
ECOS 36(1) 2015 ECOS 36(1) 2015

36 37

Our examination of the second question about the business models being applied 
by social and community enterprises revealed a typology that moved our analysis 
forward. Understanding more about business models involved investigating 
enterprise objectives, woodland management objectives, the mix of products and 
services produced, and how these linked to social and ecological outputs and 
impacts. We identified five different business models.6  Of these, three were very 
much place-based and linked to specific woodland sites that social and community 
enterprises owned, leased or contributed to the management of. They were:

•	 Subsistence	 Trading: Community woodland groups raising funds, usually 
small in size, to cover the cost of conservation, habitat restoration or recreation 
focused activities on woodland that is often owned by third parties (e.g. local 
authorities, charities, Forestry Commission).

•	 Community	Woodland	Trading: Community woodland groups and enterprises 
trading woodland-based products (e.g. timber, firewood, charcoal) or services 
(e.g. education) through the open market or through competitive tender. For 
the most part, this is done from woodland owned or leased by the enterprises.

•	 Collaboration	with	Business: Woodland-owning or leasing social/community 
enterprises which gain an income through partnership working with local 
businesses or investors.

The remaining two business models were: i.Contracted Services (e.g. forestry 
contracting or management planning consultancy) including enterprises generating 
an income by activities on third party woodland, and ii.Forestry Enterprises or value-
chain propositions (e.g. sawmilling businesses, firewood processing businesses), 
which are difficult to attribute to specific woodland sites.   

Social and community enterprises and conservation:  
Are they complementary?
The first three models would be expected to have the most direct impact on 
woodland management and condition, so are probably most instructive in terms of 
understanding the impact of social and community enterprises on conservation. The 
remainder of this article uses our case study research to look at the links between 
enterprise and woodland wildlife in greater detail. Some of our more recent case 
studies in Scotland provide innovative examples, including forests up to 671 ha in 
size, commercial plantations of species such as Sitka spruce, as well as stands of 
native broadleaves. These characteristics of social enterprise and community forestry 
in Scotland have in part been brought about by land tenure reform supported by 
public forestry programmes that have linked land management with livelihoods 
through community empowerment and socio-economic regeneration.2 

Although many community woodland groups include conservation in their objectives, 
most evaluations focus on more easily counted outputs such as numbers of trees 
planted or volunteer days contributed, rather than measuring the outcomes that 
follow from these activities.1 Drawing on new evidence from the case studies, we 
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Over the last decade there has been a substantial growth in the numbers of 
community groups and social enterprises involved in woodland management.1, 2  For 
example, it has been estimated that the number of Scottish community woodlands 
increased from 122 to 204 since 2007.3 A survey of the number of woodland-based 
social enterprises in England found that there were at least 60, of which 68% 
had been established since 2010.4 As the numbers of groups and organisations 
in this arena has increased, so too has policy and research interest. Some of the 
fundamental questions being addressed are: 

•	 What	 is	 a	 social	 enterprise	 and	 are	 social	 enterprises	 and	 community-based	
initiatives one and the same thing? 

•	 What	kinds	of	business	models	do	social	and	community	enterprises	operate?	

•	 What	are	the	outputs	and	impacts,	including	the	impacts	on	woodland	wildlife	
and conservation, brought about by social and community enterprises? 

Here we reflect on a new body of evidence built up from nearly 40 case studies 
using a standardised structure, which helps us to compare very diverse groups.5

Different models of social and community enterprise
Our recent paper6 examining the above three questions gave a detailed analysis 
of the history, activities, financial records and benefits produced by a number 
of social and community forest enterprises across England, Scotland and Wales. 
Answering the first question, we emphasised the confusion surrounding definitions 
of what social enterprises are, beyond businesses generating income invested to 
produce social and environmental benefits. When we took into account the role 
of communities within woodland social enterprises, a range of different definitions 
emerged (e.g. community benefit enterprises), that varied according to levels of 
asset ownership and community involvement in governance and benefit sharing. 
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This is funded through tree gifting 
by schools and local people, and 
by donations.

