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EDITORIAL 

Ben Averis 

Welcome to the Spring 2018 newsletter. It’s quite a mixed bag this time, 

with material including last year’s Native Pinewood Managers meeting 

report, a Forest Policy Group update, a Churchill Fellowship study report, a piece on our 

aesthetic appreciation of woods, a call for information for the South-East Scotland Oak 

Dendrochronology project, and a book review. As always, many thanks to those who 

contributed. Please do send me anything that you would like to see in future editions of 

this newsletter (see notes below on newsletter contributions). 
 

NOTES FOR NEWSLETTER CONTRIBUTIONS. Next deadline (for autumn 

2018 newsletter): 15th October 2018. We welcome any woodland-related material, 

such as group/organisation reports, news items, letters, book reviews and 

illustrations. Please send written material (ideally <1500 words long) by email, with 

your contact details. NEW PUBLICATIONS. If you have written or co-written a 

book/booklet that would interest our members, we can enclose your fliers with our 

mailings (free to individual members but a £20 charge, to cover postage & packing, 

for organisations and non-members). We can get books reviewed – just send a copy 

to the editor. If you would like to review a particular book, please let the editor 

know. We can usually get a free review copy from the publisher, and if you review it 

the book is yours to keep. PDF FILE. If you prefer to have future newsletters 

electronically as PDF files and not in printed form, please request tbis by sending me 

an email specifying the email address to receive the PDF file. Thanks. Ben. Email: 

ben.averis@gmail.com  Tel: 01620 830 670 / 07767 058 322. 

 
 
 

NOTES FROM THE CHAIR 

Kate Holl 
 

I have just returned from a few days at a pollarding conference in the French Pyrenees, 

where I was inspired by the potential for integrating worked trees into our farmed 

landscapes. Pollarding, or the regular cutting of the branches of a tree to preserve its trunk, 

is not and has not historically been a particularly widespread practice in Scotland, but what 

attracted me to this conference was that it was looking to the future and seeking to 

accelerate the process of bringing back working trees into agricultural landscapes 

throughout Europe. This vision would be achieved through the conservation of existing 

pollards, the creation of new pollards and establishing the practice of regular pollard 

management to benefit agriculture and to enhance biodiversity, landscape and soil 

conservation objectives. 

 

As we know, the Scottish government is committed to increasing its annual tree-planting 

target from 10,000 hectares to 15,000 hectares by 2025, meaning that planting will have to 

rise from around 22 million to 33 million trees every year. So far, for a variety of reasons 

annual targets have not been fully delivered. There is also concern in some quarters that 

pressure to deliver the target could result in a return to the “bad old days” of swathes of 

productive conifers being planted over the uplands. Whilst most people accept the global 

imperative for increasing the extent of our national woodland resource, the reality is that at 

the local level identifying areas of land for planting trees frequently leads to conflict over 

mailto:ben.averis@gmail.com
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Livestock housed with woodchip bedding 
from farm hedgerows (photo: Kate Holl) 

land-use objectives. This makes me wonder if there might be other ways of delivering the 

planting target that could avoid some of the conflict. 

 

The Forestry and Land Management (Scotland) Bill currently before the Scottish 

Parliament is the first new forestry legislation in 50 years, and will complete the full 

devolution of forestry to Scotland.  According to the Scottish government’s website, the 

purpose of the new Act is, (laudably) to: 

 

(a) Promote the sustainable management of forest resources in Scotland to deliver 
social, economic and environmental benefits of forestry in Scotland, and 

(b) Promote the management of land to further sustainable development. 
 

Fergus Ewing (Cabinet Secretary for Rural Economy & Productivity) is apparently “totally 

committed to meeting the 10,000 hectare target”, and has plans to increase the use of 

Scottish wood products in construction from the current level of 2.2 million cubic metres 

to 3 million cubic metres by 2031-2032. 

 

All potentially good stuff. It is clear that forestry is a vitally important part of the rural 

economy, but as we are all only too aware, it could be delivering so much more than it 

currently does. Less than 20% of Scotland’s land area is currently forested, which compares 

poorly to most other European countries. Across Scandinavian and Eastern European 

countries, most farmers are also foresters, and it is common for farmers to harvest crops 

over the summer and trees in the winter. 

 

So, is there a way that we could do things differently here in Scotland? At the moment, 

responsibility for forestry and agriculture is siloed in different parts of government with 

little real integration of policies and even less in the way of integration when the policies 

are translated into management practices on the ground. 

 

However, in France there was much talk of 

increasing the number of worked trees in 

agricultural landscapes, and what this could 

mean for farmers. We visited a farm where the 

farmer derives all the bedding for his livestock 

from chipping the hedgerows on his farm on a 

15 year rotation. The wood chip bedding is far 

superior to straw bedding as far as the needs of 

the animals are concerned, and can be 

harvested at a time of year when there is less 

agricultural work. With changing climate, it is 

becoming more difficult to harvest straw in 

Scotland and last year many farmers failed to 

do this, pushing the price for straw through the roof. 

 

A 100 metre length of productive hedge with occasional trees could produce enough 

wood-chip fuel to heat a typical farmhouse, and using equipment such as that in the 

pictures below, this would require no more than 1 day/year to harvest and process.  The 
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drying is done by allowing the chips to ferment like a kind of sauerkraut (!) and takes about 

6 months. 

 

We need innovative new solutions to the challenges we are facing as a society, and whilst 

of course we still want to see an increase in the area of productive, biodiverse, healthy, 

resilient native woodland in Scotland, we may need to think a little outside the box in order 

to deliver Scotland’s woodland expansion ambitions. There must be plenty of room for 

integrating at least some of those 33 million trees in the government’s target into 

agricultural landscapes, bringing a wealth of economic and ecosystem benefits along the 

way. Brexit offers us an opportunity to look afresh at land management incentives, and I, 

for one, will certainly be campaigning to see more worked trees in our agricultural 

lowlands. They are good for biodiversity, good for soil, good for water retention, good for 

livestock, good for energy production and with very little impact on economic agricultural 

productivity – what is not to like? 
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French agricultural landscape with hedgerows and frequent worked trees (photo: Kate Holl) 

 

 
 

Editor’s note: What do you readers think of all that? Should we have more pollarding and 

worked trees in Scotland? Please send in your thoughts, and I’ll put them in the next 

(autumn 2018) newsletter so we can have some discussion in print! 
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NWDG ADMIN REPORT 

Alison Averis 

We currently have 185 members.  Many thanks and 
welcome to everyone who has joined us since the last 
Newsletter was published. We do hope to see you at 
an event this year. 

On 20 March 2018 there was £12,876.09 in our bank account, compared with £16,348.13 
at the same time last year. The difference is partly due to the 2017 History Conference 
being a smaller event than usual, and partly because we had received more Excursion 
bookings by this time in 2017. 

If you have not yet subscribed for 2018, please can you send me your cheque or standing 
order mandate as soon as possible. The subscription form is available as a downloadable 
Word file on the website www.nwdg.org.uk. If you no longer wish to subscribe, please let 
me know and I will remove your details from the data-base. Please also note that there is 
now no concessionary rate except for those aged under 25. Many thanks. 

Finally, if you have changed your name, address or email address in the last few months, 
please let me know and I will amend the data-base accordingly. 
 
