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Twenty-five years ago, a group 
of dynamic people interested 
in land use in Scotland 

undertook a study tour of Norway 
and the subsequent report written 
by Andy Wightman, now a Scottish 
Green Party MSP, inspired many 
people to get involved in developing 
alternatives to blanket blocks of Sitka 
spruce, degraded grouse moors and 
deer ‘forests’. In June 2018, I went 
on the first of Reforesting Scotland’s 
Land Revival Tours, which visited a 
number of sites on the western side 
of the Cairngorms National Park, to 
take a look at some of what has been 
happening since. While a long-term 
member of Reforesting Scotland—I 
find their Journal an inspiring read 
about grassroots initiatives—I had 
never done anything with them. I 
joined the tour because I believe the 
most important role of our National 
Parks should be to develop alternative 
ways of managing the land and for 
this to happen they need to find 
ways to replicate what are sometimes 
small initiatives at the landscape scale. 
This article considers the Anagach 
Community Woods because they 
illustrate that, if only we stopped 
damaging the natural environment, 
nature has a huge capacity to 
regenerate—a great example of 
rewilding at a small scale.

The Anagach Woods were originally 
planted in 1766, with seed from the 
Abernethy Caledonian Forest, on an 
area of glacial moraine with eskers 
and kettle holes. This land was not 
much good for farming and fairly 
inaccessible, sandwiched as it was 
between the new town of Grantown-
on-Spey and the River Spey. The local 
community in Grantown bought the 
woods in 2002 from Seafield Estates 
and we were shown around them 
by Basil Dunlop, chair of Anagach 
Community Woods, who previously 
managed them as Head Forester for 
Seafield Estates.

While the woods are too recent to 
be classed as Caledonian Forest, 
genetically the trees are from 
Caledonian Forest stock and the 
woods contain all its characteristic 
plants and animals, from twin flower 
to capercaillie, apart from red deer. 
Part of the explanation for this 
biological richness lies in how the 
woods have been managed historically. 
While trees were felled from the woods 
by the estate, in most places they were 
allowed to re-seed naturally. This was 
cheap and effective and far more akin 
to the models of continuous-cover 
forest management to be found in 
Europe than the cut, fell and plant 
model used in most of the UK.

Patience 
When the community bought the 
woods, there was a debate about 
whether felled areas should be re-
planted and whether nature needed a 
helping hand, for example by clearing 
away ground vegetation. Basil Dunlop 
argued strongly against such assistance 
and showed us the evidence on the 
ground. The regeneration took a bit 
of time but provides a cautionary 
tale for those who are impatient with 
nature and who wish to plant trees to 
speed up natural regeneration. It is not 
necessary, relatively expensive, disturbs 
soils and the end result will reflect the 
planter’s view of what nature should 
be like rather than what would happen 
naturally.

Anagach Woods are isolated from open 
moorland and, because of this, unlike 
other native woods, not browsed 
by red deer. When asked about roe 
deer, I was intrigued to learn that the 
community undertake no culling. 
Perhaps the local farmers do the job? 
Whatever the case, deer grazing has 
not stopped the natural regeneration. 
Trees are no longer felled in Anagach 
Woods, although fallen timber can be 
removed, and as a consequence the 
woods are now being left to manage 
themselves.

Besides replanting, another tenet 
of forest management is that trees 
require to be thinned to flourish. Basil 
explained that while such practices had 
taken place at Anagach in the past, 
if dense areas of natural regeneration 
are left, the trees will gradually thin 
out over time and result in stands of 
strong, long, straight-stemmed trees. It 
was an eye-opener to many of us that 
while our dominant image of native 
forest in Scotland is of gnarled twisted 
granny pines, woodland which appears 
more akin to a plantation may be just 
as natural.

Basil showed us a number of different 
examples of the form pine trees take 
from the pendulous to those with 
short horizontal branches. While 
there is a debate about whether these 
different forms are a consequence of 
environmental or genetic factors, there 
are likely to be significant genetic 
variations within the Caledonian 
Forest gene pool.

To me, though, the most fascinating 
example of nature at work was to be 
seen in an open area that was formerly 
the rubbish dump, which had been 
restored with a thin layer of soil and 
grass planted. For a long time there 
was no regeneration of trees, but then 
heather started to grow and soon after 
that, the trees appeared. Again, the 
lesson is that if you are patient and 
wait to see what nature does, amazing 
things start to happen.

