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SCOTLAND: The Big Picture works to drive the recovery 
of nature across Scotland through rewilding, in response 
to the growing climate and biodiversity crises.

We believe that restoring the natural living systems on which all life 
depends is the responsibility of everyone, and that young people’s 
voices should be heard and valued.

Rewilding Reachout is a series of booklets, films and stories shaped 
by our #NextGen rewilders, a team of inspirational young people 
who aim to inform and inspire fresh thinking among young Scots 
around the potential of a rewilded Scotland.

#SBPNextGen

Thanks to National Lottery players



Gazing at Scotland’s dramatic scenery, you might imagine that the 
Highlands form a largely untouched wilderness. However, in truth, this is 
a landscape marked by thousands of years of human activity.  

Here – once you start to look – is a “world of wounds”. Forests have 
been felled, animals hunted, bogs drained, hollows filled, rivers 
straightened, the land ploughed, and the seabed scarred. In many 
places, even humans have been cleared from the land. But here too are 
signs of renewal and the promise of a rewilded Scotland, where people 
prosper and wildlife flourishes.

It turns out that what we are looking at is a landscape of opportunity.

Have you ever wondered why 
Scotland looks the way it does?

“Learn how to see. Realise that everything
        connects to everything else”
                                                      Leonardo da Vinci



Not so long ago, Scotland was covered in 
ice. 11,700 years ago, Scotland entered a 
warmer interglacial period known as the 
Holocene and the ice sheets that covered 
the landscape began to retreat.

Doggerland – an area of low marsh that once 
joined Britain to mainland Europe – became 
flooded as sea levels rose. By around 8,000 
years ago we had become an island, but not 
before an early community of animals and plants 

had established themselves here – species 
we now define as "native" to our island.

Hardy shrubs such as dwarf birch, willow and 
juniper were the first large plants to gain a 
foothold in this sub-Arctic environment. As the 
climate warmed further, they were followed by 
birch, hazel, ash, Scots pine and oak. By around 
6,000 years ago, woodlands had reached all the 
way up to Shetland and the Western Isles. A sheet 
of ice had been replaced with a blanket of trees.

Where the wild things were
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Even then, the Great Wood of Caledon did not form a 
continuous blanket over the land. In a few places, soil 
cover remained too thin, the water table too high, or 
the temperature too cold for trees to get established. 
And the landscape was still host to a wide variety of 
large mammals, including the aurochs, elk, reindeer 
and tarpan, as well as red deer and roe, wild boar, 
beaver and others. All these animals helped maintain a 
patchwork of clearings, and so the great wood was really 
a mix of trees, scrub, marsh and grassy clearings. 



Chop and change
As the ice retreated, humans began pushing up 
into Scotland, with one early settlement near 
Edinburgh dated to around 8500 BC.

Their impact on the landscape gradually 
increased, as the hunter-gatherers began burning 
the forest, aiming to hunt animals attracted to the 
flushes of green re-growth that followed these fires.

Later, farmers began chopping down trees 
with stone axes, burning the regrowth and 
herding livestock in the clearings. Trees had no 
chance to recover and the great wood started 
to fray at its edges, becoming increasingly 
patchy as humans cleared the forest to make 
way for agriculture. The Orkney Isles were 
entirely deforested by 1000 BC and parts of 
the Isle of Skye became treeless soon after.

Making matters worse, several cooler, wetter periods 
created a rising water table, drowning legions of trees 
in the spreading peat bogs. It’s still not entirely clear 
whether the wetter climate or the swinging axe did 
more damage, but by the time the Romans invaded 
Scotland in AD 82, at least half of Scotland’s original 
woodland had disappeared. Even so, the country was 
still sufficiently wooded for the Romans to name the 
country Caledonia – meaning “wooded heights”.



By AD 1100, forest cover had shrunk to as low 
as 20% and by 1503, the Scottish parliament 
felt moved to proclaim that “the woods of 
Scotland are utterly destroyed”. In the 17th 
and 18th centuries, surviving woodland was 
further exploited for timber, charcoal, iron 
furnaces and tanbark, before the Highland 
Clearances and the introduction of large-scale 
sheep farming ushered in the bare, heavily 
grazed hills we are so familiar with now. 

By 1900, woodland cover had shrunk to less 
than 5% and Britain had nearly run out of 
timber. In response, the Government created 
the Forestry Commission, but the new 
foresters quickly established a preference for 
the fast-growing, non-native Sitka spruce. The 
dark plantations they created supported little 
life, and although these dense plantations 
were full of trees, they were not woodlands.

Rock bottom



The effects of this destruction have been 
profound. Trees trap nutrients in their leaf 
litter and absorb them through their roots, 
but when we cut trees down, nutrients 
are flushed out of the soil by heavy rain. 
Without tree roots to stabilise soils and 
slow the flow of water running off the hills, 
burning and continuous grazing leads to 
erosion, washing soils into streams, and 
choking our lochs and reservoirs with silt. 