 
 

NWDG EVENTS: AUTUMN 2017 TO AUTUMN 2018 
 
The 2017 NWDG Woodland History Conference took place at Murthly Castle in 
Perthshire on 3rd October 2017. In the morning there were talks on Murthly Estate 
background by Thomas Steuart Fothringham (owner), Tree introductions from North 
America to Scotland, and the Scots who introduced them by Syd House (ex Forestry 
Commission), The Inventory of Gardens and Designed Landscapes by Julie Candy (Senior 
Designations Officer; Historic Environment Scotland), Big tree-ring country? Dendrochronology 
and its potential in Perthshire by Coralie Mills (dendrochronologist) and 500 years in the making: 
a brief history of the designed landscape at Murthly Castle by Tom Christian (arboriculturalist). This 
was followed by an afternoon walk around estate policy woodland, led by Thomas Steuart 
Fothringham and Tom Christian. Apparently it was an interesting day, but (unusually) no-
one did a write-up of the talks. However, one person is writing a piece of more general 
thoughts that arose from the day as a whole, and this is still not finished but will be in the 
next (autumn 2018) issue of the newsletter. 
 
The 2018 NWDG Spring Excursion is to be based at Drumnadrochit and will run from 
23rd to 26th May 2018. By the time you read this you will have already received details and a 
booking form, so there’s no need to say any more here in the newsletter. It looks set to be 
well attended (bookings are coming in already), and reports will be in the autumn 2018 
newsletter. 
 
The 2018 NWDG Woodland History Conference will be held at Battleby, near Perth, on 
25th October 2018. As with the Spring Excursion you will have already received details by 
the time you read this. 
 
 

http://www.nwdg.org.uk/
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REPORT OF THE NATIVE PINEWOOD MANAGERS VISIT 

TO KINVEACHY, SPEYSIDE, ON 4TH MAY 2017 

Richard Thompson 
 
Kinveachy forest is situated west, south-west and south of  Carrbridge in Badenoch and 
Strathspey. It is part of  Seafield & Strathspey Estates. This was the first visit of  the 
Pinewood Managers Group to Kinveachy. 
 
Will Anderson (Chief  Executive of  Seafield Estate and chair of  this group) welcomed us 
on behalf  of  the Seafield family. He was accompanied by Ewan Archer (Head Stalker) and 
Frank Law (retired Sporting Supervisor). We were also joined by Anne Elliott from 
Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) and Graham MacBryer from Forestry Commission 
Scotland (FCS) Highland Conservancy, both of  whom have worked closely with the estate 
over the last 15 years to draw up and oversee management agreements for this forest. 
Kinveachy was seen at its best in glorious spring weather. 

History 
 
Will presented us with a detailed history of  this forest, based on research done by Basil 
Dunlop. The earliest reference to Kinveachy (formerly known as Glen Chernich) is a lease 
from 1630 for the manufacture and transport of  timber (which was floated out of  the 
forest by damming watercourses). A “great firr wood” was described in 1650 and the forest 
is shown on Roy's military map of  1750. Paperwork for a proposed sale of  timber for the 
Napoleonic wars in 1805 identifies that at least 2,400 hectares of  natural pinewood existed 
here at that time. Early fellings were selective with the retention of  seed trees to facilitate 
natural regeneration. By 1853, felling in native pinewoods had declined due to supplies of  
cheap, good quality timber from overseas. At this time, there is a record of  1,575 hectares 
surviving within the vicinity of  this forest. 
 
Despite evidence of  a semi-natural origin pinewood, Kinveachy has been dismissed by 
some as a planted forest. There has been extensive plantation establishment elsewhere on 
the estate since 1763 but the earliest record of  planting at Kinveachy is 1864. In many 
areas, woodland structure indicates enrichment planting within a semi-natural mosaic but 
there are some stands with precise boundaries and uniform stand structure that appear to 
have been entirely planted. Seafield Estate records show that two million trees were planted 
in one season in 1865. Some of  these were local but the volume required necessitated 
purchases from nurseries in Edinburgh and Aberdeen, so the provenance of  planted trees 
is not entirely local. 
 
Around 100 hectares was felled in the First World War, followed by much more extensive 
felling in the Second World War. The impact of  this was compounded further in 1948 
when a disastrous fire consumed much of  the remaining forest. From that point up to 
1974, 95 hectares have been felled, usually with seed trees retained. 
 
The general appearance of  Kinveachy pinewood today is one that contains frequent semi-
natural fragments within a mosaic of  mature planted stands. Higher up the hill, outwith 
exclosures, regeneration is sparse and the impact of  the 1948 fire is very much in evidence 
with frequent charred ‘pine bones’ scattered across the upper slopes. 
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Figure 1. Part of the Caledonian Pinewood Inventory (CPI) core area below Beinn Ghuilbin 

 
 

 

Figure 2. The central area with remnants from the 1948 fire 
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There has been a long history of  agricultural use. It is still possible to see the remains of  
farmsteads in the low ground; these would have been occupied in the 1700s. 
 
In 1986, Kinveachy was designated a 5,335 hectare Site of  Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) 
for its pinewood habitat and a range of  bird species. At the time, this designation had little 
impact on Seafield Estate's primary objective of  deer and grouse shooting. In the late 
1990s discussions about the Special Area of  Conservation (SAC) and Special Protection 
Area (SPA) Natura designations began, challenging the estate's activities. The initial 
intention was to designate the whole of  the SSSI area as SAC and SPA, and the estate was 
very much against this due to the impact it would have on their sporting enterprise. 
Eventually, a compromise was reached and it was agreed to designate the most wooded 
areas, leaving the central section, with sparse live trees and the remains of  many dead trees 
killed in the 1948 fire, as SSSI only. This has allowed the estate to maintain a workable area 
for walked up grouse shooting. Up until early 1993, the low ground was part of  an 
agricultural tenancy. Sheep were removed at that time. 

Current objectives 
 
The overriding aim is to maintain the SAC woodland habitat and associated features in 
favourable condition. The estate also aims to expand the woodland habitat, maintain the 
grouse shoot and, in the long-term, manage some of  the native pinewood area for timber 
production and return to sport stalking in a woodland setting. 

Deer management 
 
The hill ground that supports the native pinewood interest is separated from lower pine 
plantations by a strategic fence. The west of  the forest has always been an area where red 
deer have come to congregate and mature from the surrounding hills. There is very little 
shelter elsewhere on Monadhlaith. In 2002, the spring count of  the deer was above 1600, 
equating to over 40 deer per square kilometre. Not surprisingly, any advance regeneration 
was being heavily browsed. In 2004, after a lot of  negotiation, a Section 7 Agreement, a 
Section 15 Agreement and a Scottish Forestry Grant Scheme were signed up to in order to 
undertake a substantial reduction in the deer population. There was a discussion about the 
use of  fencing and it was agreed that, due to the significant population of  black grouse and 
capercaillie, deer would be controlled through culling alone. Given the objective of  
neighbouring estates to continue running a stag sport shooting enterprise, this did not go 
down well in the Monadhlaith. Staff  on the estate had to radically change their approach to 
deer management and began a serious reduction cull with the intention to get this down to 
a population of  around 250 to 270 deer (i.e. ~3 deer per square kilometre) within the 
native pinewood. Through a considerable amount of  hard work, this was achieved by the 
end of  2007. Pressure on the deer population was maintained up until 2015 with support 
from FCS and SNH. There was ongoing concern from neighbours about out of  season 
shooting, and in 2015/16 culling efforts were altered to attempt most control within 
season. As predicted, because of  the temporal use of  the site by deer, the browse levels 
reported in the seedling survey increased significantly. The estate has therefore had to 
return to its previous culling approach. This illustrates the long-term commitment needed 
to control deer without fences in a landscape where neighbours have other objectives. State 
support has been critical in achieving the reduction in the deer population and there is 
concern about the future in the uncertain funding climate following Brexit. 
 
