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Why graze woodlands?

Ancient and semi-natural native woodlands 
provide a range of habitats supporting a rich 
diversity of flora and fauna, many of which 
depend on the continued existence of these 
habitats for their survival. The ecological and 
cultural character of these woodlands owes 
much to their historical management and this 
includes grazing by domestic livestock. Past 
woodland grazing regimes featured cattle and 
sheep in particular, but also pigs, goats and 
ponies. 

Changes within forestry and agriculture since the latter half of 
the 19th century have led to the decline of �managed� domestic 
stock grazing in woodlands. Much farm woodland is currently 
unfenced and therefore completely open to grazing by both 
domestic and wild herbivores. In general, high grazing 
pressures have led to over-browsing and limited natural 
regeneration causing a reduction in the structural diversity. 

Whilst poor natural regeneration rates may be attributed to 
overgrazing by domestic livestock and wild herbivores, at sites 
where stock and wild herbivores have been excluded 
completely the more aggressive plant species can become 
dominant, shading out smaller and less competitive 
herbaceous species, as well as seedlings of some tree species. 
Where a �mat� of ground vegetation develops, seeds may be 
prevented from reaching the ground, or from establishing 
once they have germinated.

To maintain the characteristics of ancient or semi-natural 
woodlands, their distinctive bird communities and the 
abundance of bryophytes and lichens, some grazing is often 
desirable. As stated by Rodwell & Patterson (1994) �Grazing 
and browsing by large herbivores are natural features of 
woodland ecosystems and grazing management should be 
considered from the outset, in management of semi-natural 
and native woods�

This approach to woodland management has been the driving 
force behind the West Highland Woodland Grazing Project 
(WHWGP). This newsletter has been produced by the WHWGP 
in order to highlight the many benefits of controlled livestock 
grazing, primarily in semi-natural woodlands. We report on 
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the activities of the Project over the last few years, as well as 
highlighting the FCS S9 Pilot grant. Also in this issue we touch 
on the importance of historic management, both in relation to 
archaeology and biodiversity. 

Much of the focus is on activity in Scotland, though, we do 
have one contribution from south of the border! We would, 
however, be very keen to hear about other projects, events 
etc, relating to woodland grazing, that are taking place across 
the UK. So if you have any news please let me know and we 
can include it in the next newsletter. 

Lucy Sumsion
WHWGP Project Coordinator
Tel: 01499 302500
Email: argyll@fwagscotland.org.uk

The WHWGP would like to acknowledge 
grant support received  from the 

Scottish Government Rural Directorate,  
Forestry Commission Scotland & 

Scottish Natural Heritage. 
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The West Highland Woodland Grazing Project 
(WHWGP) has now being running for just over 4 
years. During this time we have held a number of 
very well attended workshops, undertaken a 
field-based review of some woodland grazing 
sites in Argyll & Lochaber and produced the 
Woodland Grazing Toolkit and Guidance Notes. 

Our greatest achievement, however, has been 
our involvement with Forestry Commission 
Scotland in developing the SFGS pilot 
stewardship grant �S9� for controlled livestock 
grazing in woodland, which was launched in 
spring 2005.  

Over the last few years the WHWGP has highlighted the 
important role that domestic livestock have in woodlands �
primarily through creating and maintaining mosaics of open 
and wooded ground. This diversity of habitats is essential for 
a number of species of conservation concern, such as black 
grouse, pearl-bordered fritillary, marsh fritillary and hazel 
gloves fungus. All these species are listed on the UKBAP and 
the SNH Species Action Framework. 

The SFGS S9 Pilot Stewardship Grant
The focus of this grant is to enhance woodland biodiversity 
whilst also sustaining farming activity, particularly in areas 
that are extremely marginal and where there is a real risk of 
abandonment of farming. The S9 forms a benchmark in the 
integration of agricultural and forestry support. So finally, in 
2007, the S9 Pilot came to fruition, with applicants signing 
contracts, fences going up and grazing getting underway. 

