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“The story of wood pasture is one of a 
complex interaction between man and nature 
that we now find hard to comprehend.”

Peter Quelch (2003)
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It is all too easy to think of woods and 
pastures as two different, and quite 
distinct, land uses. Such thinking reflects 
the different management of woodland 
and grazing land currently practiced 
throughout most of the British countryside. 
Broadly speaking, one is managed to 
produce timber, the other livestock. But 
this is a recent phenomenon. For most 
of Scotland’s history, trees, beasts and 
people have shared the same ground, the 

fate of one being closely linked with the 
fortunes of the other two. The overall effect, 
although not deliberately planned, was a 
landscape quite different from that which 
we see today. 

Remnants of this ancient mixed land use 
still survive in Dumfries and Galloway, and 
this guide will help you find and identify 
them. But the remains of ancient wood and 
scrub pastures cannot be preserved like 
some artefact in a museum case; these are 
living, working landscapes. The reasons that 
led to their creation and maintenance may 
now have largely disappeared, but a new 

role for them in the modern landscape is 
emerging, providing hitherto unrecognised 
benefits for farm management, biodiversity, 
recreation and tourism. In the last decade 
or so, wood and scrub pastures have once 
again begun to be appreciated, and people 
are rediscovering the basic techniques of 
managing them. This will lead not only to 
the protection, renewal and extension of 
existing sites, but in time, the creation of 
new wood and scrub pastures and perhaps 
the beginnings of another change in 
Dumfries and Galloway’s landscape.

What is wood and scrub pasture? 

Wood and scrub pasture is a type of land-
use that includes both the deliberate 
grazing of grassland or heathland, 
combined with the management of trees 
or shrubs.

A number of attempts have been made to 
more precisely define wood pasture and 
to classify individual sites in terms of their 
history of management, density of trees, 
percentage of canopy cover, and type of 
site boundary. But such definitions and 
classifications have been artificially created 
to fit with administrative arrangements for 
farming, nature conservation and woodland 
management. In reality it is virtually 
impossible to formulate a definition or 
classification that covers all types of site. 
However, unless forced to do so by such 
administrative arrangements, defining and 
classifying sites is not necessary. Part of the 
appeal of this habitat is its infinite variety, 
with each site having its own unique 
history. 

Today, the trees and shrubs of wood and 
scrub pastures are rarely actively managed 

Cattle - grazed wood pasture, Fleet Valley
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and play a largely passive role in these 
landscapes. This has certainly not always 
been the case - in working wood and scrub 
pastures the woody species were equally as 
important as the 
herbage. Scrubby 
species such 
hawthorn, hazel 
or gorse are likely 
to have formed 
a significant 
component in 
these areas, but 
may now be 
absent from some 
sites. Conversely, 
other sites may currently lack mature trees, 
with scrub species being the only woody 
plants present.

In most woods grazing is seen as a threat, 
but wood and scrub pasture has a history of 
grazing and actually requires some grazing 
to maintain it. Such grazing may have 
been, and may still be, either temporary 

or permanent, with stock excluded for 
periods ranging anywhere from a few 
weeks to several years. The important factor 
in identifying wood and scrub pasture 
is that grazing is always deliberate and 

managed, rather than unintentional or 
accidental. Domestic cattle, sheep, pigs and 
horses have traditionally been the main 
livestock used, and this remains the case 
today. In certain circumstances the grazing 
animals may have been wild or semi-wild 
herbivores, particularly deer, although 
there are no known sites in Dumfries and 
Galloway where managed grazing by wild 
or semi-wild stock still occurs. In a few cases 
there may have been a combination of wild 
and domesticated stock. 

“There is a deer park, nearly a mile square, 
within less than a mile of Cally, on the south. 
In addition to herds of deer, it contains a few 
of the ancient Caledonian breed of cattle, 
procured from the stock of the Duke of 
Hamilton.”

Murray, Rev. George (�844) Parish of 
Girthon in The Statistical Account of 
the Stewartry of Kirkcudbright. William 
Blackwood & Sons, Edinburgh (�845). P298.

How did wood and scrub pasture 
originate?

After the last ice retreated from Scotland 
�0,000 years ago, the pollen record 
suggests that the tundra was colonised 
first by scrub species such as juniper, 
birch and willow, then early colonising 
trees such as pine and hazel, followed by 
other trees such as oak, alder, ash and elm. 
There is little evidence to suggest what 
structure this vegetation, often referred to 
as the wildwood, would have taken but it 
is frequently assumed that it would, with 
a few exceptions, have largely formed an 
unbroken canopy across the landscape. 
More recently this assumption has been 
challenged, and claims made that much of 

Pollarded oak, Fleet Valley

Wood pasture grazed by horses, Ken Valley
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the lowlands of Europe would once have 
been composed of pasture woodland and 
scrub, with dense woodland only in areas 
out of the reach of grazing animals. Herds 
of large wild herbivores such as oxen, 
horses, elk, deer, boar and bison would 
have maintained the land as a mosaic 
of grassland, heathland, wetland and 
woodland.

Human impact on the vegetation, although 
not insubstantial during the Mesolithic 
period, is likely to have increased greatly 
with the gradual change from hunter-
gathers to farmers in the Neolithic, 
around 6000 years ago. Whether these 
primitive farmers cleared dense woodland 
or expanded existing clearings remains 
unclear, but evidence of the domestication 
and deliberate grazing of stock begins to 
become more common. From this point 
onwards, until just a few hundred years ago, 
the grazing of wild and domestic herbivores 
around and amongst trees was common. 
Indeed, the term ‘wood pasture’, as a way 
of describing a land-use that is neither 
woodland nor pasture, but something in-
between, is of modern origin. The people 
who lived and worked in it would have had 
no need for such a term. 

