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in The Highlands:  
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PREAMBLE  
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Which is more natural?  
(Glencoe exclosure  

exclude edge effect ) 
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Wet heath  

Bracken  

Glen Coe  
(importance of geology ) 

Rare alpines  

Bryophyte -rich  

birch woodland  

Montane 

willow  

(Meall  Mor)  

Species -rich grassland  

(Meall  Mor limestone)  

Dryas heath  

(Meall  Mor)  

Mountain  

fern  

Ash -elm cliff woods  

Mixed BL gorge  

woodland  

Relict Scots pine  

(Glen Etive ) 
PrProstrate  heath  

Fellfield  

& Scree  

Dry heath  

Alluvial grassland  

Bryophyte -rich  

boulder field  

άL hope that this designation of [Glencoe 
as an NNR] will see ώƛǘϐ Χ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ to a 
more natural, healthy habitatέ  

Post on Rewilding Scotland Facebook page 
 

What is meant by this? 
What is wrong with Glencoe as it is? 

Blanket  

bog  
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From: 
The Rise and Fall of Forests 
H.J.B. Birks and Hilary H. Birks 
University of Bergen and Bjerknes 
Centre for Climate Research, Bergen 
Science, 2004 

The Interglacial  

Cycle  

Who has heard of 

this?  

 

Not a steady state  
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With global 

warming, 

successional trends 

may change:  

 

Soils dry = out more 

trees  

or 

Soils stay wet  



There is an implicit belief  in the Clementsian  concept 

of plant succession to a stable climax vegetation :- 

Woodland  in Scotland  

 

The absence of woodland across most of the Highlands 

is ascribed to human action, and anything which 

prevents return to woodland such as grazing must be 

unnatural  

 

But é 

Although postglacial succession to woodland in many 

areas, the resulting woodland is not stable in the long 

term:  

 There is further succession to open 

communities ð the ôtelocratic phase of forest 

regressionõ (Birks 1986) which has been a 

characteristic of previous interglacial cycles  

 

The open landscapes of upland Scotland, rather than 

being anthropogenically damaged, in fact represent 

one of the most natural vegetation patterns remaining 

in Europe  

 

Note: As woodland declines, so do the associated 

animals  

The thesis presented 

here  

Not new! 
The eminent Scottish 
geologist James Geikie in 
1866  concluded: 
 
άLǘ can be shown that the 
destruction of our ancient 
forests has not been 
ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƴΧέ 
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The traditional view  
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 NATURAL HERITAGE  

˅ Natural entities, inherited from nature: the natural world  

 Derived from natural  processes, i.e. not designed or created by us  

 

 CULTURAL HERITAGE  

˅ Artificial entities, inherited from previous generations:  

      the artificial world  

 Derived from human action, i.e. designed and created by humans  

 

Back to Basics : What is conservation about?  

The aim of NATURE CONSERVATION is to pass on remaining 

elements of the natural world to future generations  

This includes both the natural entities  and the natural processes  which 

shape them  

 

The aim of CULTURAL HERITAGE CONSERVATION is to pass on the 

elements of cultural value  
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Example of a Natural Landscape  

Layout of species & habitats determined by natural processes  

Example of a Cultural Landscape  

Layout of species & habitats determined by humans  

 

Antarctica as an example  

Commercial forestry  

Galloway  

The hills above are unwooded:  

ð A natural landscape?  

ð Or a cultural landscape?  

A fundamental difference is 

that we do not choose the 

natural world  
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The Highlands:  

 

Natural Landscape?  

Cultural Landscape?  

 

 

 

Cultural localities:  

˅ Forestry plantations  

˅ Settlements  

˅ Inbye  land  

 

 

In other localities, is the vegetation pattern largely natural ? 

Or culturally determined ? 

 

Cultural processes:  

ð Grazing modification: deer, sheep, cattle, goats, horses  

ð Burning  

ð Woodland management  

ð Extinctions, particularly of the wolf  

Have these significantly modified the natural vegetation pattern? 
(away from settlements & inbye land ) 



PART 1  

WHAT DOES 

THE EVIDENCE 

SUGGEST?  
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CONCLUSION  

˅ No real difference in 

woodland cover since 

1750  

Woodland very rare  

General Royõs maps 

1747 -52  

Loch Monar  area  

OS one inch  

1921 -30  

Maps courtesy of the National Library 

of Scotland, from NLS website  


