A Woodland for Everyone

Purchasing land and planting a Community 

Woodland with absolutely no capital!

One group’s experience of setting up such a project 

on the edge of Bodmin Moor in south-east Cornwall

It’s not so much that we made Pentiddy Community Woodland happen, but more that it seemed to happen to us -  so much for our ideal of one year’s observation and thorough design work! 

When you’re faced with the option of seeing the field neighbouring your woodland project sold on, with a possibility of a developer procuring it for further expansion of an already over-populated village, or finding £15,000 in six months, what would you have done?  Well, due to my inherited optimism and thirst for a challenge (thanks, Mum and Dad!) I, along with the cooperative managing the adjacent land, set about putting the wheels in motion for an interesting and bumpy ride. 

Now seemed like the perfect opportunity to test out the theory mentioned on a Permaculture and woodlands course I attended a couple of years previously. The theory goes that the grants available for planting a new community woodland could be sufficient to include the purchase of the land provided that the work is carried out voluntarily.

The first job was to convince the farmer selling the land that there would be absolutely no problem finding the funds necessary to buy his field in the six months he was willing to allow. He seemed to have more faith in the idea than I had! 

Forests and Finance
The next obvious step was to contact the Forestry Commission (FC) about our eligibility for the Woodland Grant Scheme.  The officer who came out to discuss the possibilities with us was extremely helpful and sympathetic towards our financial situation.  It looked likely that we were eligible for the scheme and all the supplements available.  For the first time in my life something I wanted to do appeared to fit into all the boxes! 

Let me briefly explain the system:

Planting grants are paid by the scheme to encourage the creation of new woodlands.

The basic rates for planting broadleaf woodland are:

Woods less than 10ha


£1350 per ha

Woods more than 10ha


£1050 per ha

There are also extra supplements available. 

Better Land Contribution is paid for agricultural land which is either “arable land”, “improved grassland” or “cropped land”.

Better Land Contribution

£600 per ha

Community Woodland Contribution is available for creating new woodlands within 5 miles of a village, town or city and encouraging local involvement and public access.

Community Woodland Contribution
£950 per ha

  

To save you doing the maths, the maximum funding available to us was £2900 per ha

Three main sticking points arose with our project: 1) deer, 2) planting density, 3) timing of grant payment.

1. The deer in the neighbouring woodland make themselves very well known in the field in question - beautiful creatures that have a particular liking for young trees.  The immediate options of erecting six-foot fencing around the entire site, or using 1m tree shelters on every tree, were financially out of the question.  The problem was, however, resolved with a compromise:  deer are supposedly not too keen on eating alder; the FC officer therefore drew into our plan a thick stretch of alder where the field meets the existing wood, the theory being that the deer would decide – after the first couple of nibbles – that community woodlands don’t taste very nice! (unfortunately they’ve since proved to love it!). The other reason for not splashing out on the extra expense of fencing and shelters was that it would be cheaper to replace losses every year than to protect against deer.

2. Due to the size of the area planted (3.32ha) we would have to comply with the FC condition of high density planting – i.e. 2250 trees per hectare rather than 1100 trees per hectare for woodland of less than 3ha.  Yet more expense! (further conditions apply)

3. The grants are paid in 2 instalments – 70% on completion of planting and 30% after 5 years. We needed it all upfront ideally!

OK, so it was a promising start, but time was beginning to run out, and we still didn’t have a penny to pay the farmer.

 “Hurrah for local government!” may be an unusual acclamation, but we certainly shouted “Hurrah” for Caradon District Council’s (CDC) Local Agenda 21 officer, and the councillor who was at the time holding the papers on sustainable development.  And Hurrah once again for my parents who have taught me humility – I hadn’t realised I was so good at grovelling!  It took some doing, but we managed to secure an interest-free loan from CDC for 18 months to enable us to purchase the field within the six-months deadline and pause for breath.

Progress and Procrastination
Now to engage the local people.  Again with help from CDC we set up a Tree Sponsorship Scheme which, over Christmas 2001, raised £2,500.  At only £2 a tree this provided a great Christmas gift opportunity.  We also received a good response from our advertisement in the parish magazine for native tree seedlings for the tree nursery.  The posters for the first open meeting went up, and we had a surprisingly good turn-out of over 20 people, many of whom took on tasks to help us out.  From this we established a core group to form a Management Committee.

Unfortunately, by the time we had received grant confirmation from the FC it was too late in the season to start organising planting events.  This meant that all of the trees would have to be planted between November 2002 and March 2003, in order to claim the grant and receive the money in time to pay off the loan due at the end of March.  We were advised by Caradon’s Grants Officer that it would be much easier for us to raise the remaining funds if we were to form a registered charity – not something I would like to repeat.  There seemed to be a distinct lack of help available to community groups in Cornwall in setting up charities, but for £400 a day we could borrow someone from Devon – gee, thanks!  Finally, we fell upon the Community Projects Trust, who immediately came to our rescue and helped us to untie all the knots we had got ourselves into.  Thanks, Anna!  

Suddenly the doors to endless funding opportunities were flung open and we were successful with every application.  The combination of tree planting, community involvement and Cornwall obviously had great appeal to those who held the purse strings.  Funding came in from Western Power Distribution, the International Tree Foundation (ITF), the National Lottery’s Awards for All, Caradon District Council again, and 2,000 free oak saplings from Carpenter Oak, a timber frame building business in Devon.  To receive all this money we had to set up a bank account which was unbelievably slow and unnecessarily complicated.

