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Biodiversity for Adopt-a-Station volunteers

Keep Scotland Beautiful and ScotRail want to equip and encourage Adopt-a-Station volunteers to 

become involved in creating beautiful biodiverse spaces.

This toolkit will support you as an Adopt-a-Station volunteer. We hope it will motivate, inspire and 

help you to create the most beautiful and biodiverse stations possible.

Welcome to the Adopt-a-Station 

biodiversity toolkit

What is biodiversity?

The term biological diversity, or biodiversity, simply 
means the variety of life. It is used as a measure 
of the variety of organisms, or living things, in 
different ecosystems or environments and varies 
regionally. To ensure biological diversity, ecosystems 
(plants), species (wildlife) and genetic (differences 
within wildlife) variations are necessary, with the 
connections and relationships that exist between 
these three boosting productivity and ensuring natural 
sustainability. Whilst understanding the complexity of 
these relationships can be difficult, it is recognised 
worldwide that preserving these systems and ensuring 
variation is of critical importance.

Adopting a station

Railway stations are gateways into a community. They 
are also showcases for the railway operator, so it is in 
everyone’s interest to have an attractive and pleasant 
place that people feel comfortable using. 

We hope you have found that station adoption is also 
a great way of meeting other people and developing 
a sense of community ownership of a local resource. 

This toolkit is designed to aid your work to create 
beautiful places which can be enjoyed by all and, in the 
process, contribute to the biodiversity of our railways. 
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Keep Scotland Beautiful 

Scotland’s rich nature has always been at the forefront of our presence in every aspect of our vibrant 

cultural heritage. We cherish Scotland’s plants and wildlife, and enjoy the beautiful scenery and 

protected areas that are home to stunning views and intricate bionomics. Biodiversity sustains us as 

human beings, and is vital to the preservation of our planet for future generations. 

Railway stations are interlinked with Scotland’s 
biodiversity in a multitude of ways. For nearly 200 
years, they have been starting and meeting points, 
and today they allow for an environmentally friendly 
way to explore the world. Scotland’s people have long 
known we are part of and reliant upon the natural 
world around us. 

However, today, in the 21st Century, we have a deeper 
consciousness of the need to protect Scotland’s nature 
to ensure a healthy and thriving future for our country. 
Through our wider understanding of the connections 
between biodiversity, healthy functioning ecosystems 
and wider benefits to individuals and society, the time 
has come to act on that information to safeguard the 
wellbeing of our eco systems.

By becoming a station adopter, you have already made 
the first step. Your work to improve station biodiversity 
will not only have rewarding aesthetical effects on 
your immediate surroundings but will also have long 
term ripples in your local environment. As our stations 
become greener, they will become a reminder for local 
residents to consider energy use, carbon and waste. 

Over time, we hope that the stations that connect 
Scotland together will become powerful case studies 
for biodiversity impact and community investment.

Why is biodiversity in 

stations important?
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Stations are unique as they have habitats and open spaces which other built up sites might not have.  

Surfaces such as open gravel or stone provide dry, rapidly warming habitats particularly important 

for invertebrates and some of the urban plants.  

From a botanical perspective the best plants are those 
which provide food and cover for invertebrates. The 
worst would be species which have a track record of 
becoming invasive (e.g. monkey flower) or interbreed 
with native species (e.g. Spanish bluebell).

Stations are classed as building and hard landscaping. 
Generally such features are considered to be of very 
limited biodiversity value in their own right. However 
there are some actions that can be taken to improve 
biodiversity of these areas. 

Improving biodiversity in and 

around stations

Here are some ideas:
   Incorporate wildflowers in planters.
   Bird boxes and bat boxes can be installed on 
buildings and larger trees.

   Incorporate tree lines or hedgerows in car 
parks to provide some habitat connectivity - 
the degree to which the landscape facilitates 
animal movement and other ecological flows. 
Wildlife need to move – mobility is the key to 
survival for many wildlife species.

   Incorporate native flower and shrub species in 
car parks. 

