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of the context in which this work is developing and some of the challenges and 
opportunities associated with enabling these types of initiatives to flourish. 

Woodlands and forests
As demonstrated by the public outcry over the government’s ill-fated proposals 
to sell off the public forest estate, changing the way we manage our forests 
and woodlands is a subject that raises passions. However in addition to the 
long-standing tradition of, largely volunteer-led and conservation focused, 
community woodland management groups, we are seeing the development 
of a relatively new social enterprise woodland sector. These are organisations 
that are:

•	 mainly	or	entirely	‘woodland	based’;

•	 have	primarily	social	or	environmental	objectives;	and

•	 are	not	entirely	reliant	on	grants	and	donations,	i.e.	they	derive	some	trading	income.

A survey undertaken by Shared Assets for the Forestry Commission in England 
in 20131 received responses from 60 woodland social enterprises that met these 
criteria. 68% of these had been formed since 2010 indicating a new and vigorous 
interest in managing woodlands productively for local benefit. These are primarily 
small organisations with fewer than 5 staff, managing less than 250 hectares of 
woodland each and with a turnover of less than £65,000. 

Only 17 respondents owned the woodland they work whilst over 50% only had an 
informal agreement with the landowner. In 24 cases the landowner was the local 
authority whilst only 8 were operating on land owned by central government or 
one of its agencies such as the Forestry Commission. 

It is notable that local authorities, which own about 61,000 hectares of woodland 
in England, are actively seeking new forms of ownership or management for 
their woodlands. Examples include High Wycombe where the woodland service 
has been spun out to create a new mutual, Chiltern Rangers CIC which manages 
14 areas of local authority woodland, and Scarborough where the local council 
is transferring 220 hectares of woodland into the ownership and management 
of Raincliffe Wood Community Enterprise, a social enterprise owned and run by 
members of the local community. 

The Forestry Commission, which owns a much more substantial 210,000 hectares 
in England is proving less open to providing leases to social enterprises to undertake 
management of the public forest estate. 

Even in local authorities the approach to social enterprise management, and 
woodland management is highly variable. A further study undertaken by Shared 
Assets on the management of local authority woodlands in England on behalf of 
Forest Research2 found that:

Community management 
of public land  
Keeping green assets viable 
At a time of austerity and a shrinking state we need to create new approaches to 
managing public land that can deliver shared public benefits. We need new relationships 
between public landowners and communities, based on creativity, openness and 
innovation rather then exclusion and control, if we are to continue to manage public 
land for the common good.

MARK WALTON

Like other services and assets, the management and ownership of public land in the 
UK has undergone significant changes since the 1980s. Large amounts have been 
sold off for development, and much of the management of the remaining public 
estate has been contracted out to private maintenance companies. We have also 
seen examples of large-scale transfers of public environmental assets into new civil 
society organisations, such as the creation of the Canal and River Trust to take on 
the ownership and management of over 2000 miles of canals and waterways. 

More recently we are seeing an increase in community management of land, and 
the transfer of land assets into community ownership. This trend is supported and 
enabled	by	a	range	of	new	‘community	rights’.	These	rights,	created	in	the	Localism	
Act of 2011, enable local people to register land as an asset of community value, 
bid for it when it comes onto the market, and challenge public authorities to bring 
unproductive land into use. Austerity, localism and devolution at the local level mean 
that the changes we have already seen in land ownership and management are likely 
to accelerate, with the public sector seeking new approaches to the ownership and 
governance of land, from parks and open spaces to woodlands and public commons. 

Shared Assets is working with communities and landowners at the forefront of 
these changes. We are seeing increasing demand from communities for access to 
land in order to deliver a wide range of activities such as woodland management, 
food growing, and green space management, all of which deliver a wide range of 
environmental, social and economic benefits. The public sector also increasingly 
recognises the wide range of benefits that nature and well managed environmental 
assets can deliver, whilst at the same time looking to reduce the costs associated 
with owning and managing land. 

Below we set out some examples that illustrate the wide range of enterprising 
and productive activities that communities are developing on public land, some 
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The increasing interest in the role that enterprising community-led organisations 
could play in managing woodlands has led to the establishment of a Woodland 
Social Enterprise Network, supported by the Forestry Commission, the Woodland 
Trust, the National Association of Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and a 
range of social enterprise support organisations. The network aims to provide 
opportunities for woodland social enterprises to meet and share knowledge, as well 
to secure resources to provide training and business support for this growing sector. 

Public parks and open spaces
Like woodlands, local public parks are much-loved amenities that have the potential 
to deliver a wide range of social and economic benefits as well being valuable 
havens for wildlife. The recent State of UK Parks report3 noted that cuts to public 
spending mean that 86% of park managers have seen their budgets reduced since 
2010 and expect this trend to continue. 45% of local authorities are considering 
selling off their parks and green spaces or transferring their management to others. 

