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Living With Woods: A Social Agenda for Forestry

“New language and priorities have emerged which place the social dimension at the heart of forestry policy…The Forestry Commission is undergoing a cultural change. We have been learning how to embrace the new language and how best to demonstrate to other Government departments and agencies what woodlands and forests, managed in a sustainable way, can do in relation to their agendas.”

Woodland management and forestry in Britain is indeed undergoing massive cultural change that focuses primarily on reengaging the public with the woodland resource and on creating new spaces that span conceptions of the rural and the urban, and the private and the public. The sphere of environmental academia has long been preoccupied with addressing the mutually reinforcing dichotomies of nature/culture and rural/urban that have contributed historically and socially to disenfranchisement from the landscape, nature and the countryside. Policies such as these that address these divisions, encourage multiuse management, and seek to establish partnerships with a variety of stakeholders, are positive in changing the rhetoric of forestry and in creating new dynamic spaces that function in plural ways. The following statement from the Woodland Trust encapsulates a perception of trees and woodlands that recognises an intuitive relationship with trees that exists alongside other, more quantifiable, ways in which we assign them ‘value’: 

The importance of trees and woods goes well beyond their immediate value for biodiversity and their evident utility. They touch a much deeper part of what it means to be alive. They stir within us a deep, intuitive and spiritual relationship with nature. In caring for woodland, we not only ensure the survival of the wildlife it supports, but offer hope that we, and perhaps more importantly our children, can shape a better future (2003: 11).   

Most would not argue with this but contained within it are real challenges for forestry and a wider picture of sustainable land use.  In this essay I will analyse cultural perceptions of woodlands, forests and trees as located within historical and spatio-temporal understandings of the English landscape and in the ways in which we ascribe them value. I hope to illustrate how a more reflexive, self-aware and accountable approach to forestry practices in England is a step towards a cohesive view of trees and wooded areas as integral to sustainable land use practices and continuing environmental and social benefit. Within this ‘new language’, that the Forestry Commission and other bodies must confront and embrace, is a recognition of meaning as ‘emerging’ and ‘changing’. It can be argued that an approach to trees, woodlands and forest as both metaphorical and physical representations of emergence, regeneration and ‘life’ positions nonhuman communities as vital to the health and continuation of human communities in physical, psychological, emotional and ‘spiritual’ terms.  

Introduction

A consequence of taking a social approach to forestry could challenge conceptions of ‘woods’ and ‘forests’ in themselves. The Woodland Sensibilities report, written for the Forestry Commission, found that for many people ‘trees were nature’ and that in speaking about trees they were approaching a personal, more authentic, sense of nature (1998: 44). It also raises the point, however, that whilst these perceptions were common, they were not universal. The Asian students’ group regarded trees as essentially functional in terms of timber needs and climate change, whilst a group of Cardiff mothers were more concerned with issues of safety and security.  It is also significant that generally woodlands were valued as an element within the landscape, rather than as discrete spaces (1998: 46) so challenging both the spatially constructed and demarcated nature of woods in public and private ownership, and the organisational structures that manage them. These conflicting perceptions highlight the tension between trees and woods as integral to a sense of ‘nature’ that is vital to how we value and experience the English landscape. The ‘otherness’ of these spaces for urban communities has informed perceptions of forests as utility spaces or as places to be feared. Community forestry initiatives are much less about ‘forests’ than about integrating trees and green spaces into urban and urban fringe environments. The traditional concept of woodland or forest is primarily about trees; this approach to the ‘forest’ includes parks, grassland, formal and informal leisure provision, and the built environment. 

In our contemporary Western society, in which the nature/culture dichotomy plays out in many plural and contested forms, it can be argued that we retain an intuitive connection with our natural landscape, of which trees and woodlands play a fundamental role. Within this trees are enduring symbols that span generations and occupy temporal spaces that are both seemingly eternal and bounded within our own conceptions of the human life span. Trees are at once vital, political, spiritual and instrumental to our survival, thus existing as individual entities and collective wholes that exist in imaginative tension within spaces that we strive to order and control. In this essay I will examine socio-historical constructions of woodlands and forests within British culture and argue that these are intrinsically linked to the agency within the trees and the woodlands as entities in their own right. A dwelt perspective (Ingold 2000) of how we construct trees within our social and moral imaginations, that acknowledges the intrinsic properties of trees themselves as individual entities and as integral to the wider constructs of woodlands, forests and nature, allows an approach to woodlands and forests within which human and ‘natural’ agencies are mutually formed and forming. Trees and woodlands are a vital and valuable part of how we perceive nature within a British landscape that is controlled, tamed and gardened into the ‘consummate artefact’ (Macnaghten and Urry, 1998: 180) but trees themselves exist within our imaginations as entities that cross our human temporal boundaries, individuals in a sense that occupy a space within our understanding and serve to contextualise our own lifetimes. Our imaginative understanding of trees as beings that precede and succeed us must necessarily appeal to the agency of the trees themselves in that we must presume that they, whether this is an actual tree or future naturally regenerating trees independent of human intention, will continue to exist in much the same form beyond our own lifespan.  


This has implications for contemporary forestry within the changing rhetoric of bodies such as the Forestry Commission and the Countryside Agency, which are increasingly concerned with the multivalency of woodlands and seek to encourage multiple-use management techniques and approaches. There is an acknowledgement that the social and economic uses of forestry are changing and that this leads to changing cultural formations of patterns of use and perceptions of these spaces in both urban and rural contexts. Trees, woodlands and green spaces are considered healthful and beneficial to human communities in terms of the emotional, the physical and the educational. There is a sense that there are ‘lessons to be learned’ from trees within a mechanised and materialised culture that range from the benefits of peace and tranquillity, physical exercise, diverse healthful communities, environmental sustainability, and historical and cultural significance. The first section of this essay examines the historic, symbolic and spatio-temporal constructions that inform perceptions of trees within our imaginations and practices, and the implications of these for social forestry. I will then go on to analyse some personal experiences of working in social forestry and the accompanying tensions and contradictions that arose within them. 

[image: image6.jpg]



Setting out a Changing Social Agenda for Forestry

Social forestry seeks to promote trees and green spaces as healthful and socially beneficial in both urban and rural settings. In social forestry projects, the emphasis is primarily on public involvement and access, and whilst other uses such as timber production are acknowledged, they must not compromise community use of the space. Working in partnership with Groundwork, The Countryside Agency’s rural urban fringe vision is one that ‘serves the needs of both urban and rural communities, strengthens the link between town and country, and contributes towards sustainable development’
 The idea for these spaces, that seeks to address the duality between town and country, positions the rural urban fringe as a ‘gateway’ between the two perceived spaces. This vision for a ‘rich mosaic’ around our towns and cities is one that is very attractive and addresses the needs of many different stakeholders through partnership arrangement with public bodies, businesses and the general public. This vision seeks to promote a diversified future for the countryside and to work as a continuation of the objectives within the Government’s Urban White Paper that hopes to deliver an ‘urban renaissance’. Community Forests are an integral part of this vision. 

There are twelve Community Forests in England that have been developed in partnership between The Forestry Commission, The Countryside Agency and local authorities. Community Forests in England are located in and around urban areas. The initiative combines regenerating existing woodlands, improving public access, replanting etc. Much of the focus of these projects seems to be on marketing the forests (mixed areas of woodland, farmland, wetland, parks etc.) as a healthful and improving activity for the community. Interpretation of the sites plays an important role in this and ‘accessibility’ both physically and mentally is a primary focus. The following list of the primary aims of community forestry is an example from the South Yorkshire Forest website and is reflected in all twelve Community Forestry projects in England:  
· Transforming neglected areas, making attractive settings in which to live and work,

· Helping to make countryside easier for all, 

· Developing green links to connect the urban areas with the countryside on our doorsteps, 

· Protecting and creating new areas for wildlife.
 

These quantifiable benefits are fairly straightforward ways in which value is attributed and within which value can be quantitively or qualitatively assessed. Also acknowledged within Community Forestry and other social forestry projects of this type are other values that are unquantifiable, unknowable and uncertain. The following quote illustrates another aspect of social forestry that appeals to a feeling about trees as positive actors within communities and as contributing to a sense of vibrant, healthy communities that live and breathe. 

Community Forests are radically changing landscapes and modern-day town and city life, screening urbanisation in a veil of trees and lush greenery, softening the hard edges of contemporary development and breathing new life into tired neglected land.

The ‘dead’ and ‘tired’ industrial and post-industrial landscape is no longer positioned as separate from nature but as enmeshed within it, and as a result is ‘softened’ and, when endowed its own ‘life’, becomes more liveable. In the following sections I will examine in greater depth the role of trees and woodlands within constructions of life and death, ancient and modern, public and private, and the rural and the urban. 

