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Woodland Social Enterprise

Woodland Social Enterprise
Innovation and resilience in the forest sector

Norman Dandy looks at the range of woodland-based social
enterprises and their contribution to forestry and wider society.

S

ocial enterprise is a term that is being heard increasingly
in conversations about forestry and woodland
management in Britain. In their response to the
Independent Panel on Forestry’s findings, Government
referred to woodland social enterprises’ “growing potential
… to support community involvement in local woodland
management” (Defra, 2013, p.21) and the profile of
established enterprises such as Hill Holt Wood, Neroche
Woodlanders and Chiltern Rangers continues to rise within
the sector. But what is a woodland social enterprise? And
what sort of contribution can they make to Britain’s forest
sector and economy? The approach is commonly linked to
community engagement and it is true that social enterprises
can do this extremely well – but is that the extent of their
impact or usefulness? In this article I seek to clarify this
debate, highlight more substantive and broad impacts, and
comment on its place in the sector.

What is woodland social enterprise?
The profile of social enterprises in the woodlands and forestry
sector has grown very gradually in recent years in a policy
context that has included relevant strategy formation,
encouragement of public sector ‘spin-out’ companies and
significant land reform in Scotland. Forestry Commission
England’s (FCE) 2008-2012 Delivery Plan, aspired to a sector
where “new and innovative social enterprises are contributing
to the prosperity and cohesion of local communities” (FCE,
2008, p.29). The Welsh government recognised the “unique
contribution” that woodland social enterprises (WSEs) can
make to the economy (WAG, 2011, p.12).
Many WSEs have emerged during this time, however, it is
not a well understood nor widely accepted concept. In the
much-cited Independent Panel on Forestry report (IPF, 2012)
the term was more or less absent (occurring only in the
Panel’s Terms of Reference repeated in an Annex) with

Vert Woods Community Woodland – community engagement, getting local people into woods to see enterprises ‘in action’.
(Photo: Vert Woods Community Woodland)
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Wood crafts/green wood working skills and courses
can be a significant income generator for WSEs.
(Photo: London Green Wood)