   Sustainable Drainage Systems (SuDS), such 
as ponds and swales, can be designed to 
provide useful features for biodiversity.
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If your adopted station incorporates a green space, 
further actions that are quick and easy to implement 
are:

   Including native species and wildflowers wherever 
possible. Also think about which cultivated varieties 
provide good nectar, seed or berry sources for 
wildlife. 

   Installing bird boxes and bat boxes on buildings and 
trees. 

   Introducing a small pond to provide an additional 
habitat and homes for frogs and toads, plus a range 
of beneficial insects.

   Trying not to use herbicides and pesticides. 

   Gardening without peat when planting, potting and 
mulching.

Please make sure approval is sought from 
ScotRail for all works carried out, specifically 
installing permanent fixtures such as bird 
boxes, bat bricks and bug mansions. Station 
staff are there for the safety of both passengers 
and volunteers, and it is important to make 
sure the steps taken to improve biodiversity 
do not inhibit station safety. 
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Increasing the biodiversity of your station does not have to be hard, or compromise the way it looks. 

Here are a few small changes you could make that can bring major benefits to the biodiversity of your 

adopted station.

Choosing the right flowers
Flowers provide pollen and nectar for butterflies and 
other insects who perform the vital task of fertilisation 
– seed and fruit production would drop dramatically 
without them. Avoid too many highly-bred cultivars 
with big and blowsy or double flowers, most of which 
contain little or no pollen or nectar.

Choose plants that provide pollen and nectar for as 
long a season as possible, from spring (Crocus and 
Mahonia for example) through to autumn (Michaelmas 
daisy, Sedum spectabile and ivy, which is particularly 
late to bloom and may provide food into early winter). 

Grow a mix of trees and shrubs
Grow a range of trees, shrubs and climbers, or a 
mixed hedge to provide food and shelter. Larger 
plants, particularly trees, support more wildlife.

 

As well as providing food in the form of flowers, fruits 
and seeds, they provide cover and nesting sites for 
garden animals, from insects to larger species such 
as birds.

Small trees and shrubs that are good for blossom and 
berries include rowan, crab apple, elder, blackthorn 
and hawthorn – and not just our native species. Fruit 
trees support a range of specialist native wildlife and 
can provide for them while also supplying you with a 
useful crop.

Look after mature trees
If the station area is too small for big trees, see if you 
can plant some in the surrounding area, and protect 
those that are already there. Large street trees 
provide a vital habitat for a range of wildlife that may 
visit nearby gardens while foraging. Wildlife rarely 
respects garden boundaries: try to see your station as 
part of a wider web of interlinked green spaces.

Encouraging wildlife in 

your station
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Add water
The single easiest way to add wildlife value is to install 
a pond, however tiny - a large pot or even an inverted 
dustbin lid in an out-of-the-way spot will do. If the 
station area does not lend itself to a pond, a container 
of water will suffice.

Ideally, do not introduce fish to a pond which is 
primarily there for wildlife (they will eat anything that 
moves), and if you can resist temptation, allow water 
plants to colonise naturally. Make sure ponds have 
at least one sloping side to allow creatures an easy 
way out. Most wildlife, including amphibians, such 
as newts and frogs, like more shallow water than is 
generally thought.

Leave a pile of dead wood in a shady spot
Decaying wood provides an ever-rarer habitat to a 
range of specialist wildlife that is growing increasingly 
uncommon in the countryside, such as longhorn and 
bark beetles and their grubs, and many species of 
fungi. It also provides cover and hibernation sites for 
a wide variety of wildlife. Any unstained or unpainted 

wood is suitable, although big, natural logs are 
best, ideally partly buried. Log piles can look quite 
architectural and rustic, though many people prefer to 
tuck them out of sight. Remember to add new pieces 
of wood to your wood pile every year.