•	 the	types	and	depth	of	information	that	local	authorities	keep	on	their	woodlands	
is	highly	variable;

•	 there	is	no	consistent	approach	to	woodland	management	by	local	authorities	
in	England	with	many	undertaking	only	basic,	reactive	maintenance;

•	 where	 the	 local	 community	 are	 engaged	 in	 woodland	 management	 this	 is	
done on a consultative basis rather than the community organisation being 
empowered i.e. having delegated responsibility for managing a designated area 
of	woodland;	and

•	 where	 social	 enterprises	 were	 operating	 in	 local	 authority	 woodland	 e.g.	
coppicing or charcoal making, they were often doing so under very informal 
agreements and did not have secure leases or management agreements which 
would enable them to develop their activities.

Elvaston Country Park in Derbyshire is a multi-use countryside site, hosting local and regional visitors and major 
events. A new governing body is being established to oversee the range of activities, manage the land and 

properties, and keep the enterprise viable.
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We have also found that establishing the management and governance structures 
that bring those skills together, and which have appropriate levels of accountability 
and control is of critical importance. We are currently working with the National Trust 
to support Derbyshire County Council in the development of a new management 
and governance body for Elvaston Country Park. Enabling a smooth transition to 
a new management body will require the creation of a management team with 
the skills and entrepreneurialism to manage a unique collection of assets including 
formal gardens and a castle as well as the park, and a Board with the ability to 
support the strategic development of the new organisation. It must also strike the 
right balance between providing the new organisation with freedom to operate 
whilst ensuring that sufficient control and accountability lies with the Council as the 
custodians of this important public asset. 

Public value and public policy
Whilst the public sector is increasingly looking to withdraw from the management 
of land there is also an increasing awareness of the benefits and services that our 
environmental assets provide. Landscape architects, urban planners and developers 
increasingly	talk	in	term	‘green	infrastructure’	providing	value	for	wildlife,	reducing	
flood risk and delivering a wide range of economic, health and community benefits. 
The recent final report of the Natural Capital Committee4, established to advise 
government on the sustainable use of England’s natural capital, sets out a strong 
economic case for investing in nature. It calculates that planting 250,00 hectares of 
woodland near towns and cities could generate net societal benefits of £500m per 
year, and that good quality urban green spaces have the potential to reduce health 
treatment costs by £2.1bn. 

If the state continues to withdraw from the ownership and management of land 
and natural resources then community organisations and social enterprises, already 
developing rapidly in some land-based sectors such as food and energy, may be 
best placed to step in to fill the gap. Social enterprises are fundamentally concerned 
with delivering social and environmental, as well as economic, benefits. They are 
also often able to use this multifunctional approach to their advantage, generating 
income from a wide range of activities that can be brought together to turn an 
economically marginal activity into a viable one. 

Despite this looming gap between the value we place on land and nature and our 
willingness to invest public money in its management, there is little in the way of 
political debate about the issue or public policy being developed that might help 
address it. Shared Assets is looking to generate debate and ideas by undertaking a 
two year programme of research and policy work, funded by the Esmée Fairbairn 
Foundation. We will be bringing together practitioners, landowners and policy 
makers to look at how public policy can better support land based social enterprise.

New relationships and new perspectives
Changes in policy, new structures and new business models are all very well, but 
what we really need right now is a public debate about the role of land, and in 
particular public open spaces like parks and woodlands. 

The recognition of the need for new approaches to the management of 
public open space has led to investment into the development of new ways 
of working. NESTA is currently funding 11 pilot projects through its Rethinking 
Parks programme, and Kirklees Council are being funded by the Cabinet Office’s 
Delivering Differently programme to develop new models for managing open 
spaces arising from new developments. 

Shared Assets has been involved in both of these programmes. We have been working 
with London Borough of Camden as part of the Rethinking Parks programme, to 
create a business model for the UK’s first Parks Improvement District. This new 
area wide body would bring together residents and businesses to manage nine 
historic squares and gardens in Bloomsbury, central London. The proposal includes 
the option for raising significant new income for the squares from a small, time 
limited levy on local businesses that benefit from the high quality green space on 
their doorsteps. Money from the levy would be spent improving the squares and 
developing new facilities that could improve their potential to generate ongoing 
revenue from leases and concessions. The new management body for the squares 
would also be responsible for curating events and activities that would enhance the 
contribution of the squares to the character and amenity of the area. In Kirklees we 
have been working with Locality and the local council to explore the potential for 
greater community involvement in the ownership and management of their local 
green spaces through the development of resident led social enterprises. 

Income, skills and governance
Unlike woodlands where there is the potential for income from stewardship grants 
and the sale of timber and wood products, public parks and open green spaces 
are often seen only as liabilities in need of public subsidy. A challenge for any 
social enterprise with an interest in managing these spaces is in the development 
of sufficient revenue streams whilst maintaining free public access. In the cases 
outlined above income from a levy on businesses or a ground rent paid by residents 
forms part of the business model. This may be seen as the beginnings of a move to 
put a value on the benefits that good quality open spaces provide for those who live 
and work near them, however it also harks back to historic precedents, with many 
of our local green spaces having originally been funded by a levy on local residents, 
by industrial philanthropy or by public subscription. 

