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10. The past and the future

At the start of the 21st century, control of the publicly-owned forests of Scotland 
had been transferred to the Scottish Executive.1 This was the beginning of a 
divergence in Scottish forestry policy from the rest of the United Kingdom, 
which was reflected in the first Scottish Forestry Strategy published in 2000. It 
highlighted the differences in emphasis between Scottish objectives and those 
of the English forestry strategy. While the English forestry strategy had a strong 
focus on public use of the forests, there was stronger support for commercial 
forestry in Scotland, reflecting both the larger forest estate in this country and 
its much stronger commercial forestry sector.2

The aim of the Scottish Forestry Strategy was to further develop multi-purpose 
forestry in Scotland and to increase the forest resource to cover about a quarter of 
Scotland’s land surface. The strategy recognised five strategic policy directions 
for Scotland’s forests including:

•	 the maximisation of the value of the wood that will be available during the 
next 20 years;

•	 the creation of a diverse, high quality forest resource that will contribute to 
the economic needs of Scotland during the 21st century;

•	 ensuring that forestry in Scotland makes a positive contribution to the 
environment;

•	 the creation of opportunities for more people to enjoy trees, woods and 
forests; 

•	 helping communities benefit from woods and forests.3

Following a wide consultation process, Scottish Forestry Minister Rhona 
Brankin launched a revised forestry strategy in October 2006. The need for 
revision was in recognition of the very wide policy context in which forestry 
now operated and it integrated the wider land use policies and broader social 
and economic aims of the Scottish Executive. The Strategy’s overarching 
principle is sustainability, through sustainable development underpinned by 
sustainable forest management and social inclusion. These key principles will be 
achieved through a culture of ‘forestry for and with people’ that embraces the 
social, economic and environmental functions of forestry. The revised strategy 

1 The Scottish executive is the defacto regional government.
2 Crabtree, ‘Cost and Benefit of UK Forestry Policy’, pp. 36-37.
3 Scotland’s Trees,Woods and Forests (Edinburgh: Forestry Commission, 2002), p. 12.
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also envisages the increase in Scotland’s woodland cover to around 25 per cent 
in the second half of the century, which involves the creation of some 650,000 
hectares of new woodland.4

Climate change has become more important, as reflected in the extent to which 
the revised strategy emphasises the contributions forestry can make to climate 
change targets. The value of forests to local people, both rural and urban is 
given more emphasis, as is their potential to contribute to health and education. 
Forestry is no longer seen as a solitary activity but one which is fully integrated 
with other land uses and contributes to other policy areas such as energy, 
housing and health. It also envisages a broader range of forest-related businesses 
capturing more economic benefits of forestry.5

Land reform

Focus on the political hot potato of land reform sheds light on  how forestry 
has become integrated within the wider policies of the devolved Scottish 
Government. At the beginning of the 21st century a relatively small number of 
individuals continued to own most of the land in Scotland. Historically this has 
led to tensions with local communities, in particular the crofters in the north and 
west of Scotland, who have felt that they have no control over the land and do 
not share the economic and social benefits of the natural resources of the land. 
The Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 attempts to address the issue of control 
over rural land by conferring a ‘community right to buy’ when land comes on 
the market. The aim is to create social and economic opportunities to enable rural 
communities to overcome high property prices, create more affordable housing, 
and promote the redistribution of natural resources, including forestry.6

The Scottish Executive has seen forestry policy as both a tool for implementing 
land reform and an effective way of promoting community control over rural 
areas. Policy is delivered through management of the public forestry estate and 
a variety of regulations, controls and incentive schemes, primarily the standard 
grant schemes. The Scottish Forestry Grants Scheme replaced the Woodland 
Grant Scheme in the early 2000s as the main mechanism for supporting non-
state forestry activities in Scotland and helped to deliver the priorities set out 
in the first Scottish Forestry Strategy. The Scottish Forestry Grant Scheme 

4 Scottish Executive, The Scottish Forestry Strategy (Edinburgh: Forestry Commission Scotland, 2006), pp. 
9-10.
5 Ibid., pp. 9, 15, 17, 21, 31-33.
6 A. Lawrence, B. Anglezarke, B. Frost, p. Nolan and R. Owen, ‘What Does Community Forestry Mean in 
a Devolved Great Britain?’, International Forestry Review, 11 (2009) 2, 281-97, p. 287; Rick Rohde, ‘Ideology, 
Bureaucracy and Aesthetics: Landscape Change and Land Reform in Northwest Scotland’, Environmental 
Values, 13 (2004), 199-221, p. 200.
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was closed in 2006 due to oversubscription and replaced in 2008 by the Land 
Management Contracts Scheme, an integrated funding mechanism that aims to 
deliver targeted environmental, social and economic benefits. Grant support 
for forests and woodlands is delivered through a number of forestry-specific 
options. The Scottish Government Rural Payments and Inspections Directorate, 
Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) and Forestry Commission Scotland jointly 
administer this scheme.7