Make a bug home
Just like birds and bats, invertebrates need homes 
too, so why not create and build your own using 
resources from your site.  Be creative and provide 
different material for different invertebrate species. 
For example, drill different sized holes into a piece of 
wood and provide hollow stemmed plants, such as 
bamboo canes. This can provide a home for solitary 
bees that nest in wood, or hibernating ladybirds and 
lacewings. Roll up cardboard into plastic bottles and 
hang from a tree. Your bug home can be any size that 
suits your station but remember to make sure that at 
least part of your home is in a warm sunny place. 
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Make an insect bank
Why not create a mound for warmth loving insects and 
reptiles using aggregate (or another suitable material 
on site) and sand.  This will provide a varied topography 
and structure to your site and can be situated next to 
a wildflower meadow area. These banks will provide 
basking sites for butterflies, damselflies, wolf spiders 
and even lizards and may provide nesting habitat for 
solitary bees and ants. 

Provide water for birds all year
Garden birds are some of the most conspicuous 
garden wildlife, and easy to attract. A supply of clean, 
unfrozen water is vital - just make sure it’s kept out of 
the way of passengers.

Don’t be too tidy
This doesn’t mean your station or any surrounding 
area has to look a mess, but piles of leaves and twiggy 
debris provide both food and habitat for many species. 
If you leave perennials uncut over winter, their hollow 
stems can shelter hibernating insects. Piles of stones 
also make good homes, particularly for hibernating 

reptiles and amphibians - tuck them away in hidden 
corners, at the back of borders or even behind the 
shed.

Allow a patch of grass to grow longer
If you do not have room for, or do not want, a full-
scale wildflower meadow, simply allowing patches 
of lawn to grow longer will provide shelter for small 
mammals such as wood mice, voles and shrews, and 
food for some butterfly caterpillars (not all of these 
eat cabbages or nettles, contrary to popular belief). 
You may even be lucky to attract grasshoppers and 
froghoppers that require long grass to complete their 
life cycles.
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Create a meadow rich in wildflowers
Meadows are a mix of grasses and wildflowers 
that provide an important food source, nesting and 
hibernating site for invertebrates, birds and small 
mammals. There are two types of meadow: annual 
and perennial.  

Annual meadows will initially require a seed mix to be 
sown, which includes flowers like poppies and corn 
marigolds. The soil needs to be turned over each year 
to allow the seeds in the seed bed to germinate and 
bloom.

Perennial meadows need to be left uncut over the 
summer until the flowers set seed.  The flowers growing 
in a perennial meadow will depend on a number of 
factors, like the soil type, but a simple, useful species 
mix for wildlife would include yellow rattle, red clover, 
white clover, meadow buttercup, ribwort plantain and 
yarrow and a selection of fine-leaved grasses. 

The vegetation needs to be cut in late summer each 
year, and the cuttings removed from the ground and 
composted once the seed has fallen out.  This is to 
prevent the nutrients from the cuttings being released 
back into the ground. Wildflowers are successful in 
low nutrient conditions, if the nutrients were released 
back into the ground then other, more competitive 
species, such as grasses, have an advantage. 

In both types of meadow, it is important to ensure 
that seed is rolled or trampled into the soil to give it a 
chance to germinate. 

Mowing paths through meadows can invite exploration 
and creates different habitats for wildlife.
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Make a rock garden
Steeply sloping ground, cliffs and rocky areas support 
their own specialised species of plants and animals 
adapted to survive with poor, thin soils. Their garden 
equivalents are rock gardens and gravel beds; planted 
well these are low maintenance, need little watering, 
and attract specialised wildlife such as mason bees, 
which are important pollinators.

Garden sustainably to help protect wildlife
Sustainability is an environmental buzzword that 
simply means minimising your use of finite resources 
(such as oil) in favour of those that are continuously 
produced by natural processes (power from wind 
turbines or using your own compost).

Synthetic pesticides are not only toxic to more than the 
target organisms, they are extremely energy intensive 
to produce, so use them as a last resort wherever 
possible. Avoid peat-based composts, choose 
sustainably sourced wood for furniture and planters, 
recycle all you can and save water wherever possible. 
These are all more sustainable forms of gardening 

and will help ensure that your adopted station treads 
lightly on the world.