What was wood and scrub 
pasture used for?

The importance of livestock, as a source of 
food, clothing and other products is still 
widely recognised today, but the current 
use of Scottish trees is limited to a relatively 
small number of industries. Few people 
realise just how immensely important 
trees have been to people throughout 
Scottish history. Our present reliance 

on oil would have been comparable to 
our forefathers of �50 years or more ago 
dependence on trees. Trees provided 
essential components used in, amongst 
other things, the construction of buildings 
and fortifications, the building of boats, 
the crafting of furniture, the fashioning of 
agricultural tools and weapons of warfare, 
the preservation of fishing gear and boats, 
the making of fences, the packaging of 
fish and other foods, the milling of grain, 
the baking of bread, the curing of fish 
and meat, the weaving of baskets, the 
manufacture of bobbins, the mining of coal 
and other minerals, the smelting of iron, 
lead and copper, the making of gunpowder, 
the spinning and weaving of cloth, the 
tanning of hides and leather, the fashioning 
of clogs, the burning of lime, and the 
provision of domestic heating fuel. 

For several centuries, wood products came 
from trees growing in a landscape where 
scattered animals were allowed to graze. 

Coppicing of trees to produce a mass of 
small stems was first practised in Neolithic 
times or earlier, but exclusion of livestock 
from coppiced woods, made possible 
by the construction of earthworks and 
primitive fencing, was only a temporary 

Coppiced oak, Fleet Valley
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measure for a few years following cutting. 
Only from the late �8th century onwards 
did livestock begin to be extensively 
and permanently excluded from woods, 
through the construction of stone dykes 
and other permanent boundaries, in order 
to intensify the production of certain 
woodland commodities, especially those 
produced by coppicing.

Perhaps the most valuable reason for 
retaining trees in the farmed landscape was 
not in the products they supplied when 
felled, but in their importance as living 
plants. Their most important use to the 
average Scottish farmer and rural resident 
was to provide pasture and shelter for 
livestock. In addition, although evidence 
from Scotland is not common, in the Lake 
District it is known that branches and leaves 
from some trees were harvested to be fed 
to domestic livestock until very recently. It 
seems inconceivable that such activities did 
not take place in Dumfries and Galloway. 
All such trees were managed in a very 
deliberate way. 

How was wood and scrub 
pasture managed?

Given the modern perception that grazing 
animals and trees do not mix, it seems 
difficult to comprehend how a landscape of 
wood and scrub pasture could be sustained 
over hundreds of years without the loss 
of the trees. There are a number of natural 
processes that may have enabled this to 
happen.  

Natural regeneration of new trees 
from seed in the presence of grazing 
from herbivores would not have been 
impossible. Stock levels were likely to 

have been much lower than on many sites 
today, especially numbers of rabbits and 
deer. The use of high summer pastures 
would also have allowed seedlings to 
become established on lower ground, 
and temporary reductions in herbivore 
populations following, for example, a 
particularly hard winter, might have 
produced similar results. 

Fallen trees may 
also have played 
a vital role in the 
regeneration 
process, the 
tangle of brash 
protecting 
saplings for long 
enough to allow 
them to develop 
into mature 
trees. Thorny 
shrubs have their 
own protection 
from grazing 
herbivores; 
hawthorn can 
grow under quite 
heavy grazing 
pressures, whilst blackthorn tends to 
regenerate in clumps. A mantle of thorny 
shrubs such as hawthorn, blackthorn, 
juniper or crab apple (particularly common 
in Galloway in comparison to much of 
the rest of Scotland), might have fulfilled 
a similar role to brash from fallen trees, 
giving protection to the seedlings of more 
susceptible species such as oak, ash and 
elm.

Trees growing through thorny scrub,
Fleet Valley
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Other trees and shrubs in pastures may 
have regenerated by vegetative means. 
Several species possess characteristics 
which allow this to occur: a number of trees 
can regenerate from fallen trunks (resulting 
in what is now termed a phoenix tree) or 
produce re-growth from branches that 
touch the ground; aspen suckers, hazel 
and willow produces multi-stem growth, 
and several species can produce new 

shoots from basal swellings or from a trunk 
snapped off by the wind. Examples of all 
these processes can still be found in wood 
and scrub pastures today.

However, those who managed wood 
and scrub pasture employed additional 
techniques. These were needed to strike 
the delicate balance between grazing and 
the harvesting of wood products – too 
many trees and shrubs and the grassland 
would have been shaded out, too much 
grazing and the trees and scrub would have 
been lost. Reducing tree cover, if it became 
necessary, would have been a relatively 
simple task, but how could trees and shrubs 
be continually harvested in the presence 
of grazing stock without this leading to 

their loss? And when trees and shrubs were 
eventually lost, how were they replaced?

Complete removal of stock for a few 
years would have allowed a brief period 
of re-growth and regeneration, but this 
would have required the temporary loss 
of pasture. In many cases, the value of 
the wood over the pasture increased to 
such an extent that this is exactly what 
happened and most temporary exclusions 
became permanent. But on sites where the 
pasture remained as important as the trees, 
pollarding, the cutting of tree branches at 
a level above the reach of grazing animals, 
would have given the best of both worlds.

