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NAFC Marine Centre,
Port Arthur,
Scalloway,
Shetland,
ZE1 0UN
richard.shelmerdine@uhi.ac.uk

Site: Head of Lera Voe
Site No: (nn)
Location:
Head of Lera Voe, 3 101.57 m2 (0.31 ha)
OS Grid Reference:
HU2169948273
Community Council Area: Sandness and Walls

Brief Site Description
The site is located at the head of Lera Voe, west of Vaila House Shore Station, on the west side of
mainland Shetland. Lera Voe narrows at Vaila House Shore Station in a northwest-southeast
orientation before expanding to the south into a very sheltered bay (Figure 1a) and expanding
northwest towards the head of the Voe. There is a freshwater source from the Burn of Stanesland
and a second burn originating from the Loch of Breck. Two smaller freshwater inputs were noted in
the very sheltered bay (Figure 1a and b), the larger of the two was located in the southern part of
the bay and the second smaller input was located closer to the small dwelling house located to the
west between the sheltered bay and the head of the Voe. Several boats were moored up within the
area.
a)

b)

Figure 1: Head of Lera Voe showing two images (a) looking north of the whole bay and (b) the
easterly beach section.

Key Site Objective
The primary interest is Ascophyllum nodosum ecad mackaii (also known as Ascophyllum nodosum
ecad mackayi) and its associated habitat.
Ascophyllum nodosum ecad mackaii is globally rare with an estimated 60% of records from Scotland.
Shetland has the most northerly records in Europe and possibly the globe.
This site has the highest recorded abundance of A. nodosum ecad mackaii in Shetland.
When formed into a bed, as is the case at this site, the habitat provides a complex structure enabling
some species to thrive in an area which they would be unable to do without the habitat.

Site Boundary
The site is located within the north facing very sheltered bay near the head of Lera Voe (Figure 2). It
is bounded by the intertidal limits of ELWS and EHWS covering an area of 3 101.57 m2 (0.31 ha). The
western boundary is formed by a stone dyke and fence running from the road down through the
beach just before the dwelling house. The eastern boundary is defined by a rock outcrop just prior
to the narrowing of the entrance to the head of the Voe.

Figure 2: (Head of Lera Voe) LNCS for Lera Voe (red outline) with the bottom map showing a zoomed
in location of the area marked by a green box in the main map.

Key Interests
The seaweed, Ascophyllum nodosum ecad mackaii (Turner) S.M. Baker & M.H. Bohling, also known
as “wig wrack” (Figure 3) is the key component of the biotope LR.LLR.FVS.Ascmac, “Ascophyllum
nodosum ecad mackaii beds on extremely sheltered mid eulittoral mixed substrata”, and is a UKBAP
habitat and Priority Marine Feature. The abundance of the seaweed at this site was recorded as
“Super Abundant” (S) on the SACFOR abundance scale in July 2017 during an NAFC Marine Centre
survey. This is the highest recorded abundance of the seaweed in Shetland; the Vadills, Brindister
Voe, had a recorded abundance of “Common” on the SACFOR abundance scale.
With the exception of the Atlantic coasts of Canada and USA, the distribution of A. nodosum ecad
mackaii is restricted to Ireland, Northern Ireland, and Scotland. Mathieson (2009) reported that
populations of A. nodosum ecad mackaii in Scotland represent the majority of global records and
JNCC (2010) reported that Scotland had an estimated 60% of the recorded global population. Of
these records, Shetland has the most northerly record in Europe and, according to Mathieson
(2009), may also be the most northerly record globally. Within Shetland, two additional sites where
A. nodosum ecad mackaii were found have been recorded: The Vadills, Brindister Voe which is
designated as a SAC; and Clousta Voe. A small patch measuring about 1 m diameter was found at
Clousta Voe in 2017 by NAFC Marine Centre staff but would not qualify as a bed.
Originating from broken fragments of the wrack Ascophyllum nodosum (commonly known as “egg
wrack”), this is a non-attached form and usually lacking the distinctive bladders of A. nodosum.
Ascophyllum nodosum ecad mackaii form loose mats providing cryptic and humid habitat for a
variety of mobile and static species (JNCC 2015). The plants add complexity to the habitat, providing
shelter to species which would not normally tolerate open sediments or shingle (Perry and Hill
2015). Species which were recorded during the site survey included: winkles (mostly Littorina
littorea but also other Littorina spp., see top right image of Figure 3); shore crabs (Carcinus maenas);
barnacles (Semibalanus balanoides); mussels (Mytilus edulis); amphipods (Gammaridae); and
seaweeds (Fucus vesiculosus, see lower image of Figure 3, Fucus serratus, A. nodosum, and
Polysiphonia lanosa). These species are more commonly associated with rocky intertidal habitats.
Under the A. nodosum ecad mackaii beds, polychaete worms were present amongst the fauna living
in the sediment. Mathieson (2009) has summarised additional species associated with the feature
including: isopod species, other gastropod molluscs such as dogwhelks (Nucella lapillus), flatworms,
and fish species. Although A. nodosum ecad mackaii beds are not attached to the sediment, around
the edges of beds, the plants were frequently found to be intertwined with F. vesiculosus (Figure 3,
lower image) and A. nodosum, or in some cases covered by other seaweed species. Mathieson
(2009) summarised results from studies on the Scottish west coast where mussel byssal threads
provided increased stability to beds.