The new models of management being developed for woodlands and parks are 
also characterised by the wide range of different activities and income streams 
which socially enterprising approaches develop. These include, providing training 
and education opportunities, services for those experiencing poor physical or 
mental health, or the income generated by an associated building, all of which 
add to the value that the space is delivering for local people and generate revenue 
for the enterprise. This in turn can be spent improving the quality of the asset 
and the public benefit it generates. A key challenge for any community enterprise 
developing new models of management for these kinds of assets is the wide range 
of business, environmental and people skills required to successfully manage these 
multi purpose enterprises. 
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lease that they will offer, making it difficult for a new social enterprise to be sure it 
will be able to recoup the investment it might make on a site.

In supporting the development of new approaches to public land management 
we have found it useful to consider separately the different components of 
‘ownership’,	 ‘governance’,	 ‘management’,	 and	 ‘operations’.	 In	 many	 cases	 we	
find that both the public body and the social enterprise are happy for the land to 
remain in public ownership. Such an arrangement means that the public body is 
able to exercise a degree of control and accountability through the terms of the 
lease, whilst the local community have control over the strategic aspects of the 
management of the site through the governance body of the social enterprise. 
Day to day management may be undertaken by the paid staff within the social 
enterprise or by external technical specialists. 

By considering these different aspects of ownership, governance, management and 
operations, it is often possible to establish where skills and capacity exist and where 
there are gaps. It also allows for a clear exploration of issues such as the landowner’s 
need for accountability and control, and where these conflict with the need of 
the social enterprise for freedom to operate. Such discussions also enable more 
practical issues to be taken into consideration such as who will be responsible for 
specific liabilities associated with a site or what type of in-kind resources could be 
provided by the landowner to establish or develop the social enterprise. 

New ways forward
Despite	growing	recognition	of	the	wide	range	of	public	benefits	and	‘ecosystem	
services’ provided by the natural environment the public sector is reducing the 
amount it spends on managing land. In many cases it is selling or transferring the 
ownership of public land to the private or community sectors, but we have seen 
little debate about changes in land ownership or the purpose of public, private 
or community land management. Land-based social and community enterprises 
have the potential to provide good quality environmental management whilst 
delivering wider social and economic benefits to local communities. However at 
the moment these organisations struggle to secure long leases and often operate 
on an informal basis that prevents them developing their businesses. Creating 
new models for managing public land will require new perspectives, new actors 
and new relationships.
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These are common goods, shared assets, which many different people draw many 
different benefits from, over and above the intrinsic value of biodiversity and a well 
functioning ecosystem. We know that people’s passions are raised when public 
land is threatened, but if we can no longer manage our public estate in the way 
that we have before then we need to develop new models that are enriching for 
both people and the environment. They also need to create livelihoods and help 
to	support	sustainable	local	economies.	Just	relying	on	volunteers	and	‘community	
spirit’ is not going to be enough. 

Changes such as those outlined here may bring conflicts between conservation 
and productive use, and we need to be clear where productive management 
enhances environmental quality and where it does not. There are other conflicts 
too. Public land has the capacity to provide different benefits to different people 
and communities, and we need good governance structures that use both 
representative and participative approaches to enable fair management and a 
fair sharing of benefits and resources and allow all members of the community 
are able to get involved in their local spaces. Perhaps most fundamentally 
we need new relationships between land owners, public bodies, technical 
experts, businesses and residents. These relationships in local areas can have 
long histories, often characterised by previous conflicts and unequal power 
relationships. New activities, new users and new funders bring new influences, 
and ways of working.

Making it work
Currently the public sector takes a transactional approach to management or 
disposal of its assets and to the commissioning of services. Private or community 
sector organisations are often expected to simply substitute for the in-house delivery 
of a service, but to undertake the work more cheaply. When it comes to land or 
buildings they are often expected to take on the ownership of the asset outright. 
Furthermore the only aspects of a service that are contracted out are those seen as 
a burden or a cost to the landowner: grass cutting, tree management, repairs to 
fences and paths etc. 

Social enterprise approaches to land management rarely fit with these expectations, 
indeed they often turn them on their heads. Rather than seeing the improvement 
and maintenance of the site as a burden and a liability, it is seen as opportunity to 
provide jobs and training, to educate and inform, or to provide exercise or improved 
wellbeing. Communities and social enterprises often have no or little interest in 
the ownership of the land or in the delivery of a straightforward green space 
maintenance	service.	They	see	the	potential	‘use	value’	of	the	asset.

From the landowner’s perspective, handing over the management or ownership 
of public land to a social enterprise can bring concerns about the risks associated 
with third party management, and loss of control over their future. This can lead 
to	contradictory	pressures;	the	pressure	to	get	the	new	social	enterprise	to	accept	
significant liabilities whilst at the same time retaining a high degree of control over 
what can be done on the site. It can also result in restrictions on the length of the 


