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In his foreword in Habitat Networks for 
Wildlife and People – a joint publications by 
the Scottish Natural Heritage and Forestry 
Commission Scotland – Magnus Magnusson, 
founder-chairman of the Scottish Natural 
Heritage, wrote: “I treasure the resonant comment 

about the native pinewoods of Scotland by Professor 
H M Steven and Dr. Jock Carlisle in their 1959 book of 
the same title: 'To stand in them is to feel the past'. 
But I think we can now develop it to fit the wider 
context of our woodlands as a whole, of oak and ash 
and birch and elder and rowan and aspen as well as 
Caledonian pine: 'To stand in them is to feel the 
future. 

There is today a deep groundswell of public 
opinion in favour of woodlands: not woodlands in the 
abstract, not just as ecological preserves or 
biodiversity banks, nor even just as handy places for 
quiet recreation, but as part of the very fabric of 
community life, part of our birthright as human 
beings. 

There is nothing new in a strong relationship 
between people and trees. Ash was long regarded as 
the tree of life itself, with power to protect against 
charms and enchantment. Rowan was another 
potent defence against evil. Apple and birch were 
associated with birth; elder and hawthorn with the 
spirits of the dead; alder with rebirth; hazel with 
wisdom. Such woodlands were part of the human 
community and the human community was part of 
them and dependent on them in a direct and 

utilitarian way.” But even today, the topic of 
Biodiversity is a contentious and rather 
nebulous subject when it involves foresters.  

Foresters are generally viewed as leaning 
more towards ‘timber factories’ I.e., the 
production of raw material for buildings and 
industrial products; and much less interested in 
the preservation of natural ecosystems.  That is 
certainly true of the ‘industrial’ aspects of 
forestry. But much of what foresters have done 
in the context of biodiversity - past and present 
- is not readily appreciated nor admitted by 
competing professions, special interest 
quangos and bureaucracies. As that old adage 
goes:- “they can’t see the woods for the trees” - 
at least not as well as foresters!. “ 

 Mark Anderson, who taught forestry 
at Edinburgh University, is often credited with  
introducing scientific forestry to Scotland.  

However, there were many Scottish 
foresters long before Anderson who also had a 
‘holistic’ view of forestry such as Sir Walter 
Scott and his friend & colleague Robert 
Monteath of Stirlingshire, the Dukes of 
Buccleuch (another of Scott’s acquaintances), 
the Dukes of Atholl, and many foresters on 
private estates - all of whom shared a broad-
based approach to forest aesthetics besides 
merely timber and firewood production. In 
fact, many centuries before the advent of 
‘scientific’ forestry, as we know it today, they 
had a remarkably broad insight into the 
biological and physical nature of woodland 
ecosystems without which they would not 
have been able to sustain, let alone, create 
beautiful and functional ‘Ancient Woodland 
Pastures’ which have become the yardstick for 
ecologically-friendly forestry which we now call 
woodland  biodiversity.   

Woodlands on the Ochil Hills are a typical 
example of a ‘biodiverse’ and mostly native 
woodland. The woodlands of Abbey Craig have 
a mix of broadleaved trees including Oak, Ash, 
Sycamore and Birch; conifers such as Scots 
Pine, Norway Spruce, and Yew; and Holly, 
Hawthorn and Blackthorn shrubs.  
 Abbey Craig is formed of dolerite, a rock 
that was ideal for carving millstones from the 
18-20

th
 Century. Abbey Craig rock was used in 

the construction of many large and small 
bridges in the district – notably the ‘New 
Bridge’ over the River Forth which was 
designed and built by Robert Stevenson in 
1832. The most impressive use of Abbey Craig 
rock was the building of  majestic Wallace 
Monument constructed in the 1860’s which, 
appropriately, is set within the native 
woodlands of about 30 different species of 
trees adding to the Majesty of Monument and 
having Nature trails passing through  
interesting and richly biodiverse habitats.  
 In the foreground of the top photo is 
Stirling University which has a very strong 
environmental history department, particularly 
as it relates to biodiversity concerning Scottish 
Forests. The university is also home base for 
The Forth Valley Naturalist and Historian – a 
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very productive society very much engaged in 
the past, present and future of the biodiversity 
of forests in particular.    

  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Top: The wooded Ochil Hills as seen from Stirling Castle. Middle Left: Naturally-regenerated woodland on spoils of 

the old quarry sites at the bottom of Abbey Craig. Bottom left: an ancient bridge below Abbey Craig. Right: the 

Majestic William Wallace Monument on the west side of Abbey Craig. 
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Forestry Commission & Biodiversity 
  Within the last couple of decades, or so, 
there has been a quantum shift in the Forestry 
Commission (Scotland) strategy – from 
monospecific cultures, often dubbed ‘Timber 
Factories,’ to a much more holistic approach by 
adding biodiversity, geodiversity, climate 
change to the usual economic and social 
aspects of forests.  In the past the Forestry 
Commission was very much a force unto itself 
and through its grant system, coupled with the 
powers vested in its legal authority for national 
forests, which it used to set and enforce 
national policy by persuasion with its financial 
might and/or grant system for private estates, 
private individuals and organizations 
sometimes with the Forestry Commission 
retaining partial control of forest development 
and management. 