32 zones are now mapped to record where deer are shot. Stalking takes place over the 
whole site – a systematic approach to control. Thermal imaging scopes are proving very 
effective for finding deer. The roe deer population is stable and low, although it is expected 
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that it will increase as tree cover increases. The estate will consider use of  high seats in 
future. 

Habitat response to deer population reduction 
 
In 2004, over 300 seedlings were marked to monitor changes in deer impact. This approach 
had limitations; the initial low number of  seedlings meant that a range of  tree species had 
to be selected. 57% of  marked seedlings were rowans; as these are palatable the overall 
result gave a skewed impression of  the impact of  browse levels on the site, and it was 
necessary to interrogate the results to determine the true effect on the Scots pine 
component. Staff  on the ground were concerned that the limitations of  this survey were 
not recording a true picture of  the recruitment and growth rates seen in the wider site. In 
2011, a new survey focused on an area within a 30 metre radius of  seed trees. This showed 
that there was good regeneration of  Scots pine on the drier heathland, giving sufficient 
evidence that there was enough recruitment to maintain the existing area but not to 
substantially expand it. The best area of  regeneration (about 35 hectares) has been put in as 
a grant claim to FCS (this area averaged 2,500 stems per hectare). The estate's long-term 
aim is to manage this regeneration as a timber resource. 
 
In addition to the core area of  Scots pine regeneration, there are other signs in the low 
ground that deer control is beginning to have the desired effect. There is strong 
recruitment of  juniper in grassland, right through to the west of  the SAC. Whilst this is still 
being heavily browsed, it is now clearly above the sward height – a great improvement 
since 2004. Also, seedlings of  Scots pine are now starting to emerge within a bog 
pinewood. We spent some time looking at this area and discussing its origin. Considered by 
the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) to be a true example of  bog pinewood, 
we concluded that this is a damaged bog, partially dried out by trenching the backwater in 
the past to float logs. 
 
The sharp reduction in grazing has had unintended consequences: there has been a marked 
reduction in waders on the old agricultural ground. To counteract this, sheep flocks were 
restored to grass parks in 2009. The wader population does appear to be increasing. 
Maintaining internationally important wader populations and increasing woodland cover is 
a conservation dilemma in Strathspey as a whole. In contrast, the deer reduction has had a 
positive impact on black grouse. Lek numbers rose from 40 to between 60 and 70 birds. 
Numbers are now stable and there is potential for further improvement as regeneration 
expands on the site, despite poor recruitment elsewhere in Strathspey. 
 
How much intervention is appropriate? 
 
Within the strategic deer fence, there is an extensive plantation of  lodgepole pine (inland 
provenance). This poses a significant threat to the native pinewood from Dothistroma 
Needle Blight (DNB) infection. Given the current lack of  restocking grants and the 
restrictions on planting Scots pine, together with the low market value for lodgepole pine 
timber, the opportunities for removal of  this plantation are limited in the short-term. 
 
On dry heath on lower ground, Scots pine seedlings are slow-growing and the pale green 
colour of  some foliage suggested a lack of  nutrients. Is fertiliser application appropriate? 
There were differing views on this: parent trees show good colour so the site isn’t 
inherently low in nutrients; slow growth is due to heather competition and growth would 
accelerate naturally once seedlings gain control of  the site; fertiliser would disrupt 
mycorrhizal communities; DNB and other needle cast diseases were found on some 
seedlings so nutrient deficiency is not solely responsible for the poor seedling condition. 
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Figure 3. Regeneration in the low ground. Does this regeneration need fertiliser? 

 

 
On the other hand, there is perhaps a rationale to fertilise to accelerate growth so that 
seedlings can get above browsing height whilst there is still state support for deer control. 
Will concluded that he may do a trial in the wet heath areas on the hill where deer control 
is more problematic and seedlings are growing more slowly. 
 
Despite occasional birch seed sources, there were very few signs of  birch seedlings or other 
broadleaves outwith exclosures. Several possible explanations were given for this: the 
ground is too low in nutrients; deer numbers are still too high; large numbers of  birch 
seedlings are needed to overwhelm deer and the seed source is too small; heather will be 
suppressed as Scots pine eventually gets control of  the site and birch will regenerate into 
gaps within the Scots pine thicket. 
 
Lady Seafield's Plantation (77 hectares) was established in 1993 as a fenced exclosure. 
Observations here helped to answer earlier questions. Frank was certain that no deer have 
been in here at all since the fence was erected. The ground was heavily poached by deer 
prior to exclosure. There is much greater inclusion of  birch here with similarly infrequent 
seed sources to the earlier site. The colour of  Scots pine saplings is much richer - these 
only started to grow well about 15 years ago, when above sward height, so they may have 
struggled with heather competition initially. Within this exclosure, tree seedlings marked for 
survey in 2004 have shown very little increment unlike most regeneration that is now well 
established. Similar observations have been made at Mar Lodge; advance regeneration 
marked initially for survey has always struggled. Seedlings that established after deer 
control began have grown much quicker and overtaken the original cohort. 
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Figure 4. Part of Lady Seafield's Plantation with healthy regeneration of Scots pine and birch 
 
 

 

Figure 5. Will Anderson addressing the group in Lady Seafield’s Plantation 
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Onto the upper slopes, there is extensive wet heath with sparse, slow growing regeneration. 
This ground grew harvestable stands of  timber in the past – probably achieved by surface 
drainage and planting. Whilst impacts vary here, there are low numbers of  deer compared 
to the past. A new track has allowed more efficient deer management. However, a thick 
mat of  moss is inhibiting seedling establishment. Will asked whether we thought 
intervention was justified. Should mounding, scarification or draining take place to get 
more tree recruitment? Should a minimum intervention approach be taken, allowing a 
reversion to wet heath? A recent survey to assess the scope for scarification identified a 
possible 800 hectares. At Mar Lodge, recent scarification trials produced disappointing 
results – relatively low impact techniques were used. Long-established trials at Glenmore 
showed positive results from scarification but intensive ground disturbance was required to 
achieve significant seedling establishment over controls. At Kinveachy, an initial trial of  
three plots of  10-15 hectares in extent will be carried out on drier ground with good seed 
sources to see whether scarification is worth pursuing on a wider scale. 
 
Alternatives were discussed: use of  pigs or cattle has been tried elsewhere but stock 
husbandry would be a constraint here. Burning may work but there is concern about the 
risk to the forest in the light of  experience from 1948. 
 
Will aims to form a clearer view on desired timescales and density of  regeneration to help 
answer these questions. To fulfil the objectives of  the SAC, long-timescales and a low 
density of  regeneration would be satisfactory, but in the long-term the estate would like to 
pursue timber production at least in parts of  this forest. Whatever the long-term use of  
Kinveachy, it is clear that the effort put in over the last 13 years is beginning to pay 
dividends, particularly on the lower ground, and it is hoped that there will be sufficient 
domestic legislation and financial support to protect and further enhance this woodland in 
the future. 
 

 

Figure 6. The pinewood managers in the extreme west of Kinveachy where continued deer 
pressure is holding back development of natural regeneration 
 
 
During the day, we had helpful presentations from Graham Tuley on the explorations and 
investigations that led to the Caledonian Pinewood Inventory and Colin Edwards on the 
latest guidance with regard to DNB and planting Scots pine within the CPI boundary. 
Papers can be obtained from the author. 
 