reference instead made to “community forestry” and
“community supported agriculture” as ways in which to
perform community engagement. This perception of a
fundamental link between social enterprise and improved
community engagement with forests is common and deeply
entrenched. But not all WSE demands community
engagement. This is demonstrated by a typology offered by
Ambrose-Oji et al (2015) that distinguishes social enterprise
from other forms of ‘community based’ forestry.
So what is a woodland social enterprise? Whilst it is
important to acknowledge that social enterprise can take
many forms, a WSE can usefully be defined as an organisation
that seeks to achieve primarily social, and sometimes
environmental, objectives by generating income from the
resources and opportunities provided by trees, woods and
forests. This characterisation of WSE identifies three core
elements: the physical woodland or forest, a social mission,
and business (or an ‘enterprise orientation’). It also,
importantly, identifies social enterprises as formalised
organisations, rather than an approach or a way of doing
things.
An explicit social mission is a critical aspect that sets
social enterprises apart from regular businesses. This can
relate to any aspect of social life such as education, poverty
alleviation, or providing local social services and is usually
made explicit in an organisation’s governing documents.
Woodland social enterprises typically seek to remedy social
problems through the use of woodlands. This can include
using the woodland resource in relatively traditional ways
(e.g. timber, woodfuel production, woodcraft) to develop
skills and generate income. However, it also often entails
taking advantage of the social and cultural values of
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woodlands (such as their aesthetic, historical, restorative,
and educational values) through activities such as forest
schools, art projects, ecotherapy and health walks. Social
enterprises often take on challenges avoided by others and
operate in areas of high social and economic deprivation.
A social enterprise draws on the power of business by
trading – selling its goods and services to at least some of its
‘clients’, ‘customers’ or users. This generates income,
usually alongside other finance, that sustains the organisation.
Woodland social enterprises generate income by exploiting
the resources and opportunities provided by trees, woods
and forests. They usually deliver their services in wooded
areas, using the ‘setting’ as the backdrop or environment for
their activities: a place of healing, a ‘classroom’, a meeting
place, or an outdoor ‘gym’. Many WSEs, however, have a
more direct and necessarily practical relationship with
woodlands through undertaking silvicultural works, and/or
producing and using wood products (such as woodfuel,
timber, carvings, or furniture). Numerous contemporary
WSEs are engaged in what we would all consider core
sustainable forest management activities.
The income generating activities undertaken by individual
WSEs are often quite diverse, reflecting the fact that trees,
woods and forests hold potential for multiple dimensions of
enterprise. WSEs can generate income from timber
production and yoga retreats! Perhaps the most common
products are educational services, woodfuel and other wood
products. WSEs appear to be especially adept at exploiting
multiple products simultaneously, thus ‘stacking’ benefits,
accruing multiple incomes, and improving financial resilience
for the enterprise. It is important to acknowledge the link to
forestry livelihoods intrinsic to WSE. It is true that these
businesses can harness volunteer labour – often in innovative
ways. However, WSEs employ staff with a wide range of
professions relevant to the woodland sector and whom
possess numerous forestry skills. (For more detail on what
makes a WSE see https://makinglocalwoodswork.org.)
With this clearer understanding of WSE it is reasonably
straightforward to identify distinctions between it and other
commonly used terms. ‘Social forestry’, for example, is
widely accepted to be the use and/or management of forests
for the purpose of generating social benefit. This can involve
opening up woodlands to encourage access for local
communities, facilitated education practice (e.g. forest
schools, skills workshops) and community events focused
on building local social capital and/or environmental
knowledge. Social forestry is undertaken by a wide range of
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actors such as the Forestry Commissions, local authorities,
schools, general practitioners, and private companies.
Consequently, social forestry is an activity that woodland
social enterprises may or may not do.
Community woodland group and community forestry are
other broad terms often linked with WSE. Although again
these terms are much contested, they are associated
primarily with geographically defined communities
establishing, managing, protecting, using and/or owning
forest areas local to them (Lawrence and Ambrose-Oji,
2013). Such groups may or may not undertake enterprise
activities (“community-based forest enterprises”, AmbroseOji et al., 2015). Community woodland groups can therefore
potentially be WSEs. However, the majority are not (studies
cited in Ambrose-Oji et al., 2015 suggest somewhere
between 10 and 20% engage in trading, although the
proportion may be higher in Scotland than other parts of the
UK). There is not, therefore an essential link between WSE
and ‘community’.
Forest ‘co-operative’ is another term sometimes
associated with woodland social enterprise. This refers,
however, to an organisational structure. In the UK cooperative legal structures include community benefit society
(CBS), worker’s co-op formed as a private company, and
community interest company (CIC, with a ‘large membership’).
WSEs do not, however, have to adopt a co-operative
structure and there are several alternatives, including a
company limited by guarantee (CLG) (sometimes alongside
an associated charitable organisation) or ‘small membership’
CIC.
Woodland social enterprises are not, therefore, defined
by their activities, their geography, or their organisational
structure. Instead they are defined by the combination (and
interaction) of their mission (social benefit), their setting and
resource (the woodland) and their use of business approaches
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(an ‘enterprise orientation’). Each of these is a necessary
ingredient of a WSE.