Pollarding was usually practised at least six 
feet above the ground and the re-growth 
harvested on a regular cycle. Depending 
on the length of the pollarding cycle, the 
re-growth could be used for anything 
from being fed to livestock (fodder 
pollarding), to firewood, to timber for 
building construction.  If done repeatedly 
over the years this produced a massive 
permanent lower trunk, and had the effect 
of extending the overall life of the tree. 

Coppicing was also likely to have occurred 
in wood and scrub pastures, with cut stools 
protected by brushwood fencing and 

Oak regrowth from snapped branch, Fleet Valley

Regrowth from fallen crab apple tree, Fleet Valley
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turf dykes or stock temporarily removed. 
However, from the Middle Ages coppicing 
began to be much more intensively 
practiced and this is the principal reason 
why woods became enclosed and livestock 
permanently excluded.

One of the most obvious ways of 
ensuring a constant supply of new trees 
is to plant them, and then to give them 
individual protection from grazing. This 
has undoubtedly happened in the past, 
with a number of non-native planted trees 
evident in ancient wood pastures. However, 
planting and individual protection of 
trees, is likely to be a much more common 
practice today and in the recent past than 
when wood and scrub pastures were at 
their peak of active management.

Why have many wood pastures 
been lost?

If we assume that the wildwood resembled 
some form of wood pasture, and that all 
woods prior to the �9th century were 
subject to some level of grazing, just 
why have so few of these wood pastures 
survived to the present day? The enclosure 
of agricultural land with stone dykes and 
hedges began in Dumfries and Galloway 

in the mid�8th century; the permanent 
enclosure of woodland is likely to have 
begun later but seems to have been 
largely completed by the time of the New 
Statistical Account of Scotland in �845, with 
many woods by then being managed as 
coppice.

“The number of acres under wood, according 
to the assessment for the property tax, is 616, 
of which not above two acres (on the estate 
of Rusco) consist of natural timber. The whole 
of the plantations consist of copsewood, 
except a few acres of old wood around the 
mansion-house of Cardoness and Ardwall, 
and a few acres of young timber around those 
of Kirkclauch and Rusco.”

Johnstone, Rev. Thomas (�844) Parish 
of Anwoth in The Statistical Account of 
the Stewartry of Kirkcudbright. William 
Blackwood & Sons, Edinburgh (�845). P3�5.

In the late �9th and 20th centuries what 
remained of wood and scrub pastures 
continued to be lost to agricultural 
intensification, and particularly in the mid 
20th century, to afforestation with dense 
conifer plantations. 

Natural pollard: regrowth from wind-snapped 
sycamore, Urr Valley

Newly planted trees in wood pasture protected by fencing, 
Annandale
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Throughout the whole of this period the 
principal reason underlying the loss of 
trees in fields was that they simply lost their 
value to those that owned or managed 
them; those that were not deliberately 
converted to a more profitable land-use 
were simply allowed to decay away as a 
result of being disregarded and neglected.

“The subtle knowledge of how to manage 
[wood pastures]…disappeared in the 
agricultural revolution of the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries. At this 
point, mixed land use was replaced almost 
everywhere by division into two categories. 
Woods with grass in them were permanently 
enclosed and used for timber production or 
for sport, so they grew thicker and darker. 
Pastures with trees on them were treated as 
any other pasture, and if the woods vanished 
under the pressure, that hardly mattered as 
after 1850 timber could be bought for farm 
work at the nearest railhead. We were largely 
left with the alternatives of dense enclosed 
woods or overgrazed open ones.”

Smout, C. in Stiven, R. & Holl, K. (2004) 
Wood Pasture, SNH.  

Why has some wood pasture 
survived?

Although most wood pasture has been 
lost, a few sites have survived, for a variety 
of reasons, to the present day. Broadly 
speaking, these can be divided into two 
groups.

Some escaped the agricultural and 
woodland improvements that put paid 
to their neighbours because their owners 
were not able or willing to participate in 
the improvements. Perhaps the survival 
of such sites owes much to fortune; their 
owners may well have intended converting 

them to more intensive livestock or timber 
production, but simply never got round 
to doing it. These sites have continued to 
evolve in a rather haphazard way ever since, 
with little that could be construed as long-
term planning. 

Then there are those that were intentionally 
and deliberately managed for reasons other 
than farming and timber production, such 

as hunting or landscape enhancement. 
Indeed, whilst this usually involved the 
retention and modification of existing 
wood pastures, a few sites might have 
been totally designed and created for such 
purposes. 

Some examples of both types are listed 
below, although a number of sites might 
have been subject to both evolution and 
design at different periods of their history.

•	 Wood	Pastures	of	Old	Working	Farms		

Large trees in the middle of fields were not 
tolerated during �8th and especially �9th 
century farming and estate improvements, 
but some trees escaped this process. 
Such trees were normally located on the 
poorer agricultural land where the limited 
benefits of clearance may have reduced 
the incentive for removal. Those trees 

Designed wood pasture landscape, Nithsdale
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that remain are often on small banks that 
would have been difficult to cultivate, 
and sometimes they are associated with 
clearance cairns – piles of stones removed 
from the flatter areas of fields to enable 
cultivation. Such trees are therefore 
probably the remnants of a partial 
clearance of wood pasture. Examples in 
Dumfries and Galloway include Craig Farm, 
Balmaclellan.

•	 Upland	Wood	Pastures

Most upland woods were unenclosed 
and grazed by sheep, cattle or deer, and 
may sometimes have been pollarded. 
Some degraded remnants of these native 
woods still remain at high elevation as 
wood pasture, having escaped agricultural 
improvement and, more recently, 
conversion to forestry. They consist of 
widely spaced trees that are often linked 
to, or merge into, broadleaved woodland 
or include patches of natural woodland, 
particularly in refugia such as cleughs, 
ravines, crags, and islands. In Dumfries and 
Galloway there are examples of upland 
wood pasture in Scar Glen.