There are 25 sites involved in the pilot, from Lochwinnoch and 
Dalkeith in the south, through Perthshire, Argyll and north into 
the Highlands. Woodland types vary with some fascinating 
juniper woods in Perthshire, the oak dominated woods of 
Argyll, birch woodlands in the Highlands and even a relatively 
young newly planted woodland. The majority of sites are 
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using cattle as the main livestock choice, though there are a 
couple of sites using pigs. Some sites are being grazed all year 
round, others on a seasonal basis. The S9 funds operations 
relating to controlled livestock grazing (see Table 1 for 
payment details). One novel aspect of the pilot is that it 
encourages involvement of the farmer or grazier in objective 
setting, management planning, site monitoring, and short-
term management decisions. 

How are scheme applicants getting on, one season into the 
S9? In November 2007 we held a workshop for all those 
involved in the Pilot (farmers, site agents and FCS Woodland 
Officers). In the morning we visited Ardnaskie oak woods 
(courtesy of Lorne Nelson) just outside Taynuilt. Here we 
discussed how site agents, farmers and graziers had been 
getting on with monitoring. The farmers and graziers present 
had visited monitoring plots set up at their sites by the site 
agent, examined grazing indicator species, and recorded the 

West Highland Woodland Grazing Project:
Demonstrating how trees and livestock can grow together!

Activity Operation Op Ref 
number

Specification Units Standard 
Cost

Payment rate

60% 90%

Management 
Plans

S9 Woodlands: 
Management plan

900 To detail the controlled livestock grazing 
in woodland.
Min payment of £300.

ha 3.50 2.10 3.15

S9 Woodland Survey 901 To detail the woodland condition where 
controlled livestock grazing is taking 
place.
Min payment of £300.

ha 7.00 4.20 6.30

S9 Woodlands: 
Monitoring

902 Provide a monitoring plan at year 5 to 
show outcome of controlled livestock 
grazing.
Min payment £300.

ha 4.00 2.40 3.60

Woodland 
grazing

S9 Woodlands: 
Supplementary 
Operations

940 Agreed operations eligible for 
supplementing controlled livestock 
grazing in woodland

ha 100.00 * *

TABLE 1: Some of the payment rates available under the SFGS S9 Pilot Stewardship Grant
N.B. Other SFGS payments, such as those for building stock fences and repairing dykes, are also available for S9 sites 

James Colston, Farmer, helping with setting up a monitoring 
plot within the Brunery S9 Pilot site on Arisaig Estate
(photo Mary Elliott, Oct 2006)
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grazing or browsing impact on these species. If they felt that 
the animals� impact had been too great or too small relative to 
the site objectives, it was in their power to vary the 
management to help achieve the objectives. Where there was 
a good working relationship between farmers, graziers, site 
agents and Woodland Officers, sites were progressing well. 
This highlighted the importance of communication between 
the parties involved in a site. 

Some constraints
One of the constraints of the pilot was that no extra funding 
was available to support farmers while they learned about the 
monitoring process. A number of the farmers/graziers have 
become really involved in their sites, but have commented 
that they would have liked more training and support in 
undertaking the monitoring. We have noted several instances 
where site agents have kindly donated time to help farmers �
an indication of their commitment to the sites and to 
woodland grazing in general. We believe that any future 
schemes should include a much greater emphasis on training 
for farmers and graziers to undertake monitoring and 
surveying.

The farmers are keeping management diaries, which detail the 
time they spend working on the scheme and any extra costs 

3

Woodland Grazing Workshop visiting the Ardnaskie S9 pilot 
site (photo Gordon Gray Stephens, Scottish Native Woods, 
Nov 2007 ) 

Objective Setting

There are a wide variety of potential site-specific 
objectives relating to grazing in woodlands, 
ranging from reducing the density of birch 
regeneration to allowing previously over-grazed 
woodlands to regenerate, and from reducing the 
dominance of competitive sward species to 
increasing the population size of a rare butterfly 
species. Additional non-woodland objectives may 
equally be valid such as integrating farming and 
woodland management, maintaining and 
maximising agricultural activity on the holding, 
increasing opportunities for local employment 
and providing much needed shelter for livestock. 
Setting the objectives for woodland grazing at a 
site is critical to success. 

