
www.reforestingscotland.org ISSUE 59   Reforesting Scotland   SPRING/SUMMER 2019      p23

When Reforesting Scotland 
visited southern Norway in 
1993, one thing that struck 

participants in the study tour was the 
degree of integration in the picture. 
History had left the land mostly in 
the hands of owner-occupier farmers. 
These farmers raised crops and 
livestock in the valley bottoms and 
trees on the steep sides. The forests 
provided timber, erosion control, 
shelter for the agricultural land, 
summer pasture and a store of capital. 
They were the venue for activities 
that blurred the boundaries between 
economic and cultural, such as 
foraging and hunting. Forestry work 
was generally carried out in the winter 
months when little else could be done 
on the farms. A rich variety of small 
businesses existed adding value to 
forest products such as timber, fungi 
and berries.

While acknowledging that not 
everything in Norway was perfect, 
the report on the tour suggested that 
Scotland could learn a lot from there, 
from land reform to afforestation. 
Twenty five years later, Reforesting 
Scotland went on the road again, this 
time touring Scotland to see if those 

lessons had been learned. One key 
theme of the new tour was ‘A living 
from the forest’. Are Scotland’s forests 
providing livelihoods for its people, 
and are our ways of making a living 
allowing the forest to recover?

We certainly found an impressive 
diversity of ways in which people 
are making a living from the woods, 
spread across a bewildering range of 
sectors. Most of Scotland remains 
in very large land holdings, so it 
was not surprising that much of the 
economic activity we saw was in this 
sector, with a diversity of landowners 
including traditional estates, new 
private landowners, investment 
funds, state and NGO ownership. 
The Forestry Commission is Britain’s 
largest landowner. On top of their 
bread-and-butter softwood timber 
plantations, there is now spread a 
jam of diversification, and we saw 
a number of jobs supported by the 
mountain biking trails that wind 
around the Forest of Ae.

Landscape scale 
At Dava Moor and Annandale Estate, 
we saw forestry as part of a mixed 
estate economy. This was perhaps the 
closest we came to the integrated mix 
of farm and forest seen in Norway, 
with traditional estate owners 

having the land and the long-term 
perspective that help to manage such 
a mix. But large-scale ownership by 
wealthy individuals can also lead to 
surprisingly whimsical and capricious 
management, as owners insulated 
from economic necessity by their 
fortunes pursue hobby land use 
driven more by ideology or social 
posturing than production or job 
creation. We saw both the best and 
the worst sides of this on the tour.

The worst was all around, in the 
charred and deforested grouse moors 
that are a constant accompaniment 
to any journey in the Highlands. 
A recent report by Common Weal 
estimated that this land use, which 
covers almost one-fifth of Scotland, 
produces £30 per hectare and requires 
330 hectares to produce one job. 
This compares with figures of £900 
and 42 hectares for forestry, £509 
and 183 hectares for agriculture, and 
£934 and 100 hectares for onshore 
wind. Whatever is driving grouse 
moor management, it clearly isn’t 
economics.

The best was seen at Glenfeshie, 
whose owner, Danish billionaire 
Anders Holch Povlsen, is now the 
largest private landowner in Scotland. 
Glenfeshie is now a study in how 
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Land Revival Tour: a living 
from the forest
Reforesting Scotland’s Land Revival Tour has seen the best and 
the worst examples of land use, as Alan Carter reports.
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nature can regenerate when the 
pressure of deer grazing, previously 
kept unsustainably high for sporting 
reasons, is reduced significantly. You 
could see the foresters and ecologists 
in the party breathing more easily, 
surrounded by trees springing up 
on all sides without a fence in sight. 
Hillwalkers can appreciate not 
just the forest but the beautifully 

restored bothy where we stopped for 
a cuppa. The significant thing about 
Glenfeshie from an economic point 
of view is that the estate now employs 
twice the number of people that it did 
during its years as a sporting estate.

Medium scale 
At the medium scale we saw two 
very different landowners and two 
very different forests. Anagach 
Community Woodland, by Grantown 
on Spey, is managed primarily for 
leisure use by the community, but 
uses small-group felling techniques 
to create both an income and what 
was surely one of the most beautiful 
plantation forests I have had the 
privilege of walking in. In the Ochils, 
we visited Jerah Forest, a vast new 
commercial plantation managed by 
Tilhill Forestry for investment clients. 
Despite the picture conjured up by 
this description, a huge amount of 
attention has gone into considerations 
of community use, water quality, 
habitat connectivity and landscape at 
Jerah. One striking feature of the visit 
was the interplay between the pride 
taken by the foresters on the ground 
in integrating all these aspects of their 
craft and the impersonal nature of 
investment forestry, driven by the 
highest return on capital available. 
Without the design standards built 
into Scottish forest regulation it was 
clear that we could have been looking 
at a very different forest.

