
 

CASE STUDY: SMALL FORESTRY BUSINESS  

Kilfinan Community Forestry Company  

Location: Tighnabruaich, Cowal, Argyll 

 

What is the context?  

Historical: Kilfinan Community Forestry 
Company (KCFC) started off as a community 
led project to use the opportunity provided 
by the National Forest Land Scheme, to buy 
a Forestry Commission forest consisting 
mainly of Sitka spruce, located at the end of 
the Cowal peninsular. The whole Lower 
Acharossan forest was on the market, and 
the community initially bid for it in 2007, 
without success. Forest Enterprise Scotland 
delayed selling in order to provide the 
opportunity for the community to buy it. 
They identified and acquired a part of the 
forest in 2010, followed by another block in 
2015. The area now managed is 531 ha, of 
which about 380 ha is conifer plantation.  

Current: KCFC is now running as a small 
business and has to deal with problems like 
cashflow (inevitable with the variations in 
the price of softwood, which is an 
international commodity), red tape, and 
planning issues. Communities have the 
additional issue of poor liquidity as, like 
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most landowners, they are asset rich but cash poor. A 
social enterprise has to make sure that its business pays, 
over and above delivering on community expectations. 
However, there is currently some frustration about delays 
in obtaining local authority regulatory approvals as this is 
holding up revenue generation from house building.  

What was the original aim?  

The idea was to take a woodland which provided little 
community benefit and turn it into a resource that 
provides jobs, housing, and amenity. The need for these 
benefits was identified through public consultations.  

What happened and what has been achieved?  

KCFC’s acquisition of the forest has already boosted local 
employment and economic activity. A community 
composting facility is run on behalf of Argyll and Bute 
Council and an allotment group is supported with provision of land and services. Following 
the felling of two large tranches of forest, a sawmill and a firewood processing enterprise 
have been established. A 75 kW hydro scheme is now up and running, forest crofts 
established, and both glamping pods and a heated polytunnel have been set up. But projects 
that require more substantial capital investment, such as an event space and a bunkhouse, 
have yet to be developed. 

Local amenities have been greatly improved by the provision of a better path network that is 
used by a Nordic walking group, dog-walkers, riders and regular walkers. It is hoped to 
restore the link to Kilfinan Way and create a four mile loop. Rhododendron control has 
enhanced the environment and the education programme has been a great success.  A 
summer youth skills development programme was attended by almost all eligible teenagers 

except for the one with a job! Forest School groups 
and Branching Out also use the forest. A local tree 
nursery is now up and running.  

Housing is at final building control stage. It will 
include use of local timber, innovative green 
building techniques, and training for local 
apprentices in building skills. Houses will be for sale 
(to maximise added value), however ‘affordability’ 
will be protected in perpetuity by a rural housing 
burden. Forest crofts are just getting established, 
and the first crofter has now moved on to site. 

Cash flow is a key issue for 
social enterprises such as 
community forests. They 
are asset rich but cash poor, 
and income is 
unpredictable particularly 
with fluctuations in timber 
prices.  
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What is the evidence for these outcomes?  

1. Four full time equivalent jobs (giving employment 
to six people) have been created..  

2. At least 100 tonnes of sawn timber is produced 
annually.  

3. At least 100 tonnes of firewood is produced each 
year, a quantity that is still rising.  

4. Youth skills development has engaged thirteen 
locals in three years, including two apprentices.  

5. Six kilometres of paths have been restored or built. 

6. Five affordable homes are about to get on site. The 
prototype is finished and the first house is under 
construction. 

 

What factors contributed to these outcomes?  

The Kilfinan community was fortunate to have people 
with drive and ambition who were prepared to become 
directors. Two hundred local residents have given their 
support by becoming voting members, and many of 
them also work as volunteers.  

The project could not have taken place without funding 
from Leader, Highland and Islands Enterprise, the 
Scottish Land Fund, the Robinson Trust, the Climate 
Challenge Fund, and Forestry Commission Scotland (now 
Scottish Forestry).  

 
 

How replicable and sustainable is this experience?  

It is very replicable. KCFC will always seek to share its experiences with other community 
groups to avoid the risk of them suffering the pitfalls and setbacks experienced at Kilfinan, 
and to help them benefit from the delights of community forestry.  

A successful community project like this is a good example of a new approach to forestry. It 
could contribute to a needed change of approach to large scale forestry in Scotland. Kilfinan 

The change of ownership 
has led to immediate 
improvements in local 
economy and 
employment. More 
complex challenges such 
as affordable housing 
take longer but KCFC has 
had success there as well.  
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Community Forest Company continues to deliver quantities of industrial softwood for 
Scotland, whilst also offering significant added value to the local community. The group 
believes that other industrial conifer plantations could be asked to pay a ‘social benefit fee’ 
to local communities for the costs that they impose on localities such as road damage and 
congestion, and landscape impact. The precedent for this is wind farm developments, which 
do make such a contribution. 

 

Key messages:  

 Community woods can and do work. However people should not see woodland 
ownership as an easy way to access funds for community benefit. 

 By becoming a softwood plantation owner you become a commodity 
speculator: management of the resource is a burden.  It is critical to find the 
right people, with a combination of skills, vision and perseverance. When 
professional expertise is needed it can often be found at below market rates, 
because people will volunteer for a good cause.  

 A key to success is keeping costs under control. To last in the long term, social 
enterprises need a ‘best value’ culture. Grant funding streams can easily divert 
attention from this essential requirement. Where grants are used they deliver 
good value but it is important to focus on desired outcomes, or processes can 
take over. A process should deliver an outcome, not become an outcome itself. 

Case study by Robert Borruso. Photo 
credits: Kilfinan Community Forestry 
Company. More information at 
www.kilfinancommunityforest.co.uk 
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