
 

CASE STUDY: SMALL FORESTRY BUSINESS  

Fife Rural Skills Partnership  
Location: Fife 

 
What is the context?  

FRSP operates solely within Fife although it has shared its experience much further afield. It 
was set up in 2013 to address current and anticipated skill gaps within forestry and the 
wider land- based sector and the availability of locally based people to fill those gaps.  

Summary 

Fife Rural Skills Partnership (FRSP) was formed in 2013 
to promote and support the development of a skilled 
workforce to care, manage and make sustainable use 
of Fife’s woodland, farmland and rural landscape. The 
partnership brings together a range of charities and 
other not-for-profit organisations involved in projects 
that draw on, or develop, skills in the rural sector. 
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Fife is a real mix of urban and rural settings, with 
low employment of people from urban areas in 
the rural sector. There is a lot of untapped 
potential in modest scale woodlands around Fife. 
Research commissioned found that the vast 
majority of forestry employers are micro 
businesses and that there is a demand for more 
skilled people entering the sector. However, 
employers perceived a lack of availability of a 
skilled workforce whilst potential entrants 
perceived the work as low paid and dirty.  
Experience is also showing that young people in 
particular are unaware of the rural sector as a 
potential career path or of the various pathways 
to enter it. The FRSP set out to provide 
experiences in the rural sector. It also wanted to 
improve co-ordination, to innovate, and to work 
with employers to produce training programmes 
that met their needs for a future workforce.  

Partners include Falkland Stewardship Trust, 
based on Falkland Estate and who provide engagement, learning, training and volunteer 
opportunities around the areas of wood, food and craft including trees and timber 
apprenticeships; Fife Employment Access Trust who manage Silverburn park in Leven and 
aim to enable and support individuals to reach their full positive mental wellbeing; Cambo 
Heritage Trust which provides learning, training and volunteering opportunities in 
environment, heritage, arts, culture and horticulture using Cambo estate’s resources; The 
Ecology Centre which provides environmental education, volunteering opportunities and 
training placements based by Kinghorn Loch; Rural Skills Scotland, a not-for-profit sharing 
organisation established to provide high quality, professional training for the rural sector; 
Kingdom Works, hosted by Kingdom Housing Association who support local employability 
initiatives; Fife Voluntary Action which ensures the third sector is robust, resilient and 
delivers high quality services for the people of Fife; Fife Council which supports the people 
of Fife into employment or training;  and Scottish Forestry which runs apprenticeships in 
Scotland to encourage the development of a skilled and adaptable workforce for the future. 

What is the aim?  

Fife Rural Skills Partnership is working to increase the number of skilled people who are able 
to care, manage and make sustainable use of Fife’s rural landscape. Often working with 
people who are socially and economically deprived, the partnership aims to support 
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member groups to provide and sustain high quality services and sustainable approaches to 
delivering volunteering, training and jobs.  

What has been achieved to date?  

Much local benefit to the landscape was delivered through the Living Lomonds Landscape 
Partnership (LLLP), funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund. This included tree planting, invasive 
species removal, path development and conservation of community woodlands as well as 
community engagement activity in the local landscape.  A key project within this offered 
forestry based modern apprenticeships to young people who were generally furthest from 
the employment market.   

LLLP demonstrated the need and benefits of cross-
partnership working. FRSP, with Falkland Stewardship 
Trust as the lead partner, went on to secure £1M from the 
National Lottery Community Fund through its Our Bright 
Future initiative.  The funding was to enable the 
partnership to upscale and expand the rural skills training 
and enterprise activities that had thus far been so 
successful across Fife. 

The Fife based Our Bright Future programme is one of 31 
happening across the UK. Each is equipping 11-24 year olds with skills and experience to 
make a difference in their local  
community and for the environment. 

This programme is running until March 2021 and offers different types of activity centred on 
learning rural skills from Falkland Stewardship Trust’s base on 
Falkland Estate as well through partner sites at The Ecology 
Centre in Kinghorn, Cambo Estate near Kingsbarns, and 
Silverburn Park in Leven. There are three elements or levels to 
the programme.  

Level 1 programme is aimed at young people aged from 14 – 
18 years working in small groups of up to 6 people on outdoor 
projects ranging from pond dipping to basic wood-working.  In 

addition to introducing young people to the rural environment as a potential career path, 
often for the first time, there is a significant well-being and confidence building element to 
this part of the programme. 

 The level 2 programme offers 15 month Modern Apprenticeships to young people aged 
between 16 and 24 years, who can choose between Horticulture based at Cambo Gardens, 
Rural Skills based at The Ecology Centre, and Trees and Timber based on Falkland Estate. The 

“I really look forward to 
working here, sometimes it’s 
hard at home and I get angry 
and frustrated! I come here 
and working outside on this 
project helps me. It makes my 
week better”. 

