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Heartlands and wildwoods
This article considers the potential for native woodland restoration in the Welsh Uplands. 
It reflects on the cultural tensions surrounding rewilding in Wales in the late 1990s 
and discusses the progress of the fledgling Cambrian Wildwood, and wildwoods across 
Wales in the context of impending CAP reform.

SOPHIE WYNNE JONES 

Travelling back from a recent trip to the Scottish borders, serendipity took me down 
the A708 towards Moffat where a sign caught my eye: ‘Carrifran Wildwood’. I 
stopped the car and announced to my bemused partner that we must have a look. 
This was a celebrated project I had heard of around the turn of millennium, when 
the Borders Forest Trust first bought the site and set about planting over half a 
million trees in this previously denuded valley. Ten years on, and the results were 
breath-taking, with impressively diverse native woodland now clearly established 
in the valley bottom and rising to staggering heights towards the peaks, where 
juniper, birch, rowan, and willow prospered. Inspired by data from pollen cores 
which revealed the valley’s forgotten inhabitants, this particular wildwood has set 
a precedent for woodland restoration, both within Scotland and across the UK. 
Returning home to the depths of Mid-Wales, I was affronted of the denuded state 
of our uplands, but inspired to investigate the extent of reforestation projects here.

Rewilding Wales
My starting point was the work of Peter Taylor who put forward aspirations to 
rewild the British uplands at the end of the 1990s, in his book Beyond Conservation. 
Taylor began his exploration of rewilding whilst living in Wales, in the Rhinogedd 
near Harlech. Here he launched an appeal for a wildwood stretching across 
Snowdonia, which could one day support a wilder ecosystem incorporating lynx 
and wild herbivores. Explaining his motivation, Taylor argued that conservation had 
operated off the back foot for too long, and it was time to become more proactive, 
to re-create what had been lost. 

At the outset, his message was entertained by some of the major NGOs, with the 
National Trust in particular taking a keen interest in the potential for rewilding 
around their iconic Snowdon estate. But later, the staunch reaction from the farming 
community laid rest to any further discussions. Typifying the response from farmers, 
but also many conservationists arguing for a distinctly Welsh vision, the conservation-
grazing group PONT1 gave the following statement in 2008: “If we apply international 
definitions of wilderness, there are no wilderness areas in Wales, and there is no 
potential for such areas... In its place, we have a glorious landscape, the wildlife of 
which has been shaped over thousands of years as the mainly unintentional by-product 
of generations of people toiling to provide a living for their families. This is also our 
cultural landscape and it is special and precious; its values should be celebrated and 
not diminished through comparison with something that happens elsewhere.” 

The independent voice for nature – to be swallowed whole? 
The consultation on the single (now a non-environmental) body is more worrying. 
The overall aim of the body is “To ensure that Wales has increasingly resilient and 
diverse ecosystems that deliver environmental, economic and social benefits now 
and in the future”. The main factors driving the need for change are given as: The 
need to modernise regulation and natural resource management; the need to focus 
on Wales’ priorities; opportunities and challenges reflected in Welsh legislation and 
policy; and the need to ensure value for money. The original driver for change – the 
failure to meet our 2010 target and the continued loss of wildlife – has been lost.

The new organisation is to be purely a delivery body. All work on policy is to be 
moved into the Welsh Government. This means there will be no independent official 
voice on conservation policy in Wales. The considerable expertise within the existing 
bodies will be lost and the Welsh Assembly and its predecessors do not have a good 
track record on environmental policy.

Unless protection and improvement of wildlife and habitats is legally embedded 
in the constitution of the new organisation it is in danger of becoming lost and 
overwhelmed in the drive to become a streamlined ‘enabling’ body, giving out 
consents and licences to one and all. If, as stated above, Glastir is to be a major 
delivery mechanism then it would need to be delivered by the new body – however 
it is to remain, along with the rest of the agricultural regulatory mechanisms, within 
Welsh government, leaving a gaping hole in the potential for a holistic approach 
to countryside management. Similarly, in the marine environment, fisheries 
management remains within the Welsh Government’s remit so that there can be no 
joined-up management of our marine ecosystems.

The UK context for Welsh wildlife protection 
Whilst organisations in Wales will no doubt be responding robustly to the 
consultation it is worrying that the proposals appear unreported in the rest of the 
UK – if it had been proposed to abolish the equivalent bodies in England it would 
have received considerable coverage and national conservation organisations would 
probably have put much greater resources into responses. Whilst the original driver 
and ideas for this change were sound the process has been hijacked and it is vital 
that we get the process back on track to ensure a sound future for the wildlife of 
Wales. For this we need support from across the UK. 
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Similarly, by reflecting on clues in the Welsh language it is again evident that 
wilderness is seen as an anathema, with anailwch (perhaps the nearest translation) 
simply meaning land that has not yet been cultured and tamed. Clearly, whilst there 
is nothing uniquely Welsh about the anger resulting from suggestions to reverse 
centuries of hard-work, which farming families have invested to ‘improve’ the land 
for agricultural purposes, what is notably Welsh is the central role of farming as an 
assumed bedrock of our national identity.2 Consequently, rewilding has struggled 
to gain a foothold. However, some successes have been won, and it is here that the 
story of the Cambrian Wildwood begins. 

