
 

CASE STUDY: SMALL FORESTRY BUSINESS  

Knoydart Forest Trust  

Location: Knoydart, Highlands 

 

 

What is the context?  

In the 1990s Knoydart was faced with uncertainty about its future as a large swathe of the 
peninsula was in the hands of a private absentee owner, with whom the community found it 
difficult to communicate. There was dismay about the state of the woodlands and a growing 
feeling that the people on the ground might manage them better. In 1999 the 60 strong 
community, with the help of a number of agencies, trusts, neighbouring landowners and a 
public appeal, succeeded in a buy-out. By March, the Knoydart Forest Trust was established 
and soon after, the Knoydart Foundation became the community owner of Knoydart Estate. 

Summary 
A trust managing local woodlands for the 
benefits of both the local and wider 
community. 
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The two organisations have always been distinct, with the foundation as the community 
landowner, and the trust as community woodland manager.  

Even before the buy-out, funding had been secured to produce a woodland management 
plan, although funders were aware that the group was not acting for the owner. The 
woodland plan gave scope for funding for access works, and meant that the trust could 
prepare in advance, so the foundation could show action on the ground quickly and have 
funds once the handover was completed. This approach relied on working with sympathetic 
locally-based agency staff.  

The aspiration of the Knoydart Forest Trust is that the forest 
should pay for itself but should not be expected to subsidise 
other activities. There is no transfer of surplus to the Knoydart 
Foundation, nor does the Forest Trust pay any lease or charge, 
as the trust provides other benefits to the community in place 
of direct financial payment. The trust also makes some money 
from private sector contracts which it reinvests in the 
foundation’s woodlands. 

What was the original aim?  

The trust wanted to expand and enhance native woods and diversify non-native woodlands 
with especial respect for biodiversity and habitat resilience. There was a desire to develop 
and sustain employment and economic activity, to produce locally useful timber and to 
encourage access to and enjoyment of woodlands  

What happened and what has been achieved?  

The trust began by implementing the forest plan it had drawn up for the Foundation’s land. 
An excavator was bought for path work in the forest and is now used for other local 
contracts, bringing in additional income to the trust. Once a reputation for successful work 
on community land was established, private owners on Knoydart sought the trust’s forestry 
expertise and so helped build links between the private and community sectors. This is 
essential for success, especially in remote areas. It delivers financial benefits to the trust and 
many ecological benefits at a landscape scale, including habitat networks.  

The trust tries to manage land in a locally appropriate way by felling only small coupes, 
doing the restocking themselves, and using local labour if it is available. However they are 
pragmatic, and will bring in outside labour when necessary, as was done to meet grant 
deadlines for the rhododendron clearance. Some activity is mainstream forestry to bring in 
revenue, some of it is not.  

Working in these ways, the trust has achieved financial sustainability. Rhododendron 
ponticum eradication has been the biggest commitment and success, but new planting and 
restocking are both significant. Remote and unstable blocks of Sitka spruce have been 

The Knoydart Forest 
Trust first proved itself 
managing community 
land, then worked with 
private landowners. This 
has built trust between 
the sectors.  
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successfully harvested and paths and visitor facilities, which are an important benefit for 
local community, created. Deer management within a fence around the village means 
people can garden again. However, some complain they do not see deer any longer! The 
fuelwood and timber products business has met targets and is supplying good quality 
products. Private sector work continues to generate both income and a constructive 
relationship with private owners that has helped achieve a wider vision for Knoydart’s 
woods.  

The community initiative (Knoydart Trust/Knoydart Foundation) is now a young adult, still 
with room to mature and go forward. Trust staff and the majority of locals (demonstrated in 
forest plan scoping responses) are relatively happy with how things are working out, despite 
minor tensions concerning the responsibilities of the two separate entities. These may be 
addressed by keeping open the lines of communication between community organisations 
and the community and by promoting opportunities for community involvement in projects. 