The concept of the ‘forest’ is an interesting one in this context as it harks back to a mediaeval idea of forest as a combination of different spaces that did not relate as much to topography as to administration and included areas that were not wooded at all. These spaces, described by Schama (1995: 144) that included agricultural and pastoral land, meadows, scrub and towns and villages, were annexed to protect royal hunting and recreation interests and signified a move from common law to imposed state forest law. Depletion of timber stocks, particularly following the industrial revolution, led to a post-war shift in government policy towards ‘forestry’ as a practice that had intensive timber production as its primary aim
. This led to the classification of plantation woods as ‘forest’ and naturally regenerating and ancient woods as ‘woodland’ (Rackham 1986), with both as distinct from other forms of ‘nature’.  Community forestry takes the concept of woodland as a part of a larger context of ‘forest’ that includes parks, urban planting, open green space and the built environment. This ‘return’ to the forest, which arguably had been lost as a result of state forestry policy, positions the Forestry Commission, and other forestry bodies, in an entirely different framework within which forestry as timber production comprises an element but not the defining feature of their activities. Community Forestry is still highly structured and administered within private/state partnerships and so cannot be meaningfully said to be returning to ‘common law’ but it does recognise a much wider range of needs and benefits for a diverse range of stakeholders, and takes seriously public consultation and the creation of shared ownership.  

The Ancient and the Modern 

A Community Forest is a simple concept with universal appeal. Rooted in the ancient and familiar idea of the forest, it offers a clear and positive vision of a better quality of life which we can all share. (The Countryside Agency 1999: 3). 

Is this vision as simple as this statement would appear to assume? The ‘ancient and familiar’ concepts of forest are far from unproblematic and are rooted in a feudal and highly managed context of our historical imaginations. There is a sense within the reassessment of forestry methods, particularly within Forestry Commission policy, that evokes a sense of a return to older values that combines a rejection of the highly modern approach of mechanised, regimented techniques and locates them within a contemporary social agenda. Edlin, writing in 1947 primarily for the layman, shows how woodlands have, even when seen in instrumental terms, inspired the spiritual and the poetic within a romanticised British landscape that persists in the popular imagination: 

The forest which …[the forester] preserves or creates will have its own influence on the wild life of the surrounding country, and if it thrives, will provide not only a profitable supply of timber but also a source of interest and beauty for all who encounter its leafy shades. For in the forest the rhythm of season and weather reveal themselves through the growth of the trees. The uncrumpling fragile buds of spring, the green mantle and canopy of summer, the glorious russet browns of autumn, and the fantastic white winter covering of frost and snow, mark the passage of the years that add to the stature and value of the forest giants. Wind, cloud, and sunlight reveal new beauties amidst the bare branches or dancing leaves. Rare birds and shy four-footed creatures carry on the intricate business of their lives in the woodland depths, and the ring of the axe proclaims man’s mastery over the forest realm (Edlin, 1947: 3). 

Woodlands as places of beauty, inspiration and stimulation is apparantly not something that we have lost as a society but is something that hasn’t been effectively addressed with state policy as a resource with value in its own right. The recognition now is of a range of opportunities that exploit other ways in which we value, and benefit from, a connection and understanding of spaces in which nature thrives. Health, leisure, tourism and business practices have all been shown to thrive in contexts where trees, woodland and green spaces are an intrinsic part of the places in which we live and work
. The Community Forestry initiatives and other social forestry schemes link up some important concepts through the integration of the mutually reinforcing dualisms of economic gain and public benefit, the public and the private, the rural and the urban, and nature and culture. Central to addressing these dualisms is the valuing of nature ‘in its own right’, a concept that remains explicit and yet often unarticulated in the ways in which we assign value and construct meanings within our landscape. 

Ingold argues that the ‘genealogical model’ of ancestral relations with nature, in which land and ‘ahistorical nature’ provide merely a backdrop to human history and upon which is imprinted ancestral memories comprised of cultural memory, language and tradition, fails to acknowledge the role that nature itself plays in forming ancestral memories. Ingold proposes a ‘relational model’ within which ‘cultural knowledge and bodily substance are seen to undergo continuous generation in the context of an ongoing engagement with the land and with the beings – human and non-human – that dwell herein’ (2000: 133). Social forestry agendas, that attempt to link up ancient woodlands with new planting and other multiple approaches to ‘greening’ cities, would to appear to reflect the properties of the relational model as continuously generative and a process of ongoing engagement. Areas that are open, accessible and usable are spaces that will ultimately generate their own meanings aside from those that are ‘prescribed’ by the state. The social agendas of healthful activity, emotional literacy, respect and education are highly controlled and anthropogenic but there is also an element of uncertainty as the medium in which this is to happen (woods) is one that has its own ‘natural’ agenda and agency. All that humans can do is to provide the framework within which it can be ‘allowed’ to happen and so becomes an exercise in appropriation rather than domination (Lefebvre 1991: 164-8). The implications for this within human communities is that, ideally, spaces become mutually generating and that granting nature a role within this process promotes a better understanding of a sense of human ‘naturalness’, whilst also understanding the manipulative role of the human within our landscape. 

An important way in which we conceptualise the significance of trees in relation to our own lives is in the sense of a life that extends beyond our own. Trees are important symbols in this sense because we can perceive them as having a similar process of birth, aging and death that we do, and yet it also allows us to conceive of a living entity that can precede and succeed our own temporary existence. Trees would seem to represent a solidity and continuity that remains within the boundaries of our abstract abilities to conceptualise time. Ingold, in his relational model and leading into a discussion of dwelling, argues that rather than living in state in which land is a inanimate blank canvas on which successive generation write and rewrite histories, land and history are equal players in the progenerative process:

Every being, in the course of its life history, works in the first place to secure its own procreative replacement. Thus there is no opposition, here, between history and land. Both carry the same intrinsic temporality. Woven like a tapestry from the lives of its inhabitants, the land is not so much a stage for the enactment of history, or a surface on which it is inscribed, as history congealed. And just as kinship is geography, so the lives of persons and the histories of their relationships can be traced in the textures of the land. (Ingold 2000: 150) 

Applying this concept to an analysis of how we perceive trees within our landscape is valuable and pertinent; we can look at patterns of management, planting, symbolism and emotion and see how woodlands and forests within the landscape are indeed ‘history congealed’. Within British culture, the challenge is to understand and address the elements of Western society in particular, that are held up within Ingold’s thesis as the ‘bad guys’ of the imposed genealogical model (2000: 151) and that have led to the creation of the nature/culture, land/history dichotomy. In contemporary woodland management and community based forestry initiatives, the question of history, and somehow the reversal and return to ‘traditional’ methods and understandings of woods and trees, has formed much of the rhetoric of public engagement and the acknowledgment that forestry had somehow strayed from a path to which we must return and recreate in a modern context. 

Ingold points out that the domestication that we usually associate with crops are of plants that have short life spans in relation to our own. Large tree crops then are difficult to place in this category, as they seem to span the divide between the wild and the domestic, and the notion of them as domesticated becomes largely untenable.  

Of an ancient tree that has presided over successive human generations it would seem more appropriate to say that it has played a part in the domestication of humans rather than having been domesticated by them. (2000: 86) 

Ancient British woodlands particularly span the boundaries between wild and domestic although these categories are very wide and in constant flux. This idea of domestication by trees is also reflected in traditional woodland management techniques that exploit natural regenerative processes. Coppicing has taken place within our woodlands for thousands of years and yields a rotational crop of small diameter timber through the cutting back of tree stumps or stools, so exploiting the natural ability of broadleaved trees to re-grow after cutting.  Biodiversity within coppiced broadleaved woodland is unique due to this process and is one of the few examples of a human activity that works in symbiosis with nature, to the extent that to stop coppicing can threaten species like dormice and rare butterflies.  Ancient processes and ancient woodland are mutual constructions that have emerged as practices informed by both humans and nature. It is impossible for us to conceptualise the age of an ancient woodland because the ancientness can not be attributed to any one entity, it is the regenerative organism of the entire woodland that is ancient. So whilst it is artificial for us to assume a tree is domesticated, it is impossible to assume it for a woodland. 

Valuing Trees

The social agenda for forestry is in part an economic reaction that recognises that ‘value’ is not simply about production and this is made more pertinent by the low economic value of plantation timber. Much of the economic value of woodlands is now in public access and leisure activities and there is also an acknowledgement of other forms of value that cannot be assessed simply in monetary terms. It should be pointed out, however, that the deficit created by loss of timber revenue, that allows for other ‘values’ such as quality of life, a sense of nature, and spiritual connections with trees and the landscape to emerge and be encouraged, is often offset by funding through grant making bodies and state initiatives. Funding of this sort is located within a much broader societal agenda that hopes to promote health, education and sustainable business practices through the effective use and management of high quality green spaces and ‘forests’. The Red Rose Community Forest mission statement is: ‘To develop well-wooded multipurpose landscape that will improve the quality of life for those living within the Forest boundaries, create better environments into which businesses can invest and that people will use, cherish and enjoy’.
  This concept of development would appear to be at odds with a ‘traditional’ view of environmental projects in which the twin demons of ‘progress’ and human intrusion into the natural world are decried and we seek to protect nature’s spaces from the ravages of modernity. This valuing of nature as distant and detached from our lived spaces provided us with a sense of the ‘other’ of nature that exists independently of ourselves, but also creates actual and conceptual boundaries between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’. The spatialised construction of our landscape is a point to which I will return. 