Learning lessons  
As someone interested in rewilding, a 
term which many shun, I found what 
is going on at Anagach fascinating. 
We need to allow more places where 
natural processes are allowed to run 
their course. While Anagach Woods 
received some funding when the local 
community took over, they have not 
received any funding for a number of 
years. This has encouraged them to 
take a minimalist approach but creates 
its challenges.

Trusting nature in our National Parks: 
Anagach community pinewood
Nick Kempe reports on Anagach Woods, where nature’s huge 
capacity to regenerate is abundantly clear.
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The woods are very much for people 
and are well used; Basil pointed out 
paths that have developed from the 
trails people have taken through the 
woods. While this is not generally 
seen as a problem, there can be an 
issue with people and dogs in the 
capercaillie breeding season and we 
had quite a debate about whether and 
how access needs to be managed at this 
time; some money for investment in 
paths and countryside ranger support 
would make a real difference. The local 
school uses the wood throughout the 
year, but there is no-one now to help 
them to get the best out of the woods 
educationally, such as through insect 
identification.

While the local community is 
extremely proud of the woods, it is 
very difficult finding people with time 
to volunteer, and running the woods 
would be made much easier with 
some professional 
support. It was good, 
therefore, to hear that 
three staff from the 
Cairngorms National 
Park Authority 
(CNPA), whose 
head-quarters is just 
half a mile away, 
are involved in the 
Board of Anagach 
Community Woods 
in their spare time. 
In a sense though, 
this illustrates the 
lack of resources 
available. Too 
much conservation 
and community 
involvement is 
dependent on 
voluntary effort.

Part of the role of 
our National Parks 
should be setting 
out the resources 
that community 
initiatives such 
as this require; 
another example is 
the wildcat trail in 
Newtonmore which 
has been starved of 
funds under austerity. 
While the CNPA has 
been very successful 
at drawing in outside 

funding to support conservation, 
it is unfortunately far from being 
enough.

I do not think that Anagach 
should be used as an example 
of how we can do conservation 
on the cheap. In other areas, 
high deer numbers make this 
considerably more challenging and 
mean more resources would be 
required. Rather, Anagach should 
be promoted widely as a brilliant 
example of rewilding and how we 
need to have more places where, 
apart from hunting deer, we let 
nature take its own course.

While landscape-scale rewilding, such 
as we saw in the morning in Glen 
Feshie, is important, Anagach shows 
the potential for rewilding next door 
to where people live.  

Nick Kempe campaigns to make 
Scotland’s National Parks worthy 
of the name and runs the blog 
parkswatchscotland.co.uk. 
E: nickkempe@parkswatchscotland.co.uk 

Allt Lorgy
The Allt Lorgy river restoration project includes the planting of new riparian woodland 
and the exclusion of deer and livestock with fencing. Although this seemingly provided no 
direct benefit to the landowner (they lost considerable areas of productive land) this type of 
woodland restoration is clearly providing significant benefits to society in general. Planting 
trees can slow flood waters, reduce diffuse pollution and improve the resilience of rivers to 
provide good habitat for salmon, trout and freshwater pearl mussels in the face of climate 
change. There has been increasing discussion in the UK regarding payment for ecosystem 
services, particularly in a post-Brexit world. I would suggest this type of riparian restoration 
is exactly the type of ecosystem service that we should be targeting under this future scenario 
as a valuable use of tax payer’s money.

Kieran Leigh-Moy 

Cultural shifts are needed in our approach to managing rivers and acceptance of how they 
behave naturally because this might not always benefit people directly. We need to be willing 
to compromise and adapt land use to allow rivers to be dynamic and have full ecological and 
flood management potential. This will require change on our part but overall will result in 
healthier rivers and more effective flood management. 

Hayley Wiswell 

Problems with a straightened river–continuous erosion swept nutrient-rich silt downstream 
clogging the exit, resulting in flooding issues. So:

Obstacles removed that hinder water’s natural movement.
Dead trees thrown in, messing up the river landscape, encouraging meander.
Gravel reintroduced.
Now water flows slowly, giving freedom for resurgence of every kind:
Settling gravel becomes a layered bed of living things in and out of the water. 
Insects and other creatures swim, whizz aboot supporting the living on-going recovery. 
On the bank green shoots appear, a kaleidoscope of plant life. 
Saplings and trees–young and older grow happily and healthily on the floodplain.
Beautiful.

Grace Banks Above: Regeneration in 
a formerly felled area.  
Photo: Nick Kempe.
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