Author: Richard Thompson has recently taken over as Secretary of the Pinewood 
Managers Group. He works for Forest Enterprise Scotland as their Native Woodland 
Ecologist and specialises in condition improvement in Ancient Semi-Natural Woodland 
(ASNW), Planted Ancient Woodland Site (PAWS) restoration and evaluation of herbivore 
impacts. Contact: Richard.thompson@forestry.gsi.gov.uk 
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FOREST POLICY GROUP (FPG) UPDATE 

Willie McGhee 

On 11th November 2016 the Forest Policy Group (FPG) held a conference, Getting Value 
from Local Woods. It drew upon 25 case studies, compiled from a variety of initiatives across 
Scotland, which were grouped into themes: local production, supporting groups, land 
ownership and social impacts. We featured presentations from, and discussions with, a 
number of those who manage native woodlands, such as David Shepherd and Annie 
Griffiths, who own and manage the 40 hectare Craggach Woodland. And from those who 
work with native hardwood products, such as Angus Ross, a furniture maker from 
Aberfeldy. Maggie Birley presented the work of Scottish Wood at Oakley, Peter 
McCracken told us about Taynuilt trees, who produce native woodland seedlings, and Jim 
Birley gave an overview of the work of the Association of Scottish Hardwood Sawmillers 
(ASHS). Many others contributed on the day, and in early 2017 we published all the case 
studies on our website at http://www.forestpolicygroup.org/other/ 

 

 
 

During 2017 we worked on a number of topics among which Anna Lawrence and Rick 
Worrell led a piece of research work funded by Forestry Commission Scotland entitled 
Value from supporting local forestry businesses – a scoping study1. This was an exploration of 
Scotland’s small and local forestry businesses, asking two questions: what do we know 
about them and what are the gaps in our knowledge? The study concluded that there is 
evidence that the management of small woodland, businesses and communities can 
contribute to the environment and the social fabric and the economy locally. And also that 
more research is required. 

                                                
1 Value from supporting local forestry businesses – a scoping study. 31 August 2017. Anna Lawrence, 
Rick Worrell, Guy Watt, Willie McGhee http://www.forestpolicygroup.org/blog/value-from-supporting-
local-forestry-businesses-a-scoping-study/ 

http://www.forestpolicygroup.org/other/
http://www.forestpolicygroup.org/blog/value-from-supporting-local-forestry-businesses-a-scoping-study/
http://www.forestpolicygroup.org/blog/value-from-supporting-local-forestry-businesses-a-scoping-study/
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Unsurprisingly, much of our time and effort for FPG in 2017 was devoted to the Scottish 
Government’s Forestry Bill and the proposed restructuring of Forestry Commission 
Scotland (FCS). We participated in face-to-face evidence sessions to Members of the 
Scottish Parliament (MSPs) on the Rural Economy and Connectivity Committee at 
Holyrood and provided written submissions. 

In brief, the Scottish Government proposed separating FCS into two parts. Firstly, Forest 
Enterprise Scotland which manages the state forest land, would become a new agency 
called Forestry and Land Scotland. Secondly, the grants, regulation and policy bit (FCS) 
would be placed into the Scottish Environment and Forestry Directorate and be called 
Scottish Forestry. This latter proposal, to integrate FCS into central government without 
the existing governance structure caused us and others concern. We believe that having an 
arm’s length to government managerial structure that includes stakeholders from the social 
and environmental sectors, as is the case now, works well in respect of transparency and 
balance. 

As some of you may have read in the papers, this separation has not happened. FPG and 
others such as the Woodland Trust, The Royal Scottish Forestry Society and the Institute 
of Chartered Foresters successfully worked with opposition MSPs to overturn this course 
of action. We are currently working to influence whatever happens next. Watch this space. 

 

 
 

“We are currently working to influence whatever happens next.” 
 
 
 
For more information on any of these topics please contact Willie McGhee on 
williammcghee@btinternet.com 

mailto:williammcghee@btinternet.com
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KATE HOLL’S CHURCHILL FELLOWSHIP 2017 – 

WHERE HAVE ALL THE FLOWERS GONE? 

Kate Holl 

As woodland managers, advisors and champions, for the past few decades we have been 

very focussed on getting trees to regenerate in our native woods. There are good reasons 

for this, but it seems that in the process we may have almost failed to notice that woods are 

actually much more than just the trees. 

As a result of the centuries of overgrazing, Scottish woods have lost much of their 

biodiversity. It’s as if they are missing their ‘filling’ – they have a canopy and a field layer 

but everything in between has been eaten out! The flowers, and the berry-bearing shrubs, 

the climbing plants and all the other creeping and trailing species that fill up the 

understorey have mostly gone, and even if they are still there, they rarely get to flower and 

fruit. Consequently, there is little food for the insects, small mammals and birds and 

nowhere for them all to make their homes. This lack of filling must have devastating and 

far reaching consequences for woodland biodiversity and productivity. The picture below 

shows a typical upland oak ‘woodland’ in Scotland, completely lacking any regeneration, 

flowers, shrub layer or understorey. It is little more than a cohort of oak trees in a grassy 

field layer dominated by bracken, and yet this wood is part of a Special Area of 

Conservation – supposedly one of a suite of premiere sites for nature conservation in 

Scotland. 

 

We have become so used to seeing hollow woods without any filling that it barely occurs to 

us that they could look any different. 

However, having once seen Peter Wormell’s woodland exclosure on the Isle of Mull that 

had remained largely free of herbivore impacts for over 30 years, I had begun to wonder 

what our semi-natural woods could look like if herbivore impacts in them could somehow 

be substantially reduced. 

With the help of a Churchill Fellowship last summer I was able to visit woods in other 

parts of Europe where herbivore impacts are much lower, but where the climate and 
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geology is still comparable to Scotland. I wanted to collect evidence about that space under 

the forest canopy in ungrazed woods, and if there were any differences, to find out what 

this might mean for the woodland and all that depends on it. Over a 6-week period, I 

visited woods and met people in south-west France, the Isle of Wight, south-west Norway 

and Iceland. I chose these places as they all have woodlands that are influenced by the 

Atlantic Ocean (which means their climate is wet and temperate), and are therefore 

comparable with our Scottish woods. I visited woods that not only have few large 

herbivores in them currently, but which also had a history of at least several decades of low 

herbivore numbers. 

The best time to look at woodland flowers is in the spring when the trees are just coming 

into leaf, because later in the year when the woodland canopy has closed over, little light 

reaches the forest floor and the flowers have mostly completed their seasonal cycle. I 

wanted to compare the woodland ground flora in the four countries at the same stage of its 

seasonal development, and as spring comes earlier in France, my plan was to start there and 

travel northwards following spring, reaching Iceland in July. 

What I learned on my travels about woodlands that have few large herbivores in them was 

a bit of an eye-opener! 

 

In the French Pyrenees I visited old growth forests of beech, Scots pine and silver fir 

which are mostly ungrazed apart from the occasional roe deer and chamois in the winter. 

Because of the forest canopy, the flowers tended to be mainly in the clearings – but they 

were so many… 

 

And everywhere in the forest, under the canopy, there were shrubs and young trees – so, 

plenty of ‘filling’ here! 
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The Isle of Wight is fairly unique in England in having a recent history of very few wild 

deer. The woodlands there have essentially been free from the impacts of large herbivores 

for the last couple of hundred years. As a result of this, I noticed several things about the 

woods on the Isle of Wight: 

First was the abundance of ferns. Many of the ferns that commonly grow in our woods are 

palatable and eaten by herbivores, but not until I saw the woods on the Isle of Wight did I 

get a sense of just how much of this part of the woodland ground flora has been lost from 

Scottish woods. 

