CASE STUDY: SMALL FORESTRY BUSINESS

Barfad Willow
Location: Barfad, Ardfern, Argyll
Summary
Part time willow growing as a
component of a household income.

Keywords
Appropriately scaled business
small scale environmental impacts

What is the context?
Carol and David Graham moved to Barfad, Argyll, 22 years ago. With their house came a
field, which they wanted to use productively. They had young children and were selfemployed.

What was the original aim?
Originally they aimed to grow four plots of hybrid willow in a short rotation coppice as
fuelwood for the house.

What happened and what has been achieved?
They discovered a market for living willow (e.g. hedges and
sculptures), so they launched in, to see what would happen.
Growing willow fitted around growing children and their
involvement evolved as the children grew older. It has been
great as part-time, seasonal work.

Each year the
basket willow crop
is sold before it has
been cut.

In addition to the crop intended for fuel they planted some
basket willow, with the aim of Carol making baskets. She didn’t
take to basket making but they met a local basket maker, Pip Weaser, who advised them on
the market, and they started growing more basket-willow varieties. They now grow 17
species, and are continuing to improve stocks by removing poor species, experimenting with
new ones and expanding the willow bed area. Originally their customers were mostly in
central Scotland (and a family member in Nottingham). They now grow material that ends
up in quality baskets from makers such as Kathy Potter Irwin, Monique Bervoets and others.
Initially they did everything themselves, Carol
increasingly doing more as the children grew. David’s
main income comes from other work so the willow
became Carol’s domain. Because the cutting season
is short (and getting shorter) and very weather
dependent, Carol moved to employing people. A
group called the Wet Wellied Willow Workers
evolved (a nod to the www world…). They were a
squad of people who came to cut with Carol from
December to March. They were given complete
flexibility: they could come whenever it suited them,
and they were given a task and paid the minimum
wage for their hours. This was good seasonal
employment for young mothers, for newcomers (as a
networking opportunity), for retired people, for
teenagers and for anybody who wanted to fit more employment around other work or
domestic commitments. It was a low key, non-conventional business that worked for
employer and employees. Occasionally there was a problem with people who thought it was
a social service, rather than a small business aimed at providing an income. The Wet Wellied
Willow Workers forged strong social bonds and involved many people over the years.
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The business evolved out
of an opportunity (the
field) and family
circumstances.
As the family has grown up
so has the business
adapted.

The willow business is an appropriate sized enterprise
for Carol and she has always valued a non-domestic role
which generated the right output with minimal financial
input. The income wasn’t huge, but it was always
something. As her children have grown up she is
increasingly relying on her own labour and the business
is evolving with her needs. She has gradually increased
the area under willow and has sorted out efficient
marketing.

What is the evidence for these outcomes?
1. 0.2 ha of willow beds have been created.
2. Every year’s basket willow production is sold ahead of it being cut.
3. Aspiration is to earn £3-4k pa, which supplements income from other types of work.
4. Over 60 people have been involved over the years.

What factors contributed to these outcomes?
Available land on which the owners were prepared to experiment to find the right
productive use provided a mother with an activity that fitted with childrearing and
contributed to the household income. A demand for craft and living willow was discovered
locally and further afield.
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How replicable and sustainable is this experience?
For people who have a small area of ground, and local basket maker, this is very replicable.
There are issues around scale. Carol has made it work at a small scale, but a larger scale
enterprise might face different hurdles. And there is potential competition in a limited
market, including a perceived danger that outsiders with more resources (especially with
grants) may swamp the sector.

Key messages:
 This is an example of a micro-business suitable for small areas of ground where
activity can grow gradually.
 Willow growing has worked well as an element of income for those involved, and
often a springboard to other things (especially for newcomers to the village). It
has generated winter work and social engagement in an area partially dependant
on tourism. The scale of the business can be tailored to individual circumstances
– in this case a mother wishing to fit activity with child-rearing.
 Financial and time constraints have been limitations on the business as well as
excessive transport costs for willow delivery outwith the local area.

Case study by Carol Graham. Photo credits: Carol Graham. More details at
www.barfadwillow.com.
Case studies funded by Scottish Forestry. Project managed by Forest Policy Group - an
independent forum dedicated to more sustainable forestry in Scotland.
www.forestpolicygroup.org
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