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I have long dreamed of seeing the 
birch belt restored to Scotland’s 
uplands. In spring and summer a 

sea of shimmering green would slowly 
give way to autumn gold, setting 
the hillsides ablaze until the purple 
crowns of winter won through. Black 
grouse would strut about the tree 
line, below which the stunted birches 
could provide shelter for livestock 
and firewood for local people. As the 
climate continues to warm, Scots 
pine, wych elm and sessile oak would 
gnaw away at the belt’s lower margins, 
their high-forest habitats expanding 
up the hill into soils enriched by the 
leaf fall of their Betula predecessors. 
In this way, the bioclimatic niche 
of crossbills, capercaillie and crested 
tits might live on in Scotland, and 
our uplands could retain the boreal 
woodscapes that are currently 
marooned in the bottoms of our 
glens.

Sadly, the reality is that the birch belt 
has been all but obliterated from our 
country, and not just ecologically, 
culturally too. Only from sporadic 
Gaelic place names, like Allt an Da 
Chraobh Bheath (Burn of the birch 
tree), which flows above 800 metres 
altitude in the Cairngorms, are we 
reminded that this woodland zone has 
not always been missing. And now, in 
some parts of the country, it is being 
restored. Creag Meagaidh, Carrifran 
Wildwood and the National Trust for 
Scotland exclosures at Ben Lawers are 
fine examples of this, places where a 
floral counterfactual for the uplands 
can be glimpsed.

But if we are ever to see this ecozone 
restored to its former ubiquity, it will 
require landscape-scale coordination: 
a concerted effort to tackle hyper-
herbivory matched with the creation 
of new seed sources and, in places, 
the disturbance of rank ground. 
At such a scale, deer fencing is not 
a viable option, especially given 

the high-altitude of these habitats. 
Instead, the restoration of Scotland’s 
birch-belt joins the long and growing 
list of good reasons to facilitate 
natural regeneration right across the 
country—to end, once and for all, the 
partitioned and piece-meal approach 

to land management we have long 
adopted, and the ideological fiefdoms 
it sustains.

Climate considerations 
We have long known that natural 
regeneration results in more 
biodiverse forests than planting does, 
and forests where the provenance 
of the trees is by definition ensured. 
As I alluded to above, providing the 
conditions, nationwide, for natural 
regeneration to occur is also one 
the best ways we can imbue our 
ecosystems with resilience in the face 
of climate change. If trees are free 
to grow where they please, they will 
adapt to new extremes of warmth and 
wet, leveraging their genetic diversity 
and adapting their distribution 
accordingly.

With consideration of climate 
change also comes the question of 
carbon. As Nina Friggens’ article on 
page 16 reminds us, we have long 
overlooked the importance of organic 
matter stored in the soil. Now, as our 

scrutiny of soil carbon increases so 
too does our understanding of the 
damage wreaked by foresters’ ploughs. 
Disturbance of the soil must be 
limited as much as possible, especially 
in the uplands where organic horizons 
are ubiquitous. When woodlands are 
established via natural regeneration 
there is no excess disturbance. Nor 
are there plastic tree tubes or miles of 
taxpayer-funded deer fencing.

Granted there will still be a need 
for tree planting; I am not for a 
moment suggesting we do away 
with that. An argument could also 
be made that where high yield-class 
(productive) varieties are being 
planted, their growth rates will 
ensure net-carbon sequestration is 
still achieved. But if we can get to a 
place where natural regeneration is at 
least a viable alternative to planting 
(in the uplands), there will be huge 
opportunities for soil-preserving, 
plastic-limiting silvicultural practices 
to become the norm.

More than trees
I do not want to focus on carbon 
exclusively, though, because forests 
are about so much more than 
their ability to sequester and store 
greenhouse gases. Indeed, forests are 
about so much more than the trees 
that comprise them. They are also 
about flowers, fungi, fodder, food, the 
complex interdependencies between 
different life forms and, of course, 
people. When the conditions that 
promote natural regeneration are 
present, all these parts of a forest-
system benefit.