Planning and Planting
The spring and summer were spent dealing with all this bureaucracy and getting everything ready for the planting season.  November saw the first planting day, which we used as an excuse for some good publicity, welcoming representatives from the two local parish councils and the district council to plant for an afternoon.  The first public planting day was held the following weekend with a fairly good turnout of volunteers.  The local primary school followed with their Tree Week, when every child planted a tree at the woods.  They incorporated into their curriculum an entire week of tree-based activities organised by one of our committee members.  It proved to be a great way to spread the word locally and get youngsters involved.

We arranged to have one planting weekend a month until March.  December saw volunteers providing mulled wine, soup and home-made organic goodies which were sold to the planters, providing yet more funds.  By the end of 2002 nearly half the trees were in.

In addition to the monthly planting weekends, other community groups came out on weekdays to take part, including adults recovering from mental illness, the Practical Volunteer Team from the Silvanus Trust, a group of families home-educating their children, and environmental students on a visit from America.

On the whole we seemed pretty good at organising the weather for the planting days and, thanks more to the determination of a few, than help from the masses, we completed the planting by the end of March - bang on time.  Mulch (an adopted swear-word) proved a little more tricky to provide.  It was great that we were offered as much wood-chip as we wanted from a local woodland management business, but getting it all shifted over to the woodland is, even now, proving to be a logistical nightmare.

So, had we raised enough money?  Having bought all the necessary planting equipment – i.e. spirals, canes and trees – purchased insurance (which became another swear-word for a while), bought new gates, provided a prize for the logo competition at the school, paid for the transport for the mulch, received all the grant and sponsorship money promised, and paid back the loan – amazingly we were still in credit with an astounding £6.23 in the bank!  

Realisation and Relaxation
A celebration was definitely due after all the hard work but how can you throw a good party with £6.23? (Suggestions on a postcard please!). Once more to funding applications.  Again we were extremely successful.  With very little effort we received sufficient assistance “to provide a quality launch” – something else the funders like – from South Bodmin Moor Forum, the Silvanus Trust and the Healthy Living Initiative.  At last it was definitely time for that celebration.

On 5th April 2003 the sky was clear blue and I arrived, with my husband and baby, for the Grand Opening, to find two other people there – two of our trustees . . . . .  Thankfully a few minutes later two more arrived from our Management Committee.  Now we had enough for a party!  Was I overjoyed when the new arrivals divulged that they had seen hordes of local people walking from the village to the site?  In the end the turnout was quite beyond expectation.

The opening ceremony began with a reading of The Prayer of the Tree from the chairman of our Trustees.  The new logo, carved into oak by a local craftsman, was then unveiled by the logo designer from the local primary school, and the Head Teacher.  A representative from the ITF gave a speech of hearty congratulations, which brought tears to my eyes.  Then the new gate was opened and the villagers, for the first time, wandered freely around their woodland.  That sight made it all worthwhile, and for the first time the realisation of what we had achieved started to sink in.  Our celebration of woods and trees in the Community Centre that same evening, was heaving with people from 0 to 90 years old enjoying story telling, singing, poetry and percussion, all on a woodland theme. For a village that is reputed to lack any sense of community spirit, there was a fantastic atmosphere and a great sense of togetherness. 

We’ve allowed ourselves a whole month off to just revel in the feeling of success, but next week sees another meeting to discuss ideas for disabled access, a green gym, the Annual Pentiddy Woodland Picnic, a habitat survey, maintenance days, and of course funding - although it looks now as though it might be a matter of taking our pick and having to turn away prospective funders!

Context and Commitment
When you hear of the mass destruction of the world’s woodland environment at a rate of 15 million hectares per year, to have created a 3.32 hectare area of woodland in two years seems somewhat pathetic, but . . . . . when you remember that our is just one project of one community of one county of one country on this wonderful globe, it helps to put things into perspective.  It is our sincere hope that, over time, the inspiration of Pentiddy Community Woodland will reach way beyond the trees’ branches.

It’s great to wander with other villagers amongst the thousands of new trees, seeing their leaves unfold for the first time, knowing that, (despite some interesting planting techniques by some of the volunteers!) the tiny trees hiding inside those not-so-attractive rabbit spirals are alive and well.  Yes, it was without doubt worth all the hassle and frustration, the paperwork, last minute panics, aggravation from seriously slow solicitors and lethargic locals - and all those endless meetings!  This area of previously privately-owned, poor-quality grazing land has been transformed into a  woodland, freely open to the public for their enjoyment – for walking, picnicking, learning and relaxing.

One thing that has been made very clear to us through this experience is that money, time and people do not need to be seen as limiting factors.  All of this was achieved without a penny of capital, very few really committed individuals, and less than two years from the idea to the launch.

In the words of a great song by the group Seize the Day, I’m sure we’d all love to see more people “taking back our fields and our oceans and the clean air, so we can breath again”.  It’s not impossible. The land, money and people power is available, and it’s great to hear that more and more communities are taking up the challenge. 

If you are interested in setting up a community woodland then the Pentiddy Community Woodland group would be happy to help you in any way they can.  Contact Ele Waters at pentiddy@ukonline.co.uk, or telephone 0845 345 8596.

For more information about the Woodland Grant Scheme, contact the Forestry Commission on 0131 334 0303 or visit www.forestry.gov.uk  