Even when planned to fulfil similar objectives, 
grazing management regimes require to be site-
specific in their detail as well as flexible and 
responsive in practice. The land manager, 
farmer, crofter should be involved in deciding 
the objectives, along with any specialists 
interested in the biodiversity of the site.

Luing cattle extensively grazing a 200 ha oak woodland in 
Argyll (Lucy Sumsion, Oct 2005)

involved. This information will be vital when the Pilot is 
reviewed and when developing a management option, and 
setting funding levels, under the new SRDP Rural 
Development Contracts: Rural Priorities.

Where next?
As the pilot continues, the monitoring information will be 
collated, and used to support the development of a technical 
toolbox by Forestry Commission Forest Research. This will aid 
the management planning process. We hope that this model, 
where site-specific management plans are drawn up and 
implemented by the farmer in collaboration with a site agent, 
can be used not just for future woodland grazing schemes, 
but also for other agri-environment options.

Over the next two years, in partnership with Forest Research, 
and in order to support all those involved in the S9 Pilot and 
others who are interested in woodland grazing, the WHWGP 
will continue to run further woodland grazing workshops and 
produce updates and newsletters.

The Woodland Grazing Toolkit, Guidance Notes and 
monitoring forms are all available from the Argyll & Bute 
Biodiversity Partnership website
www.argyll-bute.gov.uk/biodiversity

Further information contact:

Meg Pollock
SAC
tel: 01838 400524
email: meg.pollock@sac.ac.uk

Lucy Sumsion
Argyll FWAG
tel: 01499 302500
email: argyll@fwagscotland.org.uk

A more detailed version of this article will appear in the Summer 2008 
edition of Conservation Land Management.
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Glen Garry Visit  24th May 2007

In May 2007 the WHWGP organised a visit to 
the FCS grazing trials at Glen Garry. Over 50 
keen folk gathered from across Scotland to 
brave the rain and midges (yes the little 
blighters were out even then!). 

Indoor presentations were delivered in the new 
Community Hall at Invergarry, and participants heard 
about the background and results of the Glen Garry 
grazing trial from Adele Beck and Mike Smith of the 
Forestry Commission.

We then spent the afternoon visiting the woodland 
grazing plots in Glen Garry. This site is an extensive 
former native pinewood PAWS on the south side of Loch 
Garry, mostly planted between 1935 and 1970 with 
Norway spruce. However, 1,300 ha of PAWS have been 
clearfelled since 1996, with the overall objective being 
to restore the Caledonian Pinewoods in Glen Garry. The 
area was then enclosed by a deer ring fence, following 
which these early fellings regenerated densely with 
birch.

WHWGP WORKSHOPS 2007-08

In response to this invasion of birch regeneration, 
Highland cattle have been used for the last four years 
to aid the restoration process with the objectives being 
to diversify tree species, encourage regeneration of 
Scots pine, and create open space for rare 
invertebrates. Significantly the cattle are helping to 
maintain patches of open ground, which are important 
for rare butterflies and dragon flies. However, Sandy 
Ferguson, who is responsible for looking after the cattle, 
was keen to point out that they also pay their way. The 
cattle keep in excellent health in the woodland, 
eventually providing quality beef, which is increasingly 
sought after and is available locally.

