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DISCUSSION PAPER 
Woodland Trust Scotland petition on native species  
 

An agreement changed 
There has been an informal agreement between Woodland Trust Scotland (WTS) 
and Confor for many years on a shared aspiration to significantly increase new 
planting in Scotland, with 60% of that being forest primarily for wood production 
and 40% native woodland primarily for biodiversity. This informal agreement was 
shared with the Scottish Government (SG) and has influenced SG policy ever since. 
It was also a key part of the advice of the Woodland Expansion Advisory Group, in 
which WTS was a participant.   

It is disappointing therefore, that WTS has now changed its position without any 
prior discussion or communication with Confor and is calling for a target of 50% 
native woodland creation. This change in position is a significant development and 
therefore Confor has prepared the following discussion paper. 

How much native woodland is Scotland currently planting? 
The amount of native woodland planted in Scotland is not directly measured and 
reported. According to Forestry Statistics, 66% of Scotland’s woodland creation in 
2019-20 was ‘conifer’ and 33% ‘broadleaf’. This is often used as shorthand for 
‘native’ and ‘non-native’ in policy discussions. However, this is misleading in a 
Scottish context where the conifer Scots pine is a major native species.  

Scottish Forestry’s published statistics on woodland created under their various 
grant models since 2015 provide a clearer picture. Options including native 
broadleaves, native Scots pine, native upland birch and natural regeneration provide 
the majority of native trees. However, around 3000-6000 hectares of native trees 
have also been planted under the ‘conifer’ and ‘diverse conifer’ models, since these 
are required to include 5-10% broadleaves, and in practice often more, and may 
include a significant component of Scots pine as a commercial species. When this is 
taken into account, we would expect that the proportion of native trees planted in 
Scotland in the past five years to be around 50%.  

In addition to native trees planted through new woodland creation, many thousands 
of hectares of new native woodland has been created as last century’s wood-
producing forests are harvested, and are obliged to restock under the UK Forestry 
Standard requirements which provide for such diversification of species. This is one 
reason that Scotland was recently revealed to have a third more native woodland 
than previously thought.  

Native trees planted as part of modern standards for productive forestry are no less 
‘native’ than those planted under ‘native’ grant schemes. Indeed, they have the 

https://scotland.forestry.gov.uk/images/corporate/pdf/WEAGFinalReport.pdf
https://campaigns.woodlandtrust.org.uk/page/67180/petition/1
https://forestry.gov.scot/publications/846-clear-round-results-july-2020/viewdocument
https://forestry.gov.scot/news-releases/new-report-reveals-scotland-has-more-native-woodland-than-was-thought
https://forestry.gov.scot/news-releases/new-report-reveals-scotland-has-more-native-woodland-than-was-thought
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advantage of ongoing professional management, and are usually audited under the 
UK Woodland Assurance Standard. 

The proportion of native woodland created in Scotland is not currently measured 
and reported: this would seem to be a prerequisite to calling for a target; and the 
evidence suggests that WTS’s desired target may already be being met. If it is the 
case that the target is being met, and the percentage of productive woodland 
planting fell in future in response to the petition, then the percentage of new native 
woodland creation would become greater than 50%. 

Nativeness and carbon capture potential 
The Just Transition Commission advice on a green recovery, cited by WTS, does not 
provide any evidence to support the petition’s 
claim that ‘native trees are more effective in 
capturing carbon’.  

It is true that, globally, natural forests store more 
carbon than timber crops planted for wood 
production. Yet it is not clear that this is primarily 
due to the nativeness of their species rather than a 
factor of their history, management, and different 
roles in the carbon cycle. 

In Scotland, we have mighty oaks, but we also 
have some mighty Sitka spruce (right). We have 
predominantly conifer forests being harvested, 
temporarily losing carbon from site – the 
implications of which are discussed below. 
However, we also have 15,000 hectares of ash 
woodland, losing carbon due to the ravages of ash dieback, which does not have the 
same prospect of being rapidly restocked. In the context of new woodland creation 
in a Scottish context, the case that nativeness per se confers carbon capture 
potential requires to be evidenced, not asserted. 

The different roles of natural and wood-producing forests 
A forest which is not harvested can continue to accumulate carbon on-site for many 
centuries. Trees can grow to enormous size, and even once the trees reach an 
equilibrium, forest soil can continue to accumulate carbon as layers of deadwood 
and leaf litter are laid down.  

A forest planted primarily to produce wood, on the other hand, is not operating just 
as a carbon store but also as a carbon capture facility. The trees convert 
atmospheric carbon into a useable material, wood, which is removed from the site 
and turned into products – buildings, fencing, packaging, fuel, even clothing and 
high-tech materials. These products provide carbon benefit in two ways. First, they 
continue to store forest carbon off-site (much of the typical home and its contents 
are a forest carbon store). Second, and more importantly, they reduce the use of 

160 year old Sitka spruce, Cullen 
Estate, Moray 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/transition-commission-advice-green-recovery/
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carbon-emitting materials (steel, concrete, plastic) – just as a wind-turbine delivers 
carbon benefit by reducing the use of fossil fuels by supplying renewable electricity. 

Any carbon argument which only measures the carbon on site fails to understand 
this fundamental difference in the role of native and wood-producing forests in the 
carbon cycle. These different roles are understood by the Scottish Government’s 
statutory advisors, the UK Committee on Climate Change, as well as their own 
forestry advisors. 