Advocacy and support for
woodland social enterprise in the UK
Making Local Woods Work (MLWW) is a three-year national
partnership project focused on growing confidence and
capacity in woodland social enterprises across the UK, and
raising its profile. It began in September 2015 and provides
support to enterprises via specialist advisors, facilitating
peer-to-peer learning opportunities, and a series of training
and networking events, amongst other activities. MLWW is
funded by the National Lottery through the Big Lottery Fund,
and co-ordinated by the Plunkett Foundation. The genesis of
MLWW was a meeting, in December 2012, of stakeholders
interested in forestry, social enterprise and community
ownership. At this time there was central government interest
in the approach and, building on FCE’s earlier objective to:
“Develop exemplars and demonstration projects for new
social enterprises based on community use or management
of trees, woods and forests” (FCE, 2008, p.30), Defra made
a commitment in their response to the Independent Panel’s
report to: “Contribute to a pilot project to test further social
enterprise activities in woodlands” (Defra, 2013). However, it
was civil society actors that took up the gauntlet and the
Woodland Social Enterprise Network emerged from the
meetings as an informal grouping of people interested in
developing the sector. Plunkett Foundation brought a core
group of this network together with the funder and MLWW
was born.
The enterprises MLWW currently supports are diverse and
widely spread geographically, with participants in England,
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Each of them strongly
engages with and harnesses the values of trees, woods and
forests. Some are focused mainly on relatively ‘traditional’
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forestry, woodland management, woodfuel and coppicing.
For others, woodland management is undertaken because it
is essential for and/or complementary to their primary
concern of education, woodcraft, community engagement,
creativity, or health and wellbeing. MLWW participants have
a broad set of support and development needs. Much of the
project’s work focuses on business planning, enterprise
development and objective-setting, woodland management
planning, and organisational governance. In addition to
these core areas, MLWW is assisting enterprises in areas
such as lease development, planning regulations, woodland
resource assessment, wood products and market analysis,
media and communications, delivery of educational services,
architecture and design work, and much more.
The project is currently working with more than fifty
enterprises through more than thirty specialist advisors. For
example, The Eden Rose Coppice Trust is a charity based in
Sudbury, Suffolk, which is working with MLWW to establish a
social enterprise to support the charity’s work. The
organisation has achieved extraordinary things – summed up

► All aspects of woodland management
and design
► Woodland creation, establishment
and maintenance
► Timber harvesting and
marketing
► Arboricultural surveys
and assessments
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Elwy Working Woods – construction, saw-milling and timber are all
important activities for some WSEs. (Photo: Elwy Working Woods)

by their strap-line “turning environmental disasters into
community dreams” – and is becoming widely recognised
and applauded for them. The social enterprise will generate
income from activities such as firewood production and
educational services, so as to provide financial stability for
the trust to continue its woodland management into which it
integrates engagement with some of society’s most
vulnerable people.
Elwy Working Woods is a WSE formed as a co-operative
undertaking woodland management, sawmilling, and
hardwood timber construction in and around the Elwy valley,
North Wales. Their mission is strongly focused on providing
livelihoods, affordable housing and economic sustainability
for local communities, particularly younger people, through
enterprise activities that place woodland management and
wood products at their core.
Wild Rumpus is a Community Interest Company focused
on arts, events and other creative industries. It runs the
annual ‘Just So’ festival and other events from its offices
(which include a tree house!) in a woodland in South
Cheshire. It also generates income and in-kind resources
through renting studio space to temporary resident artists in
the form of caravans and performance space located within
and near the woodland. Their innovative approach to work
space in woodlands is something that many could (and
should!) learn from and replicate.
WSEs are particularly adept at facilitating or co-ordinating
multiple activities alongside each other in woodlands. A
particularly good example of this with which MLWW is
engaged is Vert Woods Community Woodland, a recently
incorporated Community Benefit Society based in Laughton,
East Sussex. This enterprise brings together individuals (and
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other social enterprises) to do woodland management,
community engagement, bushcraft and woodland skills,
educational services including forest schools, health and
wellbeing activities, and much else.