Forest Research has been involved in the setting up of 
trial and has been monitoring the results. Three 
enclosures were set up with three different treatments:

�� C0: Control, no cattle
�� C1: 0.108 cattle ha-1 (19 cattle in 175.7 ha)
�� C2: 0.181 cattle ha-1 (40 cattle in 220.5 ha)

Early monitoring results indicate that the cattle are 
having a big impact on vegetation cover and species 
composition at both densities. However, the grazing 
regime in C2 has now been modified in response to the 
condition of the habitat and the welfare of the stock. 
This emphasises that setting prescriptive stocking rates 
can be too restrictive and may not deliver the 
biodiversity desired objectives. Grazing management 
regimes require to be site-specific in their detail as well 
as flexible and responsive to habitat condition.
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Argyll WHWGP Workshop 
March 14th 2008

Our most recent workshop included visits 
to two very different and contrasting 
woods in Argyll. Again a big crowd of 
enthusiasts (just under 60) turned out.

Ballachuan SWT Reserve
Firstly we visited the SWT Ballachuan Nature Reserve on the 
Isle of Seil. Sven Rasmussen, from SWT, gave us a useful 
introduction to Ballachuan, informing us that it was bought 
by the Scottish Wildlife Trust in 1984. The most unusual 
feature of the Reserve is that the woodland is almost pure 
hazelwood, with a rich ground flora and outstanding lichen 
communities. There are also species-rich wetland areas on 
the low-lying level ground to the west of the woodland, with 
fragrant orchid, northern marsh orchid and wild thyme 
present. Principal species of interest on the reserve include 
the UKBAP species: otter, marsh fritillary butterfly and 
Hypocreopsis rhododendri ('hazel gloves fungus'). 

We were joined on the day by local Lichenologists Andy 
Acton and Anna Griffith who were able to emphasise to us 
the importance of grazing in relation to maintaining the 
lichen communities. When SWT first purchased the site the 
aspiration had been to allow the regeneration of a high 
forest type canopy. However, our understanding of how 
hazel woods regenerate and how conservation objectives 
have evolved has changed over the years. Hazel will 
regenerate from the base and the woodland will perpetuate 
indefinitely, as long as grazing pressure is light enough. The 
woodland structure we see toady is an unintentional result 
of the history of past land use and has resulted in a cultural 
and natural history that we value. 

Seumas Anderson, a local farmer who seasonally grazes the 
site with his cattle, gave us an extremely useful insight into 
the practicalities of extensively grazing the wood and 
highlighted some of the challenges � such as trying to find 
them! 

As well as looking at the woodland habitat we also 
discussed, with Tom Prescott from Butterfly Conservation 
Scotland, the habitat requirements for marsh fritillary 
butterfly. The marsh fritillary is only found in Scotland in 
south Lochaber and Argyll, and is present on the reserve in 
the species-rich wetland areas. Here abundant patches of 
devil�s-bit scabious, the caterpillar�s sole foodplant, are 
found, with extensive grazing being an important habitat 
requirement. 

Currently the grazing regime for Ballachuan consists of 
grazing the woodland enclosure with approx 10 beasts in 
May-August and again in November-December.  The 
wetland areas are then grazed from Sept-November. 
However, under this regime Bob Black felt that the ground 
flora within the woodland enclosure had lost some floristic 
diversity. Whilst Seumas Anderson felt that the cattle were 
not able to maintain the right habitat condition for the 
marsh fritillary in the wetland area, and that parts of it were 
becoming too rank. Delegates felt that this situation 
emphasised the importance of site managers working with 
graziers to adapt grazing regimes in response to habitat 
condition and not to stick to set grazing regimes. 
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Barndromin Farm
In the afternoon we visited Jamie Mellor�s farm, Barndromin 
near Knipoch, a mixed livestock hill farm on the southern 
shores of Loch Feochan. The Allt Barrandromain Native 
Woodland is one of the sites in the Pilot SFGS S9 Stewardship 
Grant for Controlled Livestock Grazing (see page 6 for a case 
study on Barndromin). The woodland consists of mature 
native woodland on the slopes above the loch-side, containing 
a mix of native species; including oak, ash, hazel and birch, 
with localised oak-dominant stands. The woodlands, along 
with adjacent open ground, are representative of a number of 
UKBAP and LBAP priority habitats and associated species, such 
as red squirrel, black grouse and marsh fritillary butterfly. 