    

The second realisation 

was that in woods that 

don’t have constant 

pressure from deer and 

sheep, trees just grow. So 

if you are managing a 

coppice wood on rotation 

you can expect to harvest 

timber after 10-15 years 

without having to spend money 

on fencing or deer control. See 

photo on right: 

unprotected hazel re-

growth and poles cut 

after 10 years with 

absolutely no expense. 

Although hazel can be very fast growing in Scotland, young trees struggle to get above 

knee height as they are regularly browsed by deer and sheep. 
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Thirdly, all of the woods that I visited on the island had a well-developed understorey, 

which is really important as it supports a number of nationally important mammals. The 

Isle of Wight is good for bats, to a large degree because their woods have an understorey. The 

understorey provides habitat for lots of insects, which is good for the bats which feed on 

the insects. The understorey is also really important for species such as dormouse and red 

squirrel, both of which are common in these woods – there are just so many places for 

them to feed and nest in the ‘filling’: 

The next place I travelled to was south-west Norway; of special interest because the soils, 

climate, weather and consequently the vegetation are so similar to much of Scotland. While 

most people now think of southern Norway as a largely forested place, 100 years ago the 

hills there were as treeless as Scotland is today, also largely due to sustained and prolonged 

overgrazing by wild herbivores and domestic sheep. For a variety of reasons, herbivore 

numbers crashed early in the 20th century and Norway experienced forest regeneration on a 

massive scale. 

 

Today, herbivore numbers are increasing once again but there is now so much browse for 

them to eat that for the most part they make little impact, and there are still plenty of 
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flowers and forest ‘filling’… and ancient honeysuckle (which rarely gets to flower in 

Scottish woods) writhes around in the understorey: 

 

… until it reaches the forest canopy where it bursts into a riot of flowers: 

 

The last place on my itinerary was Iceland – in many respects this was the place I was 

expecting least of; after all everyone has heard about the problems of sheep overgrazing 

and soil erosion in Iceland… and yet at the time of Iceland’s settlement around 1000 years 

ago, the country was described in the Sagas as being wooded “from fell to fjord”. Most of 

that woodland was cut down or lost to herbivore impacts over the next few hundred years, 

but today, as a result of a recent and dramatic reduction in sheep numbers (there are no 

wild deer – just a few reindeer) scrub woodland is gradually returning, spreading over much 

of the Icelandic countryside. Some Icelandic woods have been completely protected from 
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herbivore impacts for nearly 100 years, so as you can imagine I was keen to see how they 

had developed in that time. 

The flora of Iceland is poor compared with that of Scotland. Their woods are mainly birch 

with willow and rowan, and the ground vegetation generally lacks the diversity of our 

Scottish woods. However in spite of this, I have never been in woods so full of flowers as 

these Icelandic birch woods that have been completely free of the impacts of large 

herbivores for the past 100 years or so. The woodland floor was literally a carpet of 

flowers, with fruiting shrubs common, and because of the absence of herbivore impacts, 

the woods also had well-developed structural diversity (see photos below and on inside 

back cover). 

 

Located as they are 700 miles north of Scotland in the North Atlantic, woodland plant 

communities on Iceland have to deal with more challenging environmental conditions than 

in Scotland. Yet despite this their productivity, structural diversity and sheer ‘flower power’ 

far exceeded anything I had ever seen in a Scottish wood. 

Like Scotland, Iceland, south-west Norway and the French Pyrenees have all experienced 

ecological degradation due to overgrazing during the past few hundred years which has 
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resulted in woodland loss and a general depression of ecological productivity. However, 

unlike Scotland, in all of these places, for different reasons, there has been a significant 

reduction in herbivore numbers over the past hundred years or so, allowing the process of 

ecological restoration to begin. The results speak for themselves, and the flowers are 

returning, together with the associated and dependent biodiversity. 

Through my Fellowship, I came to realise that Scottish woods could and should have far 

more flowers in them. We already know from experience at places like Carrifran, Glen 

Feshie and Creag Meagaidh that if we bring herbivore numbers down to an ecologically 

‘beneficial’ level, the ecological restoration I saw in Iceland and south-west Norway also 

starts to happen here. My hope is that this project can help to raise awareness that there is a 

whole assemblage of associated species, in addition to the trees, that would also benefit 

from the reduction in herbivore numbers that is increasingly being called for across the 

country. What more do you think could be done to help more people to see the full 

potential of our native woodlands? 

If you are interested in finding out more about this and how you could help to make a 

difference in your woodland, there is a Sharing Good Practice event on Woodland 

Wildflowers being held at Battleby on 8th June 2018 – check out the Scottish Natural 

Heritage website for more details and a booking form. 

 

Editor’s note: As with Kate’s Notes from the Chair earlier in this newsletter, the material in 

this Churchill Fellowship is a subject worthy of wider discussion, so please do send in your 

thoughts to go into the next (autumn 2018) newsletter. Thanks in advance! 

 

 

 



 23 

A LOVE OF WOODS 
 
Tim Collins, Alasdair Firth and Noel Fojut 
 
Back in 1990 Yi Fu Tuan wrote eloquently about landscape and its interrelationship with 
culture. He called it ‘Topophilia’, the love of place. This is an idea that we think resonates 
with most members of NWDG and indeed within the wider forest community; we all love 
woodlands, although we may often find it awkward to talk about how we understand and 
practice that love in our daily work. 
 
In our work, most of us deploy all sorts of complicated terminology and some pretty 
esoteric ideas: local and national economic and resource value; biodiversity, conservation, 
restoration and even ecosystems services value; many of us are eloquent about recreational 
and health values related to native forests. 
 
In this short note, we want to explore Nemophilia, the ‘love of groves or woods’, a 
passion for woodland that is both generative and regenerative, health-giving and often 
inspiring. What is it in these assemblies of extraordinary living things that speaks to our 
soul? Why can the experience of being in woods take our breath away? How can places, 
experiences and conditions have such powerful emotional effects? Surely these are things 
worth talking about, worth seeking to clarify our deep responses, which clearly go far 
beyond scientific and utilitarian understanding. Nothing is loved simply because it is useful. 
 
NWDG is a social space where ideas and experience come together, and perceptions and 
meanings are challenged, refined and reinforced, while we are out and about in some of 
Scotland’s most interesting woods and forests. Using current jargon, the Group is a 
discursive space. All of us share an interest in forests and woodland, and we are all at heart 
in love with our work and with the places where we practice. We bring that love to our 
engagement with forests, woodland and nature, acting with the best intentions in the 
interests of the object of our love. 
 
As a group, we seem most comfortable talking about forests as material spaces, where 
scientific inquiry is conducted to inform conservation and wood production and its 
economy. As a group we understand, but are sometimes less comfortable with, the fact that 
woodlands are the focal point of competing values and are subjected to analysis by social 
scientists. These are all valid discursive approaches, but essentially they are about utility in 
practical, economic or social terms. 
 
Is there space – and need – for something else, something more than ‘that way’ of 
thinking? Is there a new common ground we are missing here? Are members of the public 
just ‘recreational users’ passing through a wood and contributing to visitor targets while 
supporting the local economy? Is there something else, something that should be 
considered more deeply when making decisions about what should happen in woods and 
forests, and in the landscape in general? Power and interest, as well as knowledge, shape 
what is heard and repeated. Social values are negotiated and emerge through discourse – 
dominant discourses then shape policies. Can we – should we – try to bring aesthetics into 
policy-making? 
 