Figure 3: Ascophyllum nodosum ecad mackaii and a patch (lower image) surrounded by a common
intertidal seaweed, Fucus vesiculosus.

Land Management
There is a small dwelling house, possibly a holiday let property, at the northwest limit of the site.
The site is otherwise surrounded by croft land, possibly used for grazing, although no livestock were
noted during the survey. Two small freshwater inputs were noted, the larger of the two was located
in the southern part of the site nearest to the highest abundance of Ascophyllum nodosum ecad
mackaii and the second smaller input was located closer to the small dwelling house.

Access
Access to the site is by foot and can be gained from either side along the intertidal zone or through
the field from the single track road. The single track road runs along the west and south boundaries
of the site which is lined with a fence containing an upper layer of barbed wire. Close to the turn off
to Vaila House Shore Station, the barbed wire ends, allowing easier access to the field. No obvious
signs of vehicle access were noted.

Potential Threats
Several threats to Ascophyllum nodosum ecad mackaii have been identified (Mathieson 2009, Perry
and Hill 2015) and include:
1) Seaweed harvesting
2) Winkle harvesting
3) Livestock grazing on seaweed
4) Road improvements and new road construction
5) Interruption of freshwater drainage to shore
6) Nitrogen enrichment
7) Fly-tipping on foreshore
8) Infilling of small embayments and inlets for shore-based facilities
9) Construction site clean-up
10) Oil spills and clean-up
11) Fish farm chemical treatments for sea-lice
12) Accumulation of heavy metals
Causeway construction has also been identified as a threat but is not one that would affect this site.
The first four threats listed (seaweed and winkle harvesting, livestock grazing, and road
improvements/construction) are more likely to occur at this site but it should be noted that all the
listed threats have the potential to occur.
Perry and Hill (2015) have summarised various hydrological, chemical, physical, and biological
pressures in order to assess the resistance, resilience, and sensitivity of A. nodosum ecad mackaii.

Suggested Monitoring Regime
The main aim of the monitoring regime would be to check on the health, extent, and abundance of
Ascophyllum nodosum ecad mackaii at the site. This would take the form of an intertidal survey
during low water noting species abundances and distributions. Plotting the extent of the beds and
comparing these results to previous surveys. Surveys should occur at around the same time of year
so as not to be influenced by natural seasonal changes in the intertidal. In the first instance, survey
frequency should be no more than yearly with the potential of increasing the time period between
surveys to every two to three years, depending on whether any changes between yearly surveys
were detected. In the case of localised development, change in agriculture practice, alteration in
freshwater inputs, or increases in potential threats, the frequency of surveys should be increased
and monitored on a more regular basis.
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