Jamie is an enthusiastic supporter of the principles of 
woodland grazing for biodiversity benefit, but sees his farming 
enterprise being equally important. We were also joined by 
Bob Black of Argyll Woodlanders who is the woodland agent 
for the site. Bob is involved in a number of the S9 pilots and 
has gained a useful insight into how well the pilot is working. 
Jamie�s overall aim is to have cattle grazing at the correct 
level for the marsh fritillary and allow the woodland to 
regenerate. 

As when we visit many of these heavily oak dominated 
woodlands, we had an interesting discussion about achieving 
regeneration. The question being should small felling coups be 
cut to encourage regeneration within the woodland? Peter 
Quelch advised, however, that we should in fact wait for 
windblown areas to naturally open up the canopy. Though in 
the meantime, maintain the woodland condition so that 
seedlings can become established when the windblow occurs.

Richard Thompson from Forestry Commission Scotland said 
that he had seen oak regenerate in Wales. However, he 
pointed out that it is significantly warmer there and that oak 
does need warmth to successfully regenerate. Richard 
suggested that oak may be at the limit of its northern extent 
here in Scotland. It may well be that a number of these 
woodlands, that are oak dominated, may in fact regenerate as 
ash woodlands, and they should be allowed to do so. If all the 
regeneration was birch, a bit of �gardening� might be required 
to maintain the oak and its associated biodiversity (though the 
number of oaks may be lower than as in the current woodland 
composition).

In summary an interesting and informative day was had by 
all. Feedback from delegates was very enthusiastic, many 
welcoming the opportunity to learn from the experiences of 
others. Workshops in 2008 are planned for the Highlands and 
Perthshire so keep an eye out for further details in due 
course. 
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Mainland Argyll is blessed with a beautiful 
coastline of islands, sealochs and well-
wooded hillsides. Barndromin is one of these 
woods, an ancient, moss and lichen-rich 
woodland of oak, hazel and birch 
overlooking Loch Feochan, just south of 
Oban. As woods go in Argyll, Barndromin is 
not large, about 20 hectares in all, though 
native woodland continues westwards long 
the loch-side and a conifer forest adjoins it 
on one side. Above the wood is a mosaic of 
semi-improved grassland, heath and young 
native woodland, mostly of birch. 

Like all old woodlands in Argyll, Barndromin has a long history 
of management. Clues to some of this history can be found in 
the ruined enclosure dykes and circular charcoal hearths still 
visible within the wood. The charcoal hearths are typical of 
woods managed in the 18th and 19th century to supply 
charcoal to the iron furnace at Bonawe, near Taynuilt.

Barndromin Farm is owned by Jamie Mellor and has been in 
his family since 1928. Jamie�s grandfather planted small 
groups of conifers through the wood in the 1930s. These trees 
have now grown up and have become a landscape feature, 
though the wood remains essentially a native woodland, 
primarily managed until recently for the shelter it gave to 
livestock. It was, and still is, managed as part of a 36 ha 
enclosure that includes the woodland and some of the open 
ground habitats above it. Inland of this is an ungrazed area 
that was included in a forestry scheme for the natural 
regeneration of native woodland, under which stock were 
excluded in 1997.

Up until 2007 Barndromin was grazed by both sheep and 
cattle. Numbers varied through the year with a winter average 
of around 40 ewes and five cows. There could be as many as 

