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AFTER THE ICE AGE

• 99% of Woodland cover was removed from 
Scotland during the final Ice Age.

• As temperatures increased Scots pine 
migrated back from Scandinavia to the north 
and probably from Ireland to the south where 
it populated the Galloway hills.

• Distribution and extent fluctuated widely.not 
fully understood but climatic changes 
impacted several times on spread and vigour 
of Scots pine.

• The final collapse between 4200 and 3800 was 
probably caused by an abrupt climatic 
deterioration
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PRE HISTORY

• Deforestation of remaining woodland starts to 
appear in the Mesolithic period.

• Stone age man cleared areas of dense 
woodland to improve the habitat for game 
animals and to improve the opportunities for 
hunting them.

• Neolithic period saw extensive areas of 
deforestation cleared for agriculture. 
Improvements in the quality of tools such as 
axes made this task much easier and more 
controllable than fire
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Pre Industrial Period

• With increasing and more sophisticated 
agriculture  deforestation continued apace.

• In Europe from around 1100 to 1500  
extensive deforestation was largely due to 
over population.

• Housing, boat building, heating and cooking 
required large amounts of timber.

• By 1500 they were running out of wood and 
faced a fuel and nutritional disaster as game 
also declined.

• They were saved by burning soft coal and 
growing potatoes and maize, two new crops 
from America
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Early Industrial period

• In the 17th and 18th centuries large scale 
exploitation of oak forests took place for iron 
smelting and to make tannins for the leather 
industry.

• By the mid 1700s much of Scotland was 
denuded of trees.William Roy was 
commissioned to map all woodland in the 
Highlands as part of the “pacification process”

• Later it became fashionable for estates to 
plant woodland and specimen trees as part of 
the great improvements and tree cover began 
to slowly increase again 
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INDUSTRIAL PERIOD

• As Britain became the workshop of the world 
and created a vast empire to readily access 
raw materials, it increasingly imported high 
quality timber from around the globe.

• Home grown timber became uneconomic and  
was gradually replaced by imported products.

• Local woodland users such as charcoal 
makers,  hurdle makers and furniture makers 
all struggled to survive and gradually died out.

• Woodland management declined and 
woodland became neglected
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FIRST WORLD WAR

• Woodland cover in Scotland fell drastically 
during the first great war. Access to the 
colonies, the Baltic and Russia was greatly 
restricted due to attacks on British shipping.

• The government requisitioned all home grown 
timber and very quickly huge areas of forest 
was cleared.

• Tree cover dropped to around 5% and much 
of what was left had little economic value
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POST FIRST WORLD WAR

• British government decided to set up a body 
to create a reserve of timber in case of war. 

• The Forestry Commission was set up in 1919 
to create this reserve and to manage Britains 
timber in a sustainable way.

• It would no longer be possible to fell trees 
without a licence.Felled areas had to be 
replanted.

• Gradually forests were established all over 
Scotland with particular concentrations in the 
Borders and the Highlands 
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POST SECOND WORLD WAR

• Government incentives in the form of tax relief 
and grant aid were offered to the private 
sector to encourage land owners to take a 
chance and establish woodland.

• Forestry was restricted to the uplands and 
poorer farm land. 

• Harsh climate, high elevation and infertile soils 
restricted species choice to Norway spruce, 
European larch and Scots pine.

• Later on lodgepole pine was tried on deep peat 
and gley soil with limited success. 

• Douglas fir was used to a limited extent on 
more fertile soils and sheltered slopes.
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SITKA SPRUCE

• Sitka spruce was the tree that came to define 
this rapid woodland expansion.

• Regarded as the best tree to plant on almost 
any site it began to dominate large tracts of 
the Borders and the Highlands.

• It was easy to establish.
• Was a low nutrient demander.
• Was fast growing.
• Provided an economic return to the owner.
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LATE TWENTIETH CENTURY

• Concerns were raised in the eighties about the 
scale of spruce woods and their negative 
impact upon the landscape.

• Foresters responded by applying landscape 
design principles to woodland creation 
schemes.

• Estates were encouraged to submit twenty 
year design plans for established woodland.

• The use of native broadleaves and open space 
increased biodiversity as well as improving 
landscape design.

• Within the last 20 years broadleaved planting 
has overtaken conifer planting 
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THE FUTURE

• The Scottish Government are committed to 
raising woodland cover from 17% today to 
25% by 2050.

• This increase will be delivered by FCS and by 
the private sector who are helped with grant 
aid in the form of  Rural Development 
Contracts.

• The Scottish Forestry Strategy proposes five 
strategic directions that include

• creating a diverse forest resource
• maximise the value of the timber resource
• woods for recreation
• a positive contribution to the environment