Understanding the difference between carbon store and carbon conversion does not 
mean the two are in conflict. It is of course possible, and desirable, to combine 
wood production with carbon accumulation on-site: to leave some stands of trees to 
grow old and carbon-rich, and to harvest in such a way as to ensure that soil carbon 
and deadwood accumulate even as trees for timber are harvested. For the past 20 
years Government’s UK Forestry Standard and the UK Woodland Assurance 
Standard have ensured this is the case thanks to strict guidelines about forest 
design, harvesting and replanting.  

Wood-growing trees are optimised to capture carbon fastest 
We do not have the luxury of thinking in centuries or millennia about the climate 
emergency. If our global ecosystems, including natural carbon-rich forests, are to 
have any chance of surviving into that long term, we urgently need to reach net 
zero within 30 years. 

Just as farm sheep are meatier than their wild ancestors, thanks to many years of 
selective breeding, so trees planted for timber grow wood far more efficiently than 
wild trees. Thanks to initiatives such as the Conifer Breeding Co-operative, Sitka 
spruce is very different from the wild spruce collected on Haida Gwaii in Alaska and 
brought to Scotland by pioneering collectors. Other important timber species like 
Douglas fir and Scots pine have also diverged from their wild relatives. They capture 
carbon much faster, and they convert a far greater proportion of it into 
construction-quality timber.  

This speed of carbon capture can easily be visualised thanks to a new interactive 
map tool from the James Hutton Institute (figure 1 over page). This shows that 
after 30 years (our timescale for net zero), Sitka spruce and Douglas fir are 
capturing carbon far faster on planted areas which are suitable for these species. On 
the best land, native broadleaves are capturing carbon far more slowly, and in many 
areas considered suitable are still emitting carbon.1 In Confor’s estimation this map 
is using outdated data which significantly underestimates the carbon capture of 

 

1 Suitability is based on Ecological Site Classification.  

https://www.coniferbreedingcoop.co.uk/
https://woodlandexpansion.hutton.ac.uk/
https://woodlandexpansion.hutton.ac.uk/
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spruce: the latest yield tables for improved Sitka show that it is growing 
significantly faster than in this model.  

 

Net zero can’t be achieved with marginal efficiency gains in carbon-emitting 
materials combined with ‘offsetting’ of what remains. It must also involve the large-
scale replacement of carbon-emitting materials, particularly in construction, with 
carbon-storing alternatives – just as decarbonising electricity has required large-
scale replacement of fossil fuel with wind, solar and hydro. This means that growing 
timber on a larger scale must be a key element of any decarbonisation proposal.  

Realising the carbon benefit 
All woodland creation begins with a carbon cost. Activities and materials in tree 
nurseries, transport of trees and tree-planters to the site, plastic tree tubes for 
native trees, and the disturbance of soil to plant trees, all emit carbon. Even in the 
case of natural regeneration, the microbial activity in the soil caused by tree growth 
can result in carbon emissions.  

As with any low-carbon technology, the ‘payback period’ is key. A wind turbine 
causes carbon loss in its manufacture and installation, but this is paid back in a few 
years by the energy generated by the turbine which substitutes for fossil fuel. 
Woodland creation can be considered in the same way. 

Figure 1. Carbon capture / emission rates from production Sitka spruce (left) and mixed 
native broadleaf (right) 30 years after planting. James Hutton Institute. 

https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/tools-and-resources/forest-yield/how-forest-yield-works/
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Given the urgency of the climate crisis, minimising the payback period is vital. This 
can be done in two ways. Firstly, by minimising the carbon emissions of tree 
planting, in particular by minimising carbon loss from the soil. Secondly, by 
ensuring that trees grow as fast as possible, so that a positive carbon balance is 
reached as fast as possible.  

Provisions in the UK Forestry Standard such as avoiding planting on deep peat and 
requiring the slowing of water from the site by reprofiling drains and creating 
wetland buffers, have vastly reduced carbon losses of modern woodland creation. 
Whether the balance has been got right, or whether provisions should be stricter, is 
a matter for a separate discussion: the important point here is that it has nothing to 
do with species. Whether the trees planted are native or non-native, the type of 
ground and the method of preparation has an impact on the carbon. Indeed birch, 
one of Scotland’s commonest native trees, accelerates carbon emissions from 
organic soils by stimulating microbial activity. Known to foresters as a ‘soil improver’ 
for this effect, its carbon impact was demonstrated in recently published research.  

What should the priority be for native woodlands? 
Native woodland is rightly part of Scotland’s net zero ambitions, but simply 
proposing an increase in the proportion of native woodland planted at the expense 
of new productive woodland is not the answer or necessarily the correct priority. 

Too many native woodlands planted in the past 100 years are not on the journey, 
described at the start, that characterise natural forests - towards becoming an ever-
increasing carbon store, characterised by mighty trees, rich understoreys, and deep 
forest soils.  

Grazing by deer and sheep prevents natural regeneration of trees and a woodland 
understorey, while damage by grey squirrel – spreading across the UK – stunts or 
even kills young and semi-mature trees.  

A carbon policy for Scotland’s native woodlands – which will also deliver the 
biodiversity benefits for which these habitats are essential – should include making 
better use of the native woods we have. This would involve creating better metrics 
to measure carbon benefit in an existing native woodland, and rewarding 
landowners and managers who deliver that benefit. It would also include woodland 
expansion, as many of our existing woodlands suffer from fragmentation, as part of 
a package of restoration and improvement led by local ecological requirements.  

Partnerships work best 
Scotland is on a journey to becoming a forest nation, with a wood-based economy 
and a sophisticated understanding of the role of trees in our society and ecology. 
Confor’s view is that petitions like these, which perpetuate a ‘native/non-native’ 
dichotomy and which aren’t based on the full story do not take the people of 
Scotland further on that journey.  

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/gcb.15229
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