What do woodland social enterprises
contribute to the forestry sector?
Woodland social enterprises can bring substantial benefits
for forestry, both in relation to our sector’s longstanding
challenges and in other less traditional or obvious ways.
Social enterprise is increasing the area of woodland that is
used and, consequently, that needs active management. As
they grow individual WSEs are beginning to take on more
woodland to manage themselves. The experience of MLWW
is that commonly, social entrepreneurs begin with a ‘nonforestry’ idea and, once embedded in their woodland setting,
see the value of and opportunities presented by active
management. Of course, the forestry sector is perhaps more
familiar with ‘travel’ in the opposite direction, where foresters
move towards an appreciation of the benefits (financial and
otherwise) of ‘non-forestry’ uses of woodlands.
Social enterprises are also paving the way for the
development of new markets in the sector. Educational and
health and wellbeing services are at the forefront of this, but
WSEs produce myriad products from the resources and
opportunities afforded by trees, woods and forests. Indeed,
as has been noted already above, WSEs can be especially
good at ‘benefit stacking’, that is making the most of the
multifunctionality of forests and producing multiple goods
and services simultaneously. Not only is this of value in terms
of linking markets together and improving the economic
resilience of the sector and its businesses, but it is of great
value in demonstrating the opportunities for complementarity
of woodland activities that are all too often seen as mutually
exclusive or, worse, conflictual. WSEs are able to
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Campfire stories at the Just So festival run by Wild Rumpus.
(Photo: Andrew Allcock)

successfully place sustainable forest management at the
core of education, community engagement, wildlife
conservation and other activities in ways that are
comprehensible to a range of stakeholders.
This highlights the entrepreneurialism and innovation
intrinsic to many WSEs. This is to be welcomed for a number
of reasons. Many agree the forestry sector needs new
entrants – not just a younger workforce, but individuals able
to think about and respond to challenges posed by a
changing climate and society. Social entrepreneurs often fit
this bill and are commonly seeking to address contemporary
social and environmental problems in new pragmatic ways.
Potentially, they can become ‘change agents’, building new
relationships and establishing new products and processes
in the forestry sector. The experience of MLWW is that those
social entrepreneurs engaged in WSE are extremely effective
at network building that enables them to access the wide
variety of resources they need. They can also be highly
adaptive, taking advantage of useful opportunities at short
notice. Further to this, WSE may prove to be a route to a more
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diverse forestry workforce. One-third of the enterprises
participating in MLWW are led by female entrepreneurs (at
least three are all-female enterprises). All of this can contribute
to a more socially and economically resilient forest sector.
It is of course also important to acknowledge WSE’s
effectiveness at achieving the goals with which it is most
commonly associated – community engagement and
awareness raising. WSEs are in the vanguard of establishing
strong and long-lasting relationships between local woods
and local people, and because of their financial sustainability
WSEs can grow these relations long-term.

What does woodland social enterprise need
from the forestry sector?
Reading the above, one might be forgiven for asking why
WSEs aren’t more widespread and successful than they are!
Surely if they are the solution to so many problems, all must
be well? In fact, WSE is still a relatively new phenomenon in
the UK and, of course, enterprises face numerous challenges
during their development. Raising finance, securing access
to woodlands, understanding business and markets,
up-skilling a workforce, and obtaining appropriate technology
are just a few of these challenges. But notice, these are all
things that the established forestry sector is pretty good at!
WSEs need a step change in levels of understanding and
trust from within the established forestry sector. Their
practitioners need to be given opportunities to establish and
thrive in a context of secure land tenure and confidence in the
medium and long-term prospects they offer. Time is needed
for social entrepreneurs to demonstrate income generation
from new products and services. Also, the sector needs to be
able to tolerate some failures, and see them for the learning
opportunities they provide without writing-off the approach as
a whole.

BIRCH REGENERATION WANTED
NORTH AND MIDLANDS

On the flip side of this coin, the forestry sector also needs
to have high expectations of WSE, in the sense of holding it
to account in relation to the sector’s standards and values.
WSEs are businesses like any other forestry business and
should be treated accordingly. Foresters shouldn’t stand by
if they see missed opportunities to add value to wood
products. Quality timber, for example, should not be sold on
the woodfuel market without challenge! This demands high
quality engagement and interaction amongst all those
working Britain’s woods. It also demands support with
professionalisation amongst new entrants into forestry who
chose social enterprise, and challenging any assumption
that WSEs are only low-skill and/or voluntary.
In summary, the forestry sector has much to gain from
embracing social enterprise, and vice versa. It can add much
by increasing what is done already, adding new markets,
increasing resilience, invigorating parts of the workforce, and
introducing innovation. But at this stage in the development
of the approach it requires effective support from the more
well-established parts of our sector.
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