Native woodlands and bioenergy

Many of the schemes funded by the Scottish Forestry Grants Scheme and 
the Land Management Contracts Scheme are used to plant and restore 
native woodlands. As outlined in the previous chapter, the shift away from 
monoculture conifer plantations towards native species started in the 1980s 
and accelerated during the 1990s. In the first decade of the 21st century, the 
native and ancient woodlands of Scotland became a core issue in the developing 
national consciousness and politics that coincided with the creation of the 
Scottish Parliament. From its inception in the early 1990s, Scottish National 
Heritage (SNH) has made successful efforts to restore a Scottish collective 
ecology to the Highlands. The idea of a collective ecology developed from Frank 
Fraser Darling’s argument regarding Scotland’s degraded landscape that was the 
result of past landscape transformations that were hoisted upon Scotland by 
outsiders. Cast in a nationalist rhetoric, the idea saw Scottish National Heritage 
and other conservation organisations, such as Reforesting Scotland, call for 
the restoration of the Caledonian forests, to be made up of native species in 
general, and Scots pine and oak in particular. This rhetoric was not only used 
to protect funding for nature conservation but also to neutralise opposition 
from Highland communities who believed that the protection and restoration of 
native woods would not benefit them. In particular, the crofters believed that 
Scottish National Heritage favoured birds, mammals and native trees over the 
traditional farming communities. This local vision of the Highland landscape is 
not one of wild wood but that of a productive agricultural landscape, including 
the conifer plantations of production forestry.8

The new narrative of the ‘native’ forests is important but has not completely 
replaced the former forest plantation economy. For example, in the manifesto of 

7 Phoebe Cochrane, Community Involvement in Woodlands: Governance and Social Benefits, Unpubl. PhD 
Thesis. Edinburgh University, 2008, p. 34; Forestry Commission Scotland, SFGS Closure & Revisions. Q&A 
Document, 13 July 2006. http://www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/SFGSClosureRevisionsQAJul06amended.pdf/$FILE/
SFGSClosureRevisionsQAJul06amended.pdf Accessed: 15 June 2011.
8 Paul Robbins and Alistair Fraser, ‘A Forest of Contradictions: Producing the Landscapes of the Scottish 
Highlands’, Antipode, 35, (2003) 1, 95-118, pp. 110-112.
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the Scottish National Party (hereafter SNP) for the first Scottish parliamentary 
election in 1999 we can read that ‘[The SNP] will ensure a major expansion of 
diverse forestry stock of environmental and commercial benefit to many’.9 This 
statement puts emphasis on the economic benefits of forestry, which is obvious 
for commercial forestry plantations, but not for the conservation and regeneration 
of native woodlands. Within a wider economic context, putting emphasis on the 
economic benefits of native woodlands makes sense. Scotland attracts over 12 
million domestic and 2.5 million foreign visitors annually, contributing over 4 
billion pounds to the Scottish economy. In addition, tourism is Scotland’s largest 
private sector employer.10 Visitors are attracted by what they perceive to be 
Scotland’s unspoiled landscape, and not by the non-native monoculture conifer 
plantations that are the result of a century of single-minded forestry policy. 
The promotion, regeneration and restoration of native woodlands are economic 
necessities if the landscape that many visitors to Scotland expect to see is to 
continue to be provided. It is therefore not surprising that in its 2011 manifesto 
the SNP is not playing the nationalist card when it comes to Scotland’s native 
forests. Rather, it is placing emphasis on economic benefits. The creation of 
native woodlands can be seen as an instrument with which to tap into the rich 
vein of green tourist capital, partly replacing timber-producing forests with 
Scots pine and oak woodlands as the ideal alternative forests.11

The emphasis on native woods should not disguise the fact that the ‘old’ forestry 
plantations cannot be part of a new green narrative. This green narrative was 
provided by the UK’s commitment to tackle climate change and subsequent  
programme aimed at reducing carbon emissions. Although climate-change 
policy and related issues of energy were not originally part of the devolved  
government’s portfolio,12 the Scottish Executive has, over time developed its own 
climate policy. In 2006, the Executive produced a climate change programme, 
Changing Our Ways, which set out a more ambitious Scottish target for reducing 
carbon emissions than the UK-wide programme. The ambition to exceed UK 
targets was even more evident following the election of the SNP in 2007. Two 
years later, in 2009, an Act was passed that introduced an interim target of 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 42 per cent by 2020, and an 80 per cent 
by 2050 against the baseline emission year of 1990.13