Applied to forests, modern aesthetics is not just about looking at things, but about 
exploring the relationship between ideas, memories and fundamental experiences of the 
range of materials and beings in amazing living places; it is about being in forests and being 
in love with forests. 
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We believe that exploring these questions could enrich our existing discourse, adding 
something intangible but of real importance. We already engage with woodland history, 
practical forest management, thoughtful restoration methods and innovative and 
sustainable resource use – how about engaging directly with our love of woods? 
 
We would like to propose a workshop or seminar where NWDG members can gather to 
ask questions about how we might get at ‘more than utility’ when we consider our 
appreciation of forests. The goal would be to get at exactly what it is that we are so fond 
of? What is the fundamental nature of the relationship we all have with these complex 
living things? What is it in the woods or forest that we find so compelling and inspiring? 
 
Such a session could offer a ‘safe space’ to talk about these alternative aspects of woodland 
values, and to explore whether there is a shared approach that makes collective sense. We 
could challenge ourselves, seeking for the right language and for ideas to which we can 
relate and which would be useful when talking about our fundamental aesthetic 
perceptions and values. 
 
Admit it: you already suffer from nemophilia. So, would you consider attending a 
workshop or seminar to explore that condition and how we might develop new forest 
practices which respond to it? We invite your responses. Please email responses to: 
noelfojut@msn.com 
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SOUTH-EAST SCOTLAND OAK DENDRO (SESOD) 

PROJECT – CALL FOR INFORMATION 

Coralie Mills 

The South-East Scotland Oak Dendrochronology (SESOD) project aims to build the first 
long oak reference chronology for south-east Scotland, currently a large geographic gap in 
native oak tree-ring coverage in Scotland. This is part of a larger issue, that native timbers 
are generally under-represented in the national Scottish record compared to more-readily 
identified imports and this limits the degree to which any further native timbers can be 
recognised and dendro-dated. 

Fortunately, dendrochronological work on deadwood from the Old Oaks of Dalkeith Park 
(see photo) is available to provide the anchor in time, i.e. the recent end of the new oak 
reference chronology to be produced by SESOD, with Dalkeith data spanning AD1592-
2010. However, only a few trees are older than 1700, and more data from 1700 and earlier 
is sought. 

The project director, Coralie Mills is requesting the help of NWDG members who 
know of any buildings or structures in SE Scotland with old timber that may 
potentially meet the objectives of SESOD. Coralie can be contacted at 
coralie.mills@dendrochronicle.co.uk 

Assessment visits will be undertaken to the most likely candidates in 2018-19, the first year 
of the 3-year project. SESOD will concentrate on locating, sampling and analysing oak 
timbers from selected historic buildings and structures in the Scottish Borders, the Lothians 
and Edinburgh, in sites where the timber stands a good chance of pre-dating 1700 and 
being native rather than imported. This will be easiest to predict in medieval buildings built 
before the great surge in imported timber to the eastern central belt from around 1450. 
However, away from the coast and where transport was more difficult, we would expect 
native timber to continue to be used in the late- and post-medieval periods. This was found 
to be the case at a townhouse on the High Street in Jedburgh which contained native oak 
felled in AD1667 (see photo). It was only possible to date it by comparison with oak 
chronologies from the north of England, where local oak was used well into the post-
medieval period. Creation of an oak reference chronology for South East Scotland aims to 
enhance the ‘date-ability’ of historic oak timbers in this region. 

SESOD will run over three years, from 2018/19, with indications of support from Historic 
Environment Scotland and partnership working with a range of bodies including 
Archaeology Scotland and the Forestry Commission Scotland on outreach and educational 
aspects. It also has the valuable support of the council archaeologists in the region. 
 

      

Local oak in 17th century Jedburgh Townhouse     Sampling fallen oaks at Dalkeith Park 
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MONTANE SCRUB ACTION GROUP BEST PRACTICE 

GUIDANCE NOTES 
 
I (Ben) have just received an email sent out from the Montane Scrub Action Group (MSAG) 
to a lot of people (at least I assume so – I would be very surprised if it was ‘just for me’), 
informing us that the MSAG has produced a set of five leaflets on ‘best practice guidance’. 
This is what they say on their website at http://www.msag.org.uk/best-practice-guides.html 
(the exclamation mark is theirs, not mine, by the way… just in case you were wondering… but 
why might you have wondered anyway?... surely you would credit the MSAG with enough 
liveliness, spontaneity or whatever to have such a symbol in their repertoire?) 
 

 

Welcome to the MSAG Best Practice Guidance notes! 

 

In response to the growing interest in expanding woodland uphill and into the treeline ecotone, 

MSAG have produced a suite of five Guidance Notes (BPGs) to help answer some of the 

questions that arise when contemplating safeguarding or expanding woodland and scrub at higher 

altitudes.  Each BPG is available as a PDF download and the suite is made up of the following: 

    BPG 1  Active Management of Montane Scrub and Treeline Woodland (An Introduction) 

    BPG 2  Generating montane scrub from seeds, and shoot and root cuttings 

    BPG 3  Site and species selection, planting and establishment 

    BPG 4  Tree protection and high-altitude fencing 

    BPG 5  Protocol for monitoring planted montane willows 

 

              
 
 

 
The downloads are free and they look very good with lots of detail, colour photos, etc. It’s 
pretty clear that a lot of work has gone into them. Check them out. 

http://www.msag.org.uk/best-practice-guides.html
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BOOK REVIEW 
 
Epiphyte Communities and Indicator Species: An Ecological Guide for Scotland’s 
Woodlands by CJ Ellis, S Eaton, M Theodoropoulos & K Elliot; Royal Botanic 
Garden Edinburgh; 2015 (134 pages). 

Downloadable free as a pdf file from:  

http://rbg-web2.rbge.org.uk/lichen/epiphyte_ecology/indicators/Scottish_Epiphyte_Communities_and_Indicator_Species_low_res.pdf 

Review by Ben Averis 
 
You might already know of this book 
about the communities of lichens, 
mosses and liverworts found on trees in 
Scottish woods. I hadn’t heard of it until 
just a few days ago, three whole years after 
its publication, so for someone involved 
with plant communities and lower 
plants I’ve obviously been out of touch! 
Heck! At least I admit to this 
shortcoming – and others of mine such 
as not knowing until well into adulthood 
that Brussels sprouts grow on the tall 
vertical stems of a big parent plant and 
not as lots of little individuals growing 
straight out of the ground. But now I’ve 
got this book, here is a brief, albeit 
rather late, review of it. 
 
Oh – and before I start, I should say 
that the reason why this can only be a 
brief review is that I don’t think I’ll have 
time to get really stuck into all 134 pages 
of it, especially as the newsletter deadline is almost upon me and I’m busy with other things 
too, as we all are… but… hang on… [just flicking through the pages]… hey, actually, 
maybe… maybe it just ain’t looking quite so… Yeah. There’s not quite as much main text 
as I initially thought! You see, a lot of the total page-space is taken up by: 
 

1. Photographs. Nice colour photos. You’re so gonna love ‘em. 

2. Diagrams and data tables. Nice looking too. Well, at least as diagrams and data 
tables go… but… they include some pretty intense stuff, like: 

logB : the log likelihood ratio for the improvement of the fitted model over a naïve model, 
which assumed a response based on the average likelihood of occurrence across all 
samples. 

MCP : the statistical significance of the fitted model, when compared to multiple fitted models 
generated under a permutation test (number of randomisations = 100). 

Tolerance : the width of a local weighting function (as a percentage of the environmental data 
range), which is used as a smoother to fit the modelled response surface. 