•	 Medieval	Hunting	Forests	

Hunting was the main recreation of 
medieval kings and nobles, and a number 
of hunting forests were established in 
Scotland, held directly by the Crown or 
local barons and churchmen. They are often 
bounded by natural features such as rivers, 
and are often close to a castle. The trees 
may have been of natural origin, but there 
would have been deliberate selection and 
possibly planting of favoured species. In 
Dumfries and Galloway examples can be 
found at Glenlee Woods near St John’s Town 
of Dalry and Lochwood in Annandale.

•	 Deer	Parks	

Deer parks are of later origin to hunting 
forests and are usually entirely bounded 
by a high wall. Cumloden Deer Park was 
established by General Sir William Stewart 
in �824, adjacent to the much earlier Garlies 
Castle. Knockman Wood and Garlies Wood 
lie within it. Other examples include Cally 
Deer Park at Gatehouse of Fleet. 

•	 Parkland	

Designed parks of the �8th and �9th 
centuries, usually visible from a big house, 
would have probably incorporated existing 
trees. However, new trees, often non-
natives, were also extensively planted. 
Dumfriesshire is unique in having a breed 
of sheep, the Castlemilk Moorit, now a 
recognised rare breed, specifically created 
in the early �900s by Sir Jock Buchanan-
Jardine to enhance his parkland near 
Lockerbie. Other examples in Dumfries & 
Galloway include Drumlanrig, Kinmount, 
Raehills and Shambellie.

Parkland wood pasture, Nithsdale
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•	 Landscaped	Pastures

During the �8th and �9th centuries some 
landowners in Dumfries and Galloway 
planted trees, not only to create parkland 

around the big 
house, but also 
to enhance their 
wider estates.

For example, 
the landscape 
around Galloway 
House was 
planned and 
established by 
successive Earls 
of Galloway. 
These lands were 
bare of trees, 
when in ��45 
Lord Garlies, who 
became the 6th 
Earl of Galloway, 

commenced the building of Galloway 
House and the planting of 200,000 trees a 
year on the estate.

•	 Scrub	Pastures

There are many examples of scrub pasture 
across Dumfries and Galloway, and unlike 
all of the other types of wood pasture listed 
above, the distribution and extent of scrub 
pastures may have actually expanded in 
recent years. In its simplest and perhaps 
most widespread form the scrub consists 
entirely of gorse, but other types are 
dominated by hawthorn, blackthorn, or in 
rare examples juniper.

What is left of wood pastures 
today?

No wood and scrub pastures in full working 
condition are known to remain in Dumfries 
and Galloway; that is, sites with active 
management and harvesting of wood 
products, as well as grazing. However, there 
are a number of locations that still have 
active grazing under and around trees and 
shrubs. The density of such trees and shrubs 
would probably have always been variable, 
even on working wood pasture sites, but 
today this variation can be enormous, 
ranging from a single tree in a large field, 
to virtually closed-canopy woodland. Much 
depends on the history and management 
of the site.

On other sites grazing may no longer take 
place and infilling between the pasture 
trees with secondary woodland or planted 
trees may have occurred. However, if the 
site was managed as wood and scrub 
pasture for any length of time there will 
often still be evidence of this period of its 
history.

Trees grown in open conditions tend 
to have very different characteristics to 
those grown in woods. As they mature 

Planted pines in wood pasture, Urr Valley

Oak tree in wood pasture, Fleet Valley
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this usually means rounded crowns, low 
heavy branching, basal swelling, fat tapered 
trunks, many hollows and larger than 
normal quantities of deadwood. Those 
subjected to pollarding, even where this 
has not been practised for many years, have 
a particularly distinctive appearance with 
short stumpy trunks and/or ‘candelabra’ 
shaped branching. Many such trees are now 
termed veterans.

Veteran trees can occur in a range of 
habitats including hedgerows, churchyards 
and ancient woodlands, but veterans are 
particularly associated with wood pastures. 
Although they are old, old is a relative term 
as different species become old at different 
ages: an old birch may not be much more 
than �0 or 80 years, whereas an old oak 
would normally be well over 200 years old. 
It is their growth form that defines them 
as veterans. Some scrub species, such 
as hawthorn, may also take on a veteran 
form when grown in pasture conditions 
for over �00 years. Where land has a long 
history of management as wood and 
scrub pasture, many of the veteran trees 
remain evident for many decades, if not 
centuries afterwards, even if the land-use 
has changed completely. Wood pastures 
with veteran trees are termed ancient wood 
pastures. 

More recent wood and scrub pastures 
might currently lack the characteristic 
shapes and forms of veteran trees, but 
such features take many years to become 
evident. The processes at work in these 
‘young’ wood pastures are the very same 
ones that may produce the ‘ancient’ wood 
pastures of the future.

Why is wood and scrub pasture 
important?

Although most of its previous uses 
have long since vanished, wood and 
scrub pasture is increasingly becoming 
recognised for the contribution it makes 
to farming, landscapes, biodiversity, and 
cultural heritage.

Up until the �9th century the importance of 
wood and scrub pasture was obvious to all 
who lived and worked within it. However, 
as woods became enclosed and farming 

intensified, the benefits provided by wood 
pasture were progressively forgotten. Only 
in the late 20th century did the value of 
this type of habitat begin to be appreciated 
once more. 

