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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
A brief introduction
The purpose of the Woodland Creation Test and Trial is to co-design and then assess a range of innovative methods
for providing greater knowledge and improved management of woodland creation for a wide range of stakeholders
at different holding scales and across different landscapes. The Woodland Creation T&T is led by Sylva Foundation, in
partnership with Forestry Commission and Woodland Trust.
The T&T is addressing different aspects across all of the five key policy areas:
New and Innovative Mechanisms - Through stakeholder engagement and co-design we are assessing the level
of woodland creation decision support required by a range of stakeholders. We are using the information
gained from this to build and then test a new woodland creation platform through an iterative co-design
process. The use and efficiency of the decision support tool is being assessed by a wide range of participants
(amateur to expert) in the field.
● Payment mechanisms – A platform has been co-designed to produce outputs that could be used to trigger
payments. For example, an auto-generated report could be submitted by a participant as a condition of
payment. Participants will help design, then review effectiveness of the system. The outputs will be flexible
enough to plug in or allow connections with a future ELM system (e.g. exporting data to an agreed
standard/format).
● Land Management Plans – We are testing how the platform can be effective in guiding participants in
preparing a Woodland Creation Plan, and exploring how such a detailed plan can also form part of a land
management plan or holding-scale plans required under ELM. Woodland Creation Plans have been codesigned and are being tested with stakeholders for efficacy and improved woodland creation.
● Advice and Guidance – A core part of the project is to assess the level of advice and guidance required for the
development of quality woodland creation projects. We are exploring how the platform can be integrated
with decision support tools through contextual help, with embedded smart links to external decision support
tools including Forest Research’s Ecological Site Classification (ESC), MAGIC, and the Land Information Search.
Such support may be linked seamlessly with geographic data thanks to the embedded mapping tools. In
collaboration with partners, the efficacy of practical advice and guidance is being explored via networks of
external advisors.
● Spatial Prioritisation – We are exploring how mapping elements of the platform can readily support specific
regional prioritisation for ELM if required. We are testing how any such priorities or specific guidance can be
tailored for participants to guide decision making and planning. During Phase 1 we have prioritised working
with the Northern Forest project as this allowed testing across multiple landscapes (upland, lowland, periurban etc.) among multiple participant typologies, for multiple objectives (encouraging nature rich landscapes,
flood reduction, improving health and wellbeing etc.).

●

Research Questions
RQ1
What are the needs and priorities among a range of stakeholders from an online platform designed to
support woodland creation?
RQ2

How effective is the online platform in fulfilling the outcomes of RQ1?

RQ3

What are the requirements and efficacy of a UKFS-compliant woodland creation plan?
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Top Five Learning Points
1. The concept of woodland creation online platform was widely welcomed by landowners, private sector
advisors, environmental NGOS, and government regulators and policymakers, fulfilling a need for simple yet
powerful online tools and advice.
2. A working beta version of the woodland creation platform, with free OS mapping, a plan editor and inventory
tool, and creation plan output, has scored highly among users for usability and outputs.
3. Access to datasets should be straightforward and consistent for users, helping to overcome difficulties and
complexities in responding to requirements of designing new woodlands. Some technical barriers remain in
enabling access to the best datasets for users, while further improvements are needed in these datasets.
4. Tools and outputs need to be consistent for users with a raft of requirements from statutory bodies, but
presents difficulties for us in presenting these, particularly with fast-moving policies and incentives. This
highlights the requirement for an online service which can present these simply for the user.
5. The co-design of a new UKFS-compliant Woodland Creation plan has been a powerful process. It has been
presented to a wide range of stakeholders during online seminars and workshops, during which valuable
feedback has been collected that will be used to make improvements during the second year. Its inclusion
within the platform in terms of what data are required, was not identified as a barrier by any users.
“Firstly, I think it’s a great tool, really intuitive, easy to find my way around, does a lot of the
things I need to do. Most of my comments below are possibly ‘nice to have’ as the tool works as it
is. Thanks for building it!” Land Agent.