The Cambrian Wildwood
The vision for the Cambrian Wildwood began with a group of friends including 
Peter Taylor and fellow rewilding enthusiast Simon Ayres, who were inspired by 
the potential of an upland site at the head of Cwm Einion south of Machynlleth, 
surrounding a farm called Pemprys (OS 715942). 

They formed the Wales Wild Land Foundation, and have since strengthening 
their numbers with a community group of around 50 volunteers now working to 
champion the cause of the Wildwood. Despite some early set-backs, their ambition 
has not waned with a bold target now set for 7000 acres of woodland regeneration 
across the Northern Cambrians, with the intent to work with a range of partners 
including the Forestry Commission and private land owners in the area. 

Most recently the group have worked with permaculture practitioner Sharon 
Girardi, on her farm at Blaeneinion, which neighbours the original Pemprys site 
the Wildwood group had hoped to work on. At Blaeneinion tree planting has been 
taken forward as part of a community focused project which will also include the 
creation of edible landscapes, including fruiting hedgerows and orchards. Planting 
has been done by dedicated volunteers, with 8000 trees going in over the winter of 
2010-11, and plans for a further 35 acres over the next five years.3 Sharon Girardi 
has also emphasised the importance of quality rather than quantity, focusing on the 
need to nurture community support and involvement as well as the young saplings. 
Consequently, rewilding can be understood here as an aspiration to restore both 
human and woodland ecology.

Alongside the trees, the introduction of two European beavers in November 2011 
has also added to the excitement and the vision of the project, making a wider 
appeal to the ethos of rewilding. 

Looking to the future, the Wildwood Group hope to see further woodland 
regeneration in what are currently conifer plantations surrounding the Blaeneinion 
site. Whilst over in the neighbouring valley of Dynyn, exciting connections could 
also be made with tree planting around the site of a housing co-operative located 
there. This was pioneered 20 years ago by then co-op members Ritchie Tassell and 
Deirdre Raffan, and is a testament to the potential for reforestation in these remote 
upland locations. 

Beaver habitat in the Welsh Wildwood: beavers arrived in 2011 

from consultant Derek Gow at this lake at Blaeneinion. 
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work alongside farming as the primary land-use rather than presume to replace it 
with a new form of production tailored towards environmental goods. Even with 
pioneering work such as the RSPB-LIFE project in the Berwyns, where farmers have 
been encouraged to restore degraded blanket-bog to deliver biodiversity, carbon, 
and water benefits10, there is no question of whether this land should be removed 
from farming altogether. For many habitats grazing can be maintained as part of a 
sustainable management plan, including areas of mature woodland where grazing 
can be incorporated as part of an agro-forestry production system. But this does 
not include areas of woodland restoration from which stock need to be excluded. 

Whilst not all Welsh farmers are opposed to woodland creation, there is a clear 
culture of animal husbandry and shepherding across the Welsh uplands, with little 
understanding of wood-based livelihoods, despite the many woodland associations 
in Celtic ancestry and clues within the archaeology of the land itself. Even the 
insights of contemporary agro-forestry research, which demonstrate an important 
model of synergistic production, have struggled to gain credence amongst the 
farming community.11 

In research undertaken into farmers’ decision making, in 2011, many farmers were 
not even prepared to change the use of their holdings for short term financial gain, 
because they were concerned to maintain the fertility of their land for food production 
over the long term, and maintain what they perceived to be a sustainable business for 
their families’ future. Consequently, it is evident that Welsh farmers are still strongly 
wedded to the need to maintain food production, and perhaps now increasingly so 
given the demand for global food security and increasing food prices. 

Who can deliver rewilding?
Perhaps farmers are not the best people to pursue rewilding or even ecosystem 
service delivery when it requires a more dramatic change in land use. Instead, 
should we be looking to a new generation of land managers who are prepared 
to work with this very different vision? Rewilding projects such as Carrifran have 
often been presented as ‘one offs’ which will serve as inspirational and educational 
artefacts in a wider working landscape. As such, advocates have tried to avoid an 
adversarial stance, which could threaten wider community interests. These cultural 
norms now need to be readdressed, given the current acknowledgement of the 
ecological damage incurred through intensive farming, , and the question of how 
to maintain a sustainable farm income in future years. 