At first this was limited to the importance 
of a small number of sites for a range of 
rare species, particularly nationally or 
internationally important invertebrates 
and lichens in ancient wood pastures. 
Ancient wood pasture, characterised by the 
presence of veteran trees, is undoubtedly of 

Wood pasture landscape, Cree Valley
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the very highest biodiversity significance, 
but it is of limited extent in Dumfries and 
Galloway. Wood and scrub pasture of more 
recent origin, which is more widespread, 
still has biodiversity and historical value, 
but is especially important in terms of 
the contribution it makes to the local 
landscape. 

The value of these non-ancient and non-
parkland wood pastures, and particularly 
their local importance, is now beginning 
to receive more attention and the wider 
benefits for the landscape, cultural history 
and land use of all wood and scrub pastures 
are beginning to be recognised.

1.	Landscape

It is very difficult to quantify the 
contribution wood and scrub pasture 
makes to the landscape. In designed 
landscapes, the combination of trees 
and pasture was deliberately planned to 
be pleasing to their owners, often when 
viewed from the windows of their homes, 
but even in non-designed wood pastures, 
the diversity of colours, shapes and light 
offered by this habitat is attractive to 
many people. Many of the individual trees, 

especially veterans, have aesthetic appeal 
of their own and may have inspired artists, 
poets, writers and photographers.

2.	Land-use

Most wood pastures in Dumfries and 
Galloway are farmed, with grazing of sheep 
and cattle being the principal use. Wood 
and scrub offers shelter for stock in winter 
and shade in summer. Some grazing of 
trees and shrubs may occur, but this is 
rarely managed in any way, although recent 
research has suggested that livestock might 
benefit from the supplementary feeding of 
tree foliage.

Few, if any, wood pastures still produce 
utilisable timber, the only exception being 
in those wood pastures, such as Knockman 
Wood near Newton Stewart, which have 
relatively recently been converted to 
woodland through infilling and removal 
of stock grazing. In these cases, timber 
production is now the main or only land-
use. However, timber production would 
historically have been one of the uses of 
all wood pastures. As well as open-grown 
trees, many wood pastures would have 
had some tall, straight trunks that would 
have provided the very best sort of timber. 
Some sites still retain these patches of 
high forest and, now as then, these can be 
thinned out to provide good timber. There 
is no reason why such groups of denser 
woodland, within wood pastures, could not 
be managed to fulfil a timber function in 
the future.

3.	Biodiversity

Different types of wood pasture are 
associated with different wildlife. 

Sheep - grazed wood pasture, Ken Valley
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Medieval hunting parks, and wood pasture 
associated with old working farms are 
likely to be the most valuable, largely due 
to the continuity of the habitat over a long 
period of time and therefore the presence 
of veteran trees. Such types are also more 
likely to have unimproved grassland. Deer 
parks, parkland, and upland wood pasture 
may also be of ancient origin and possess 
a high biodiversity value. Landscaped 
pastures are usually of more recent origin 
and have fewer associated habitats, but 
the presence of mature trees within areas 
of improved grassland is locally significant, 
since without the trees such habitats would 
be extremely poor in biodiversity. Scrub 
pasture is usually the most recently created 
of all the wood pasture habitat types, but 
there can be examples, such as juniper 
pasture, which are as ancient as some wood 
pastures and support rare species. 

Mature and/or veteran trees provide rich 
micro-habitats for a wide range of wood-
rotting fungi, lichens and bryophytes, 
and hole-nesting birds and bats. Veteran 
trees are particularly renowned amongst 
entomologists for their special invertebrate 
communities, particularly for their 
species-rich wood-decay or deadwood 
fauna (termed saproxylics). The principal 
species are beetles and flies, with different 

species associated with different stages 
of heartwood decay, with rot holes in 
the trunk and branchwood, with the 
bark and roots, and with fungal fruiting 
bodies. Some species are even parasitic or 
otherwise dependent on the presence of 
other species. Many have poor dispersal 
mechanisms, a feature which indicates that 
wood-pasture was once more widespread 
than it is today. 

Isolated trees are rarely as useful for 
wildlife as those that occur in proximity 
to their neighbours. In isolated trees 
the canopy is more exposed to wind so 
temperatures are likely to be less suitable 
for many insects, and associated grassland 

habitats are more likely to have been lost. 
They may also be dying back as a result 
of losing part of their root system if the 
surrounding land has been converted to 
tillage, and dry summers may stress the 
tree further, with the possibility of acid rain 
damaging the foliage, reducing the tree’s 
ability to photosynthesise. In comparison, 

Sulphur  polypore fungus

Spotted Flycatcher
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trees within wood pastures have some of 
the features of woodland trees – higher 
humidity and some shade, but also have 
all of the benefits associated with the 
woodland edge.

It is not just the presence of trees which 
makes wood pastures important for 
biodiversity. Most of the invertebrates 
that breed in veteran trees, require nearby 
sources of nectar for feeding. Whist 
grassland flowers, particularly umbellifers 
can provide some nectar, the best sources 
are associated with scrub; hawthorn, 
blackthorn and bramble are particularly 
valuable. The grassland is also a valuable 
habitat for fungi, flowers, insects and birds, 
depending on its condition. 

All of the above factors reinforce the 
argument that the most valuable wood 
pastures for biodiversity are those that 
contain a mosaic of different trees at 
different densities and ages, as well as 
associated scrub and grassland.