Pakenham’s book of tree portraits Meetings With Remarkable Trees represents trees as ‘individuals’ with ‘personalities’ (2001: 10) that are highly valued as aged and with established historical provenance. The trees are very much rooted in English landscape and history, most of them being ‘aristocratic’ in their heritage. He refers to them as ‘living documents’ older than many ancient monuments. Almost all the trees listed are situated within the ‘upper classes’ of the tree world, located for the most part in estate woodlands, parks and botanical gardens, and most are planted rather than having naturally generated.  Most of the yews are in churchyards where they often predate the churches themselves. Notable exceptions to this are the Tolpuddle Sycamore under which the Martyrs gathered, and the Arch-Rebel’s Oak from which Robert Kett led a peasant’s revolt in 1549. Packenham himself comes from Irish gentry and lists trees that were planted in his family estate. As his predecessor grew in status so the oak tree he planted grew ‘tall and upright’ reflecting perhaps his ‘going up in the world’. So Packenham the younger has a emblem of his ancestor, the ‘Squire’s Walking Stick’ that has grown to be the tallest tree in Ireland and was planted as a part of his patriotic duty to replenish Ireland’s depleted timber stocks (2001: 34), albeit for a cash incentive. It is interesting that John Evelyn, writer of that other famous book of tree portraits, Sylva, described Kett’s Oak or the Reformation Oak as a ‘goodly tree…abused to cover impious designs’ (Packenham 2001: 151), as if the royal status to which the oak had been elevated since the Boscobel Oak saved Charles II from capture by the Roundheads, was compromised by the radical Left. These trees are very much the products of human design and, whether planted or naturally generated, they owe their survival in the most part to their locations within particular human structures of landscape and history. Their provenance as markers of historical events or situations has afforded them a pardon from their other main anthropogenic purpose as a source of timber. Schama describes these trees as ‘vegetable proclamations of British immortality’ (1995: 170).

Trees are objects that are endowed with memory. They are given the status of disinterested, passive observers gathering memories within themselves and storing them within their fibres. Human memories are forged around the memories of trees and we mark our positions in the world and time by their presence. We are obsessed with their ages and what they can tell us so when a tree such as an ancient yew proves undateable it becomes even more sacred and mysterious, as if it is withholding information. Also then, they cannot be allowed to die and when they do become the victims of storms or of sheer age we mourn their loss as we mourn the loss of a loved one. A tree can physically tell the story of many years gone by in its management, its growth rings, the objects found inside it and the graffiti carved into its bark. The tree becomes a kind of living archaeology that both precedes and outlives us. Dendrochronology is a useful tool for dating ancient artefacts and surviving timbers in buildings as well as aging the tree itself. By matching growth ring patterns scientists have been able to map climate changes and record weather patterns such as unusually hot dry summers and very cold winters. Aldo Leopold writes of his experiences of cutting down trees and the ‘history’ that is contained within the growth rings:

Now we cut 1910, when a great university president published a book on conservation, a great sawfly epidemic killed millions of tamaracks, a great drouth burned the pineries, and a great dredge drained Horicon Marsh. 


We cut 1909, when smelt were first planted in the Great Lakes, and when a wet summer induced the Legislature to cut the forest-fire appropriations 


We cut 1908, a dry year when the forests burned fiercely, and Wisconsin parted with its last cougar. 


We cut 1907, when a wandering lynx, looking in the wrong direction for the promised land, ended his career among the farms of Dane County. 


We cut 1906, when the first state forester took office, and fires burned 17,000 acres in these sand counties; we cut 1905 when a great flight of goshawks came out of the North and ate up the local grouse (they no doubt perched in this tree to eat some of mine). We cut 1902-3, a winter of bitter cold; 1901, which brought the most intense drouth of record (rainfall only 17 inches); 1900, a centennial year of hope, of prayer and the usual annual growth ring of oak. 


Rest! cries the chief sawyer and we pause for breath. (1949:11-12) 

Leopold’s description assigns human history to the tree that represents a constant through the passing of time. There is a sense that the tree presides as a kind of impassive observer over the vagaries of human and natural history, and yet the tree itself is not a constant, as it also changes both in response to and informing the events that unfold around it. The allegory contained within the process of felling and sawing is that of the tree as both integral to history and as existing independently of it. As Leopold comments: ‘by its fall the tree attests the unity of the hodge-podge called history’ (1949: 17). 

Watkins chronicles the changing perceptions of a particular group of trees, the ancient oaks of Sherwood Forest. These include the links with the owners of the estate and also the cultural inheritance of the Robin Hood myths. Watkins documents the layers of meaning that have been attached to these trees:

They have been prodded and probed, lopped and pollarded, exploited and felled. They have designated status and power and caused legal disputes. They have been the subject of archaeological experiment and aesthetic reflection. They have been categorised as fuel, timber, picturesque, dead and habitat. Yet at their core remains a mystery; their very hollowness ensures that we remain innocent of their ancestry and antiquity. (p111)

It is not necessary to go into all the layers that Watkins writes of. It is significant however that these trees can be the focus of so much human and non-human history. The suggestion that their hollowness ultimately prevents us from fully understanding them highlights the fact that we can only ever have partial knowledge of them as organisms and as human ‘artefact’. An artefact is something that has come into existence and will pass out of existence as the result of human design and so these oak trees, whilst to a certain extent owe their continued existence to human design, will always be beyond the realm of the human. 

Veteran trees exist in our imaginations as extraordinary individuals with a woodland community. We try to keep our old trees alive because of their anthropogenic histories and ‘memories’, as illustrated above in Pakenham’s tree portraits. It is as if because of their capability to outlive us and hence cheat our own notions of time and give life span, we feel we cannot allow them to die. Very old trees in our British climate, such as ancient yew trees and oaks, rot from the centre and so cannot be dated using dendrochronology. They hence escape our attempts to locate them in linear time. We do not know if the yew trees in churchyards, which often predate the churches themselves, were planted as a part of earlier pre-Christian sacred spaces or whether the trees informed the sites. Old, historical trees were not always such but seem to be given a stay of execution based partly on their sheer age but also on their historical significance. But this would seem to contradict how people actually interact with their trees, as most people react and respond to trees in an embodied and emotional way that has no particular regard for history, unless, of course, that history is spelled in the accompanying sign board. I have often stood underneath old trees in awe of their great age and wondered about all the people that have stood and done the same, the lovers that have carved their names into the bark and the children that have climbed them, and this would seem to be a much more transient and indeterminate notion of history and time. The process is largely imaginative and generative. 

Schama comments that whilst ‘[t]he greenwood was a useful fantasy; the English forest was a serious business’ (1995: 153) so highlighting that whatever myths abounded, the principal concern of the state was in producing valuable timber both as a source of income and a strategic commodity. This perception can still be seen today in the attitudes of woodland owners but has strikingly changed in state policy. The perceptions of the aristocratic landowner as custodian of the forests are still played out today within estate woodlands. A study prepared for the Forestry Commission, into the attitudes of landowners towards public access of their woodlands shows that they hold a strong emotional commitment to the woodlands and their ‘duty’ to protect them in terms of biodiversity, landscape and provenance (Sime et al. 1993). They also appear to be very clear in the groups that they find acceptable within the woodlands, with a suggestion that they consider many groups, for example unsupervised young people, campers, mountain bikers and New Age travellers, to be ‘ignorant’ in their use of the woodland (1993: 47). 

Trees as Symbols of Life

The Woodland Trust (see p1) state that trees touch ‘a deeper part of what it means to be alive.’ This idea of an unquantifiable sense of nature as valuable to us as individuals and within our communities is a concept increasingly beginning to be addressed within contemporary forestry policy. Much work has been done on the symbolic, spiritual and instrumental significance that trees hold in many parts of the world. Popular environmental discourse decries the loss of forests in football field sized units, or areas the size of Wales, in vast distant places in the name of ‘progress’. In Britain, however, wooded area is, contrary to popular belief 
, actually increasing albeit at a slow rate, much plantation timber is worth little as a crop and there is an increased concern to reacquaint ‘ordinary people’ with woodlands for the purposes of education, leisure and recreation. 

Trees are more anthropocentrised than any other member of the plant kingdom. They are both individuals and part of a forest ‘community’. Trees symbolise longevity, a transition between past, present and future. They often both precede and succeed our own human lives. Although they share many living properties with us there is also an important salient difference: they could be seen as representing a ‘simpler’ and ‘purer’ form of life that is both at the mercy of human activity and yet reduces the human social experience to a somehow irrelevant complication. Trees are importantly non-human in their stability and reliability; they occupy a symbolic and temporal space distinct from and yet coherent within our perceptions of the spaces that we inhabit as humans in the world and hence have become a popular model for the moral imagination. Trees that are integrated into our lived environment represent the continuation of a healthy and vibrant community. Much of the rhetoric that surrounds community forestry initiatives has the idea of legacy in its conception. Historically many woodlands, estates and plantations have also been created or managed with the idea of legacy but the focus was somewhat different; the emphasis was more on a timber legacy, the legacy of a creating a beautiful, inspirational place for future generations, or a legacy of power, influence and ownership. Social forestry has these elements and a further agenda, one that tries to create the legacy of a healthful, environmentally literate and educated public with trees as the continuing presence. Forests become a potent physical manifestation of sustainability that can be seen, felt and experienced directly, and contrasts with the conflicting perception of monoculture plantations as unsustainable and hostile to human and nonhuman life.  Ownership in this context takes on a different meaning in that, ideally, the siting of trees and woodlands in contexts that are open, accessible and integrated into living spaces will engender an inherent sense of shared ownership and pride. 
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At some time, perhaps in 2030, perhaps sooner, a tree will be planted which will mark the achievement of the Community Forest programme’s long-term target of 65,280 hectares of additional tree cover in England…The tree will add beauty to the landscape. But its real significance will be as a symbol of a countryside which is not just to be looked at but is a part of people’s lives. It will have been shaped by a local community who will be using it for work, education, recreation – in short, a living countryside. (Countryside Agency 1999: 16)

Within this vision is the tacit understanding that we cannot predict how society will evolve and change, but also that the one thing we can be sure of – inasmuch as we can be sure about anything – is that people will continue to like trees and continue to symbolise trees and woodlands as places that connect them to a sense of nature and that which is not ourselves. 


