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I drive around my patch of the 
north-west Highlands these 
days in some amazement at the 

number and scale of native woodlands 
established over the last 20 to 30 years, 
and mostly growing well. They dwarf 
the efforts of my own tree planting 
business in the 80s and 90s, and I well 
remember the scepticism that we were 
sometimes greeted with then, even 
though restoration planting began at 
Beinn Eighe National Nature Reserve 
in 1954 and Rum in 1957.

That scepticism has long gone and 
several well-known views, such as 
the one from the A835 looking west 
between Ben More Coigach and Cul 
Beag down towards Stac Pollaidh, 
will be transformed in the coming 
few years by the green of young 
woods. The roadside interpretation 
that focuses on the geology will need 
to be augmented by the new story of 
the returning Great Wood of Caledon, 
transforming landscapes as it did some 
10,000 years ago with the retreating ice.

The sight of these rapidly changing 
landscapes, indeed changing 

ecosystems, sets me wondering about 
how these often quite remote or 
inaccessible woodlands will be used, 
if at all, in the future. And maybe 
some folk will be happy if they 
are not. They can certainly fulfil a 
role as re-wilded places; great new 
homes for lynx, beaver, wildcat, 
red squirrel and marten largely out 
of the reach of interfering humans 
intent on managing everything. Yet 
in the context of a continuing major 
expansion of new native woodlands 
throughout many areas of upland 
Scotland, we could look at managing 
a proportion of these woods to create 
livelihoods and sources of local food, 
as well as other non-timber forest 
products (NTFPs) including fuelwood. 
Through a diversity of management 
approaches, we could help enlarge the 
meaning of agro-forestry way beyond 
the current Government’s ‘sheep and 
trees’ approach. 

In one version of eco-restoration, the 
majority of woodlands are actively 
managed to yield ‘wild’ and/or 
managed harvests. For a start, without 
active herbivore management, the 
woods will not develop anywhere near 
their potential biodiversity (see page 

25), productivity or carbon-fixing 
potential. After 15 to 20 years, the 
often long and remote fence lines 
will become porous, deer will return 
in big numbers, sheep in places and 
essentially we will be back into the 
cycle of decline from which we have 
been trying to escape for the last 30 
years, since the first Woodland Grant 
Scheme came on stream in 1988. This 
has always been the intention of some 
deer estates and sheep farmers, who 
see the woods primarily as shelter. But 
clearly other management options 
present themselves to community 
groups and conservation NGOs with 
wider goals. 

Facilitating management 
In my region of the Highlands, 
sustained and intensive deer 
management will be required to cull 
two, sometimes three, species of deer 
if new plantings are not to remain as 
trees awaiting extinction in an arrested 
development somewhere between 
heathland and woodland. Lynx would 
at least keep numbers of roe deer 
down and perhaps they would even 
keep red deer on the move to some 
extent. Such intensive management 
requires developed access. By which 

Huts and bothies for woodland 
management
Bernard Planterose makes the case for huts for woodland management.

Above: A hut designed by NorthWoods Design to 
comply with the new building Type 23A. Image: 
Bernard Planterose. 
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I do not just mean tracks, footpaths 
and extraction routes but also 
accommodation. 

Wildlife managers need to be able to 
shoot deer at night and maintain a 
relatively high level of human presence 
that mimics that of the missing wolves 
in keeping deer on their toes. But 
woodland management could extend 
considerably beyond deer control and 
into innovative agro-
forestry—this would 
mean experimentation 
to begin with, 
which would 
vary considerably 
from place to 
place according to 
biogeography as much 
as the diverse overall 
objectives of different 
managers. 

Community and 
NGO owners may 
be best placed 
to experiment 
with enrichment 
or modification 
of woodlands to 
produce a range 
of NTFPs. At one 
level this could be for ‘wild’ or casual 
harvesting; at another level involving 
larger woods, on better ground no 
doubt, commercial cropping could 
be attempted to at least pay for the 
wider management of woodlands. The 
sort of enrichment I am thinking of 
involves the high-value forest berries, 
like blaeberry and cowberry, but also 
high-value timber species, such as oak 
and gean. Such options have been 
covered in this Journal and elsewhere 
but here I want to focus on how we 
facilitate people to carry out these 
developments, rather than the nature 
of the task itself.

