
The Centre for Mountain Studies (CMS) was established at Perth College UHI on 1 August 

2000, with the objective of creating a centre of excellence for work in mountain areas within 

the emerging University of the Highlands and Islands.  Since then, UHI has gained title; and 

the CMS has achieved its initial objective.  This article highlights many of our activities over 

the past 20 years. 

 

2002 was the International Year of Mountains (IYM), and this provided many opportunities 

for us to work with a wide range of NGOs from the recreation, tourism and conservation 

sectors, as well as Scottish Natural Heritage, which provided most of the funding for a 

project officer and a conference on the mountains of northern Europe. 

 

2004 was an important year of beginnings.  First, we launched an online MSc in Sustainable 

Mountain Development.  It has now attracted over 100 students, over half from Scotland, 

and the others from across the UK and Europe, as well as North America and Africa.  

Recognition of the innovative nature of the course was a key reason for the designation of 

our UNESCO Chair in Sustainable Mountain Development in 2009 – the first UNESCO Chair 

in Scotland.  Second, our first PhD student, Rob Mc Morran started his research on the 

forests of the Cairngorms. 

 

In 2007, Rob was joined by three more PhD students – Annie McKee, Jayne Glass, and 

Pippa Wagstaff – in the ‘Sustainable Estates for the 21st Century’ project, funded by the 

Henry Angest Foundation.  The practical relevance of the project was assured by the 

involvement of an advisory board with representatives of NGOs from the environmental and 

landowning sectors, the Cairngorms National Park Authority (CNPA), and The Scottish 

Government.  The students’ research focussed on private estates and their local 

communities, and a toolkit to foster sustainable estate management; chapters about these 

were all included in ‘Lairds, Land and Sustainability’, published by Edinburgh University 

Press in 2013, and described by Prof. Chris Smout, Professor Emeritus in History at St 

Andrews University and Historiographer Royal in Scotland, as “a book for everyone seriously 

concerned about the future of the Highlands”.  Since the project was completed, its outputs 

have been widely used in practice and policy, and other CMS projects – on land ownership, 

game management, and wild land – have built on it.  Rob and Jayne have now moved to 

Scotland’s Rural College and Annie to the James Hutton Institute, and we are glad that they 

all continue to collaborate with us. 

 

We have been active in many projects funded by European organisations, and led two large 

multi-national projects in northern Europe funded by the EU Northern Periphery (and now 

Arctic) Programme.  The first was Clim-ATIC (2008-11), on community adaptation to climate 

change – which later led to an MSc in Climate Change Management at Western Norway 

University of Applied Science.  The second was SHAPE (2017-20), on ecotourism in 

UNESCO biosphere reserves.  Both projects included Scottish partners: CNPA in the first, 

Wester Ross and Galloway and Southern Ayrshire Biospheres in the second.  Since 2002, 

we have coordinated four studies of Europe’s mountains – for the European Commission,  

the European Environment Agency, and ESPON – successively increasing the range and 

depth of knowledge of many of the environmental and socio-economic characteristics of 

these mountains.  The outcomes of the projects have been widely used for policy-making by 

European institutions, as well as for lobbying by Euromontana, the pre-eminent European 

mountain NGO, of which UHI is a member.  We have also been involved in EU-funded 

projects involving Euromontana: on quality mountain foods, the use of the outputs of 

European-funded projects in mountain areas, and social innovation in marginalised rural 
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areas.  Our involvement in the latter was led by Ros Bryce, who joined us in 2014, and also 

led the SHAPE project. 

 

The CMS has also been active at the global scale.  During the IYM in 2002, I worked with 

UNEP to plan the Bishkek Global Mountain Summit, the final global event of the year in 

Biskhek, Kyrgyzstan, and facilitated the final declaration.  This became the basis of a 

resolution of the UN General Assembly and, in turn, the declaration of 11 December every 

year as International Mountain Day.  We have also worked with both UNESCO and the 

International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) on mountain issues and biosphere 

reserves.  And, working with the Mountain Research Initiative, the Global Mountain 

Biodiversity Assessment and other international organisations, we have organised three 

major international conferences on global change and sustainable development across the 

world’s mountains in Perth, in 2005, 2010, and 2015.   

 

Knowledge exchange (KE) is a key element of the CMS and, as well as these global 

conferences, we have worked with many organisations in Scotland on KE events since the 

IYM in 2002, when we were involved in meetings convened by 48 different organisations.  

Since then, working with different partners, we have convened meetings focusing on 

Scotland’s uplands: on biodiversity, the values of mountain water, and climate and wider 

environmental change.  As well as the vital connections that are a key result of any meeting, 

these have led to strategies for mountain research and many publications. Twenty years on, 

over 3,000 people from around the world have attended our meetings – and we are 

recognised for our activities not only in Scotland, but globally. 

 

To celebrate our 20th anniversary, we have been planning a forum on ‘Challenging Upland 

Futures’, to be held on 1-2 September.  Covid-19 has meant that this has had to be 

postponed, but we have rescheduled for 19-20 January 2021 at Perth Theatre: watch this 

space! 

 

Website: www.perth.uhi.ac.uk/mountainstudies 
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