In ethnographic terms our understandings of trees within British culture are plural and contested. Pre-Christian imagery of the sacred is inextricably tangled with Biblical tree of knowledge imagery, with Imperial English ‘heart of oak’ images of conquest and superiority, with Royal and aristocratic historical figures, with folk heroes such as Robin Hood attaining liberty in the greenwood (Schama 1995: 135-79), with Romantic constructions of landscape, with New Age ‘tree hugging’, with the global implications of deforestation, with woods as the hiding place of murderers, rapists and the Blair Witch, they go on… At the centre of all this the trees continue to grow at the periphery of our perception and occupy a place in time-space that is undeniably non-human in scope. This ‘otherness’ underpins all the above constructions of trees and woodlands that we have created and continue to create within society; a tacit assumption and understanding of the agency of the trees themselves regardless of how we manipulate and utilise them.  Laura Rival argues that ‘trees are used symbolically to make concrete and material the abstract notion of life, and that trees are ideal supports for such symbolic purpose precisely because their status as living organisms is ambiguous’ (1998: 3). Schama notes that ‘the cultural habits of humanity have always made room for the sacredness of nature’ (Schama 1995: 18) and Rival extends this to point out that ‘destruction and denial have always come with worship’ (Rival 1998: 19). These notions of ambiguity and seeming paradox would seem to echo the contested ways in which we perceive trees within our society and the internal struggles of organisations charged with the responsibility to mediate our cultural relationships with woodlands. Attempts to deny the agency of nature, that can perhaps be best seen in monoculture coniferous plantations in often unsuitable locations, have fallen foul, both economically and socially, of our societal expectations of trees within our landscape and cultural activities. There is also an ambiguity between perceptions of trees as individual entities and woodland communities because whilst trees have a lifespan and will grow and die in an echo of our own lives, woodland is a continuum that will constantly regenerate and develop. Mechanised and pseudo-militaristic plantations seem to locate the tree, a symbol of the anti-modern (Zelter p221-32), in a very modern context but it is this notion of plantation that reinforces this. The trees within the plantations are the same as any other tree in life-force and vitality but this becomes devalued in the context of the timber factory. These are disenfranchised trees that exist in space-time at the will of humans.


It could be logically argued that for a tree to represent life it must therefore represent death, and if representing health must represent ill-health. The death or ill-health of an individual is saddening but it is an integral part of life and does not mean death or ill-health of community or society. A plantation comes into being (is planted) at the same time and will also die (be cut down) at the same time in an image of a mass genocide that is counter-intuitive to our notions of trees as representing life and continuation. These images reflect those of human communities in which disenfranchisement and inequality can lead to grave injustices, and social and economic disadvantage. There is another way in which trees ambiguously represent life as we also think that in many situations it is totally justified to cut down a tree for use as timber. We need trees and we need timber, and it is not a moral dilemma to selectively cut down or manage trees in a ways that do not threaten the regeneration and continuation of a woodland in terms of health, life and biodiversity. The moral dilemma only comes into play when the tree, as outlined earlier, takes on significance as an individual with a defined history of human social importance. This can be seen with many ancient trees that have been anthropocentrised to the extent that they have names, protection orders, portraits both visual and literary and a defined provenance. Trees as symbols of vitality and life hence extend beyond the realm of the individual and yet retain significance as individuals in their own right with a measurable life-span. 

Bloch argues that there is no clear distinction between life and death, and highlights the tensions between the ‘presence and absence of intentionality and life’ (1998: 53). Whilst he agrees that tree symbolism is related to a universality in the conceptualisation of ‘life’, he also argues that this cannot have a totally cognitive grounding. Trees as ‘alive’ relates only to some aspects of trees in relation to ourselves. He challenges the notion that all people have an innate understanding of what it is that constitutes life itself and instead suggests that a ‘graded picture of life’ (1998: 52) in which animals, plants and other organism such as moulds and lichens, are conceptualised differently. The main differences that he emphasises are that of intentionality and the fact that plants are apparently inanimate.  It would be difficult, for example, to talk of cruelty towards trees in the same way as we talk of cruelty towards animals, so suggesting that we have overlapping and plural understandings of non-human living things. As Rival succinctly puts it: ‘Trees are dubious candidates as living organisms, and wood is not object-like; both are at once somewhat alive, and somewhat dead’ (1998: 27). 
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James W. Fernandez uses examples of ethnographic research of forest-dwelling peoples, and examines how trees become symbols for understanding societal relations and ‘repositories of knowledge’ (1998: 82). Fernandez argues that trees hold a powerful role in the imaginations of forest-dwelling peoples through their connections with trees that leads to a  ‘sense of similarity between trees and themselves and trees, their body social and body politic’ (1998: 104). His argument rejects the distinction between the emotional and the intellectual and focuses on the properties of trees that facilitate a perception of them as metaphors for the moral imagination: 

Trees cannot flourish in academic soil (‘bare ruined choirs’ they will be), unless we can do more than stir our imaginations with the social resonance of these images. (1998: 101)

The tree Fernandez talks of here is metaphorical and he uses it to evoke the tension between the symbolic tree and the actual tree, and between knowledge and intuition. Just as it is a fallacy to suppose that we can encapsulate a ‘true’ symbolic meaning of trees, we cannot suppose that we fully understand life and a universal moral truth. Deleuze and Guatteri make the proclamation ‘We’re tired of trees’ (1998: 15) and propose the rhizome – characterised as a continuous and complex network with no discernable hierarchy or beginning and end – as a metaphor that, as Ingold summarises, ‘gets away from the static decontexualising linearity of the genealogical model, and allows us to conceive of a world in movement, wherein every part or region unfolds, in its growth, in its relations with all others’ (Ingold 2000: 140). For Fernandez this rhizomatic model is reductionist as it denies the powerful emotive symbol that that trees have become in many forest cultures. Ingold makes the point that the actual tree is distinct from the metaphorical tree, and that the tree itself is rhizomatic when viewed in a wider context of the entanglements of relations within a woodland ecosystem and with humans. This argument is convincing and provides a valuable symbolic structure with which to challenge a linear arboreal model but Fernandez’s position is nevertheless significant. The rhizome, unlike the tree, is not a popular model in the moral imagination, and it would seem dubious to suggest that the tree, as an enduring symbol of regeneration and vitality, is not valid in the collective social imagination. It would also seem reductionist to suppose that people do not conceive of trees as part of a wider ‘rhizomatic’ network. I would tentatively suggest that trees are seen in both contexts, so reinforcing the tensions that we experience within our society between the spiritual, symbolic and instrumental ways that we experience and relate to trees and woodlands. Rival comments that:

Metarepresentations such as trees as ‘symbols of life’ do not necessarily violate intuitive expectations about trees, or entertain counter-intuitive claims about them. What they convey, rather, is that life is really mysterious and awe inspiring; it is not fully understood, it is never entirely interpreted, and it can never be essentialised. Neither life nor death constitute natural, innate conceptual categories. And this is the case for trees as it is for humans. (1998: 27) 

Trees then are positioned as entities that we can never fully understand, just as we can never fully understand our position as humans within the world. The power of trees as images and as ‘real’ entities, with all the accompanying tensions that surround how we use, live with and value trees as individuals, woodland communities and sources of wood products, serves then to reflect our own contested positions as ‘natural’ beings within the world, and our persistence in the ongoing futile quest to understand what is meant by life. 


The integration of trees into our everyday working and living experience could have significance for the ways in which we conceptualise them as symbols. The ‘arboreal’ model which values trees as individual entities with a moral resonance becomes complementary to a ‘rhizomatic’ sense of a world that moves and evolves within complex interdependent networks. There must be recognition that community forests are a project that is never complete and have symbolic significance that will change and evolve within the communities that live in and around them. The above statement from the Countryside Agency (see p18) includes the interesting comment that Community Forests, that are generally concerned with the urban, are about creating a ‘living countryside’ thus linking perceptions of ‘urban’ human lives and ‘rural’ living nature as integral to each other and mutually generating. 