But nowadays many players under the 
questionable status of “charities” have entered 
the game by gaining outright ownership of 
huge tracts of Scotland and have become 
politically powerful enough to dictate national 
forest strategy – insofar as they define 
biodiversity in terms of their own narrow 
agenda. For example, some organizations have 
tailored (or at least attempt to tailor) 
biodiversity to favour certain of species of birds 
and native wildlife. In the initial stages of new 
Community forests, greater emphasis is put on 
the social value of biodiversity around Nature 
trails – especially if it helps to boost local 
tourism and perpetuates adequate funds via 
charitable donations.  

Among the organizations which have had 
a profound influence on changing attitudes in 
Scottish forestry is the Scottish Woodland 
History Discussion Group (SWHDG), which was 
set up in 1996 by Professor Chris Smout of St. 
Andrews University and Dr. Fiona Watson, 
University of the Highlands (Dornoch). They 
present the history of Scottish woodlands in a 
way that is both interesting and relevant to 
professionals and public alike.  In 2006 it 
became part of the Native Woodlands 
Discussion Group which continues expanding 
its work and influence on forest policy.  The 

former SWHDG is now known as the within 
Native Woods Discussion Group which is a 
“not-for-profit membership group” is open to 
anyone interested in the ecology and 
management of native woodlands in northern 
Britain and whose primary work is with 
community woodlands such as archaeologists, 
students, school teachers and interested 
amateurs (many of whom have more insight, 
public persona, literary and political skills to 
offer than the “professionals”). In fact, 
membership includes musicians, writers and 
others who draw inspiration, as well as 
enjoyment, from our native woods. In many 
ways the NWDG is a lot like Skógræktarfélags!  

A key member of the NWDG is Peter 
Quelch who has done extensive surveys of 
ancient woodland pastures in Scotland. His 
reports are used extensively by advocates of 
biodiversity as a model for the management 
and/or the restoration and creation of native 
woodlands.  

One of the ancient woodland pastures 
Peter surveyed was Bruach Woods - last 
coppiced by the Robertson family, tenants of 

Bruach, Glen Arklet in the 1930’s.  
In his report, Loch Katrine Wood Pasture 

Survey: Culturally-Modified Trees Linked to 
Past Settlement in The Loch Katrine Catchment, 
Peter notes that:- 

 “Bruach has good examples of veteran worked 
trees in a wood pasture setting. For example there 
were many alder pollards, cut both low at 1m and 
high at about 2m. Many of these alder pollards are of 
massive girth (one alder at 
Bruach was of 4.2m girth), 
often with epiphytic ‘air’ trees 
of rowan or other species of 
tree growing in their hollow 
centres. None have been cut in 
recent years – the pattern over 
the whole catchment is that of 
active working of the trees 

Bruach’s ancient pasture wood. 
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having ended at least 50 years ago” 
Many foresters can speak eloquently on 

impending disasters about to be wrought upon 
us by Global Warming and that planting even a 
few trees will cancel out the inevitable ‘Dooms 
Day’ scenarios.  

 For this writer at least, who knows a 
thing or two about the dynamics of forest 
meteorology and ecology – specifically the 
fundamentals of chaotic dynamics - it is a hard 
nut to swallow. Simply put, climate change, like 
everything else in Nature, is a non-linear 
system such that ‘short-term prediction of 
weather and climate is possible; whereas, long-
term prediction is not.’  

Why? Because global circulation is a 
dynamical system, it is inherently evolutionary, 
historical and irreversible insofar as it has an 
incalculable sequence of events within it that 
are not repeated precisely. 

 The same applies to forest biodiversity –  
a seasonal process subject to the pressure of 
unpredictably environmental changes insofar 
as they are governed by competitive 
population dynamics and, in many cases, 
interrupted by the unpredictability of fire, 
vandalism, urbanization, foraging wildlife, 
parasites,  diseases  and even plant hunters; 
which in turn obliges us to make changes in 
management philosophy often while subjected 
to the whims of a shifty public perception and 
landscape politics which operate at the speed 
of light via the internet by the spurious 
knowledge of the Twittering Generation. 
Perhaps Aldhouse Huxley was right when he 
noted that “Technology provides us with a 
faster way of going backwards!” Or, as one 
wry global climate modeller put it: - “Give me a 
faster computer, and I’ll give you the wrong 
answer quicker. “ 
 Jesting aside, there’s a lot of exciting 
work being done on forest biodiversity across 
Scotland by the Forestry Commission and their 
alliances and many more or less independent 
community forests groups. They operate under 
the Visionary Approach in which forests, great 
and small, are bound together in a national 
network with core forests linking native 

woodlands with plantations.  A small example 
of that is the Great Trossachs Forest scheme.  