And without trees to hold the water on the 
hills, floods become more likely during wet 
weather and exposed soils dry out faster 
during droughts. Without the shade cast by 
trees, upland streams overheat, becoming 
starved of oxygen to the point where young 
salmon suffocate. At the same time, streams 
deprived of the nutrients provided by falling 
leaves support fewer insects and other 
invertebrates which, in turn, feed fewer fish.

Surveying the damage



In recent years, mass planting efforts have 
seen the area of tree cover in Scotland 
increase, recovering to just over 18%, but 
this figure is still well below the European 
average of 38% and far below historical 
levels. We still use more timber than we 
grow, producing around 15% of what we 
need and relying on imports for the rest. 
Furthermore, less than a third of our 
tree cover is native woodland, with the 
majority made up of non-native conifers.

The proportion of native trees being 
planted is rising, but these young trees 
will not develop into fully functional 
woodlands for many years.

Shoots of recovery
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Our most precious woodlands are the small 
patches of ancient woodland, defined in 
Scotland as areas that have been continually 
forested since at least 1750 – the richest 
and most complex habitats in the UK.

NATIVE vs NON-NATIVE
WOODLAND COVER
IN SCOTLAND



Ancient woodlands contain undisturbed soils 
criss-crossed with fungal threads, creating a 
largely invisible web that reaches into every part 
of the forest. This "wood-wide web" facilitates 
a lively trade in nutrients between fungi and 
the roots of trees that’s partly cooperative and 
partly competitive, and vital for woodland health. 
It’s even involved in the flow of information 
– as plants under attack release chemicals 
warning neighbours of any nearby threat.

Such ancient woodlands are rare, often 
fragmented, and at increasing risk from hungry 
deer, careless campers, new diseases, a changing 
climate and introduced pests. And these ancient 
woods are irreplaceable. You can’t just plant a 
few trees and recreate the full assemblage of 
species accumulated over centuries. Restoring 
a forest is a bit more complicated than that...

The‘wood-wide web’

Trees and fungi use the 
‘wood-wide web’ to trade 
nutrients, allow exchanges 
between trees as ‘mother 
trees’ supply their seedlings 
with extra sugars to help 
them, and even share 
information – plants under 
attack can release chemicals 
warning neighbours 
of a nearby threat

Linked to tree roots, 
fungal threads 
create a vast web 
reaching every part 
of the woodland
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Forests take hundreds of years to attract all the 
plant, fungal and invertebrate species found 
in an ancient woodland. This accumulation of 
biological richness and complexity follows a 
predictable pattern, as a sequence of distinct 
plant communities appear and are then 
replaced in a process known as succession. 

This process of succession can proceed from 
one of two starting points. Primary succession 
begins from bare rock and takes a long 
time. Over hundreds of years, generations 
of lichen grow and die, building up layers of 
decomposing organic material and gradually 

creating soil. These early, shallow soils hold 
just enough water and nutrients to support 
a few mosses and other hardy pioneers, 
adapted to tolerate these harsh conditions. 

Eventually, enough soil builds up to support more 
deep-rooted plants, with seeds brought in by the 
wind or animals. Given time (and provided the land 
is not burned or heavily grazed), fast-growing tree 
species eventually emerge from this shrub layer. 
Given more time, and continued freedom from 
grazing or burning, these first trees will eventually 
be joined – and gradually replaced – by giant slow-
growing trees such as oak, ash and Scots pine.
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However, while primary succession takes a long 
time, it’s rare that life actually needs to get going 
from nothing.

More commonly, even after a fire or landslip, 
some soil remains, and stored within this soil 
lies a seed bank, with a variety of seeds awaiting 
their day in the sun. This seed-filled soil gives life 
a head start, speeding up recovery of disturbed 
habitats in a process known as secondary 
succession.

Either way, the end point is a climax community of 
large, shade-tolerant trees, but which tree species 
dominate in the end depends on the soil type and 
the environment; how damp it is, how cold, and 
how high. On Scotland’s wet Atlantic coast, rich 
rainforests of ancient oaks develop, draped with 
mosses and ferns. In the East, on the Cairngorm 
plateau, gnarly Scots pine take on stunted forms 
while lower down, in the forests of Abernethy and 
Rothiemurcus, the same trees grow tall, forming 
the pillars of the famous Caledonian forest.

Fire Plants and 
grasses
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A disturbance in the forest
Nature never stands still, and no woodland stands 
unchanged forever. Sooner or later, the local 
climate will change, or new competitors arrive. 
Change is the fuel that drives evolution. But time 
is critical. When changes happen too fast – as 
with climate change today – species have no time 
to adapt. Extinctions outpace the emergence 
of new species and ecosystems risk collapse.

Even in a stable climate, mature woodland 
remains subject to natural disturbance.    

Lightning strikes, diseases get in, trees blow 
over, old trees die. Dead wood supports a 
wealth of fungal and invertebrate life, but 
this rich habitat is often missing from our 
woodlands as dead wood is hastily tidied away 
or collected for firewood. Meanwhile, anywhere 
the leafy canopy is opened up, foxgloves flower, 
bluebells sprout, and saplings shoot up.