 “I really enjoyed the 
wood working so much 
I bought my own tools 
and started more at 
home” 
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recruitment process includes a 
2-week academy that introduces 
young people to the possibilities 
available and provides them 
with a first aid qualification. 

To see videos from some of the 
participants in the FRSP, please 
look at the Modern 
Apprenticeships file within their 
website, listed at the end of this 
case study. This also includes 

reports from the Level 3 programme, designed to support young people in setting up new 
businesses in the rural sector, by providing individual support, mentoring and guidance.  

Partners now have more localised projects designed to engage, educate and allow 
experience of the rural sector. In response to feedback from employers, they are supporting 
the Modern Apprenticeships with an SVQ in Rural Skills Estate Maintenance and 
Environmental Conservation, alongside administering Modern Apprenticeships in Trees and 
Timber and Horticulture locally in Fife and more widely across Scotland. 

The partnership works closely with advisors from Scottish Forestry, as well as employability 
teams in Fife Council and Kingdom Works, to 
provide a range of training opportunities, 
access to the Fife Job Contract, and 
employability support. 

What is the evidence for these 
outcomes?  

1. A large number of people have taken part 
in rural skills development opportunities 
across  the Partnership and many ‘positive 
destinations’ have been achieved by young 
unemployed  participants in Rural Skills 
Academies and Apprenticeships who have 
gone on to secure jobs  in the rural sector and/or further education. Many skills have 
been shared and developed through volunteering, work experience and mentoring 
activities. 

2. Of the 10 Trees and Timber apprentices based on Falkland Estate who have come 
through the programme since it was established, nine continue to work in forestry, with 
one employed at a paper mill.  

 “I applied and was accepted onto the 
programme which I’ve really enjoyed, 
especially working with the chainsaws.  
I now have [a range of chainsaw] 
tickets, which lets me chainsaw on the 
ground and at height.  My favourite bit 
is when you make a really nice cut and 
you hear the crack as the tree falls 
without snagging on anything on the 
way down!   
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3. As well as the positive impact the work has made on the environment, those involved 
report a similar positive impact on their health and wellbeing.  

4. Secondary school children and their teachers have enjoyed their introduction to the 
environment and found it inspiring.  

What factors contributed to these outcomes?  

Having a dedicated staffing team to deliver the Our Bright Future programme has provided 
managerial and administrative support as well as a focal point for the partnership. The 
programme allows the team to operate throughout Fife and the flexibility and longer length 
of the programme means that opportunities and enquiries can be progressed. The regular 
steering group meetings bring together the Fife Rural Skills partners and this is valuable for 
knowledge sharing across the sector.  The collective knowledge and expertise ‘around the 
table’ adds value to what can be achieved and makes accessing resources easier. The 
partnership provides an innovative space in which to try new methods of training. The 
support of the public sector (local authority, Forestry Commission) have also contributed to 
these outcomes.  
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How replicable and sustainable is this experience?  

The concept of a Rural Skills Partnership should be extremely replicable. One of the partners, 
Rural Skills Scotland, with support from Scottish Forestry, has done some work in other 
regions across Scotland looking to establish something similar in that area. There have also 
been ‘umbrella’ organisations operating in other parts of Scotland for some time. However, 
the main issues relating to replication are funding and the availability and willingness of 
partners. In Fife that has mainly consisted of the Third Sector and the Public Sector; in other 
areas it might be between employers, or land managers and colleges or schools.  Funding for 
a dedicated resource to coordinate and drive forward activity on behalf of the partnership as 
a whole is key, as individual partners operate with limited resources.   

 

 

Key messages:  

 FRSP has demonstrated the enormous potential of such partnerships to achieve 
far more than the sum of their parts. 

 This is most measurable through the number of people who have taken part in 
rural skills academies and/or longer-term apprenticeships of a year or more.  

 The work has also led to real improvements to the landscape – restored paths in 
the uplands, enhanced woodlands, removal of invasive species and increased 
access to attractive historic designed landscapes.  

 It takes a lot of work and a continuing drive to identify resources to increase that 
work and, in recent years, finding them has become more and more difficult. 
Funding to support apprenticeship wages in addition to SDS contribution to cover 
administration of Modern Apprenticeships, in part or full, depending on the age 
of participants, would allow this model to be more effectively sustained. 

  With the strong commitment from a dedicated group of partners we have 
delivered results and would like to continue to do so over the coming years.  

Case study by Sarah MacDonald. Photo credits: Centre for Stewardship. More details 
www.fiferuralskills.com or the FRSP Facebook page.  
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  