 

 
Map: Knoydart's Woodland Habitat Linkage 
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What is the evidence for these outcomes?  

1. There are now five fulltime equivalent employees, plus subcontractors, the majority of 
whom are local to Highlands.  

2. Obtaining grants of £0.25 million for eradicating invasive rhododendron was a key part of 
the finances. Clearance of 12,000 ha shows the landscape scale of this activity, which 
focused on a 240 ha plantation, containing 60 ha of dense infestation.  

3. The trust has carried out the harvesting and restocking of large areas of conifers. Three 
big export jobs have yielded 8000 tonnes from 20 ha, and 4000 tonnes from 10 ha and 
725 tonnes from 3.5 ha. 

4. New planting on community land stands at about 300 ha with seven new planting 
schemes established and three more in the pipeline. Ground is transferred from 
foundation to trust.    

5. There are at least eight new planting schemes on neighbouring, privately owned land, 
that are being undertaken through the trust’s trading subsidiary, Wood Knoydart CIC. 

6. The trust’s firewood business produced 296 m³ with a value of £22,000 last year. There 
are plans to increase this volume. This is a reasonable money-maker and has other 
benefits. It helps to justify equipment like the tractor, helps with employment, reduces 
Knoydart’s carbon footprint, and provides a quality product for the community. It also 
helps (along with the milled timber operation and the wood product development - see 
below) to close the loop in the cycle of woodland management by maximising use of, 
and adding value to, local timber. 

7. The milled timber business had a £10,000 turnover last year, and with new timber 
processing equipment, including a kiln, growth in this area is planned. Timber for local 
DIY and construction projects now comes from this local source. 

8. A range of small wood products is 
marketed though the trading subsidiary. 
They turned over £7,000 last year. 

9. There are about 16,000 visitors to 
Inverie each year, making tourism Knoydart’s 
main economic activity. Most 
accommodation is self- catering, and the 
trust provides a service by maintaining the 
landscape and paths.   

 

Important outcomes include:  

 rhododendron eradication  
 new planting and restocking  
 remote blocks of Sitka spruce 

harvested  
 paths and visitor facilities  
 deer management  
 income from private sector work  
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What were the factors that contributed to those outcomes?  

1. Access to land, and the opportunity to draw up a management plan before acquiring it, 
were the most critical factors.  

2. The staff have gained skills and expertise along the way to become a group who know 
what they are doing, and who are backed by community volunteers. 

3. Geographical isolation has made it easier for the trust to compete with the private 
sector. 

4. Prior to the buy-out the Knoydart community had been unhappy about the ownership 
and management of the land and the state it was in, so there was great motivation to 
improve things.  

How sustainable and replicable is this experience? 
The model is delivering a better approach to forestry in Knoydart and could be replicated. 
The trust employs local foresters, which compensates for the loss of beat foresters and 
private estate foresters. The community owned forest is an essential component of the 
trust’s success, which cannot be measured in purely financial terms as it offers social 
benefits.  
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Key messages:  

 Community control of an asset is an enabling thing. The woods have worked as a 
showcase and created opportunities that the trust has been able to act on, taking 
an entrepreneurial approach.  

 Financial stability is critical. In this case it is a diverse blend of grant, income from 
community asset, and external contracting income.  

 People and organisations make the difference. Forestry is part of bigger picture 
on Knoydart, but always a core part of it and this needs to be kept in everyone’s 
minds. Individual characters are important: without key individuals, outcomes 
would have been different.  

 Community dynamics remain interesting.  

 Housing shortage is now both a constraint and an opportunity. The trust plans to 
build a timber house to showcase use of local timber and provide affordable 
accommodation for workers. 

 There is an opportunity for the private sector to see the community sector as 
another market for their services. 

Case study by Knoydart Forest 
Trust. Photo credits Knoydart 
Forest Trust. More information 
at 
http://www.knoydartforesttrus
t.org  
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