 
Whoa there! Just excuse me for a sec while I’m away to fix myself a quick coffee… ‘cos I 
think I’m gonna need it! 
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OK – back now and all fired up to make a proper start. Oh, but I’d already started! I told 

you about the photos and diagrams and tables – so we’re ahead of schedule! Yaay!  And, 

thinking about it  … oh crumbs  … I guess you’re probably cleverer than me and 

might already understand such things as MCP. Yeah, I knew you would. Dammit!  
And you what? You knew how Brussels sprouts grew when you were in primary school? 
Grrr! Now listen, this is MY review so you just sit there and keep quiet! OK? Good. Glad 
we’ve got that sorted out. (Some people, eh?) 
 
So, these folks – Ellis, Eaton, Theodoropoulos & Elliot – they checked out the lichens, 
mosses and liverworts growing on 250 trees in 20 woods in the Scottish Highlands. Woods 
all over the place. Some in the west. Some in the east. Some in the middle. (Which is best? 
Yoghurt or yeast? Aldi or Lidl?) And on each tree they placed a few little rectangular 
quadrat frames. Yes, rectangular. Just making that clear before any quadrat boffin starts up 
in some whiny voice with “but surely, don’t you mean square if they’re quadrats?” No, I don’t 
mean square. Or, rather, they (the authors) don’t mean square. So if you gotta problem with 
it, blame them. And anyway, what’s wrong with being a wee bit looser in one’s definition 
of ‘quadrat’? Especially as the authors specify the exact dimensions, making everything 
crystal clear. Yep, I’m sticking up for them on this. And then, for each quadrat they wrote 
down a list of all the lichen, moss and liverwort species growing within that the little 
rectangle, and also made a note of the tree species (would have been embarrassing if they’d 
forgotten to do that!) and whether the trunk was leaning or not, how rough the bark was 
and other bits and pieces of environmental data. They did 1013 of these quadrats 
altogether, so all that work must have kept ‘em busy, but as if that wasn’t enough they then 
put all the data onto their computers and did loads of analysis. I mean loads. Not just basic 
arithmetic and sorting columns and whatever, but real full on stuff for which the 
methodology is described, along with other information, in smallish print in a 6-page 
section called ‘End notes’ at the end of the book. For example (oh – you might just want to 
go and quickly grab yourself a coffee too, before we continue): 

 … a regression tree to compare bark pH with putative explanatory factors correlated with PCA 
axes 2 and 3… 

 … samples compared to produce a pairwise matrix using Bray-Curtis dissimilarity applied in 

constructing a dendrogram using flexible beta linkage with ß=-0.25… 

 … quantifying composite environmental gradients as sample scores along orthogonal PCA axes 

 By convention, the simplest tree with a cross-validated error that is within one standard error of the 
tree with the lowest rate of cross-validated error is selected. 

 … standardised and centred to derive a correlation cross-product matrix 

 … nonparametric multiplicative regression 

… and so on. 
 
Blimey! Not only was Ian Dury right in that “There Ain’t Half Been Some Clever Bastards”, but 
there clearly still are some CBs including the four wot wrote this book. And, to make 
things sickeningly worse, some of those CB authors were almost certainly not even born 
when that song was playing on radios and record players in my art college days. GRRR! 
 
Anyway. What came out of these analyses? Well, they produced a classification of 15 
epiphytic communities of lichens and bryophytes. BTW, just in case you’re such a not-so-
clever-B that you didn’t know (and still don’t know ‘cos you haven’t even sussed it yet), 
epiphytic in this context means growing on the bark of trees, and bryophytes are mosses and 
liverworts collectively. Now, quite irrespective of any details of these 15 communities, 
there’s a lot to be said for just the aim of a classification of epiphytic communities that 
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combine lichens and bryophytes. So even if their final classification turned out to be such a 
meaningless jumble that each of the 15 communities looked like it had been defined on the 
basis of the throw of a dice, at least their aim was a worthy one. Why so worthy? Because 
even though lichens and bryophytes do grow together a lot on the trunks and branches and 
twigs of trees, previous classifications of British epiphytic communities have tended to be 
more one-sided and based on one or other group and especially on lichens, as for example 
in the classification of lichen communities by James, Hawksworth & Rose in 1977. For 
sure, lichens are indeed dominant on some trunks and branches, especially where well-lit or 
on young, thin, smooth-barked stems, and bryophytes can dominate in some other places, 
especially where sheltered, shady and humid, but mixtures of bryophytes and lichens 
growing together are just as common. This very broad pattern of variation is reflected 
among the 15 described communities (which, as it turns out, do not seem to be a 
meaningless jumble based on throws of a dice): some are lichen-dominated, some are 
bryophyte-dominated and others have a more even mix of bryophytes and lichens. It is 
good to see this variation described by the 15 communities, which are also put into seven 
broader groups to help clarify the more fundamental divisions and relationships with 
colonization stage (from pioneer to late successional stages) and the acidity of the bark. As 
one might expect, some of these seven broad groups contain both bryophyte-dominated 
and lichen-dominated communities: for example the Frullania dilatata (bryophyte) and 
Phlyctis argena-Ramalina fraxinea (lichen) communities within the ‘Early Successional to 
Mature Communities in Mesotrophic Microhabitats’ group. 
 
In the light of all this, I see the backbone of the book as: 

1. Six pages (pp. 34-39) of what certain types of folk would call an ‘overview’ 
(their word, not mine… though I suppose… yeah OK, maybe it’s actually quite 
a sensible word to use sometimes… heck, what have I just signed up to?) of the 
15 communities and their inter-relationships and their placing into 7 
broad groups. It’s well readable and interesting. 

2. 57 pages (pp. 41-97) of descriptions of each of the 15 communities, with 
accompanying photos, maps, diagrams and data tables (the text, photos and 
maps are, at least so far, easier going for me than the tables and diagrams), and 

3. A useful 12-page table (pp. 99-110) showing the percentage frequency 
(among quadrats) of each species in each community. 

 
There appears to be more emphasis on lichens than on bryophytes in this study. It is true 
that there are more lichen species than bryophyte species known in Britain and Ireland 
anyway, with the current lichen total (about 1900 species) being about 1.8 times the 
bryophyte total (about 1060 species), but in this study the lichen total (299 species) is more 
than 4 times the bryophyte total (70 species). I was surprised to see that they made quite a 
few records of the moss Dicranum montanum (a rare species in Scotland), Anastrophyllum 
hellerianum (a rare liverwort that can look rather like the much commoner Barbilophozia 
attenuata which isn’t in their list) and the liverwort Lophocolea fragrans (a species known 
mainly from neutral to calcareous rocks, but they had it on trees and even in a community 
of rather acid bark). But then it is through studies like this that we sometimes make new 
discoveries about the distribution and habitats of a species. 
 
This study is one of many that take a very technical, statistical and systematic approach to 
something in nature. In some cases, including this one, I find myself wondering if such an 
approach was really necessary in order to develop and present an understanding of the 
subject. For example, the field recording and subsequent analysis here was actually more 
systematic and statistical than in the much bigger National Vegetation Classification which 
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had about 30 times as many quadrat samples covering almost all types of semi-natural 
vegetation in Britain and described a total of 286 plant communities split further into a 
much larger number of sub-communities. Some people think the NVC is quite 
complicated, but let’s not forget that the thing that really is complicated is the vegetation 
itself. Any classification of it has to be accepted (and indeed happily so) as some sort of 
artificial simplification. In that regard the five published volumes of the NVC strike a good 
balance in artificially simplifying things enough to help us understand them but also giving 
lots of detailed information; additionally the NVC books are very readable and their 
diagrams and tables are never hard to understand. (OK, the NVC books lack photos, but 
that doesn’t stop them being effective in communicating an understanding of vegetation to 
all sorts of people.) To their credit and even after their very systematic methodologies with 

MCP, logB, response surfaces, regression tree, putative explanatory factors, pairwise matrix, 
Bray-Curtis dissimilarity and flexible beta linkage with ß=-0.25, the authors of this 
epiphytes book did see fit to acknowledge on page 38 that: 
 

“the analytical methods are constrained in their ability to fully capture ecological complexity”. 
 
