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The sliding scale of wildness 

Wilding

THE MOST WILD
IS MISSING
IN BRITAIN



Relative scale of wildness mapped for Britain

Class 7 and 8 - protected 
and unprotected

Wildness Class 1-8Comparison - UK level wild land

© Crown Copyright and Database Right 2016. Ordnance Survey (Digimap Licence)



REVISITING Edwards Report 1991 & Wild by Design 1997

Government endorses 
Recommendation 6.3 of the Edwards 
Report, 1991, to set up experimental 
schemes in National Parks where 
farming is withdrawn, allowing growth 
and development of natural vegetation

Council for National Parks sets a 
long term challenge in Wild by 
Design, 1997



Natural vegetation mapping of the UK

Five different oak communities, 
comprising two-thirds of all woodland, 
could cover much of the UK 

All woodland communities = 83.1%
All non-woodland communities 

= 16.9%

Digital mapping 
system (Bohn, U. et al 
2004) matches plant 
communities with 
current climatic and
soil conditions of 
Europe



Timescale of self-replicating natural systems

WOLF

- reaches sexual maturity within two 

years

- gestation period is ~ 63 days

- average litter size is 5 or 6

- live for up to 17 years

OAK TREE

- produces acorns at 40-60 years old

- optimum seed bearing 80-120+ years

- periodic acorn production from none to 

over 50,000 per year

- expected life span 350 - 700 years

Timescale in reaching spontaneous, self-replicating 
population of reinstated species depends on developmental 
age at which reproduction occurs. For trees, spontaneous 
perpetuation and wildwood structure may take 100y or more



At 30% cover and above, woodland
becomes ecologically functional:
- higher likelihood of corner or edge 
contact with other woodland
- overcomes fragmentation and 
isolation

Are there any large areas that function ecologically as woodland?

Waverley Borough Council area is 30% wooded

UK cover 12%
EU average 37%

(deciduous woodland)

Core area of 20% cover in 208km2 
around Newby Bridge



What drives ecological restoration…………..

…………..and what holds it back?

- public or beneficial ownership (or control)
- removal of non-native grazing animals
- recruitment of woody species and the reinstatement of the structural 
complexity of vegetation
- reinstatement of natural processes such as nutrient cycling,  
decomposition, trophic cascades etc

- grazing by domestic livestock
- dependency on agri-environment schemes (HLS, Countryside Stewardship): 

characterised by managerialism and short-termism – lack PERMANCY
- inflexibility within current designation system (SSSI): based on broad habitats and
Common Standards Monitoring
- lack of strict protection category (non-intervention) in protected area designation

What about reinstatement of animal kingdom?

Return of natural vegetation



SMALLSCALE - Vegetation renewal and hydrological improvements - examples 

of livestock exclusion in the uplands of Cumbria

Improving native diversity and hydrology, mitigating downstream 
erosion and flooding 
Caldbeck Common (Burblethwaite, Charlton Gill, Roughton Gill), Cumbria - January 2008
Saddleback Common, Cumbria - July 2008
Hartley Fell, Cumbria – March 2010
Bampton Common, Cumbria - February 2011
Brackenthwaite Fell, Cumbria March 2011
Langstrath & Coombe Fells, Cumbria June 2012

Protect woodland regeneration or planting
Milburn & Blencarn Commons, Cumbria – June 2005
Baugh Fell Common, Sedbergh, Cumbria – June 2006
Whernside Great Allotment, Cumbria – November 2007
Mungrisdale Common, Cumbria - July 2008
Bowscale Common, Cumbria - July 2008
Blencarn Fell Common and Kirkland Fell Common, Cumbria – September 2011
Skirwith Fell, Cumbria - September 2011
Glenridding Common, Cumbria – November 2011

Overgrazing
Whelpside, Cumbria - August 2011
Armboth Fell, Cumbria - August 2011
Blencarn Fell Common and Kirkland Fell Common, Cumbria – September 2011

Livestock exclusions monitored by applications to the Planning Inspectorate to enfence areas in upland commons



LARGESCALE -Hardknott Forest and Duddon Valley woodland

Hardknott Forest 600 ha Forestry Commission conifer 
plantation in the upper Duddon valley
- planted in the 1930s and 1940s - now reaching end of 
rotation (maturity)
- aim is to increase natural  and recreational value 
through gradual restoration into native oak and birch 
woodland with open crags and boggy areas

- opportunity to create largest
semi-natural woodland in Lake District 

through natural regeneration
- being linked in to existing a series of 
ancient oak woodlands that snake 
down the valley all the way to coast! 

FOREST HABITAT NETWORKS



- area clear felled 1998

2008

Natural regeneration at Hardknott Forest

Clearfelling upland conifer plantation sites where 
local native seed sources exist has the potential to 
be effective method of establishing native 
woodland through natural regeneration 

Cutting Sitka spruce amongst birch regeneration Planting juniper

Work parties in dormant season clear regenerating Sitka spruce, plant juniper, remove 
redundant fences (Uni. ofLeeds; Park Lane College, Leeds; Leeds City College; Scottish Agricultural College; Scottish Rural University College)

Cutting Sitka spruce regeneration



Upland Oakwood planted by Forestry Commission in 
2005 to link Hardknott Forest and Duddon Valley 
ancient woodland
- oak, rowan, birch, holly and juniper planted in five 
groups across landscape
- scattered holly, juniper and rowan in upper crags
- area enclosed by fencing to keep out deer and sheep 
from the fell during woodland establishment 

Grassguards Native Woodland – a linking woodland

Valley woodland

New woodland on fells



http://www.wildlandresearch.org/our-

work/downloads/publications/

http://www.wildlandresearch.org/our-work/downloads/publications/