4.	Cultural	
History

Many wood 
pastures 
illustrate 
past land 
use and 
are therefore part of the cultural heritage 
of the region, providing evidence of 
how our ancestors lived and worked. 
Ancient wood pastures are some of the 
least modified habitats in the lowlands, 
and apart from the value of the trees 
and earthworks, often also contain other 
features of cultural heritage value, some 
of which are recognised by national 
or local designations. In Dumfries and 
Galloway, this includes a Neolithic burial 
cairn at Knockman Wood, Newton Stewart, 
Pictish carvings and a hill fort at Boreland, 
Gatehouse of Fleet, and a �2th century 
motte at Lochwood, Beattock.

Is new wood and scrub pasture 
being created?

Ancient wood pastures are undoubtedly 
very important for their history and 
biodiversity, but they cover a relatively 
small area and need sympathetic 
management to survive. However, by its 
very nature, it is not possible to instantly 
create new ancient wood pasture with 
veteran or pollarded trees. If it is to become 
a more extensive component of the 
landscape in the future, we need not only 
to manage the existing resource, but also to 
take the first steps in the creation of wood 
pastures of the future.

Although some new wood and scrub 
pastures have continued to be created, the 

Isolated tree in field, Scar Glen

Remains of corn kiln, Cree Valley
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processes that have led to this have mainly 
been accidental. Very little new wood 
pasture has been deliberately planned, and 
even more worrying, little of it has been 
subject to the management techniques 
required to sustain it. 

For example, the economic reasons that 
encouraged the enclosure of woods in the 
�8th and �9th centuries were relatively 
short-lived. Coppicing was virtually 
redundant by the early 20th century; the 
products it produced could more easily be 
manufactured from non-wood materials, 
and the supply of nearly all remaining 
timber requirements switched to the 
new coniferous plantations. As a result, 
some woodland owners have allowed 
wood boundaries to decay, allowing stock 
back into the woods and over time this 
has resulted in the reversion to more of 
a wood pasture structure. With suitable 
management, this could be managed to 
produce a range of benefits, but it is not 

necessarily the best solution in every case. 
Woods have many non-economic benefits, 
especially for biodiversity, which can be 
damaged by overgrazing. Uncontrolled 
and unmanaged grazing may in such 
circumstances lead to the long-term loss of 
all trees       

A similar situation has arisen in agricultural 
landscapes. The hedgerows and field 
boundaries created to enclose fields in 
the �8th and �9th centuries have, in many 
cases become obsolete as fields have been 
enlarged, or have been replaced with wire 
fences. In some cases, this has resulted in 
the original trees of field boundaries being 
left in the middle of fields, creating another 
form of wood pasture. However, as with 
grazed woodlands, such trees rarely receive 
any active management and are in danger 
of being lost. 

Why is wood and scrub pasture 
under threat?

The UK Biodiversity Plan for Lowland Wood 
Pasture and Parkland (�998) identifies the 
following factors, which may be affecting 
the habitat:

• Lack of younger generation of trees, 
producing a skewed age structure, 
leading to breaks in the continuity 
of dead wood habitat and loss of 
specialised dependent species.

• Neglect, and loss of expertise of 
traditional tree management techniques 
(e.g. pollarding) leading to trees 
collapsing or being felled for safety 
reasons.

Remains of former hedgerow, Urr Valley



�6

T R E E S  I N  F I E L D S . . . 

• Loss of veteran trees through disease, 
physiological stress such as drought 
and storm damage, and competition 
for resources with surrounding younger 
trees.

• Removal of veteran trees and dead 
wood through perceptions of safety and 
tidiness where sites have high amenity 
use, forest hygiene, the supply of 
firewood or vandalism.

• Damage to trees and roots from soil 
compaction and erosion caused by 
trampling of livestock and car parking.

• Changes to ground-water levels leading 
to water stress and tree death, resulting 
from abstraction, drainage, neighbouring 
development, roads, prolonged drought 
and climate change.

• Isolation and fragmentation of the 
remaining parklands and wood pasture 
sites in the landscape.

• Pasture loss through conversion to arable 
and other land-uses.

• Pasture improvement through reseeding, 
deep ploughing, fertiliser and other 
chemical treatments, leading variously to 
tree root damage, loss of nectar-bearing 
plants, damage to the soil and epiphytes.

• Inappropriate grazing levels: under 
grazing leading to loss of habitat 
structure through bracken and scrub 
invasion; and over grazing leading to 
bark browsing, soil compaction and loss 
of nectar plants.

• Pollution derived either remotely from 
industry and traffic, or locally from 
agro-chemical application and nitrogen 
enrichment from pasture overstocking, 
causing damage to epiphyte 
communities and changes to soils.

It is possible that most of the above have 
occurred in wood and scrub pasture in 
Dumfries and Galloway, but the main issues 
are likely to be the lack of tree regeneration, 
the loss of traditional tree management 
skills, and the extent and type of grazing in 
the pasture.

Is wood and scrub pasture 
protected by national legislation 
and policies?

Few sites in Dumfries and Galloway have 
statutory protection: Glenlee Park (part of 
Water of Ken Woods) and Lochwood are 
designated as Sites of Special Scientific 
Interest under the Wildlife and Countryside 
Act �98�. 

A number of sites lie within National Scenic 
Areas, particularly Fleet Valley and East 
Stewartry Coast. Many of the parkland sites 
are listed in the Inventory of Gardens and 
Designed Landscapes.

Veteran trees with deadwood, Annandale
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The UK Biodiversity Plan for Lowland 
Wood Pasture and Parkland (�998) relates 
principally to ancient sites.

National forest policy includes a 
presumption against clearance of broad-
leaved woodland. However, trees in open 
pasture may not be considered woodland 
and in such cases, veteran trees are 
particularly at risk, as there may be no 
requirement for a felling licence on the 
grounds of safety.