The village of Croy, in the heart of 
the Central Belt, gave a very different 
perspective on economics. This 
rural-industrial area was left on its 
knees after the closure of the mines 
that supported it in the sixties, but it 
refused to die. Where some only saw 
‘bogs and bings’ (as one commentator 
put it), fit only for building a 
motorway through, others saw the 
potential for regeneration. The Forth 
and Clyde Canal was reopened as a 
leisure waterway and now boasts some 
of the most popular tourist attractions 
in Scotland. New woods were planted 
or regenerated on re-graded pit bings, 
landfill sites and derelict yards and a 
network of paths has been nurtured 
by dedicated community volunteers. 
The area contains part of the 
Antonine Wall, which stretched right 
across the country, from Clyde to 
Forth and, since 2008, has been part 
of the Frontiers of the Roman Empire 
World Heritage Site . Walking in the 
new woods around Croy we heard 
about both the mental health and 
quality of life benefits that they bring, 
and about the jobs in the newly 
restored landscape. Unfortunately we 
also heard what can happen if this 
‘regeneration mentality’ slips. The 
recent closure of parts of the canal led 
in turn to the closure of the canal-side 
restaurant and pub that had provided 
many jobs in the village.

Small scale 
The greatest energy and inventiveness 
on the tour seemed to be found on 
the smallest pieces of land. Perched 
on the edge of the Cairngorms, the 
owners of Lynbreck Croft were on a 
mission to create an integrated system 
of livestock farming and forests 
using specially adapted breeds and 
novel methods such as using ‘tree 
hay’ for fodder. At the Lazy Duck 
hostel we saw several jobs created 
by using the forest as a value-adding 
setting for character-filled holiday 
accommodation. Caurnie Soaperie 
in Falkirk used some foraged 
ingredients in their hand-made soaps. 
Woodlots is a project matching up 
under-managed woods with young 
people trying to get into woodland 
management. Scottish Wood, a ‘large 
small sawmill’ in west Fife, employs 
nine people milling mostly hardwood 
timber for small builders, architects, 
furniture makers and craftspeople. 
Previously, much of the timber 
that they use would have gone for 

firewood or even to landfill. Perhaps 
the most ‘micro’ business we saw was 
one of Scottish Wood’s customers, 
Ripplewood Furniture, which 
operates out of a suburban garage in 
Falkirk!

Integration 
Clearly imagination and drive are 
not lacking, but integration still 
is. Integrated farm forestry on the 
Norwegian model is still stymied by 
a poorly integrated grant system for 
farming and forestry. In turn, support 
for these two sectors comes at the cost 
of a whole-economy approach to the 
rural economy, of which farming and 
forestry account for only around five 
per cent each.

After the war, the Forestry 
Commission created a huge area 
of uniform, low-value softwoods. 
This lends itself well to large, high-
throughput mills cutting a limited 
range of products. These have been 
a success story, but their very success 
allows them to gain the ear of 
government and bend the sector to 
their interests, pulling up the ladder 
of government support after them. 
This was illustrated at Annandale 
where we saw land suitable for quality 
broadleaves that had nonetheless been 
planted with yet more spruce. Think 
of what would be possible if the same 
degree of government investment 
was put into creating a hardwood 
sector, with hardwoods valued for 
their timber and not just as the 
pretty bits around the edges of spruce 
plantations.

More broadly, it is Scotland’s 
enormous land holdings that suck 
all the air out of the room. Large 
landowners can waste huge areas of 
land on unproductive uses while those 
who could be creating the economy 
of the future scrabble around in the 
margins. The lengths to which some 
young land managers go to find a 
place are inspiring, but also rather 
depressing. Land reform has started in 
Scotland, as the following pages show, 
but really delivering on the promise 
of the Norwegian model needs it to 
go a long way yet.

Alan Carter is a forester and greenspace 
manager, and Chair of Reforesting 
Scotland. His blog about forest 
gardening is at scottishforestgarden.
wordpress.com
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