The group does not engage in 
trading goods nor has it applied 
for any external funding since the 
grants for woodland purchase and 
tree planting were obtained. Since 
that time, woodland management 
is funded by donations in return for 
attending courses and events, and 
through membership subscriptions. 
In addition, the group receives 
occasional pledges and donations 
from other charities in return for 
organizing events.

Many of the group’s actions are directly aimed at improving wildlife and conservation, 
as summarised below. 

SWCWT involvement has ended livestock grazing on the woodland site to encourage 
natural regeneration. In addition, about 2,000 native trees have been planted. 
SWCWT has also developed a wetland area with a few ponds. These measures 
have resulted in wide scale natural regeneration of trees, shrubs and wildflowers. 
In addition, the woodland is home to a broad range of fauna including damselflies 
and dragonflies, butterflies, moths, beetles, amphibians and birds. 

SWCWT is partnering with FCS in the management of the FCS-owned predominantly 
broadleaf woodland at Potterland Hill, which has been classified as a Plantation on 
Ancient Woodland Site (PAWS). The site is now managed for wildlife through felling 
non-native trees, replanting with a variety of native trees, protecting trees with 
high habitat value, restoring the hazel coppice, encouraging a shrub layer, leaving 
deadwood piles, encouraging structural diversity and installing nest boxes. SWCWT 
aims to use wood from the re-established hazel coppice rotation at Potterland Hill 
for some of the crafting activities organized at Taliesin. 

The group also promotes conservation indirectly:

•	 SWCWT	engages	and	educates	the	community	about	the	natural	environment	
through a wide variety of events and workshops.

•	 SWCWT	covered	the	training	of	Forest	School	teachers	educating	local	school	
children about the natural environment.

•	 Fruit	 and	 nut	 trees	 planted	 as	 part	 of	 the	 Orchard	 and	 Wild	 Harvest	 Project	
provide local food and pollinator habitat, and reduce the carbon footprint. 

make a distinction between activities that provide direct and indirect conservation 
benefits. Direct benefits are brought about by actions carried out with the intention of 
protecting or promoting habitat quality. In contrast, if activities such as environmental 
educationa, generating renewable energy on woodland sites, and involving people in 
wildlife monitoring have conservation benefits, these are considered to be indirect.

Subsistence trading: Voluntary action for wildlife conservation 
The subsistence group trading model makes up the majority of our case study sample 
throughout Great Britain. The objectives and actions of groups applying this model are 
less about active woodland management for profit, and more about helping to conserve 
woodland from development, habitat regeneration, and providing better access. 
Income generation for these groups is pursued through fundraising activities, which 
are used to cover group costs such as insurance. External funding is sought to carry out 
projects such as creating paths, digging ponds, setting up nesting boxes, re-establishing 
coppice, purchasing trees and equipment, educational activities and constructing visitor 
facilities. Activities tend to be relatively low scale and woodland-oriented. 

Enterprises following this kind of subsistence model only very rarely use external 
contractors or have paid members of staff; work is carried out by volunteers from 
the local area. Whilst many groups, particularly those in England, contribute to 
conservation management on land owned by a third party, others, including many 
of our Scottish examples, operate to this model on their own land. Some of the 
community enterprises in this category become less active as the objective to ‘save 
and secure’ the woodland they love has been realised, habitat quality is improved, 
or the need to continue intensive volunteering diminishes. There are some cases 
where these kinds of community groups feel minimal intervention rather than active 
management is the best conservation approach.  

Case study: South	West	Community	Woodland	Trust	(SWCWT)
SWCWT is a Scottish grassroots woodland group that owns and manages a 12 
ha site with young native woodland trees (mostly planted). At present it is run 
without support from grant funding or timber product trading. Taliesin woodland is 
located close to the small village of Gelston, not far from Castle Douglas (Dumfries 
& Galloway), and has been owned by the community since 2008. In addition to 
overseeing their own woodland, the group also partners with Forest Enterprise in 
managing the adjoining Potterland Hill forest in public ownership. 