9 Scotland’s Party. Manifesto for the Scotland’s Parliament Elections 1999 (Edinburgh: SNP, 1999), p. 16.
10 Data from: Scottish Executive, http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Tourism-Culture-
Sports Based on 2009 figures.
11 Robbins and Alistair Fraser, ‘A Forest of Contradictions’, p. 109; Re-elect: A Scottish Government Working 
for Scotland. Scottish National Party manifesto 2011 (Edinburgh: SNP, 2011), p. 39.
12 Climate change and energy policy are the responsibility of the UK Government’s Department of Energy 
and Climate Change.
13 The baseline for CO2 and other greenhouse gas emissions is 1990; Climate Change (Scotland) Act 
2009, http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Environment/climatechange/scotlands-action/climatechangeact 
Accessed: 15 June 2011.
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The ambitious greenhouse gas emission targets had a direct bearing on Scotland’s 
energy policy, which is also a UK-wide policy matter and is not devolved. 
Nevertheless, a commitment to increase Scotland’s capacity to generate 
electricity from renewable sources has been a key feature of Scottish climate 
change policy since devolution. The Scottish Government14 has made the use 
of biomass from forestry one of the key elements of its forestry strategy as part 
of the wider policy to reduce overall greenhouse gas emissions in Scotland 
dramatically. Forest policy has increasingly been viewed as a conduit through 
which deliver wide-ranging government objectives for the Scottish Government, 
in particular carbon sequestration and wood fuel policies. Thus, climate change 
has added another layer to forest policy and ‘poses significant challenges to 
achieving an appropriate balance of the demands placed on Scotland’s forests 
and woodlands’.15

By 2006, the Scottish Forestry Strategy had outlined Scotland’scommitment to 
the development of a bioenergy industry based on wood resources through the 
continued development of commercial forestry. A Wood Fuel Task Force, that 
was set up to investigate how wood production for biofuels could be increased, 
concluded that expansion of the forest area was necessary. It also saw a new role 
for coppice woodlands, a traditional woodland management method that can be 
used effectively in native broadleaf woods. In January 2009, the Scottish Forestry 
Commission launched its Climate Change Action Plan, which ties together the 
Scottish Forestry Strategy and the Climate Change Act, Scotland. The Action 
Plan outlined how Forestry Commission Scotland will contribute and respond 
to the challenges of climate change. The most important ingredients of the plan 
relate to the sustainable management of existing woodland, the adaptation 
of forest ecosystems to climate change through the creation of forest habitat 
networks and the creation of new woodland to capture carbon, produce wood 
and aid adaptation. In line with the Forestry Strategy, the Plan envisages that

…woodland creation can contribute towards net emissions reduction 
in addition to their other well documented multi-purpose benefits. 
Scotland’s Climate Change Programme recognises this contribution and 
the Scottish Forestry Strategy includes an aspiration to achieve 25% 
woodland cover in Scotland by the second half of this century. This will 
require the creation of about 10,000 ha of new woodlands each year.16

14 Prior to 2007, the formal and common name for the devolved administration was ‘the Scottish Executive’. 
The term ‘Scottish Government’, was only formally (but not legally) utilised following the formation of the 
SNP-led government in 2007.
15 D.J. Read, P.H. Freer-Smith, J.I.L. Morison, N. Hanley, C.C. West, and P. Snowdon (eds), Combating 
Climate Change – a Role for UK Forests. An Assessment of the Potential of the UK’s Trees and Woodlands to 
Mitigate and Adapt to Climate Change (Edinburgh: The Stationery Office, 2009), p. 9.
16 Climate Change Action Plan 2009-2011 (Edinburgh: Forestry Commission Scotland, 2009), p. 15.
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The ambitious targets for greenhouse emissions, renewable energy and forest 
expansion set by the Scottish Government are one indication of the divergence 
of Scottish, English, Welsh and UK-wide policies. In October 2010, this notion 
of divergence was reinforced by the proposal of the Conservative-led UK 
Government to sell off 15 per cent of the public forest estate in England by 2015. 
This would have amounted to the largest sell-off the Government could authorise 
without the need for an act of parliament. For this reason the Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs launched a consultation paper in early 
2011, detailing options for the disposal of the rest of the public forest estate. 
On 17 February 2011, following widespread criticism of the proposals, and a 
petition signed by more than half a million people, the Government halted the 
public consultation. However, a separate sale of 40,000 hectares of Forestry 
Commission land in England announced by the Government as part of its 
Spending Review is still planned once additional ‘protections on access and 
biodiversity’ are put into place.17