Figure 1 A screenshot of the Woodland Creator platform showing a map in preparation for printing complete with labels,
property boundary and chosen map layer.
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Definitions and acronyms
Word or Acronym
ELM
ESC
FC
FR
MAGIC
myForest
T&T
UKFS
WT

Description or Definition
Environmental Land Management scheme
Ecological Site Classification system (a Forestry Commission tool)
Forestry Commission
Forest Research (government’s forestry research agency)
A government website providing geographic information about the natural environment
Sylva Foundation’s existing platform supporting sustainable woodland management
Test and Trial
UK Forestry Standard
Woodland Trust
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INTRODUCTION
Background
Sylva Foundation is an environmental and forestry charity. Through its innovative myForest platform, some 8,000
woodland owners and agents are supported in achieving sustainable forest management. The charity proposed to
Defra the concept of testing a platform which would support woodland creation, building upon its existing mapping
capabilities and developing links with the regulatory process. The strategic outcomes from this project desired by the
charity are that:
●
●
●

All new woodlands created not only meet minimum legal requirements but demonstrate good practice
All new woodlands are created with purpose and long-term goals to support sustainable development
All new woodlands created remain in good condition and managed according to standards of the UKFS

The project aims to test and trial aspects supporting Defra’s five key policy areas:
●
●
●
●
●

engage with stakeholders to codesign a new and innovative mechanism in the form of an online woodland
creation platform, complete with mapping, links to decision support tools, and online support;
design a platform that could be used to support future payment mechanisms, for example auto-generated
reports which can be submitted by users as a condition of approval;
co-design a completely novel ‘woodland creation plan’ that would fulfil the requirements of the UK Forestry
Standard, which could form part of a land management plan;
assess the level and type of advice and guidance and how these could be embedded in the online platform;
explore how mapping elements could readily support special prioritisation.

The Woodland Creation project extends over 27 months, as indicated in the schematic below. This period is allowing
us to test and trial over two seasons in the tree planting calendar. Initially (Year 1) the project was focussed on working
with stakeholders in the Northern Forest. Next year (Year 2) we plan to roll out to a wider geographic area with more
partners.

Figure 2 A summary of the Woodland Creation project and milestones
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Figure 3 A map of the Northern Forest area where the Woodland Creator was trialled during 2020-21

Research Questions
RQ1
What are the needs and priorities among a range of stakeholders for an online platform designed to support
woodland creation?
RQ2
How effective is the online platform in fulfilling the outcomes of RQ1?
[Note: the project has two build/test phases, allowing an iterative process of co-design and feedback]
RQ3

What are the requirements and efficacy of a UKFS-compliant woodland creation plan?

Other Aims
The 25-year plan emphasises new approaches to environmental land management, and the support given to
encourage woodland creation by incentivising more landowners and farmers to plant trees. Our project is supporting
Policy 4: Focusing on woodland to maximise its many benefits, including 4i.) supporting the development of the new
Northern Forest (a project to plant 50 million trees in the North of England), and 4ii.) supporting larger scale woodland
creation.
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Sampling and representation
●
●

●
●

March 2020: identified an existing network of advisors already developed in the Northern Forest area by main
partners Woodland Trust, supported by Forestry Commission.
March 2020: stakeholder workshop held to which a wider range of stakeholders were invited to attend with
support by main partners. Stakeholders were screened to ensure a wide range of representation across public,
private and NGO sectors:
o private sector land/forestry agent (6)
o project core partner representatives from FR and Woodland Trust (10)
o delivery partner representatives (7)
September/October 2020: 31 stakeholders attended four online training seminars.
Projects for testing were proposed by the 31 stakeholders, and were reviewed to ensure a diversity of schemes
for:
o site size
o location
o constraints

Research Methods
●
●
●
●

●
●

March 2020 – minutes recorded during interactive workshop to solicit views on key functions and
requirements of an online platform to support woodland creation. [RQ1]
April 2020 – post-March online workshop an online survey (Google form) was used to prioritise requirements
among stakeholders. [RQ1]
Feedback during training seminars with key groups was collated and used in directing activities (current and
planned). Seminars held with teams from Woodland Trust, Forestry Commission, Defra, Community Forests.
[RQ1]
For those able to complete a woodland creation project, a questionnaire was developed to provide
quantitative and qualitative data. The data collated were simply analysed in the form of counts of preference
split across typologies. Qualitative responses were reviewed including a frequency count to identify keywords
and themes. [RQ2/RQ3]
For those unable to complete a woodland creation project, we carried out semi-structured interviews on the
phone. [RQ2/RQ3]
Ad hoc data was collated during progress of the testing through phone calls and other communication. This
included both those able and unable to complete a woodland creation project. [RQ2/RQ3]

Timescales and Milestones
I.
II.
III.
IV.
V.
VI.