Anyone who has read Isabella 
Tree’s Wilding, which recounts her 
experiences rewilding Knepp Estate in 
Sussex, will have been struck by both 
the importance of scrub for native 
wildlife, and the benefits of focusing 
on natural processes rather than 
specific outcomes. Indeed, Tree herself 
is at pains to take little credit for the 
Estate’s burgeoning populations of 
turtle doves, nightingales or purple 
emperor butterflies. That these 
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species are thriving is an unintended 
consequence of the management of 
the land, a outcome resulting from 
dynamic interactions between habitat 
and process. 

This is what natural regeneration 
delivers. It delivers mosaics and 
dynamism, ecological niches that we 
cannot conceive of, or have forgotten, 
and all the biological diversity that 
goes with them.

In this way, natural regeneration helps 
us to learn more about the wildlife we 
live alongside. It helps to break down 
our false dichotomies and incorrect 
assumptions. Natural regeneration 
would remind us how integrated 
trees and peat should be, in healthy 
ecosystems. Norway has over 9,000 
km2 of intact ‘swamp forest’, what we 
Brits call ‘bog woodland’ (that is, trees 
growing on or around peat mires) [1]. 
These habitats would start to reappear 
in Scotland, shattering all sorts of 
preconceptions we have, if the process 
of natural regeneration was not being 
encumbered almost everywhere.   

Repairing the past 
It is not just ‘the environment’ that 
stands to benefit, either. A powerful 
economic case can be made for 
enabling landscape-scale natural 
regeneration, especially if approached 
from a natural capital perspective. As 
anyone who watched Duncan Halley’s 
e-lecture during the 2020 virtual 
Reforesting Scotland Gathering will 
remember, the value derived from trees 
seeding themselves is considerable 
and multi-faceted. Upland forests can 

increase the agricultural productivity 
of land, sometimes by a factor 
of seven. By sheltering livestock, 
providing fodder and lengthening the 
growing season for grasses and other 
ground flora, montane woodlands 
allow farmers in Norway to graze 
at similar altitudes to Scotland’s ski 
resorts. These same trees also provide 
firewood, game, berries and other 
non-timber forest products.

Woodland is finally being mooted as 
part of the solution for the erosion 
above the A83’s upper reaches at the 
Rest and Be Thankful. The cost of the 
woodland scheme is reported to be 
approximately £200,000 [2]. Natural 
regeneration would have delivered the 
benefits for free, harnessing the ability 
of pioneering species like birch and 
aspen to shore up both that slope and 
the countless other steep or scree-
covered hillsides that exist right across 
the country.

Of course, it is not all upsides with 
natural regeneration. For livestock 
to be integrated into a forested 
upland ecosystem there would 
need to be stocking reductions for 
several decades, to allow pulses 
of regeneration time to take root. 
Deer management would also 
be a colossal task, although the 
evidence does suggest that with 
enough reforestation, densities could 
eventually rise higher than five deer 
per km2 and still be in balance with 
the woodland ecosystem, due to the 
increased availability of food.
 
A lack of seed sources and disturbance 
would also need addressing. To kick-

start the process across the entirety 
of the uplands would require a 
small army of folk (perhaps this task 
could be the inaugural mission of a 
‘National Nature Service’?) [3]. Even 
more importantly, it would require 
the buy-in of local people: those 
actually living and working on the 
land in question. Education of the sort 
that Duncan Halley gave combined 
with astute policy-making, which 
incentivises rather than decrees, will be 
key to building this consensus.

There is no denying the immensity of 
the challenge. But the urgency of the 
climate and ecological emergencies 
demands action on this scale. 
There is also increasing advocacy 
for this approach from influential 
organisations like the Woodland 
Trust. Combined with a strong public 
appetite for ecological restoration, 
there is every reason to push hard for 
the Scottish Government to make 
landscape-scale natural regeneration a 
defined goal. 

In the meantime, fencing off remnant 
native woodlands in the uplands 
will have to do. It is the best way 
to preserve our remaining seed 
sources, and enable localised pulses 
of regeneration. When the time is 
right, these pockets of trees will then 
be well-placed to spread their progeny 
far and wide, re-colonising ground in 
a haphazard fashion as nature wills. 
As the young woodlands mature, 
they will renew our vistas, refresh our 
soils and perhaps in places restore lost 
habitats like the birch belt before they 
are forgotten completely.
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