Whilst the issues raised here are by no means new, with the tensions surrounding 
rewilding and reforestation long being debated, it is important to acknowledge 
the current melting pot of opportunities available to us: We have the inspiration 
and ecological guidelines available from early pioneering projects; and we also 
have a greater public awareness of environmental degradation, coupled with the 
realisation that current land-use practise is no longer viable. Equally we have the 
recognition that woodland restoration is an excellent way to deliver the plethora 
of essential ecosystem goods and services now in demand. Consequently, we may 
have a policy window which encourages rewilding. So, whilst I wholeheartedly 

Beyond the Wildwood
But what of those hills spreading south-east from the head of Cwn Einion into the 
vast empty peaks of Pumlumon? In a visioning exercise conducted by the Countryside 
Council for Wales in 2007, compiled in its Upland Framework document4, there was 
enthusiasm for the restoration of native woodlands on a much larger scale. Equally, 
the UK National Ecosystem Assessment has highlighted the potential wealth to be 
gained from wider woodland creation across Wales, pointing to the importance 
of trees for both their carbon sequestration and recreational values, alongside 
their more traditional role of timber production. Perhaps most critically, the UK 
NEA compared the ecosystem service value of continued farming against that of 
woodland creation, coming out in favour of woodland across a large proportion of 
Wales.5 Notably, not all of the uplands are considered suitable, with deep peat and 
blanket bog habitats serving as key reservoirs of carbon and biodiversity. But beyond 
these enclaves, there is a lot of degraded upland covered in a near monoculture of 
molinia which stretches across a heartbreakingly large area, particularly so in the 
Cambrian mountains.

I am courting controversy here I know, because many people find this open 
landscape beautiful, and the Cambrian Mountain’s Society are trying to gain AONB 
status to preserve it.6 Yet, whilst I can relate on one level to the bleak isolation and 
solitude, I can not help but remember there is soil there under that molinia; soil 
which could, and once did, support a greater array of habitats than the suffocating 
moor grass. So, it is in the face of such ecological impoverishment that I begin to 
imagine trees and scrubby montane species being replanted across this landscape.

Changing cultures and reforming CAP
However, despite increasing support for a wildwood in some quarters, elsewhere 
the age-old tension of trees versus sheep has continued to play out. Even for those 
farmers willing to engage in planting through the new Glastir Woodland Creation 
scheme, there have been some problems, as discussed in my previous ECOS 
article.7 Nevertheless, despite a seeming impasse, there is a looming spectre which 
threatens to shake-up these long held cultural norms. The Common Agricultural 
Policy was once responsible for high levels of grazing in the uplands. It is now 
orientated towards the delivery of public and environmental benefits, with subsidies 
re-directed from supporting production to conservation. However, generic support 
still remains in the form of the Single Farm Payment. Although continued pressure 
on this raises the question of whether it will be available over the longer term, and 
whether farmers will have to engage further with the delivery of environmental 
goods and services. Single Farm Payments comprised 85% of the income of upland 
farms in Wales in 20108, suggesting that many would go out of business without it. 
Currently, hill farmers are no longer set to receive additional financial support, unless 
they also engage with the new Glastir agri-environment scheme.9 The Government 
has signalled that simply farming the uplands is not enough on its own, and that 
clear environmental gains have to be included. 

Nevertheless, a more dramatic shift away from livestock husbandry as the primary 
method of managing the uplands seems unlikely. The current approach is to 
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Scottish and reform:  
a lost opportunity for 
community landownership?
Land reform in Scotland raises huge opportunities for remote areas of the Highlands 
and Islands to improve the local environment and gain associated livelihoods. This article 
assesses the scale of the challenge in harnessing the legislation.

ALEXANDRA HENDERSON

The establishment of the crofting community
The pattern of Scottish land ownership has undergone enormous change in the 
last 300 years. Prior to the union of Scotland and England in 1707, the Highlanders 
were left largely to their own devices and were organised by clans. The vision of 
the Gaelic society was the Clan owned the land and the Laird was the Clan leader. 
By the mid-eighteenth century the Highlanders began to follow the example set by 
their southern neighbours and the Clan Chiefs began to conform.1 James Hunter 
describes the “bonds of kinship and mutual obligation on which clans were based 
effectively precluded the introduction of the impersonal money relationships”. Thus 
monetary relationships were established in the Highlands and Islands, and the title 
Laird shifted from leader to landowner and the crofting system emerged. This was 
a time of great instability in Scotland. No sooner than the crofting system was 
established, the infamous Highland Clearances began. Landowners became driven 
by profit and quickly realised sheep farming to generate wool and kelping on the 
shore would be more profitable than tenanting land to crofters. Vast interiors of 
land were cleared and hundreds of townships across the crofting counties became 
a ‘redundant’ population2 and were moved, not just to other parts of the estate, 
to less fertile ground (as seen on Harris, Lewis and parts of Skye), but off the 
estate altogether.3 The Clearances continued for a century and the introduction 
of intensive sheep farming has had severe social and ecological implications in the 
Highlands and Islands.

Scottish land reform
The large-scale clearances during the 18th & 19th centuries put community rights 
(particularly those of crofting communities) firmly on the national political map. The 
historical episodes of struggle, dislocation and resilience have become a fundamental 
part of Scotland’s cultural identity and an important source of contemporary imagery 
today. However, the remaining local residents were soon to face another challenge. 
By the late 1850s almost two-thirds of Highland properties were sold to wealthy 
lowland and English interests3 and landownership in the Highlands and Islands 
was revolutionised. McIntosh4 describes this transition: “…cheap fleece imports 

support the work of standalone projects like the Cambrian Wildwood, I hope such 
ventures can prompt debate on the worth of wildwoods right across our heartlands.  
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