Consult with stakeholders and co-design a woodland creation online platform, with links to existing decision
support tools, by 27th March 2020. [R&D Phase 1]
Build and launch a working version of the woodland creation platform in readiness for tree planting season
2020/21, and conduct field tests with partners and an advisor network, by 30th October 2020. [IT Build Phase
1]
Deliver 25 Woodland Creation schemes in Year 1 [Field Testing Phase 1], and an additional 50 in Year 2 [Field
Testing Phase 2] using existing woodland creation support schemes (e.g. Partnership Innovation FundNorthern Forest; Countryside Stewardship; Woodland Carbon Fund).
Review performance and stakeholder feedback, and submit interim report by December 2020 [R&D Phase 2],
and implement improvements and enhancements to the woodland creation platform, by 30th April 2021 [IT
Build Phase 2].
Conduct a second phase of field trials during a second tree planting season (2021/22), with an augmented
range of stakeholders and partners, and evaluate post-planting outcomes from previous season, by 29th
October 2021. [Field Testing Phase 2]
Complete monitoring and evaluation of the project with partners and supporters, and submit a detailed
evaluation report by 30th May 2022. [Monitoring & Evaluation]
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METHOD
Limitations
Due to the low number of responses, quantitative analysis was limited in scope.
Project Management
Sylva Foundation gathered a small team of key stakeholders to help guide the project and to act as an external
sounding board for the Sylva team, providing both advice and support. At the end of the first year, project steering
group members were:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Dr Mark Broadmeadow, Principal Advisor on Woodland Creation, Forestry Commission
Dr Gabriel Hemery, Chief Executive, Sylva Foundation
Rory Lunny, Senior Policy Advisor, Defra
Simon Mageean, Programme Director of the Northern Forest, Woodland Trust
Paul Orsi, Director of Operations, Sylva Foundation
Clare Pinches, Principal Scientific Analyst, Natural England
John Tucker, Director of Woodland Outreach, Woodland Trust

The principal terms of reference for the steering group were to:
●
●
●
●

Provide advice to the project team.
Promote the project where appropriate
Provide insight into local and national policy relevant to the project
Foster links with others to ensure the project achieve additional benefits and does not duplicate the work of
others.
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Key Findings
RQ1
What are the needs and priorities among a range of stakeholders from an online platform designed to
support woodland creation?
March Seminar and Post-Event Survey
An online survey was used to collect feedback from 11 stakeholders following an online seminar delivered in March
2020. Respondents represented Forestry Commission, Woodland Trust, other environmental NGOs, and four private
land agents active in the Northern Forest area.
●

The majority (5) of respondents thought that an auto-populated checklist based on the UKFS would be highly
important.
Perfect for those who less familiar with the process to ensure nothing is missed, saves time for
everyone in long run. Land Agent

●
●
●
●
●

Top Constraints: biodiversity designations, Priority Habitats, historic environment.
Top Opportunities: linking to decision support tools (e.g. MAGIC, ESC), land parcel identification, carbon
funding
Budget estimator: identified as an important output by the majority of users (4).
EIA decision tool: important or highly important by the majority of users (8).
Provision of RPA Land Data: important or highly important by the majority of users (9).
This is the greatest area of struggle for us on many projects. The RPA data must be more readily
available especially after changes. Land Agent

●
●

●
●
●

Appraisal plans and concept maps: important or highly important by the majority of users (10).
Top desired mapping tools:
o ability to measure areas and perimeters (8)
o calculate open space (5)
o create sub-compartment polygons (4)
o ability to identify and label RLR boundaries (4)
All users were keen to see support extended to natural regeneration and agroforestry alongside traditional
woodland creation methods.
Woodland Carbon Code: important or highly important by the majority of users (9).
9 out of 11 users thought that a Creation Plan was desirable.
I think the platform being able to generate a plan would be great, the biggest benefit would be
having it accepted by various funding sources (CSS, carbon, WT etc). Land Agent