Accommodating managers 
The high-level planning policy support 
which the hutting movement has 
gained is our starting point but as 
things stand, technically speaking, 
we have won the principle of modest 
overnight accommodation for leisure 
and recreational purposes. What I 
believe we need now is extension 
of that planning support for the 
management of woodlands, sometimes 
in relatively remote situations, 
and that means explicit support 
for accommodation for woodland 

management: for managers themselves, 
their families, their volunteers and 
trainees. 

The change would be one of a shift 
in the attitudes and policies of Local 
Authority Planning Departments 
which might not sound major but 
experience shows that, in practice, 
planning applications for woodland 
accommodation for management 

operations 
are currently 
contentious. I have 
had one recent failed 
application for a hut 
for such use in Perth 
and Kinross region 
and one qualified 
success—the success 
took a huge amount 
of work and client 
expense to gain 
permission for a hut 
explicitly for forestry 
purposes with a 
condition limiting 
use to a maximum 
of six consecutive 
months and nine 
months in any one 
year. The case for 
‘huts for woodland 

management’ ought to be easy to make 
in that it involves business potential 
and employment opportunities. 

It might be argued that we already 
have the foundation for positive 
planning outcomes for buildings in 
woods for management purposes 
through the existing Permitted 
Development Order (PDO) which can 
be used in all woodlands with a Rural 
Payment and Inspections Directorate 
location code—any wood, therefore, 
that has been grant aided. But a PDO 
exempts all forms of accommodation 
so that a woodland manager would 
have to apply for full planning 
permission for any size of overnight 
accommodation. If they were 
lucky enough to win that planning 
permission then, strictly technically, 
they would not be able to build even 
a 30-square metre hut exempt from 
building warrant because the wording 
of the new building warrant exemption 
23A is “in connection with recreation” 
and definitely “not a dwelling”.

Small change, big impact 
We now need to win positive 
support at planning policy level for 

the principle of accommodation for 
woodland management purposes 
within woodlands as a clear part of 
PDO forestry operations. Constraints 
on how long any individual can stay 
in such accommodation should take 
proper account of the job to be done 
and should be negotiable rather than 
summarily imposed in an environment 
of distrust. Forest management of 
the sort reforesters are involved in, 
such as continuous cover forestry 
and agroforestry, involve intensive 
year-round forms of management 
quite different from current industrial 
‘plant and clearfell’ regimes. Forestry 
Commission Scotland and National 
Farmers’ Union Scotland should be 
supportive of this type of management 
as part of the development of the 
integration of agriculture and forestry. 
Having foresters living in the forest is 
absolutely key to proper deer control 
and this, in turn, is key to giving the 
new woodlands the chance to develop 
fully into biodiverse woodlands 
with understorey, ground flora and 
indeed with regeneration ensuring 
their very survival. To satisfy building 
regulations, the wording of the Huts 
23A exemption should be tweaked 
to specifically include woodland 
management along with the current 
recreational use. 

In general terms, the task for 
reforesters is to change attitudes 
amongst planning authorities and 
others about isolated rural living and 
interpret the new needs of long-term 
sustained woodland management 
to ensure full development of both 
biological and productive potentials. 
The Thousand Huts campaign shifted 
policy at the highest level to facilitate 
new attitudes towards using the wilds 
for recreation and mental health. 
We now need to extend this attitude 
to embrace the important work of 
managing the wilds and specifically 
allowing the new woodlands of the last 
few decades to fulfil their potential in 
rural development. 

northwoodsdesign.org

Bernard Planterose is Design Director 
at North Woods Timber Design & Build 
which operates out of Leckmelm Wood 
near Ullapool (see advert on page 43). 
He also writes and advises on woodland 
restoration and the use of timber in 
sustainable construction.

BUILDINGS OF THE FOREST

“A [hut is a] simple building 
used intermittently as 
recreational accommodation 
(i.e. not a principal 
residence); having an 
internal floor area of no 
more than 30m2; constructed 
from low impact materials; 
generally not connected to 
mains water, electricity or 
sewerage; and built in such 
a way that it is removable 
with little or no trace at the 
end of its life. Huts may be 
built singly or in groups.”

Scottish Planning Policy 
2014