Making Space for Trees

The English landscape is rigidly and spatially constructed both physically and within our imagination. This has led to plural and contested understandings of the significance of trees as holistic representations of ‘nature’ and ‘life’, woodlands as representations of healthful communities, forests as ‘timber factories’, and the multitude of ways in which we integrate trees into our human communities. This is happening in conjunction with the recognition that woodlands and green spaces are necessary and desirable as places of tranquillity, escape and inspiration; important for our physical and psychological health and well-being, imagination, education and emotional literacy, as well as socially and historically significant as part of rural English tradition and aesthetic. Community Forests, Urban Renaissance initiatives as set out in the Government’s Urban White Paper, and an increasing emphasis on the rural urban fringe are challenging the spatial boundaries that we commonly construct between town and country, rural and urban, nature and culture. The literature surrounding social forestry, at local, national and international levels, is full of ‘rhizome’ words; ‘frameworks’, ‘networks’, ‘partnerships’ etc. that cross physical, conceptual and political boundaries. These projects aim for ‘multi-functional’ land use that joins up the activities of all stakeholders (Countryside Agency and Groundwork, 2003). Our impulses are to attempt to order, delineate, parcel up and pattern the world. Our reasons for this are wide: ‘making sense’ of our position in an increasingly globally information saturated age; ownership, state boundaries and sense of place; economic and political boundaries etc. There is a tension in spatial constructions of woodland in that whilst flowing, integrated spaces are generally considered desirable, our impulse is also to assign spatial labels to places. This may be for reasons of biodiversity and maintaining spaces in which ‘natural’ nature can thrive apart from human impacts and intervention. There is a risk within social forestry policy that if woods are used primarily for social and economic good then the space in which nature can realise its intrinsic value is compromised. The historical and ‘natural’ significance of many English parks, forests and ancient woodlands is something that we generally feel is desirable to protect. 

Patterned Ground (Harrison et al. 2004) is a text that combines a series of ‘portraits’ of specific natural and human patternings in the world. Within this is the acceptance that uncertainty is an inherent aspect of reality. It proposes a point of view ‘…that is prepared to imagine the world before its patterns became obvious – and were parcelled up into domains investigated and policed by academic disciplines.’ (2004: 15) Within it is a sense of ‘macroscopic decoherence’ in which all systems interact with each other to the extent that the distinctions that we place on discrete systems cease to be credible. These ‘entanglements’ of nature and culture are seen as fundamentally positive and avoid the reductive and rather depressing assumption that all can be explained by science. Within these uncertainties we can begin to construct boundary conditions by which patterns and landscapes can develop. 
For us, this passionate, flawed, embodied, self-aware understanding remains of vital importance. That is, our approach to landscape is one in which we attend to the senses, the labour of the mind, the limits of our knowing and a passionate attitude to the things we observe. More than this we should be in awe and wonder at the immense diversity of the cosmos. (2004: 25) 

A concept like that of the Community Forests is an attempt to address the credibility of the discrete bodies that have traditionally characterised our woodlands. Research into public opinions, aspirations and imaginations has led organisations such as the Forestry Commission into a reflexive and self-aware position within which to question the ‘coherence’ of their remit. Uncertainty is now inherent within the institution, as it has been forced to confront and address a reductive, hierarchical and dominating approach and accept a situation that is altogether more uncertain and plural. So, as woods and forests become less demarcated, institutions become more plural, and the boundary conditions of both become shifting and transitory. Patterned Ground makes the important point that ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ do not disappear and that it is not desirable that they do so; they instead become interwoven, enmeshed and inseparable from each other. 

…we might be more concerned with the mysterious ways that nature and culture cease to be adequate to the description of ‘things’. This is not to obliterate the distinction (or to put ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ forever in scare quotes), but to ask about the intense tanglements of human (nature) and nonhuman (culture) that go into making the natural and artificial worlds sensible (without, of course, leaving the body as some artificial arbiter of what is natural, and what is not). (2004: 40-41) 

Harrison, Pile and Thrift, in the introduction to Patterned Ground, argue that an understanding of the role of knowledge within the world must, rather than denying analytical intelliences, acknowledge the role of unknowability, the partiality of knowledge that combines wonder and awe with ‘passionate forms of observation’.  This leads into the important point that ‘To recognise, and understand, that we are flawed witnesses does not remove the obligation to think about the things that we see. Nor to judge them’ (2004: 41). In this sense then it is relevant to consider and think about the varying ways in which we perceive trees; it is valid to consider ecology and biology as ways in which to appreciate the wondrous nature of a tree, and yet it is valid to admit that there are many things that we do not yet know or understand in how we feel about trees. Thoreau, writing in 1854, comments that ‘ Not till we are lost…not till we have lost the world, do we being to find ourselves, and realise where we are and the infinite extent of our relations (1983: 217), thus acknowledging and accepting the limits of our perception and knowledge. Patterned Ground seeks to allow these tensions between the strangeness and the necessity of classificatory systems to play themselves out (2004: 18) and allows – in a reflection of Ingold’s dwelling perspective – for the concept of landscape as a ‘palimpsest’ (2000: 26), upon which meaning is written and rewritten to emerge. This self-conscious, passionate and wondrous approach to patternings both human and non-human could allow to us to begin considering the elements that we value about the landscape and ourselves as beings that exist, with others, within it. In a sense, the problem becomes the solution and provides a creative and positive approach to reassessing the value and uses of dominated spaces. 

Lefebvre makes a distinction between what he describes as dominated and appropriated spaces. Spaces where nature becomes slave to our desires are dominated spaces and those that we ‘consume’ are appropriated spaces, hence many woodlands can be considered appropriated spaces despite their ‘natural’ status (Lefebvre 1991: 164-8). Macnaghten and Urry raise the question of why nature in England in particular has been constructed to signify ‘countryside’, a notion that does not exist in all cultures. 

The English landscape has been exceptionally crafted, a nature tamed, adorned and civilised, the consummate artefact. (1998: 180)

Whilst it may be possible to refer to landscape as an artefact in that it has been crafted and tamed by human intent, it is also constantly in tension, as a level of management must be maintained in order to prevent nature from ‘getting out of control’. This implicitly recognises an agency in nature that must be controlled and suppressed. The artefactual natures of different types of woodland and forest depend largely on the provenance of the area. The mixed broadleaved woodland is a part of a Romantic English landscape aesthetic and it constitutes what Lefebvre refers to as an ‘appropriated space’. A conifer plantation on the other hand is a ‘dominated space’ in that it bears little relation to what we consider desirable in the English landscape. As artefacts both are problematic; the plantation is totally of human intention and yet the trees are entities in their own right. Trees in the context of naturally regenerating broadleaved woodland are constructed as ‘nature’ but within the framework of a spatially constructed landscape aesthetic. Neither is completely natural or wholly artefactual. 

Trees in Time

An analysis of spatially and socio-historically constructed landscapes has the notion of time embedded within it. The ways in which we attribute value and importance to woods and trees are linked to how we perceive our place in the world in the past, present and future.  Ingold comments that: ‘Life is not compacted, as the genealogical model implies, into a linear sequence of procreative moments suspended in time, but is itself intrinsically temporal’ (2000: 143). In this sense the intrinsic temporality of ‘life’ as embodied by trees is linked to the ways in which we understand our own lives. Social forestry, that promotes woods and trees as valuable to human communities, must cross temporal as well as spatial boundaries through a recognition of agency in the trees themselves. When managing and creating a woodland or planting a tree is the acceptance that the individual involved will not be the person that benefits, just as a tree or woodland we enjoy today may have been manipulated by unknown people in the past. The continuum is the tree, or the woodland, itself. 

Tsouvalis comments on the way in which the production of timber from plantation forests crosses the spatio-temporal boundaries normally associated with capitalist production: 

…a forest is as much a work of nature as it is a product of labour, it is as much an imaginary construct as it is the material manifestation of an idea or vision. No matter whether defined as an ‘ancient woodland’ or a ‘plantation forest’, every meaningful, composite formulation is natural, social, and cultural at once. (2000: 46-47)

Tsouvalis argues that woodlands as ‘co-emergent spaces’ – which are both historical and grounded in nature, and within which socially constructed notions of time and space and bio-physical time-space must be considered – inform social practice and management techniques. Plantation forestry thus upsets traditional conceptions of space-time within forestry. The move from regenerative processes (coppicing, selective felling etc.) that work in a constant cycle to harvest timber within the wider context of ‘woodland’, which of course means infinitely more than simply the trees, is the antithesis of the plantation where the woodland ecosystem is not allowed and is certainly not encouraged to get in the way of timber production. Trees are clear felled and replanted so that there is clearly an end cash crop and the process begins again in a clear linear process with a beginning, an end, and a middle that is clearly an inconvenience that that the forester must bear. It all seems to be the epitome of a dark modernity that ends in a mass death rather than a constant process in which life and death are part of a dynamic system. And yet there is an inherent problem with the system due to the very nature of the trees themselves; they take a long time to grow. The Forestry Commission is now in the position where much of their mature plantation timber is not worth felling because it’s monetary value is so low due to the competitive prices of imported timber.
 It is almost as if the trees have the last laugh, because as society and the economy changes in complex ways that we are unable to accurately predict, they just carry on growing just as we wanted them to. It is the nightmare of capitalism that money locked up in the timber for that period of time then fails to realise its projected value. It seems to be a characteristic of forestry as a practice that much time is spent undoing the ‘mistakes’ of previous generations in order to reflect current social trends, which then in turn create problems for subsequent generations. 