The key aim of the group is to educate children and adults to respect, understand 
and enjoy the countryside and their natural heritage. This is done through 
providing woodland-based courses (e.g. wood carving, foraging, shelter building, 
rug making, grafting, coppicing, dry stone dyke maintenance, basket making, 
Bushcraft) and events, all in the spirit of living at one with the natural environment. 
In addition, SWCWT has paid for the training of Forest School teachers to educate 
at local schools. The group also aspires to restore native woodland and improve 
its wildlife value. One of the group members is engaged in a spin-off initiative 
managed by SWCWT – The Orchard and Wild Harvest Project – aimed at planting 
fruit and nut trees with community groups and schools throughout the region. 

One of the ponds dug by SWCWT as part of their wetland 
development activities.
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Three out of seven objectives in KCFCs forest management plan can either be 
directly or indirectly linked to conservation. The activities of the group likely to bring 
environmental benefits are:

•	 Undertaking	wildlife	surveys	for	monitoring	and	educational	purposes.	

•	 Clearing	invasive	Rhododendron ponticum and replanting some of the former 
commercial forest compartments with native species.

•	 Reducing	 the	carbon	footprint	by	providing	 timber	and	retail	products	 locally	
and providing sustainable energy through a micro hydro scheme.

•	 Providing	allotments	with	a	cabin,	 composting	 toilet	and	polytunnel	 for	 local	
food growing, which are leased out, at a peppercorn rent, to a local group.

•	 Supporting	pro-environmental	attitudes	through	educating	young	people	about	
the forest, its wildlife and sustainable management as well as facilitating safe, 
local access to the forest through path creation and improvement.

Collaboration with business: Balancing enterprise profit with 
conservation objectives
Social and community enterprises sometimes rely on collaborations with businesses in 
order to generate a profit or to raise funds through lease agreements. For example, 
NWMCWC partners with a forestry contractor to achieve the harvesting of 120,000 
tonnes of timber and this business partner also prepared a forest management plan. 
For enterprises in this category, conservation outcomes are likely to be influenced 
by the level of control the community group exerts on operations by the contracted 
business. In our example below, Colintraive and Glendaruel Development Trust (CGDT) 
is looking for commercial outcomes with the help of a contractor, but balances this 
with their own interest in conservation and sustainable land management. 

Case study: Colintraive	and	Glendaruel	Development	Trust
CGDT is a community development trust owning a large (615 ha) commercial forest 
in Argyll, Scotland. It was acquired in 2013 to facilitate community regeneration. The 
main aim of the group’s enterprise is to generate income and activity that can halt 
the socio-economic decline of the community. At present, the community faces an 
increasingly aging population and decreasing availability of local employment and 
public services. The enterprise hopes to maintain and improve local amenities such 
as the hotel, make the open spaces more accessible and develop the recreational 
infrastructure, all of which could provide opportunities for skills development 
amongst local people. 

Approximately 110 ha of the forest with the highest conservation, amenity, and 
recreation value is retained under CGDT management. This area mainly comprises 
broadleaf stands and open spaces. The remaining 510 ha of the most commercially 
viable Stronafian Forest land was leased out to a third party forestry business paying 
£1.3m upfront for a 99-year lease.

Community woodland trading: A diversity of products, services and 
conservation outcomes
Enterprises fitting within this category all have a strong focus on trading and the 
re-investment of profits into the enterprise and socio-economic regeneration of 
the community. Nearly all our examples of this business model involve community 
groups which own woodland. In many of the Welsh and English examples, 
conservation has been the starting point. As groups have developed, trading has 
become a more prominent part of the business model. In contrast, most of the 
Scottish examples in this category, of which North West Mull Community Woodland 
Company (NWMCWC) is the most experienced, have seen product trading as a 
crucial component of their business model from the outset. In several of these 
cases, some of the conservation promoting activities (e.g. planting native woodland 
trees) will be carried out as a result of timber harvesting and the opportunities this 
provides for groups to restructure their forests.  

In some of the more urban community woodland trading case studies, operating in 
often very small woodlands, human pressure on woodland was apparent. For some 
of the enterprises trading services, such as Forest School, or educational activities, 
the pressure of significantly more forest users was recognised as being a potential 
conservation challenge. 