Key elements for all species of insect, bird or small 
mammal is food (from plants with pollen, nectar, 
berries, seeds), water (for drinking, bathing, growing), 
shade, sun, roosting and nesting. 

Accommodating wildlife in urban areas does not 
necessarily require massive investment. You can 
bring in more birds just by breaking up endless lawns 
with the right kinds of shrubs, to create structure and 
variety. For example, mowing lawns a little less often 
— not weekly but every two or three weeks — will 
increase the population of native bees and other 
pollinators.
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Our pollinators are considered to be in decline. By 
planting nectar and pollen rich flowers over a long 
season, gardeners can help reduce this trend. In return, 
an abundance of pollinators will ensure garden plants 
continue to reproduce through seed and that many fruit 
and vegetable crops, such as apples, strawberries and 
tomatoes, successfully set fruit.

How to attract and support pollinating insects
   Aim to have plants that are attractive to pollinating 
insects in flower from early spring to late autumn. 
Winter flowering plants can also be of benefit.

   Grow garden plants with flowers that attract pollinating 
insects. Avoid plants with double or multi-petalled 
flowers. Such flowers may lack nectar and pollen, or 
insects may have difficulty in gaining access.

   Never use pesticides on plants when they are in 
flower.

   Where appropriate, native British wildflowers local 
to your area can be an attractive addition to planting 
schemes and may help support a wider range of 
pollinating insects.

Flying insects, such as bees and hoverflies, visit flowers for their nectar and pollen and perform the 

vitally important pollination service. Pollination is when the pollen from one flower is transferred to 

another flower, bringing about fertilisation. Some flowering plants are pollinated by the wind, but the 

majority rely on this service from insects. Without it plants would fail to produce seed and, in some 

cases, fruit.

Why pollinating insects are 

important and how station 

adopters can help



13 www.keepscotlandbeautiful.org

Biodiversity for Adopt-a-Station volunteers

Wild plants
   Achillea millefolium (common yarrow)
   Cantaurea scabiosa (greater knapweed)
   Digitalis purpurea (common foxglove)
   Eupatorium cannabinum (hemp agrimony)
   Lonicera periclymenum (common honeysuckle)
   Origanum vulgare (wild marjoram)
   Thymus pulegioides (large thyme)
   Trifolium repens (white clover)
   Verbascum nigrum (dark mullein)
   Viburnum opulus (guelder rose)

Garden plants
   Caryopteris x clandonensis (caryopteris)
   Dianthus barbatus (sweet william)
   Hesperis matronalis (dame’s violet)
   Hyssopus officinalis (hyssop)
   Jasminum officinale (common jasmine)
   Lavandula angustifolia (English lavender)
   Lychnis coronaria (rose campion)
   Monarda didyma (bergamot or bee balm)
   Verbena bonariensis (purple top)
   Weigela florida (weigelia)

The following species are examples of plants that may attract pollinators and increase your station’s 

biodiversity:



www.keepscotlandbeautiful.org 14

Keep Scotland Beautiful 

   You MUST report to the person in charge of the 
station, sign the station logbook before commencing 
work.

   If no staff are on duty the responsible person for the 
station is the relevant Station Team Manager who 
can be contacted via ScotRail Control on 0141 335 
3843.

   ScotRail operates an alcohol and drugs policy that 
prohibits contractors or visitors from undertaking 
or endeavouring to undertake activities on our 
premises or trains while in an unfit state due to 
the use or consumption of alcohol, illegal drugs or 
misuse of prescribed drugs, or be in possession of 
illegal drugs. Failure to comply will result in it being 
reported to the British Transport Police and removal 
from our premises.

   Access to and from the work site must be by 
the authorised walking routes or normal station 
entrances.

   Only carry out the work you have been authorised to 
do and at the location specified.

   You must not carry out work within 6 feet 6 inches 
(2 metres) of a platform edge unless you have been 
specifically authorised to do so and the necessary 
protection of work arrangements are in place prior 
to any work being carried out.

   You must not leave tools, materials or equipment 
in a position where they could endanger customers 
or other persons using the station, or within 6 feet 6 
inches (2 metres) of the platform edge.