Disturbance equals opportunity.



So, why isn’t Scotland covered in more 
trees today? Often, saplings may be killed 
by muirburn, the traditional burning of 
moorlands intended to create a patchwork 
mosaic of young and older heather favoured 
by red grouse or grazing livestock.

Elsewhere, bracken – once kept in check 
by cattle and their wild ancestors – creates 

a dense thatch that young trees struggle 
to break through. And when deer and 
sheep seek shelter in the few woodland 
fragments that remain, they nibble down 
any saplings attempting to grow, leaving 
old trees standing sadly over a close-
cropped understorey where nothing 
grows more than a few centimetres high.

However, given a chance,
forests quickly regenerate.



Healthy forests restore our spirits and enrich the human 
experience. They support threatened wildlife, lock up carbon, 
yield timber products, support jobs and generate ecosystem 
services – filtering water and reducing flood risk.

We need more woodlands and happily progress is already being 
made. Muirburn is increasingly regulated. There are fewer sheep on 
the hills. Deer are being managed at lower densities. Once laid low 
by the axe, entombed in peat, or trampled and browsed by too many 
sheep and deer, trees are now marching back up our mountain 
slopes and spilling out across our glens. Young recruits crowd the 
feet of lonely old granny pines, turning our grey hills green again.

Woodlands are on their way back!

Rewilding

    "A man has made at least a start on 
discovering the meaning of human life when 
he plants shade trees under which he knows 
full well he will never sit"

Elton Trueblood, The Life We Prize, 1951



• Plant a native tree (search for “right tree, right place”). This could be 
in your garden (if you have one), your school grounds, or out in the 
countryside. Search for charities organising tree-planting activities. 

• Only buy sustainable wood products (look for the FSC logo on 
paper, furniture etc.). We use far more timber than we produce 
in Scotland, so it is important that all the wood products we use 
come from sustainably managed forests, to ensure we 
do not contribute to global deforestation.

• Consider eating less farmed meat (livestock farming 
is a leading cause of global deforestation) or eating 
more wild venison (excess deer numbers in the 
UK are harming our native woodlands and other 
woodland wildlife, so eating wild deer can help!).

• Support an organisation like SCOTLAND: 
The Big Picture, the Woodland Trust or 
Trees for Life. Join up or volunteer. 
There are lots of ways to help! 

• People only care about things they 
feel connected to, so take the kids out 
in the woods, or meet your friends 
for a woodland walk, and share your 
love of trees! What’s the oldest tree 
you can find? Or the largest? 

What can you do for Scotland's woodlands?



Glossary
Aurochs – the wild ancestor of domestic cattle. It was 
effectively hunted to extinction by 1627, although the 
last known animals died in Poland from natural causes. 
Aurochs had disappeared from Scotland by the early 
Bronze Age, around 3,000 years ago, but their role as 
a keystone species may be largely replicated by hardy 
native breeds of cattle.

Doggerland – an area of land, now submerged beneath 
the North Sea, that once connected Great Britain to 
continental Europe. 

Elk – otherwise known as moose. Elk are the largest 
and heaviest living deer species. It had become extinct 
in Scotland by around 700 years ago but survives in 
Scandinavia, Eastern Europe and around the Arctic circle.

Holocene – the current geological period. It began 
approximately 11,500 years ago, after the last glacial 
period. 

Invertebrates – animals without a backbone, including 
insects, molluscs (such as snails), and annelids (such as 
worms). They make up 95% of all animal species.

Leaf litter – a layer of decomposing leaves and other 
debris found on top of the soil in woodland environments.

Lichens – composite organisms consisting of a 
photosynthetic algae or cyanobacteria living together 
with a fungus. They exist in a mutually beneficial 
partnership known as symbiosis, with each partner 
contributing different things and each dependent on 
the other. Common species to look out for include so-
called reindeer moss, chewing gum lichen, shaggy strap 

lichen and hammered shield lichen. See how many you 
can find!

Native woodland – a forest or woodland mostly 
composed of tree species that have established 
themselves naturally in Scotland during the Holocene 
(i.e. they have not been introduced).

Pioneer species – the first species to colonise newly 
formed or otherwise bare habitats. 

Seed bank – the collection of seeds found stored within 
soil from which life can re-emerge following disturbances 
that cause the loss of established surface vegetation, 
e.g. following a fire.

Silt – fine sand, clay, or other material carried by running 
water before being deposited as a layer of sediment, 
especially in a channel or harbour.

Sitka spruce – an evergreen conifer native to North 
America. It is popular with UK foresters due to its fast 
growth rate, and tolerance of poor soils and exposed 
conditions, producing a versatile timber used for paper, 
pallets and fencing, and even aircraft and ship building. 

Tanbark – the bark from certain trees (especially oak) 
which are rich in chemical compounds known as tannins, 
needed for the traditional process of tanning animal 
hides to make leather.

Tarpan – extinct wild horse species. Gone from Scotland 
by around 7,000 years ago.

Water table – the depth underground where 
groundwater begins to saturate the soil.
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