Tsouvalis describes this approach to forestry as one that attempts to ‘conquer’ time-space with increased mechanisation and the application of modern technologies such as the use of fertilisers and pesticides. This conquering related to the physical presence of land but also symbolically exploited and appropriated spaces by characterising them as ‘wasteland’ (2000: 66). These places, commonly heathlands, upland grazing, ‘derelict’ woodlands and even sand-dunes, were often those that were unproductive as agricultural land and so were perceived as having little value. In order to transform these areas into forests that fulfilled the Forestry Commission’s definitions of meaningful and productive areas demanded the application of complex systems of knowledge and technology. These included massive drainage works, fertilisation and herbicidal control, ploughing, rabbit and deer fencing that permitted ‘wastelands’ of nature to become ‘socialised’ into a civilised and controllable form. This appropriation of symbolic notions of uncultivated or ‘useless’ space as wasteland is emblematic of the approach to land as a commodity and undermines other constructions of time-space that may be envisioned by other groups such as conservationists. It would apparently grant a license to develop forms of forestry that are not sensitive to issues such as biodiversity and public amenity simply because a ‘wasteland’ is constructed to possess none of these values. 

Control of trees themselves also changed and challenged perceptions of the meaning of timber production. As the mass plantation of genetically improved, non-native coniferous species became widespread, so did opposition to this form of forestry, and these forests were perceived within different parameters to historical estate forests and woodlands even though, as Tsouvalis points out, they are symbolically related. 

Plantation forests, in the form of spatio-temporal entities, were vastly different meaningful, composite formations than Royal Forests had been, and yet opposition to the former was related to the latter symbolically. The power of the oak and what it stood for lingered on far beyond the time when it had served as a pillar of the economy and the nation. (2000: 69) 

Production of timber in this way occupies a very different place in time as they are trees with a mass planned destiny as a commodity, one that will realise its worth within a given time span. This would apparently contradict the perceptions that we have of trees as emblematic of a life that both precedes and outlives us. The designation of ‘ancient woodland’ is very different from that of ancient trees; an ancient tree may outlive us but will still die eventually, ancient woodland will always remain so, regardless of human intervention, as long as it is naturally regenerating and the area remains wooded. 
 The woodland in this sense then could be said to possess a kind of collective memory, no single element in the woodland is ancient in itself, it is ancient as a process, a place, a spatio-temporal entity. 

Macnaghten and Urry identify the perception of time as ‘… a resource differentiated from social space, and is consumed, deployed and exhausted as nature is put to work’. The emergence of time and space as resources apparently independent of each other and of society and nature is one of the defining characteristics of modern society’ (1998: 142). Macnaghten and Urry argue that it is not possible to identify one time, only multiple times and that this is linked to the way in which we relate time to its system of measurement. They also comment that the distinction between natural and social times is ‘inappropriate and out-dated’ (1998: 143). The notion that nature operates within a structure that is inherently ‘time-less’ and that society is thus inherently temporal serves to deny the irreversible nature of our interactions with the environment and perpetuates the nature/culture dichotomy. Nature and natural in this context do not exist in some kind of equilibrium independent of our actions but are part of dynamic historical process within which human and non-human natures interact. 

Biological time is not confined to ageing but expresses the nature of biological beings as temporal, dynamic and cyclical – humans as having a life-cycle. And of course even ‘dead things’ like machines or buildings or physical landscapes are not merely ‘natural’ and time-free but are both of particular times and are constructed through temporal processes of entropy, self-organisation, dynamical chaos, decay and so on. (Macnaghten and Urry 1998: 145) 

A view of places as rooted within ‘community’ and as informing and informed by constructions of time, would suggest spaces in which people feel a sense of local distinctiveness and history that presupposes a sense of time and that change very slowly, precede us, outlive us and we can suppose will be present in generations to come. Although any space can be viewed in this manner, woodlands are sites to which people attach particular significance. Macnaghten and Urry, quoting Sennett, comment that these places, in which people stroll and linger, are ‘places full of time’ and heighten the sense of ‘glacial time’ that moves so slowly that we can’t perceive it in the moment (1998: 160). Woods are surely places full of time, regardless of whether they are ancient woodlands, arboreta, estate forest or community woodland. We cannot see a tree grow, we can only move away from it and perhaps later realise that it has changed in our absence, and we can’t see a woodland change although it is constantly changing. This glacial sense of time, as Macnaghten and Urry point out, is reflected in the nostalgic sensibilities of people to preserve the appearance of age and history in objects, buildings, landscapes (1998:160-1) and, as I have illustrated earlier, trees. They suggest that claims about the local seem to invoke glacial time, as opposed to the notions of state clock-time and instantaneous global media time. Preservation of the local thus appears to be something within greater control than the perceived uncertainty and lack of control of the rest of the globe (1998: 162). 


Within social forestry these notions of time can be problematic if simply for that fact that most projects happen within a set period of time and have a perceived outcome. Continuation would seem to be one of the principle factors by which meaning becomes explicit within valued spaces and so the challenge would then seem to be to produce spaces, and practices within spaces, that can develop in ways that are meaningful. The above debate has shown that discussions of history, landscape, value and the spatio-temporal in relation to trees and woods in the English landscape are overlapping and plural. The challenge for social forestry is to attempt to address these issues within frameworks that are flexible enough to allow meanings to develop around and beyond the reach of the institution and the state. Creating spaces in which people feel an intuitive sense of nature and which engender a wider societal agenda of care, respect and shared ownership, is practically impossible, as theoretical structures can only ever be general and ideal. What is possible, however, is to provide open, accessible frameworks in which meaning and understanding can be allowed to thrive, although how this will ultimately manifest itself is up for debate. 

Interacting with Woods

In this section I will combine the elements that I have discussed earlier with some of my personal experiences of working in community and social woodland projects. I spent two years living and working at The Green Wood Trust as Site Warden and Volunteer Coordinator and was involved in a support capacity for the Greenwood 2000 project and a Hard to Reach Learners project. I also will look at these projects within the wider context of the social forestry agenda. 

Planting and Felling, Living and Dying 

Community Forests have timber production and sustainable wood products as a part of their integrated vision but this is the point at which there is the most potential for conflict. Large-scale forestry is a very masculine, mechanised process that usually involves large machines and large men. Although it is of course possible to extract trees sensitively, more often than not the process is destructive, noisy and dangerous, with the result that areas have to be closed for reasons of safety. Many of the projects that are promoted in Community Forests – and that were the focus of the Green Wood Trust – are small scale and are often reflective of traditional woodland management techniques such as coppicing, selective felling and allied crafts. Tree planting projects are one of the easiest ways in which to engage local people in the act of ‘creating’ a wooded area. Inherent within the action are the symbols of rebirth and regeneration, and they connect people directly with the earth and the living plant. The following comment from the Woodland Trust illustrates this perception: 

Tree planting is a powerful tool. The simple act of planting a tree has a strong symbolic resonance. It represents positive action for now and for future generations and, when undertaken as part of a larger collective movement, can transform landscapes and lead to wider environmental action. We believe that all children should have the chance to plant trees as a demonstration of their concern for the environment and the future, and we will work to provide that opportunity. (2003: 11) 

Planting a tree though is only the first step in creating dynamic, multipurpose woodland. Mass planting of trees is also the first step in creating a plantation and so it is important that the vision of the whole, regenerating woodland is also focused on continuation. Education into small scale, regenerative woodland practices and the ways in which these can be used to produce sustainable wood products is vital in understanding ‘living’ woods and trees, as opposed to the concept of death that accompanies clear felling. Rackham makes the point that forestry practices have been based on ‘a huge inverted pyramid of argument [that] has been built on the belief that trees die when they are cut down – a factoid that denies the whole basis of woodsmanship as practiced over the last 5000 years (1990: 24). Social forestry that is of maximum benefit to humans and nonhumans must recognize continuity and life as a process that incorporates death, rather than as a linear process that has death as an end. 

This raises a point about the artefactual nature of wood as a product. At which point does a tree become wood? Is it is in the eye of the forester who plants the tree with a view to producing timber, is it when the tree is cut down, is it when the timber has been converted and seasoned, or is it when it has been made into an object? All are true and yet the wood never loses the qualities of the tree from which it came in that it remains beyond human control to a certain extent; it warps, cracks, moves and eventually rots and decays. These are qualities that we at once value in wood and attempt to prevent. We love wood because it is ‘real’ and it feels more ‘natural’ and ‘alive’ in the sense that know it was once a living tree. There is also an inherent notion of time encapsulated within wood, it comes from a tree that took many years to grow and its life continues with us as a object that continues to acquire history and meaning. An old piece of furniture can have meaning similar to that of an old tree, carrying marks, scratches and graffiti, building up a patina of grease and dirt after years of being handled and eventually becoming fragile and unusable over generations. 