60 ewes or 20 
cows with calves, 
depending on the 
amount of 
available grass. 
Stock were on the 
ground for most of 
year, though 
sheep were taken 
off during lambing 
from mid April to 
mid May. Stock 
were also rotated 
onto other parts of 
the farm for some 
of the time 
between July and 
December. This grazing pattern resulted in well-grazed 
grassland and wet heath, but also well-browsed and 
suppressed seedling trees.
Jamie felt that from a farming point of view the land was well 
grazed but not over-grazed. He was concerned, however, that 
the mature woodland lacked established tree regeneration and 
that sooner or later it would start to decline. Jamie was also 
very aware of the wildlife on his farm and had identified areas 
where scarce butterflies and moths breed. In particular, there 
are good populations of marsh fritillary butterflies and 
transparent burnet moths; the former a UK Biodiversity Action 
Plan species with a declining population, the latter a scarce 
species restricted in the UK mainly to the Hebridean islands 
and to a few localities on the mainland. Both species benefit 
from habitat that is grazed. The owner had observed that in 
the ungrazed, natural regeneration scheme the habitat had 
become rank despite low levels of deer browsing and the 
foodplants of the butterfly caterpillars were becoming scarcer.

The initial plan was to manage the ungrazed area and the 36 
ha of the Barrandromain enclosure together as an integrated 
controlled-grazing pilot under the Forestry Commission 
Scotland SFGS S9 Pilot Stewardship Grant. However, there 
would have been administrative difficulties in including the 
existing ungrazed area in the pilot so, reluctantly, it was left 

S9 Pilot Site Case Study: Barndromin Farm

The Barndromin S9 Pilot Site, showing the mosaic of 
woodland and open ground (Jan 2008)

Angus X cows with calves at foot, grazing the woodland edge 
(Jan 2008)
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out. Barndromin was entered into the pilot scheme in 2007. 
The aims were to reduce the overall grazing pressure within 
the woodland and in areas where regeneration could be 
expected (mainly heath and stands of open bracken close to 
existing woodland), whilst maintaining sufficient grazing to 
keep the heath and wetland habitats in a condition favourable 
to the breeding colonies of scarce butterflies and moths.

The sheep were taken off but grazing has continued with five 
cows with calves at foot, grazing throughout the year. 
Aberdeen Angus Cross cattle, the chosen breed, happily graze 
the whole range of habitat present at Barrandromain and in 
Argyll they are sufficiently hardy for year-round grazing. 
Invasion of the better grassland by rushes, thistles and 
bracken is an ongoing problem. Low intensity cattle grazing 
and trampling may slow the spread of these species, but will 
not stop it. So occasional cutting and weed-wiping to maintain 
the grassland area will be part of the project�s management 
regime.

Jamie is monitoring the effect of the reduction in grazing on 
the habitat as an essential part of the pilot and the grazing 
regime will then be modified as necessary. When managing 
for conservation, this monitoring does involve an awareness of 
key species and habitats that are likely to occur on the site 
and a working knowledge of habitat requirements. Before 
starting the woodland grazing project, a different owner may 
well have needed the help of someone able to identify these 
species and their habitat requirements, though after the 
project is set up habitat monitoring should be fairly 
straightforward.

At the moment it is too early to say whether tree regeneration 
at Barndromin will become established successfully under the 
initial regime, but the signs are hopeful. The cattle are 
naturally concentrating their attention on the areas of better 
grassland and, in winter, around their feeding areas. But they 
move around the whole enclosure, maintaining clearly defined 
tracks through the woodland and lightly grazing the less 
palatable heath, wetland and woodland field layer species.

Bob Black
Argyll Woodlanders
Tel: 01852 500372
Email: argyllwoods@btinternet.com

This article was originally produced by Bob Black (Argyll Woodlanders) 
as a case study for the forthcoming revision of the Crofter Forestry 
Handbook which is being produced by a partnership led by Highland 
Birchwoods. Entitled "The Crofter Forestry Handbook: Small Scale 
Forestry for Individuals and Communities", the new publication will be 
relevant to all with an interest in the management of small 
woodlands. Contact  info@highlandbirchwoods.co.uk to order a 
copy when it becomes available.

One of the monitoring plots, located in the species-rich 
grassland areas that are important marsh fritillary butterfly�
see photo below (Bob Black, June 2007)

One of the monitoring plots, located in an area dominated by 
bracken. The photo above was taken in June 2007 (Bob 
Black), the photo below shows the same area in Jan 2008, 
where the cattle have been fed through the winter.
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