   At stations equipped with 25,000 volt Overhead 
Electrified Lines (OHL):  THEY MUST BE TREATED 
AS LIVE AT ALL TIMES. Do not approach, start, or 
do, any work, or allow any tools or equipment to 
come, within 9 feet (2.75 metres) of the OHL, unless 
arrangements have been made for your protection 
and this has been verified. Only ladders made of 
wood or other safety approved non-conductive 
material (and without reinforced metal attachments 
running along the sides) can be used at these 
locations.

   High visibility clothing must be worn at all times 
when working on or near the platforms.

   Road vehicles must be parked in designated parking 
areas. They must not obstruct walkways, entrances 
or exits.

   Unless agreement has been reached with ScotRail 
to use a secure storage area at the station, any 
tools, materials or equipment must be removed from 
the work site at the end of each shift. All debris is to 
be removed from the site at the end of each working 
day. While working, debris must be managed so as 
it poses no danger to other station users.

   The person in charge of the station will advise you 
of the station assembly point. In the event of an 
evacuation you must proceed to this area and await 
instructions.

   In the event that you discover a suspicious object, 
do not touch it. Immediately advise a member of 
staff, or if there are no staff on duty phone ScotRail 
Control, and provide a description of what it looks 
like and its location. Should you see anyone acting 
suspiciously advise a member of staff or ScotRail 
Control. You must not use a mobile telephone or radio 
within 50 metres of any suspicious object. You must 
not leave doors open/unlocked when unattended. 
You must ensure that you wear any identification 
badges issued unless other arrangements have 
been agreed.

   If required, basic first aid arrangements are available 
at all staffed ScotRail stations.

In an emergency telephone 999 and summon the 
relevant Emergency Service(s).

ScotRail Control must also be contacted and advised 
of the circumstances.

Volunteer safety
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How do we know where the station boundaries 
are?

Each station has a plan showing its facilities. This plan 
indicates the station boundaries. You can search for 
your station and its’ facilities here: 

www.scotrail.co.uk/plan-your-journey/stations-and-
facilities 

What can be done about the spread of non-native 
species, such as giant hogweed and Himalayan 
balsam?

Start by talking to the local council, who, in some 
areas, do cut / spray noxious weeds. 

You need a strategic approach to control and to ensure 
areas do not become re-colonised. The local authority 
may already have a control regime in place. 

You can have a look at the Rafts website to get an 
idea: 

www.invasivespeciesscotland.org.uk/invasive-
species/

And the Non Native Species Secretariat website:
www.nonnativespecies.org/home/index.cfm  

How do I get permission to access an area 
for biodiversity planting which would involve 
crossing railway lines?

Network Rail are able to grant a licence for lineside 
cultivation, however it is unlikely that they would allow 
the crossing of tracks.

Anyone who wants to gain access must go through a 
training course.

What guidelines and permissions are in place for 
hanging baskets?

Talk to the station manager – ensure the brackets are 
sound. All groups who put up baskets in public places 
should have insurance cover.

Frequently asked questions

http://www.scotrail.co.uk/plan-your-journey/stations-and-facilities
http://www.scotrail.co.uk/plan-your-journey/stations-and-facilities
http://www.invasivespeciesscotland.org.uk/invasive-species/ 
http://www.invasivespeciesscotland.org.uk/invasive-species/ 
http://www.nonnativespecies.org/home/index.cfm
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ScotRail and Keep Scotland Beautiful are very grateful that you have taken the opportunity to 

adopt a station. Whether the improvements you have made to your station are large or small, 

please don’t forget to let us know how you are getting on. 

How to stay in touch

You can visit our website at www.keepscotlandbeautiful.org to find out more about all things biodiverse. 