Kekok Lee defines the artefact as ‘…the material embodiment of human intentionality’ (2000: 184). This is not immediately obvious with a tree, except maybe for hybrid varieties or for methods of planting. They often, however, function as artefacts. Consider the architect’s drawing of a new building; there are always a few carefully located and beautiful trees in the foreground to ‘complete’ the building and its surroundings. Trees span an area that bridges the natural and the artefactual in a way that other plants cannot. They are ‘architectural’ in their scale and height, and they can be expected to outlive us and, more than likely, the new buildings around them. There is still an inherent naturalness in the tree. The main difference is an ontological one:

‘The artefactual is that domain of entities which has come into existence, continues to exist and will eventually go out of existence as the result of deliberate design and intention. Its ontological foil is the domain of the natural, consisting of those entities and their processes which have come into existence, continue to exist and will eventually go out of existence entirely independently of human design and intention’ (2000: 187).

There appears to be a link here with how we desire to construct and control trees as natural objects within our built environments and our perceived need to have ‘nature’ in our lives. We cannot make or produce a tree but we can control where it grows, how long it lives, what species it is and what functions it performs to benefit ourselves. The tree remains within our control and yet totally beyond it in that we cannot control its processes of living, growing and reproducing. 

Lessons in Using Wood

I have been brought up with green wood industries and crafts in my blood; I was competent in a coracle by the age of nine, I know my way around a pole lathe, I have slept in the woods during charcoal burning sessions, I have lived in a small wooden hut and can make a passable willow basket. Some of these crafts and activities are romantic evocations of the past and are historically significant; they could also be seen as predominantly middle-class curiosity, or as a ‘lesson’ in how previous generations produced sustainable products.  I have a coracle that is specific to the Ironbridge Gorge and floating underneath the Ironbridge on a summer evening evokes a sense of a lost era. Excepting their value as historical items, coracles have little use as anything but entertaining leisure crafts these days, and products such as oak swill baskets, clogs and rustic garden furniture have very specific and limited ‘lifestyle’ markets with accompanying high prices due to their labour intensive nature. It is also difficult to translate these small, traditional and sustainable woodland crafts into something meaningful to the public. Most people though, in my experience, get a great deal of satisfaction from making something out of wood and I have sent many children (and grownups) home proudly clutching strangely shaped bits of turned wood. 

It is this that many woodland workers turn to in order to make a viable living in the woods. Education, training arts projects and teaching courses are becoming an indispensable form of income for most people who work in the woods. The educational benefits of these activities is clear; they promote an understanding of wood and where it comes from, and they are valuable tactile experiences that create a connection between people and ‘living’ materials. There is conflict in teaching woodland craft skills in the aims of them as ‘educational’. This has two main elements: the teaching of crafts skills in a wider context of basic skills, confidence building, emotional literacy, biodiversity and sustainability, and the teaching of the craft as an end in itself. This is a moot point for craftspeople and teachers as it is often the case that the craft itself and its potential benefits in economic and sustainability terms become secondary to the wider educational benefits. Arts projects that focus on contemporary uses of green wood material and traditional skills are also popular with the public. Living willow sculptures, site-specific art and (good) chainsaw sculptures are stimulating and located within the landscape. Grizedale Forest, managed by Forest Enterprise, has a fine collection of woodland sculptures, many of which are slowly decaying back into the woodland and, from its beginnings as a conifer plantation, it is now a successful and popular tourist and educational destination.
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Projects that use traditional methods in a contemporary context of social forestry and environmental education are ways in which gulf between the ancient and the modern can be addressed and incorporated into a the changing social agenda for forestry. Ideally these are practices that engage users with local woodlands and challenges spatio-temporal boundaries between past and present and the rural and the urban. 

Greenwood 2000

I was involved in the Lottery funded Greenwood 2000 project based at the Green Wood Trust in Telford, that sought to engage specific disadvantaged wards within the area in various woodland and crafts based activities. The project ran from June 1999 to June 2002.  Many aspects of this project were successful, particularly those within communities that had established ongoing relationships with dedicated community workers, and there is no doubt that many groups and individuals gained valuable experiences, confidence and empowerment (Whitelaw 2003). Some aspects, though, were troubling to me. One of the wards identified as needing support was an area with a disenfranchised Asian community that had suffered a tangible deficit in wider community support. The aims of the Greenwood 2000 project then seemed to pale in the context of deprivation and racial tension with the result that greenwood projects and craft activities became focused less on community engagement with woodlands than on addressing general societal needs. The main focus of this project became, with consultation with the Asian community, on the construction of an Islamic education building as an extension to an existing small mosque. This, as a project in itself, is laudable, but it had to fit within the criteria of the Greenwood 2000 remit so it was built out of locally sourced green oak using traditional English timber framing methods. Was I the only one that found this ethically and symbolically dubious? It would seem to satisfy no meaningful environmental or woodland benefits and whilst it did provide a much-needed space, it did so with little cultural significance to the community itself. This project did have value, on its own terms, for those involved but it would seem to highlight uncomfortable connotations in this approach to funding woodland and craft education, which saw reluctant participants cajoled into a romantic Arts and Crafts ‘dignity in labour’ ideal that bore little cultural relevance to a disenfranchised, deprived community. This project followed the findings of the Woodland Sensibilities report in which it was suggested that ethnic minority groups feel disconnected from recreational use of rural Britain and that this may relate to the ‘embedded cultural associations of woodlands and countryside with notions of ‘English’ identity arguably at odds with present multi-cultural realities’ (Macnaghten et al. 1998: 2). This project would appear, unintentionally, to reinforce these tensions rather than to address them in any meaningful way by conflating the societal and environmental objectives of such projects. The crucial element that seems to be missing is that of the significance of trees themselves as distinct from but integral to understandings of the role that woodlands, and associated products and crafts, play within our local and global communities. 


For me, this seemed to be a project that jumped on a social forestry and community funding bandwagon that didn’t effectively consider the wider picture and its role within a coherent programme of continuing engagement with woodland. I would argue that this is not the fault of the Trust as such, but of the funding structures available to them that would secure a future for the organisation, albeit a temporary one. The project was a brave one with many good intentions for public involvement in a traditionally marginal field. The Green Wood Trust, due to its location in middle-class Ironbridge and poorly served by public transport, was very difficult for the community to access and bore little relevance to them. The seven-mile journey was difficult, especially for the Asian women and those with young children, and was a gulf in terms of transport, landscape, class and cultural relevance. To compound this, local people in Ironbridge were excluded from the project because of the area’s middle-class demographic. The project also failed to recognise woodlands and green spaces that were close to these communities despite Telford’s extensive green network that boasts one of the highest ratios of green space to built-up areas in Europe. Telford was conceived, by the New Towns Commission, as a “Forest City” and one of the largest green spaces – 200 acres of mixed woodland grassland and grazing – bordered one of the wards that Greenwood 2000 covered. In an area such as the Ironbridge Gorge – which has a very specific post-industrial historical provenance as the ‘birthplace of the industrial revolution’ and is a UNESCO World Heritage Site – evocations of traditional methods and crafts are important in engaging the public with the land and the meanings that are written into it. Ironbridge is conceptually distinct from the rest of Telford in terms of the ‘heritage’ of its built environment and eponymous iron bridge but also in its woodlands. Much of Telford was extensively planted but the Ironbridge Gorge boasts much of its ancient natural and semi-natural woodland. So it would appear that there is a class division not only in the town, but in the woods. It even has separate management, The Severn Gorge Countryside Trust, established by the New Towns Commission with a guaranteed income to ensure that it remained independent of the local authority. Much of the newly planted woodland, of which much is now becoming mature, is on previously polluted and post-industrial land. These spaces, like those that border the large housing estate Woodside and remain in local authority control, are the ‘second class’ woods, just as the estate, sometimes unjustly, is a ‘problem’ area within which isolated green spaces are considered unsafe. An effective social forestry programme in this area would address some of these conflicts and work with stakeholders to not only create less culturally and class bounded spaces, but also reconcile ‘problem’ communities with their ‘problem’ woods. 