From 2003 the Rural Stewardship Scheme 
included a management prescription for 
the Management of Ancient Wood Pasture. 
To be eligible for this scheme sites need to 
be candidates or listed in SNH’s Inventory 
of Ancient Wood Pasture in Scotland. 
However, due to the outbreak of foot and 
mouth disease in Dumfries and Galloway 
in 200�, the region was not included in the 
fieldwork for the inventory, and its coverage 
within Dumfries and Galloway is therefore 
incomplete. The management prescription 
allows for locally specific measures so long 
as there is a letter of support or reference to 
advisory material produced by a recognised 
conservation organisation. This booklet 
will inform and supply relevant advisory 
material.

Is wood and scrub pasture 
protected by local policies?

The Dumfries and Galloway Local 
Biodiversity Action Plan (LBAP)(�999) lists 
Wood and Scrub Pasture as a Local Priority 
Habitat and an action plan has been 
prepared. 

The objectives of this plan are as follows:

• Ensure no net loss in area or reduction 
in quality of wood and scrub pasture in 
Dumfries and Galloway.

• Determine the current extent of wood 
and scrub pastures in Dumfries and 
Galloway with attention to definition, 
species composition and spatial 
variation.

• Assess the rate of decline and 
degradation of wooded pastures and set 
a target for re-instatement of this habitat.

Furthermore, the LBAP includes a statement 
on Lowland Wood Pasture and Parkland, 
which relates more specifically to ancient 
sites. This recognises that these habitats 
are present in the region, but are not as 
extensive as other types of wood pasture.

In addition, a number of parkland sites are 
in the List of Non-inventory Gardens and 
Designed Landscapes in Dumfries and 
Galloway.

Designed wood pasture, Nithsdale

Ancient wood pasture, Annandale
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How should wood and scrub 
pasture be managed?

The knowledge of how to manage wood 
and scrub pastures was never written down. 
Managers of such sites are now having to 
rediscover techniques such as pollarding, 
and we still have much to learn. 

Based on experience of managing 
wood and scrub pastures in Dumfries 
and Galloway, it is hoped to produce a 

management booklet in the near future. 
The basic principles involve the need 
to avoid tidiness (especially the urge 
to remove dead and decaying timber), 
extensive ploughing, reseeding, fertiliser or 
chemical applications, and major changes 
to the grazing regime. Traditional tree 
management and regeneration should be 
encouraged.

The precise details of management work 
need to be tailored to individual sites 
and circumstances. In the meantime it is 
important to remember that wood and 
scrub pasture, in one form or another, 
has been part of the landscape for many 
centuries. It is a habitat that has been 
continually modified by the combined 
effect of many small actions by many 
different people over a long period of time. 
Large-scale sudden changes have not 
played a part in its history, other than to 
destroy it. There is therefore rarely a need to 
rush into hasty management decisions that 
may be regretted later. 

What form will wood pasture 
take in the future?

There is much interest in creating new 
wooded landscapes maintained in a natural 
way by large herbivores in Europe, and 
some large areas in the Netherlands are 
already established on these lines. Whether 
such plans ever extend to Dumfries and 
Galloway remains to be seen, but it is to 
be hoped that wood and scrub pastures 
continue to have a role in the natural, 
cultural and economic environment for 
many more years to come.

Hawthorn in wood pasture, Fleet Valley
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Case Study of the Fleet 
Valley National Scenic Area
During 2005, a study of the wood and 
scrub pastures of the Fleet Valley National 
Scenic Area (NSA) was undertaken. This 
study involved an analysis of old maps and 
aerial photographs to assess the former 
and current distribution of wood and scrub 
pasture in the Fleet Valley NSA; a brief 
assessment of all sites with existing wood 
and scrub pasture; and a more detailed 
examination of the history, land-use and 
biodiversity of a selected number of sites 
with a range of wood and scrub pasture 
types. A summary of some of the key 
findings is outlined below.

Evidence of wood and scrub pasture in 
the Fleet Valley prior to the first edition 
Ordnance Survey map of c�850 is difficult 
to find, simply because most of the 
information sources, such as General Roy’s 
Military Survey of Scotland ��4�-��55, only 
mapped the main woodlands and omitted 
most of the trees in the wider countryside. 
By �850 most of the agricultural enclosures 
and improvements in this part of Galloway 
were complete. It is therefore difficult 
to estimate how much wood and scrub 
pasture there may have been prior to �850, 
and when the most significant periods 
of change might have been. The study 
therefore concentrated on changes in the 
post-improvement period.

Around �850, there is evidence to suggest 
that around �600ha (approximately 35%) 
of land within the current boundaries of 
the NSA was under some form of wood 
and scrub pasture. Later maps from �896 
and �950, and aerial photographs from 
�946 and �99�/98 show various changes 

to this habitat, including both gains and 
losses. However, the overall picture is 
one of remarkable stability with �380ha 
(30%) of the area still having wood and 
scrub pasture today. Whether this reflects 
the position in the rest of Dumfries and 
Galloway, or is attributable to particular 
local circumstances is not clear.

Where they occurred, losses of wood and 
scrub pasture in the Fleet Valley over the 
last �50 years resulted from both planned 
and unplanned changes. Conversion to 
other land uses, most notably to plantation 
woodland, but including recreation uses 
such as golf courses, was the biggest 
cause of loss, but the gradual and 
probably unplanned expansion of scrub 
to completely cover some areas of pasture 
was noted in some locations. The clearance 
of trees and scrub was also detected, and 
it appears that in some locations this was 
deliberately carried out, as the maps show 
a significant decrease in tree cover over a 
relatively short time period. 