We would really like to hear about and see photos of you with your fellow adopters and your efforts to improve 
the biodiversity of your chosen station, so don’t hesitate to get in touch with us: 

Email: scotrailfund@keepscotlandbeautiful.org 

Call: 01786 471333

Alternatively, you can also email ScotRail at adoptastation@scotrail.co.uk

http://www.keepscotlandbeautiful.org
mailto:scotrailfund%40keepscotlandbeautiful.org?subject=
mailto:adoptastation%40scotrail.co.uk?subject=
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Resources

   Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) is the Government adviser on all aspects of nature, wildlife management and 
landscape across Scotland. SNH also helps the Scottish Government meet its responsibilities under European 
environmental laws, particularly in relation to the Habitats and Wild Birds Directives: www.snh.gov.uk

   From ID guides to management advice, reports and briefing sheets, Plantlife Scotland has a wide range of 
published material available to download: www.plantlife.org.uk/publications

   Buglife is a conservation charity, with information for maintaining sustainable populations of insects, spiders and 
earthworms: www.buglife.org.uk

   RHS Perfect for Pollinators – Garden Plants: www.rhs.org.uk/science/pdf/conservation-and-biodiversity/wildlife/
rhs-perfect-for-pollinators-garden-plants 

   RHS Perfect for Pollinators – Wildflowers: www.rhs.org.uk/science/pdf/conservation-and-biodiversity/wildlife/rhs-
perfect-for-pollinators-wildflowers 

   Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004: www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2004/6/contents 

   The Scottish Biodiversity List is a list of flora, fauna and habitats considered of principal importance for the 
conservation of biodiversity. The list was developed by members of the Scottish Biodiversity Forum: www.gov.
scot/Topics/Environment/Wildlife-Habitats/16118/Biodiversitylist/SBL 

   The RSPB website can help you identify birds here: www.rspb.org.uk/discoverandenjoynature/discoverandlearn/
birdidentifier/index.aspx and then check whether the birds in and around your station are of conservation 
importance here: www.rspb.org.uk/discoverandenjoynature/discoverandlearn/birdguide/status_explained.aspx 

   A ‘how to’ for building a bug mansion can be found here: www.wildaboutgardens.org.uk/thingstodo/inaweekend/
bug-mansion.aspx 

   The Butterfly Conservation works with identifying species of butterflies through their Butterfly ID events: www.
butterfly-conservation.org

http://www.snh.gov.uk
http://www.plantlife.org.uk/publications
http://www.buglife.org.uk
http://www.rhs.org.uk/science/pdf/conservation-and-biodiversity/wildlife/rhs-perfect-for-pollinators-garden
http://www.rhs.org.uk/science/pdf/conservation-and-biodiversity/wildlife/rhs-perfect-for-pollinators-garden
http://www.rhs.org.uk/science/pdf/conservation-and-biodiversity/wildlife/rhs-perfect-for-pollinators-wildfl
http://www.rhs.org.uk/science/pdf/conservation-and-biodiversity/wildlife/rhs-perfect-for-pollinators-wildfl
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2004/6/contents
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Environment/Wildlife-Habitats/16118/Biodiversitylist/SBL
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Environment/Wildlife-Habitats/16118/Biodiversitylist/SBL
http://www.rspb.org.uk/discoverandenjoynature/discoverandlearn/birdidentifier/index.aspx
http://www.rspb.org.uk/discoverandenjoynature/discoverandlearn/birdidentifier/index.aspx
http://www.rspb.org.uk/discoverandenjoynature/discoverandlearn/birdguide/status_explained.aspx
http://www.wildaboutgardens.org.uk/thingstodo/inaweekend/bug-mansion.aspx
http://www.wildaboutgardens.org.uk/thingstodo/inaweekend/bug-mansion.aspx
http://www.butterfly-conservation.org
http://www.butterfly-conservation.org


Keep Scotland Beautiful is the charity that 
provides advice, support and training to others 
to achieve clean and safe local environments 
and to change behaviour. It’s part of our work 
to make Scotland clean, green and more 
sustainable.

T: 01786 471333  E: info@keepscotlandbeautiful.org

  facebook.com/KSBScotland     @KSBScotland

Keep Scotland Beautiful is a registered Scottish charity.  Number SC030332. 
© Copyright Keep Scotland Beautiful 2016. All rights reserved.

www.keepscotlandbeautiful.org