So, for each of their 15 communities they requested a ‘Field-Based Confidence Score’ from 
none other than the one and only Dr Brian Coppins, whose unparalleled lichenological 
expertise and 40+ years of field experience of epiphytes in Scotland makes him a serious 
authority on these matters. (Unparalleled… hey, suppose you spent 40+ years drawing 
parallel lines, you might have ‘unparalleled experience in…) Anyway, Brian’s Field-Based 
Confidence Score, expressed simply but meaningfully as High, Medium or Low, gives an 
indication of how well each of these 15 described community categories actually makes 
sense as something recognizable and real in the wider world of epiphytic vegetation in 
Scotland. I bet Ellis, Eaton, Theodoropoulos & Elliot all breathed a big sigh of relief when 
Brian gave a ‘High’ score (= something of a ‘thumbs up’) to most of their 15 communities. 
 
Given the abundance and diversity of epiphytes in Scottish Highland woods, 15 is actually 
not very many epiphytic communities. Additional communities will probably be found in 
and described from Highland woods in future. Some additional communities were 
probably present at sites visited in the study but not picked up because of the nature of the 
sampling methodology (as consistent with their page 38 statement quoted above). This 
could be especially true of very small scale ‘niche’ communities (as found, for example, in 
certain types of recesses on tree trunks), and rarer communities (such as certain 
assemblages of oceanic bryophyte species in the far west, or spectacularly lush and 
extensive bryophyte growths dominated by the uncommon but very locally abundant moss 
Antitrichia curtipendula). However, this study provides a framework to which additional 
communities can be related; it really helps, and adds interest and understanding, to be able 
to place any individual community in that wider phytosociological context. 
 
So, all in all this study is clearly a significant contribution to the literature. And it can be 
obtained free! (See web address, at top of this review, for the downloadable pdf file.) Even 
if you’re like me in not being such a CB and not yet understanding MCP and flexible beta 
linkages, you will still, one way or another, be able to get something from this book and 
make progress with your understanding and appreciation of what you see growing on trees 
in the woods of Scotland. And that, with due thanks to Ellis, Eaton, Theodoropoulos & 
Elliot, will surely set the ‘dunnos’ among us on the path toward becoming proper CBs 
ourselves. Yaay! 
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NATIVE WOODLANDS DISCUSSION GROUP CONSTITUTION 

Name: The organisation shall be the Native Woodlands Discussion Group. 

Aims and objectives: The purpose of the group is to encourage interest in native woodlands, their 
ecology, management and history. 

Membership:  Membership of the group will be: (a) Individual, (b) Family (1.5 x full rate) or (c) 
Concessionary (0.6 x full rate).  Membership of the group will cease 18 months after the payment of an 
annual subscription. Committee will advise the Meetings Organiser for the year of the fee for 
attendance of non-members. 

Officers and committee: 
a. The group elects a committee. The committee shall co-opt or appoint such officers as 

are considered necessary. Officers will be eligible to vote at committee meetings. 
b. Committee members shall serve for three years, but shall be eligible for re-election. 
c. The chairperson shall be nominated by the committee and endorsed by the Annual 

General Meeting. 
d. All members are free to attend committee meetings. 

Accounts: 
a.    The financial year shall be the calendar year 
b. The committee will set the annual membership fee before the end of October. 
c. The treasurer will keep accounts and present a financial report by 15th March each 

year. The accounts shall be independently audited by a competent person before 
presentation. 

Annual General Meeting: An AGM shall be held at such a date as is determined by the committee. 
Notification of that meeting shall appear in the newsletter at least one month prior to the AGM.  
Business at the AGM shall be determined by a simple majority except changes to the constitution 
which shall require a two-thirds majority of those members present.  Family membership entitles up to 
two votes if both are present.  The chairperson and the treasurer will each submit a report at the AGM. 

Meetings: The committee shall organise or authorise any member to organise such meetings as 
considered desirable. 

Publications: The committee shall approve such publications as are considered desirable, and which 
carry the group's endorsement. 
 

NWDG OBJECTIVES AND ACTIVITIES 

Objectives: The purpose of the Group is to encourage interest in native woods, their ecology, 
management and history, with a particular emphasis on Northern Britain. 

Activities: 

 Organise at least one Field Meeting with related discussion each year. 

 Organise Workshops on subjects suggested by members (initially two per year). 

 Issue Newsletters (currently two per year) with an emphasis on members’ contributions. 

 Maintain contact with like-minded organisations through the membership. 

Membership: This is open to any interested individual. (There is no corporate membership.) 

Subscription: According to the following categories -  

Ordinary individual  £20 per year (£18 if paid by Standing Order) 

Family    £30 per year (£28 if paid by Standing Order) 

Concessions (under-25s only) £12 per year (£10 if paid by Standing Order) 

Subscriptions should be sent to the Membership Secretary (Alison Averis, 6A Castle Moffat Cottages, 
Garvald, Haddington, East Lothian, EH41 4LW; tel: 01620 830 670 / 07767 058 318; email: 
alisonaveris@gmail.com).  There is a £2 annual discount for those paying by Standing Order (shown in 
the above figures): please ask for a form. 
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NWDG COMMITTEE CONTACT DETAILS 

Chair: Kate Holl.  Email: Kate.Holl@snh.gov.uk 

Minutes Secretary: Ruth Anderson, Dundavie, Glen Fincastle, Pitlochry, 
Perthshire, PH16 5RN;  tel/fax: 01796 474 327; email: 
dundavie@outlook.com 

Treasurer, Membership Secretary & Website Editor: Alison Averis, 6A Castle 
Moffat Cottages, Garvald, Haddington, East Lothian, EH41 4LW; tel: 
01620 830 670 / 07767 058 318; email: alisonaveris@gmail.com 

Newsletter Editor: Ben Averis – address as for Alison Averis (see above) but 
mobile = 07767 058 322 and email = ben.averis@gmail.com 

Field Meeting: Ruth Anderson (details as above) 

Woodland History: Mairi Stewart.  Email: mairi_skye@hotmail.com 

Woodland History: Noel Fojut.  Email: noelfojut@msn.com 

Workshops: Alan Crawford.  Email: alancrawford07@hotmail.co.uk 

Social Media: Tim Collins.  Email: timothymartincollins@gmail.com 

Member: Alasdair Firth.  Email: alasdairwfirth@gmail.com 

Member: Coralie Mills.  Email: coralie.mills@dendrochronicle.co.uk 

Member: Sarah Toulson.  Email: sarahtoulson@googlemail.com 
 

 

NWDG website:  www.nwdg.org.uk  
 Facebook: 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/NativeWoodlandsDiscussionGroup/ 
or search on ‘Native Woodlands Discussion Group’ 

 Twitter: NWDG @TheNWDG 

mailto:alasdairwfirth@gmail.com
http://www.nwdg.org.uk/


 

Icelandic birchwood (Photo: Kate Holl) 
 
 
 

   
 

   

Clockwise from top-left: Argyll, East Lothian, Perthshire and The Trossachs (Photos: Ben Averis) 
 



 

Snow ‘sculpture’ on a Scots p ine trunk. (Artist: ‘Beast From The East’ snowstorm, in early 2018) 
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