

 NX699684
 NX689650

loch

Castle Loch (Lochmaben)

The town of Lochmaben lies at the heart 
of a small complex of lochs, the largest 
and most accessible of which is Castle 
Loch. The shallow margins are excellent 
habitat for dragonflies and damselflies 
in the summer months, whilst the open 
wooded areas around the castle are home 
to butterflies such as the Speckled Wood, 
a recent arrival in Dumfries and Galloway. 
In winter waterbirds are plentiful. Teal and 
Wigeon graze around the loch margins 
whilst Goldeneye and Tufted Ducks dive 
to feed in the deeper water. Wintering 
Pink-footed and Greylag Geese often 
roost on the loch and are best seen in the 
early morning or late evening. Castle Loch 
is a Local Nature Reserve.

www.dumgal.gov.uk

access and facilities
There is a picnic area and parking 
accessible from the A709 and a car park 
on the east of the loch and at Lochmaben 
Castle (accessible from the B7020). 
Nearby Mill and Kirk Lochs are a short 
walk from the town centre.

 NY088810; NY088819
520, 521, S2 ı 381, 81ı



and wading birds such as Black-tailed 
Godwit feed and roost on the reserve. 
Large flocks of Barnacle Geese occur 
throughout the winter and are joined 
by Yellowhammers, Twite and Tree 
Sparrows which feed on the stubble and 
seed-rich field margins.

www.rspb.org.uk

access and facilities

The reserve is signposted from the 
A710 coast road near the village of 
Caulkerbush. 

 NX925561

loch

RSPB Mersehead Nature Reserve

access and facilities
From Everholm Park in Annan proceed 
upstream on the eastern side of the river. 
You can continue on as far as Brydekirk 
returning on the western bank, although 
there are other bridges over the river if 
you wish to make a shorter route.

 NY192667

Situated by the coast, RSPB Mersehead 
Nature Reserve supports a wealth of 
species all year round. In spring and 
summer, the wet meadows and marshes 
are host to Lapwings and Skylarks. 
Dragonflies, butterflies and wild flowers 
border the nature trails. Roe Deer and 
Otters are best seen at this time of year, 
whilst Sedge Warblers and Reed Buntings 
occupy the scrubby margins of the 

wetlands. 
In Autumn 
migrating 
geese and 
ducks arrive 
in vast 
numbers, 

ı

372ı

River Annan

The River Annan between Annan and Brydekirk is a an accessible riverside walk through 
woodlands and meadows. It is a well known Salmon river, and fish can occasionally 
be seen jumping. Grey Herons, Grey Wagtails and Kingfishers may be seen all year 
round, whilst the loud, musical ‘tuit-tuit’ call of the Nuthatch, a relatively recent Scottish 
colonist, may be heard from the mature trees along wooded sections. Otters are present 
on the river - look for their footprints on sandy banks when water levels are low.



access and facilities
The A77 closely follows the eastern 
shore and gives good views over the 
head of the loch from the parking area 
at Balyett. The western shore is accessed 
via the A718, with parking and good 
viewing at Wig Bay. Numerous local bus 
routes connect to Stranraer. 

 NX082619; NX061689; 
 NX032676
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Loch Ryan

In the west of the region lies Loch Ryan, 
a sea loch 9 miles long and up to 2.5 
miles wide with the town of Stranraer 
at its head. The loch is best noted for 
its bird interest. In summer breeding 
birds include Oystercatchers and several 
species of tern. Black Guillemots breed 
around the harbour and can be seen 
on the loch all year round. In winter the 
area is an excellent place to see divers, 
grebes and other seaducks, and there is 
a small flock of Pale-bellied Brent Geese 
which winter in the area. The loch itself 
has a unique range of shoreline and 
underwater wildlife communities.

Knowetop Lochs

This Scottish Wildlife Trust reserve 
encompasses two small lochs separated 
by a ridge of birch woodland and 
fringed by reeds and willow scrub. 
Ten species of dragonfly have been 
recorded, including Black Darter and 
the large Golden-ringed Dragonfly. In 
summer the boardwalk and path edges 
are good places to glimpse a basking 
Common Lizard before it disappears into 
the vegetation. The bog at the eastern 
end of the reserve is home to a small 
population of Large Heath butterflies, 
whilst the more common Scotch Argus 
can be found throughout the reserve. 
The damp woodlands are home to 
Willow Tits whilst Barn Owls hunt 
over the grassland and heath at dusk. 
In winter, Teal and Whooper Swans 
sometimes visit the lochs. 

www.swt.org.uk

access and facilities
The reserve is situated south of the A712 
between Corsock and Balmaclellan. 
Parking in roadside layby.

 NX705789

ı
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Here to help you explore

Get up close and personal with the region’s wildlife. 

Guides to help you
Follow the suggested walking routes in our series of local Walking in and 
around… booklets. Pick up the key to the best sites in the informative 
‘Birdwatching in Dumfries and Galloway’ guide or tackle a section of the 
Southern Upland Way, outlined in the ‘Southern Upland Way Short Walks’ 
guide. All available from Tourist Centres.

Friendly staff to help you
Get a copy of the ‘Countryside Events’ guide to book a Ranger-guided walk 
with a local countryside expert - 100’s to choose from across the region.

In Spring don’t miss the Wildlife Festival, celebrating the fantastic array of 
species in Dumfries & Galloway’s stunning environment. 

www.wildlifefestival.org.uk

Tourist Information Centres

Open all year

Dumfries 01387 253862

Stranraer 01776 702595

Seasonal (April - October)

Castle Douglas 01556 502611

Gatehouse of Fleet 01557 814212

Gretna Green 01461 337834

Kirkcudbright 01557 330494

Moffat 01683 220620

Newton Stewart 01671 402431



Wildlife and conservation – can you help?
Many of the region’s special wildlife and places are protected. Some are owned by 
conservation organisations such as the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds and 
the Scottish Wildlife Trust, whilst others are protected through designations such as 
National Nature Reserves or Sites of Special Scientific Interest. 

To identify these special wildlife, habitats 
and sites, we need information about 
where different species are found. The 
Dumfries and Galloway Environmental 
Resources Centre (DGERC) collates 
information about wildlife from around 
the region. You can help by reporting your 
wildlife sightings to the DGERC. Making 
a bird list from a visit to a nature reserve, 
butterfly sightings from a coastal walk or 

reporting a chance sighting of a Red Squirrel helps to improve our understanding of 
local wildlife. Keep a note of your sightings and send them to DGERC - visit 
www.dgerc.org.uk for more details. 23

Useful websites & contacts

Local organisations

www.snh.org.uk/scottish/dumfries/about.asp
www.dgerc.org.uk 
www.visitdumfriesandgalloway.co.uk
www.southernuplandway.gov.uk
www.dumfriesandgallowaynaturalhistory.co.uk
www.dumgal.gov.uk/biodiversity

Out and about

National Rail Enquiries

www.nationalrail.co.uk 08457 484950

Traveline (bus timetables)

www.traveline.info 08712 002233

Met. Office 

Weathercall 09068 500420

www.metoffice.gov.uk



Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) is delighted to have funded the production of 
this publication. This has been produced in partnership with the Dumfries and 
Galloway Environmental Resource Centre (DGERC). SNH supports the work of 
the DGERC so that as many people as possible can find out about and enjoy 
our region’s wonderful wildlife and become involved in wildlife recording and 
the care and improvement of our natural heritage.