Due to the devolved nature of forestry, Westminster’s proposals for England 
did not apply to Scotland and Wales. Speaking at the annual Scottish Forestry 
Forum in Battleby near Perth in October 2010, the Scottish Environment and 
Climate Change Minister, Roseanna Cunningham said that ‘we have no plans 
to dispose of the national forest estate in Scotland and there is no review of 
Forestry Commission Scotland being undertaken’. She added that ‘[t]he Scottish 
Government views Scotland’s forests as a source of national pride and an important 
public asset which can help deliver many benefits in economic, environmental 
and social terms.’18 These comments reinforced the notion of an increasingly 
Scottish identity for public forestry in Scotland operating independently from 
forestry in England and Wales. As it stands, the Forestry Commission for Wales 
will cease to exist in April 2013, when it is set to merge with other Welsh 
environmental bodies to form a new agency for the management of natural 
resources in Wales.19 Where Scotland is concerned, the process of divergence, 
fuelled by a combination of nationalism, economic and social pressures, and 
environmental concerns is likely to increase further in the foreseeable future 

17 Oliver Bennett, The Forestry Commission and the Sale of Public Forests in England. House of Commons 
Library, Common Note SN/SC/5734. www.parliament.uk/briefingpapers/commons/lib/research/briefings/
SNSC-05734.pdf accessed: 20 May 2011; Forest Sale Axed: Caroline Spelman Says ‘I’m sorry’, BBC News, 17 
February 2011. www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-12488847 accessed: 20 May 2011.
18 Forestry Commission, ‘No Forest Sale Says Scottish Government’. News Release 14143, 27 October 2010. 
www.forestry.gov.uk/newsrele.nsf/WebNewsReleases/8F5F9B8158F91FA5802577C90025DD88 accessed: 20 
May 2011.
19 BBC News, Chief Executive Named for Merger Environmental Body, 6 October 2012. www.bbc.co.uk/
news/uk-wales-politics-19844497 Accessed: 21 October 2012.
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under the SNP-led government. Expansion of the national forests has become a 
cornerstone of Scotland’s rural and resource policies, and the aim is for a further 
dramatic increase in forest area in decades to come.20

The legacy and the future

At the start of the second decade of the 21st century, the situation for Scottish 
forestry is in many respects very different from that of the late 1980’s. Prior 
to 1988, new plantations consisted almost entirely of commercial coniferous 
species, with broadleaved species and Scots pine never exceeding five per cent 
of the total newly planted area. Deep ploughing has also gone out of fashion, 
with most planting now being carried out on clear-felled sites or the creation of 
new woodlands with natural regeneration.21 The prolonged period of historically 
low timber prices that started in the 1990s combined with the public backlash 
against the silvicultural approach based upon the use of monoculture conifer 
plantations, clear felling and replanting has resulted in a change in woodland 
structure and planting practice in Scotland.

As a result of the combined activities of the Forestry Commission and private 
forestry, more than 900,000 hectares of new forest plantations were created 
or restocked in the period 1970 to 2010. A number of discernible trends were 
evident during this period. Firstly, the annual rate of planting and restocking 
declined from more than 35,000 hectares per year in the early 1970s to just over 
12,000 hectares by 2010. This can largely be accounted for by the fact that new 
planting and restocking by the Forestry Commission which had been close to 
20,000 ha per year in the early 1970s fell steadily to less than 6000 hectares 
per year from the mid-1990s onwards. The rate of new private planting and 
restocking was 15,000 ha per year in the early 1970s and more than halved by 
the late 1970s only to gradually increase again to over 24,000 ha in 1989 before 
falling below 15,000 hectares per year in the late 1990s, following withdrawal of 
the special tax status which forestry enjoyed during this period.22

20 In June 2012, the Report of the Woodland Expansion Advisory Group advised the expansion of the 
Scottish forest area with 100,000 hectares in the period 2014-2024. It also recommended integrating forestry 
with other land-use, which is a consistent with forest policy since the 1980s. See: Report of the Woodland 
Expansion Advisory Group, http://www.usewoodfuel.co.uk/news,-events-woodfuel-forums/news/report-of-
the-woodland-expansion-advisory-group.aspx Accessed: 12 October 2012.
21 Jim Christie, ‘Ploughing’, Forestry Journal, 1 (2008) 3, 30-31, p. 31.
22 Forestry Commission Annual Reports and Accounts, 1970-1975; Forestry Commission Woodland Statistics, 
Time Series New Planting and Restocking, 1976 – 2010. www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/infd-7aqknx accessed: 
23 May 2011.
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Figure 10.1: Area planted by the Forestry Commission and private sector 
in Scotland, 1970–2010.