Whatever, ones views are on the 
justification for any forest policy for that 
matter, it is clear that the Forestry Commission 
and its partners and supporters have made a 
quantum leap towards a more wholesome 
approach to Scottish Forestry.  

The Great Trossachs Forest Project is 
about as all-encompassing as any forest 
strategy can be.  For example the following is a 
a sample of their Woods In and Around Towns 
Program Objective:-   
Develop more mixed forests. 
• Positive contribution to the environment 
Improve management of semi-natural 
woodlands.  
 Extend and enhance native woodlands by 
developing Forest Habitat Networks 
 Increase the diversity of the farmed 
landscape. 
 Aid recovery of acidified rivers and lochs and 
improve riparian habitat. 
Contribute to a radical improvement in the 
quality and setting of urban areas. 
• Opportunities to enjoy trees, woods and 
forests 
 Provide woodland recreation opportunities 
near towns. 
 Improve availability of information about 
opportunities. 
 Increase forestry’s contribution to tourism. 
• Community benefits 
Create wider employment opportunities. 
 Increase opportunities for community 
consultation. 
 Provide opportunities for greater community 
involvement in forestry. 
 Support community ownership where this will 
bring local benefits 

The Great Trossachs Forest (GTF) 
Liz Shortall, manager of the GTF, outlines the 
program as “The jewel in the crown of the 
Scottish Forest Alliance projects is The Great 
Trossachs Forest, in the heart of the Loch 
Lomond and Trossachs National Park”.   

This is a truly landscape-scale initiative. 
The site stretches from RSPB Scotland’s 
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Inversnaid reserve on the Eastern shore of Loch 
Lomond across the 9,500 hectare Forestry 
Commission estate at Loch Katrine, to the 
ancient hunting forests at Glen Finglas, owned 
and managed by Woodland Trust Scotland, and 
beyond.   

Over the 200 year project lifetime, this 
landscape will be transformed, returning 
heavily grazed land and plantation forestry to a 
more natural mix of habitats, including areas of 
moorland, montane scrub, wetland and 
pasture.” 

Loch Arklet - Planting Plan 
For landscape issues (e.g. line of hills) with the 
placement of trees to minimize impact. Lower 
density (200-300) can be used and this would 
be accommodated by averaging at 350 across 
blocks A, C & D 200-500/ha. 

Planting pattern will avoid loss of large 
areas of heather. There will be some planting 
mainly of Scots pine on some knolls in 
heathered areas at distances of 4.5 to 7 metres 
apart, which should allow continued heather 
growth to surround the trees.  

PLANTING AREAS 
A. 200-500 stems per net hectare, maximum 
average 350. 
B. 1500-1700 stems per net hectare, maximum 
average 1600. 
C. Already surveyed with proposed net areas 
identified, although a small further 
Some trees for area F will be reallocated to 
suitable locations in nearby regeneration areas 
to reduce numbers further (orange colour). 
 200-500/ha Low-level shrubs (e.g. juniper) are 
to be planted, but no trees. Aim is to be 
beneficial to black grouse. 
F. 200-500 stems per net hectare, maximum 
average 350. 
G. 1500-1700 stems per net hectare, maximum 
average 1600. 
H. Already surveyed and proposed net areas 
identified. 
1500-1700 stems per net hectare. 
Description and Extent of Planting 
1. There will be no planting on blanket bog. 
2. There will be no planting on areas of deep 
peat i.e. with depth greater than 450mm. 

These planting plans were in part a 
response to the Save Loch Arklet Campaign 
organized by a small and very vocal group of 
local residents whose livelihood is very much 
dependent on tourism, and who felt that 
planting up the glen would destroy this 
beautiful and famous part of Scotland. Through 
the media and the internet the group 
garnished a great deal of national publicity and 
political support. What it does show, is that 
Romanticism, reflected in the demand for 
biodiversity, coupled with geodiversity, 
literarily drives forest policy in Scotland. 
 

Top: two aerial views of Glen Arklet showing as it is in 2011  

and how it will look after planting links between the core 

forests around Loch Katrine, Strathard and on the east side of 

Loch Lomond to creating more attractive landscapes for 

people and habitats for wildlife. Centre: Forestry Commission 

planting plan for Glen arklet. Bottom: Part Glen Arklet 

landscape that will be planted. The author was born by the 

clump of pine trees on the left. 