New areas of wood and scrub pasture in 
the last �50 years were also identified in the 
study. Almost all of these are dominated 
by scrub species, and it is interesting to 
speculate whether some of these sites 
will acquire more trees as they develop, 
and ultimately become the ancient wood 
pastures of the future.

Care needs to be taken to interpret the 
findings of map evidence alone. For 
example, gradual reductions in tree cover 
resulting from a grazing regime that 
prevented natural regeneration rather 
than direct tree removal is unlikely to be 
shown accurately. These changes would 
have occurred over a long time period 
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Fleet Valley NSA: likely distrbution of wood and scrub pasture in 1850
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and were probably mapped differently 
on different maps. The maps indicate a 
general reduction in tree cover from �850 
until �950, followed by a slight increase 
at the end of the 20th century. However 
the �850 and �896 maps are known to be 
more accurate with regard to tree cover 
than those of �90� and �950; there are 
some trees present today which are clearly 
much older than �00 years, but which are 
not shown on early twentieth century 
maps. The 2005 survey is likely to be most 
comprehensive since the surveyors were 
specifically looking to map wood pasture. It 
could therefore be the case that the maps 
exaggerate the low point and subsequent 
increase in tree density in the mid 
twentieth century. Perhaps this decline and 
recovery did not exist at all and the decline 
since �850 has been much more constant.

Examination of particular sites illustrates 
the diversity of habitats and the extent 
of landscape change or stability. Four 
examples are outlined below.

Site	A

Site A is located close to the coast. It 
currently consists of gorse, hawthorn, 
blackthorn and elder scrub with a few 
sycamores. The pasture, which includes 
species-rich unimproved grassland, is 
grazed by cattle in the winter, and the 
scrub is periodically cleared from the best 
grazing areas. The maps appear to show 
a continuity of habitat, certainly of the 
trees, but probably of the scrub species as 
well. The indications are that this area, its 
land-use, biodiversity and landscape value 
has changed relatively little in the last �50 
years, and without radical changes in land-
use practices it is unlikely to do so in the 
near future.

Site	B

Site B is on the slope of a hill at an altitude 
of approximately 200m above sea level. It 
currently consists of moorland and bracken 
with mature oaks and other trees at lower 

level, with a small number of veterans. 
Cattle graze the site only in the winter, but 
sheep grazing is known to have occurred in 
the past. The history of this site is unusual 
in that a mixed plantation, probably 
created during the period of agricultural 
improvements, occupied the site in c�850, 
although this had receded to the lower 

Veteran birch tree, Fleet Valley
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slopes by c�896, and further still by �950. 
The present trees on the site are likely to 
be a remnant of this plantation, along with 
more recently regenerated saplings. The 
habitat of this site has perhaps changed 
more than any other in the study area, and 
has the potential for continued change 
in the future, either to denser woodland 
or to more open pasture. Whilst the 
management practices that would lead to 
these changes are likely to be deliberate, 
the effects on the landscape are unlikely 
to be the principal reason behind these 
management decisions.  

Site	C

Site C is an area of parkland around an 
estate house. It currently consists of 
scattered native and non-native trees, 
including some veterans. The pasture 
consists of improved grassland that is cut 
for silage in the summer and grazed by 
cattle at other times. The original design 
of the parkland appears to have been 
created on agricultural land, and shows 
groups of trees in enclosed groups, rather 
than a complete wood pasture approach. 
However, by c�896 the main enclosure 
has gone and the trees occur scattered 
throughout parkland. As a designed 
landscape, this site has always been 
dependent on the deliberate decisions of 
its owners and managers rather than any 
evolutionary change. This is likely to be the 
case in the future.   

Site	D

Site D lies in the lower/middle of the Fleet 
Valley at an altitude of 20m asl. It currently 
consists of improved and semi-improved 
grassland, grazed by both cattle and sheep. 

There are areas of scattered scrub, but 
the most distinctive feature is a number 
of massive multi-stemmed veteran oaks 
with basal burrs and wide canopies. These 
are mostly found on the thin-soiled rocky 
outcrops. Whilst it is possible that these 
trees were deliberately planted in bundles, 
it is more likely that they have resulted 
from coppice stools abandoned more 
than �50 years ago. Other trees on the 
same site show evidence of grown-out 
pollarding. Indeed, it is likely that these 
trees pre-date agricultural improvements, a 
theory supported by the fact that the field 
boundaries bisect groups of trees of similar 
size and form. The maps suggest a gradual 
loss of trees over time, and there is a 
danger, in sites such as this, that the veteran 
trees may slowly and imperceptibly decay 
away without replacement unless steps are 
taken to establish replacements.

The Fleet Valley NSA Wood and Scrub 
Pasture Project was funded by Scottish 
Natural Heritage through the Special 
Places Leader+ Programme and Dumfries 
and Galloway Council. The project was 
co-ordinated by Solway Heritage and 
the Catchment Planning Officer of the 
Scottish Environment Protection Agency, 
with the support of the Local Biodiversity 
Action Plan Wood Pasture Working Group. 
Fieldwork and desk-based studies were 
carried out by DH Ecological Consultancy 
and the Archaeology Service of Dumfries 
and Galloway Council. Assistance with maps 
and data presentation was provided by 
the Dumfries and Galloway Environmental 
Resources Centre. For further information 
contact the Biodiversity Officer at Dumfries 
and Galloway Council.
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Coppiced alder in field, Colvend Coast





 


