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Craobh, daraich, coille, beithe—a 
glance at an ordnance survey 
map of almost any part of the 

crofting counties of Scotland shows a 
landscape peppered with the names of 
trees and woodlands, often in places 
where barely a rowan clings to a 
rock. We do not know if these Gaelic 
place-names signal past abundance, 
or past scarcity; either would have 
been name-worthy. Today, however, 
there is a clear and growing desire to 
re-establish trees in the Highlands 
and Islands. Gaelic names give clues 
to what once grew where, but the 
act of planting trees looks forward 
to a future landscape that is more 
wooded, more productive, more 
biodiverse, and increasingly capable 
of supporting a thriving rural 
population.

On 9 and 10 May 2019, the Croft 
Woodland Conference will bring 
together experts and practitioners to 
discuss the insights and experience 
gained over nearly thirty years, 
since the Crofter Forestry Act of 
1991 opened the way for crofters 
to plant and benefit from trees. 
At the heart of the conference will 
be the narratives of crofters and 
smallholders who have planted trees 
for a purpose—integrated with 
livestock management, sheltering 
land-based enterprises, providing raw 
materials and forest products, and 
boosting local biodiversity. Framing 
this experience will be contributions 
from experts on a range of topics, 
including woodland regeneration in 
Norway, agroforestry, mycorrhizae, 

establishment ‘on the edge’, woodland 
flora and woodland crofts and 
housing. The event will include a site 
visit to Lynbreck Croft, home of an 
innovative high-nature value farming 
enterprise run by Lynn Cassells and 
Sandra Baer, winners of the Scottish 
Crofting Federation’s ‘Best Crofting 
Newcomer’ award in 2018.

The conference is being organised 
by the Croft Woodland Project, a 
partnership between the Woodland 
Trust Scotland, Forestry Commission 
Scotland, the Scottish Crofting 
Federation, Point and Sandwick 
Trust, Shetland Amenity Trust, the 
Orkney Woodland Project, Coigach 
and Assynt Living Landscapes, 
the Argyll Small Woods Coop and 
Highland Small Communities 
Housing Trust. The Croft Woodland 
project was set up in 2015 to 
support crofters and smallholders 
in the Crofting Counties to plant 
and manage woodlands. In three 
and a half years, the three-strong 
team of advisers has received nearly 
1,000 enquiries from people who 
want to build trees into their land 
management practice. 

Vital assistance 
The project offers assistance with 
initial site assessment and planning, 
and access to financial support 
either via the Woodland Trust’s 
MOREwoods scheme, or the Scottish 
Government’s Forestry Grant 
Scheme. The Forestry Grant Scheme 
offers some excellent crofter-friendly 
options, including the Northern and 

Western Isles model (now extended to 
exposed mainland areas). However, a 
key issue is the initial cost of engaging 
a forestry agent to prepare and submit 
an application. The Croft Woodland 
Project addresses this by initial 
sifting of sites, then part-funding 
the agent costs for viable schemes. 
Another significant barrier for 
crofters and smallholders is cashflow 
during the implementation period, 
before the grant can be claimed. In 
association with the Highland Small 
Communities Housing Trust, the 
Project has set up an interest-free 
bridging fund, specifically aimed at 
smaller projects, with a maximum of 
£6,000 available per scheme. Options 
that allow a third party to take 
on the obligations and income 
associated with a Forestry Grant-
funded scheme are currently being 
explored as a mechanism for 
delivering some larger projects.

The Croft Woodland Project is 
currently funded until mid-2020, 
but demand shows no sign of 
abating. One aspect of the conference 
will be to consider how best the 
interests of crofters and smallholders 
can be served in the future. The 
woodland is coming, but until it 
becomes a fundamental part of croft 
productivity—whether delivering tree 
hay or timber, shelter or wood fuel, 
flood management or biodiversity—
there will be a need for practical and 
financial support.

Eleanor Garty is Croft Woodland 
Project manager. Please note that the 
conference is now FULLY BOOKED.  
To add your name to the waiting list, 
email eleanorgarty@woodlandtrust.
org.uk.The conference is supported by 
Forestry Commission Scotland, the 
Heritage Lottery Fund and Woodland 
Trust Scotland. 
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Croft Woodland Conference: 
the future for trees on crofts and 
smallholdings
Croft woodlands serve a variety of purposes and demand for 
support is growing, as Eleanor Garty explains. 

The project offers assistance with 
initial site assessment and planning, 
and access to financial support.
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Clockwise from top left: 

Jo Hunt and Lorna Walker set 
up Knockfarrel Produce on a 
17-hectare croft near Strathpeffer 
in	2010.	one	of	their	first	initiatives	
was to plant just under ten hectares 
in woodland  to produce a ‘wild 
harvest’ as part of their food 
business, to enhance biodiversity, 
and to yield high-quality timber in 
the longer term. 

Catherine Davies and Pascal Carr 
established ‘All About Willow’ 
on the Isle of Eigg in 2008 and 
produce a wide range of baskets 
from willow grown organically on 
the	croft.	voles,	rabbits	and	wind	
have been the main hindrances to 
establishment, but bracken is seen 
as an asset, providing a seasonal 

Croft woodland case studies
windbreak during the growing 
season when shelter is needed 
most. 

Lynn Cassels and Sandra Baer have 
planted woodland, hedges and 
copses on their croft, Lynbreck, 
in the Cairngorms National Park, 
as part of their overall vision for 
a productive, environmentally-
sustainable holding. “For our 
agricultural business, these woods 
are ‘living barns’: possibly the most 
valuable resource we have on the 
croft.” 

Mike Hyatt and Clare Haworth 
have	created	a	diversified	crofting	
enterprise at Baleveolan on the 
Isle of Lismore with a bunkhouse, 
a tea plantation, an organic garden, 
poultry, and an orchard.  “One of 

the	first	things	we	did	was	to	plant	
shelterbelts. They are mainly of 
native species and they provide us 
with	fruit	and	firewood	as	well	as	
making the place more interesting 
and biodiverse.” 

Bernard Planterose, working  
with his wife Em, friends, family 
and volunteers, started planting 
native trees on Isle Martin in 
1983.  The tallest woods on the 
east side of the island now reach 
about ten metres in height. “One 
of the most exciting features of 
the woods is the carpet of natural 
regeneration of many species.”

Photos: John Macpherson/WTML, 
Ben Cormack/WTML.


