
SPECIES SELECTION FOR WOODLAND PROJECTS
Introduction
There are many factors to consider when selecting species for woodland planting in 
Orkney, including exposure, soil, drainage and the context of the site.

Site Context - where to plant what
Firstly, it may be helpful to ask yourself the following questions :
Is the land in, or immediately adjacent to an area designated for its natural history 
interests, or is it adjacent to moorland, or in a wild or natural part of the countryside?
If the site lies within a designated area, whether international, national or local, the 
interests for which it is designated may preclude tree-planting; if not, you may need to 
apply for consent from NatureScot, or the appropriate agency. ( See the end of this sheet 
for a link to find out about designations). Otherwise, use only Orkney native trees and 
shrubs grown from native Orkney seed and cuttings. On some sites, you could also plant 
Common Alder ( from Caithness or Sutherland ).
Is the land on other countryside or farmland?
If so, use native species as above, plus some other appropriate Scottish / British native 
species. 

Is the land a garden, or in an urban area, or immediately adjacent to an existing non-native 
woodland?
If so, then use any species - native or non-native - which are suitable for Orkney. 

Tree Species for Orkney
There is often confusion about what constitutes a native tree.
Orkney’s own native trees : Downy Birch, Rowan, Aspen, Hazel, Tea-leaved Willow, Grey 
Willow, Eared Willow and an assortment of wild roses (these are not Rosa rugosa).
Downy Birch, Rowan, Aspen and the willows are all available as plants grown from Orkney 
native stock ie these are plants that have evolved in our climate over thousands of years. 
Please only use plants of Orkney native stock.
Other Scottish/British native trees : these include Common Alder, Wych Elm, Hawthorn, 
Bird Cherry, Sessile Oak, Ash ( use currently banned because of Ash dieback disease), 
Goat Willow, Bay Willow.  Please only use plants of northern Scottish preferably coastal 
provenance.
NB Scots Pine does not grow well in Orkney
Non native trees : these include Sycamore, Swedish Whitebeam, other species of Alder, 
Horse Chestnut, Balsam Poplar, many willows, Hybrid Larch, Lodgepole Pine, Sitka 
Spruce and Rosa rugosa Please use plants of British provenance ( the outbreak of Ash 
dieback disease has highlighted the importance of avoiding the use of any imported plants 
or seeds).

Soil
Fortunately many parts of Orkney have good, rich soil, which is likely to give a good start 
to the establishment of trees. Sometimes the depth can be limited and the growth and 
stability of trees may be inhibited if there is insufficient depth for their roots to develop in 
the long-term.
Some soil types will limit your choice of species. Peaty ground for instance is unsuitable 
for most species, but you could try some downy birch on dryer areas. Eared willow should 
survive on peat and some conifers will live (although may be blown over if the ground is 
also wet)
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Sandy soil is also a limitation to species choice. Whether anything can survive in very 
sandy soil may depend on the depth of the water table. In areas where the water table is 
relatively high, you might try willows and Rosa rugosa.

Drainage
Some tree species are happier on wet ground than others, noticeably Common Alder and 
Willows. However, it may be very difficult to establish trees on seriously waterlogged 
ground as the roots may rot off before the tree has had a chance to grow. Established 
trees on such ground are also more likely to be blown over in the wettest weather 
conditions. Very wet ground is therefore best avoided for tree planting.
The opposite problem may occasionally arise on a site that is constantly dry where growth 
may be slowed by lack of moisture. 

Exposure
Many parts of Orkney are clearly very exposed, with many areas subject to onshore winds 
carrying salt-spray. Obviously there are areas which are just too exposed for trees to 
develop successfully and should be avoided. The best sites are those with some shelter 
from landform, or even buildings. The level of exposure affects the selection of suitable 
species and the design of planting. Trees love mutual shelter and therefore dense planting 
is essential in exposed areas, especially on the windward edges. Use the tougher species 
to filter the wind, planting the more tender ones in the shelter of others. In less sensitive 
sites, you could use some tough, fast-growing, non-native willows to provide initial shelter 
for the other trees.

Design
Almost every part of Orkney is visible over huge distances and woodlands need to be 
carefully designed to fit sensitively into our beautiful landscape. Seek out a site that 
nestles along a burn, or in a hollow, or a fold in the land. Avoid any harsh geometrical 
shapes that cut across contours and instead design fluid shapes that sit naturally in the 
landform.

Places to leave unplanted
If the site is not designated, but contains interesting flora, fauna or archaeology, or if it lies 
adjacent to an important wader nesting site, it may be best not to plant it at all, or to 
choose the site carefully. Take some time, if the land is new to you, to see what plants and 
animals appear over the course of the year.  There are various local wildlife Facebook 
pages where knowledgable people can help you identify species and habitats. Grants are 
not usually available where tree planting would adversely affect other valued habitats.  For 
advice specific to your land, please contact the Orkney Woodland Adviser.

More information
“A Woodland Design Guide : Selecting and establishing trees for woodland projects in 
Orkney”  (Available online on the Orkney Woodland Project website - https://
www.orkneycommunities.co.uk/WOODLAND/)

For information on areas that are designated for their natural history interests see - https://
www.orkney.gov.uk/Service-Directory/N/Natural-Heritage-Areas.htm

For archaeological sites see https://canmore.org.uk 
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