Green Wood Trust ‘Hard to Reach Learners’ Project

An interesting case in point was a small NIACE project to target ‘hard to reach’ learners using green wood craft skills. In its conception the intention was for this project to target needs identified in the Greenwood 2000 project. It comprised two main groups, a women’s group who wished to develop and market small crafts, and a group of young men who wanted to learn about the traditional woodland management skills of coppicing and hedgelaying. The results of this project have been interesting in their interpretation given the conflicts that arose in its implementation, in which I was closely involved. The group of young men involved was particularly interesting as this section of the course evolved primarily because several young men were turning up on a regular basis because they wanted to learn and there was little that I, as volunteer coordinator, could offer them. Men were underrepresented in the main Greenwood 2000 project and it became clear that this needed to be addressed, although the groups did become markedly gendered. To be honest, we bent the rules, and included people who did not fall into the right age bracket or demographic for Greenwood 2000, we responded to an energy in these young people and a desire to learn. In conjunction with a local woodsman we developed a ten-week syllabus, with accreditation, that included advanced, specialist techniques and the results were high with two participants going into woodland related industries and one moving on to a Forestry degree at Newton Rigg. This course was cheap, effective and relatively easy to implement but was criticised at the time for being too technical, too vocational and not being ‘hard to reach’ enough, even though participants included a recovering heroin addict, two participants with severe specific learning difficulties and a school dropout. The woodsman himself was keen for technical and paper-based elements to be included in the course, as he himself identified strongly with the young men involved and wished to offer the most credible and authentic experience possible, despite his own struggles with such mediums. He was also a local disaffected kid at one time and he had established himself as a self-employed woodland worker ‘the hard way’ through a passionate belief in his work. I personally gained much inspiration from this man and I would argue that this type of input is infinitely more valuable than any number of oak benches installed in local housing estates. It is interesting to note that this small, sparsely funded element of the entire Greenwood 2000 project forms a conspicuous part of the Greenwood 2000 report supported by the Forestry Commission and the Small Woods Association (Whitelaw 2003). 
The above examples that I have given of community craft and woodland projects are not necessarily indicative of all projects of this type but I hope they have raised some important issues. In Britain contested perceptions of trees raises many issues for how to approach a more socially cohesive approach to woodland management. Contrasts and tensions between what are perceived to be ‘expert’ and ‘lay’ understandings of trees are in constant conflict with woodland owners and managers perceiving the wider public as ‘ignorant’. These tensions, which arguably arise from socially entrenched educational, class, racial and rural/urban divisions are being challenged but there is also a danger that this hierarchy could be replaced by the funding structures that ostensibly challenge them. I found some uncomfortable assumptions in some of the educational practices that sought to reengage people with woodlands;  ‘inclusion’ seemed at times to be almost coercion and the perpetuation of something that an outside body felt was ‘good for them’.  Levi-Strauss makes the salient point that: ‘Against the theoretician, the observer should always have the last word, and against the observer, the native’ (1977: 7). Social forestry must be constantly self-aware and be prepared to accept specific local conditions and relations with trees and woods. A wide social agenda is valuable but there must be vigilance in ensuring that benefits are neither assumed nor essentialised. 

In terms of the social forestry agenda and education these projects expose some interesting conflicts. Community arts and education projects often use woodlands and trees as a conduit for communicating a wider social agenda of care and respect, pride in surroundings, conservation and aesthetic appreciation. Less emphasis is placed woodland education as a means for developing meaningful and sustainable woodland practices and opening these up to a wider audience. These do not have to be mutually exclusive and it is important to recognise the value in these practices in their own right, that includes preserving traditional sensitive management techniques, sustainable wood products and in developing new technologies for using small diameter, sustainably produced timber. I would argue that the woodland management project which formed directly from the needs of the people involved and that was delivered by someone who was ‘real’, achieved more in terms of confidence, aspirations and engagement that the project with the Asian community which was delivered by community workers and a pre-determined set of social benefit criteria. The project, whilst delivering some important social benefits, did not engage the community in a sense of continuation. In temporal, spatial and cultural terms there was no way for them to develop in a meaningful way. It is important within social forestry that the aims extend beyond the bounds of the institution. Care, respect, environmental literacy, emotional intelligence and practical skills must be able to continue, cross-fertilise and generate in ways that can be enabled but never ultimately controlled. 

A Social Agenda for Forestry?  

To return to the ideas set out in Patterned Ground, that are concerned with ‘the intense tanglements of human (nature) and nonhuman (culture)’ (2004: 40-41), we can see the ‘tanglements’ that exist within the social forestry agenda. It is impossible for us to totally remove classificatory systems, whether these are the discrete spaces of ‘woodland’ or ‘plantation’, or the multiuse landscape of the Community Forest. It is also not always desirable to have no boundaries, as these can be vital in preserving historical, biodiverse, or aesthetically valuable spaces. In enabling people to become more ‘literate’ in woods, trees and the wider contemporary construct of ‘forest’, in ways that integrate with how we use, enjoy and value them, enables people to explore and create new meanings for these spaces. 

The Forestry Commission, as the primary state forestry body in England, has adopted a much more self-conscious position and has begun to acknowledge other forms of ‘value’ in woodlands, forests and green space. This move is undeniably positive and yet would appear to, in original motivation at least, be responding to an economic pressure to address declining timber revenue. The ‘old school’ of foresters would probably still be happy to see the public kept at a distance (Sime 1993) and yet there is evidence that younger foresters are taking the social agenda seriously and genuinely (Macnaghten et al. 1998).  It is interesting that the Forestry Commission has divorced itself from timber in a move that seems to put them at a distance from private landowners who own 80% of woodland and plantation forests in the country and are the primary producers of timber. It could be argued that through adopting such a polar position the aim is to create some kind of ‘middle ground’ where producers and social foresters meet. But this would seem to be creating a dichotomy in itself, in which ‘social’ projects funded by the Forestry Commission provide a fiscal alternative to timber production. 
To return to Ingold, it could be argued that social forestry, in its implementation not its conception, is no less ‘genealogical’ in its approach. Projects for which funding must be obtained, in an often arduous and hoop-jumping fashion by small organisations and individuals, forms a paper trail of ongoing significance. Grant giving bodies stipulate that their logos be displayed on all publicity and conspicuously present on sites, protocol and the ability to manipulate complicated literatures force groups to rely on ‘experienced’ fundraisers and advisory groups, and decisions are often made based on the ability to respond to specific written criteria at a distance from the site in question.  This whole process seeks to distance woodland projects from the land as ideals and aspirations are squeezed into categories for which money is available. Localised projects, in which there is possibly a much greater sense of the dwelt space and lived experience in the stages of conception and identification of need, are subsumed by large grant-giving organisations in a classic illustration of treating nature and natural spaces as backdrops on which to imprint social and political ideals. Community Forests would appear to be addressing these issues more effectively through a larger, over arching funding scheme that joins up the activities of many more stakeholders, although issues of funding, whether by the state or by big businesses, still exercise a degree of control through both social, political and economic agendas. Trees have no such agenda.

A central irony in developing new woodlands and green spaces in urban areas is that this is precisely what would happen anyway if nature were left to its own devices. Trees grow almost everywhere in England, they colonise waste ground, seed in gutters, escape from gardens, undermine foundations and find cracks in paving. We at once control and expel nature from our urban spaces when we see it as untidy, inconvenient or unsafe, and recreate it in a format that we find acceptable to our modern lives. There is an unspoken battle with the agency in nature; we want to harness and use it, and yet model it and control it in our own ideal image. Spatial constructions are vital in this perception. Whilst there is an acknowledgement that nature is desirable within our lives, it must also conform to our ‘natural’ ideals in which nature represents the peaceful, tranquil, secure and virtuous. No place then for the ‘wild’, the inaccessible and the unknowable. Within community forestry projects the urban is implicit even if this construction of the urban contains more trees. The rural thus also retains much of its bounded socio-historical demarcations as ‘other’ to the urban. In theory the concept of social forestry is one within which urban nature/culture disintegrates and collapses into rural nature/culture and allows, as argued within Patterned Ground, for the tensions between the ‘wild’ agency of nature and the controlled and classified human landscape to play out. In practice it has challenges to face and must necessarily remain self-aware, reflexive and in constant dialogue with all user groups, including that of nature itself. There is also a relevance to educational projects within this; structured programmes of education can enable people to gain skills, confidence and a more ‘informed’ perception of the world around them but the actual ways in which these are played out within the landscape are beyond the control of institutions and the state. Social forestry recognises the inchoate, and ultimately unknowable, ways in which we have a sense of nature and, as shown in the ways in which we assign value and symbolise trees, the unique role that trees, woodlands and forests play in this sensing, but it cannot control it as such, only provide conditions within which it can flourish. 
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� Forestry Commission Director, Paul Hill-Tout ‘Towards Sustainable Woodland Management’ lecture at the University of Lincoln 11-12 June 2003 quoted in FC press release: � HYPERLINK "http://www.forestry.gov.uk/newrele.nsf" ��http://www.forestry.gov.uk/newrele.nsf� 


� Groundwork and The Countryside Agency, Unlocking the potential of the rural urban fringe: a consultation by the Countryside Agency and Groundwork, (2004: 8). 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.syforest.co.uk/about.htm" ��http://www.syforest.co.uk/about.htm� 


�  � HYPERLINK "http://www.communityforest.org.uk" ��www.communityforest.org.uk�. 


� The Forestry Commission was set up in 1919 to rebuild and maintain a strategic reserve of timber. Intensive management practices that included the mass plantation of conifers and mechanised techniques for management and felling characterised much of the FC’s activities although management of broadleaves was also integral to their remit. 


� The Countryside Agency, Regeneration around cities: The role of England’s Community Forests (1999: 7-13). 


� Red Rose Forest, Annual Report 2002-2003 (2003: 3). Red Rose Forest is a partnership of The Countryside Agency and the Forestry Commission with the Metropolitan Boroughs of Bolton, Bury, Trafford, Wigan & the Cities of Manchester and Salford. 


� The Forestry Commission report UK Public Opinion of Forestry 2003 found that 16% adults in the UK think that woodland area has increased, 67% think that it has decreased and 13% that it is staying about the same. 


� Sitka spruce makes up large areas of plantation forest in the UK. Annual returns on this timber have declined from a positive return of almost +10% in 1993-1996 to a negative return below –5% in


1998-2001 because of massively reduced timber prices. (Forestry Commission Economics and Statistics Unit, UK Indicators of Sustainable Forestry, 2002: 90). 


� Ancient woodlands are defined as an area that has been constantly wooded since 1600, records earlier that this are considered unreliable. Areas of ancient woodland can therefore never increase in size without a change in classification. 
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