Source: Forestry Commission, Time series for new planting and restocking, 1976–2010; Annual Reports 
1970–75.

The second major change over the period has been in the balance of tree species 
planted. Up until the mid-1980s, broadleaves accounted for only a small fraction 
(less than two per cent of total planting) of new woodland. It was not until 1985 
that the area of broadleaf planting started to increase due to the introduction 
of the broadleaf policy which encouraged the planting of such trees. It then 
steadily increased until, by the beginning of the new millennium, broadleaves 
accounted for more than half of all new woods being established in Scotland. 
A decade later, broadleaves account for 80 per cent of new woodland planted.23

With hindsight, the plantation forestry practised in Scotland during the 1970s 
and 1980s can be recognised as the end point of almost a century of forestry 
policy that was driven by the desire to expand the forest estate as rapidly as 
possible and is a prime example of the environmentally-destructive potential 
of single-purpose forestry. This policy was the result of the experience of two 
world wars and the view that the uplands represented a wasted resource, a 
desert in need of reclamation and cultivation, a view dominant since the time 
of the Enlightenment in the 18th century. The afforestation of the Flow Country 
can be regarded as the last expression of that perspective in Scotland.24

23 Forestry Commission Woodland Statistics, Time Series New Planting and Restocking, 1976 – 2010.
24 Warren, ‘Significance of the Flow Country Debate’, p. 331.



10. The past and the future 

177

Figure 10.2: Area planted with conifers and broadleaf trees in Scotland, 
1976–2010.

Source: Forestry Commission, Time series for new planting and restocking, 1976–2010.

The harsh criticism of the commercial afforestation programme led Scottish 
forestry to refocus and rebrand itself as a provider of public goods. Since the 
late 1980s, the shift towards a broader, more inclusive multi-purpose focus 
for forestry on the one hand and sustainable conservation on the other has 
dramatically reshaped Scottish forestry. Improved practices are rectifying the 
environmental mistakes of the past; the poor species choice, poor plantation 
design and excessive ground preparation that has had detrimental effects on 
landscape, water quality and biodiversity. This was aided considerably by the 
pre-existing attitudes of foresters who believed in holistic forestry balancing 
production with amenity, conservation, and the social function of forestry. 
The shift was made possible by a younger generation of more conservation-
minded foresters who had wanted to create more diverse and productive forest 
ecosystems but had been prevented from doing so by government policy and 
economic imperatives. After all, a concern for landscape and ecology is hardly 
new in forestry circles and goes all the way back to the interwar period and the 
work of pioneers such as Anderson, Steven, Carlisle and many others.

Nevertheless, the dense post-war conifer plantations established in many parts 
of Scotland have left a negative perception of commercial forestry and as a 
result the Forestry Commission still struggles to get its case across to the public. 
However, critics often overlook the fact that the Scottish forest plantations were 
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created in upland areas that had not seen any woodland cover for hundreds if 
not thousands of years. The nature of the plantation forests was partly a response 
to the absence of forest conditions, but the creation of these conifer plantations 
has changed this and provides the basis for developing a more diverse forest 
estate in the Scottish uplands. In many areas, the conifer plantations have been 
ecologically destructive but this also provides new opportunities for creating 
more robust, diverse and dynamic ecosystems that will be able to cope with a 
changing climate and can help to mitigate its impact. It is therefore not surprising 
that the recent justification in the Scottish Forestry Strategy for increasing the 
area under woodland is partly driven by climate change considerations.

Thus, Scottish forest policy has seen a shift over the last thirty years from the 
creation of commercial forestry plantations through environmental and amenity 
goals to one of combating climate change. It is a measure of the multi-functionality 
of forestry that the sector has been able to successfully accommodate these 
changes in forest policy. However, a range of issues face forestry in Scotland, 
many of them global, some more local. Balancing the demands for local access, 
nature conservation and land reform as well as the impact of climate change, 
increasing global demand for timber products and the resultant changing 
policies on forest utilisation and function, and the requirement to develop 
robust adaptation policies, will provide a major challenge.