Case study:	Kilfinan	Community	Forest	Company	(KCFC)
KCFC is a large (127ha), mostly commercially productive, conifer plantation that 
was acquired by a remote community in Argyll, Scotland, in 2010. Community 
acquisition of the forest strives to revitalize the community by supporting tourism, 
housing needs, local employment and skills development. Promoting wildlife and 
conservation is viewed as integral to the attractiveness of the place for visitors and 
therefore given high priority.

The community enterprise generates 
part of its income from the sale of 
standing timber, firewood and 
timber milled at the community-
owned sawmill. These products 
are sold mainly to local farmers. 
Additional income is gained through 
a composting facility that is run on 
behalf of the local authority and a 
retail building selling local produce 
and wood-related hardware. In the 
future, KCFC intends to become 
self-sustaining (independent of 
grant support), and is currently 

investing to expand its trading opportunities, for example: selling land for (affordable, 
timber-framed) housing plots, leasing forest crofts, installing a micro hydro scheme, 
purchasing additional woodland stands, creating a woodland burial site, developing 
a training centre and providing bunkhouse accommodation.

A polytunnel for local food growing created as part of the 
allotment project by KCFC
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carbon emissions associated with harvesting activities, and market leakage as a 
result of forestry operators reacting to community forestry by simply moving their 
unsustainable practices elsewhere. However, such criticism is likely to overlook 
some of the indirect and non-quantifiable benefits community forestry provides 
for conservation and wildlife. Our case studies included many examples of activities 
with indirect benefits such as: providing environmental education, stimulating the 
use of local, sustainable forest products, promoting sustainable living and improving 
access. In some cases, these types of activity might have some of the most lasting 
impacts on sustainable practice through changing the perceptions, attitudes and 
livelihoods of people. 

In all, we believe that considering the outcomes of community woodland groups beyond 
easy to quantify outputs can improve our understanding of their social, economic and 
environmental outcomes. It has only been by taking such an anti-reductionist approach 
that we have been able to illustrate that economic activity in community forestry, even 
in large trading enterprises, is placed on a sustainable footing.
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The income acquired through the collaboration with business has funded forest 
purchase. In addition, working capital was secured which, together with grant funding, 
helped CGDT to: cover staff cost, deliver non-forestry community regeneration projects, 
prepare a Stronafian Forest Business Plan. Some control of the business operation has 
been extended through a requirement in the lease agreement to apply sustainable 
management of the forest to Woodland Assurance Scheme (UKWAS) standards. In this 
way CGDT has found an income source that can help the community to realise a variety 
of planned interventions in an area of woodland they are able to manage themselves, 
as well as ensure more sustainable practice by business in the more commercial forest. 

CGCT actions are likely to benefit conservation and wildlife directly and indirectly:

•	 Sustainable	management	of	own	and	leased	forest	to	UKWAS	standard	

•	 Restructuring	of	 the	 community-owned	 forest,	management	of	watercourses	
and installing bird and bat boxes to promote a variety of species. 

•	 Reducing	the	community’s	carbon	footprint	by	setting	up	a	wood	fuel	business	
supplying local firewood, and installing a wind turbine within the forest.

•	 Carrying	out	a	number	of	environmental	surveys	(mammal,	bat	and	bird).

•	 Engaging	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 projects	 aimed	 at	 improving	 the	 sustainability	 of	
the community. Activities include: improving energy efficiency of buildings, 
establishing a food growing group and providing polytunnels, creating 
of community composting facilities and training on how to use invasive 
Rhodondendron ponticum as wood fuel through air-drying. 

Social and community forestry enterprises: Pioneering new 
approaches to conservation and sustainability? 
In this article, we relied on our typology of business models of social and community 
enterprises6 to study the extent to which conservation-friendly practices feature in 
community woodland groups with different types of business ethos. Although the 
degree of conservation focus, and therefore the level of direct investment of time 
and resources into pursuing conservation objectives, varied between enterprises, we 

did not find any clear indications that a 
greater degree of woodland trading or 
more business-minded approach led 
to fewer conservation outcomes. All of 
the social and community woodland 
enterprises that we studied put 
sustainable working practices at the 
core of their operations.  

Questions could be posed around 
the degree to which such sustainable 
practices are offset by overexploitation, 

Clearing of Rhododendron Ponticum by CGDT