Requirements were identified which met the needs of users and these were mapped across the fields required to
complete the new Woodland Creation Plan and other outputs such as the FC’s Woodland Creation Planning Grant and
an EIA Enquiry Form. A total of 126 data fields were identified and built into the Plan Editor on the Woodland Creator
platform. This was a complex process because although some fields are required across multiple outputs, there was
considerable diversity in the language used and in specific requirements. The project team intend that the fields
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included in the Plan Editor will allow users to produce multiple outputs ‘at the touch of button’, rather than finding it
necessary to manually complete several different forms with frustratingly different answers to similar questions.
RQ2
How effective is the online platform in fulfilling the outcomes of RQ1?
A brand-new platform was designed from the ground up, building upon some of the technologies and innovations
developed in Sylva Foundation’s existing myForest Woodland Manager. The main components were:
●
●

●

Mapping tools: mapping backdrops (OS and Google) with drawing and measuring tools allowing users to design
compartments and sub-compartments. Some additional layers were included, allowing users to investigate
proximity to Ancient Woodland or SSSIs.
Plan Editor: a central function allowing users to collect information required to complete the Woodland
Creation Plan and other outputs. Users can click on a sub-compartment and add data including species,
stocking density, soil data, plant biosecurity, and more. A ‘quiz’ helps guide users in understanding
requirements in meeting EIA.
Outputs: using data collected in the Plan Editor, users are able to produce a number of outputs which can be
downloaded and shared with authorities and others in pdf format. Shapefiles are also exportable to thirdparty platforms such as MAGIC.

Figure 4 Screenshot of the Woodland Creator mapping tools, illustrating compartments and sub-compartments drawn. A number of additional
layers could be toggled by users, including alternative mapping tiles (e.g. OS variants, Google Maps etc). and layers showing
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Figure 5 Users are able to add details to a sub-compartment, in this illustration the Stocking tab is open showing species selected previously
under the Inventory tab but here details are added about planting spacing which automatically calculates a stocking de

Figure 6 A screenshot showing options for users in creating a printable map output with labels to meet requirements from regulatory authorities.
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Figure 7 A screenshot of a Site Appraisal Plan in preparation with the Woodland Creator which is a requirement by authorities.

Figure 8 A screenshot from the Editor of the Woodland Creator where users are able to develop a comprehensive UKFS-compliant woodland
creation plan. The plan is divided into four key sections covering Information, Design Outline, Design Details, and Establishment.
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Stakeholder Feedback
A full copy of the Stakeholder Feedback Survey is included in the Appendix. A summary is provided here.
Mapping
●
●
●
●
●

Mapping: Users found Google Satellite most useful, followed by OS Open Zoomstack maps. The majority would
be willing to pay for access to mapping from OS which included roads.
In this first beta version, land (field) parcels were not automatically imported from the Rural Land Registry but
was desired as a feature by users.
Additional layers were desired, particularly for soils and river habitats.
Users liked the current ability to export shapefiles to MAGIC for quick site assessments.
A long list of desired features for future development was collected.

Outputs
●
●
●

Map outputs from the beta platform were rated on average as 4/5.
Creation Plan outputs from the beta platform were rated on average as 4/5.
A list of additional desired outputs was collected, with features desired including an EIA Enquiry Form,
Woodland Carbon Code Calculator, and a Budget Estimator.
“The Creator plan output was good. It meets UKFS very well and provides all the relevant sections
clearly. The output is useful and I will use it to support future CS scheme applications that I'm
involved in, particularly larger schemes which fall under EIA regs.” Land Agent.

Help & Guidance
●
●
●

A comprehensive handbook was developed to support users, in light of the absence of any embedded online
help which will eventually be included in the platform.
All Users reported using the handbook, with 100% of users using it at multiple stages of their creation project.
Users also believed that one-to-one training would support, as would help videos.

General Feedback
●

Many participants, despite thinking the tool was incredibly useful, didn't agree that the tool may aid those
with lower skill levels. A certain level of skill and knowledge was deemed necessary for any plan of quality to
be produced.
“Knowledge of soils, species, silvicultural characteristics and other site conditions are fundamental
to trained foresters. Those without such knowledge will struggle to provide the detail required to
chive successful establishment of woodland for a range of objectives.” Land Agent

Prioritisation for Future Work
●
●
●
●
●

Improvement and development of mapping tools
Integrated decision support tools
New outputs (e.g. EIA inquiry form)
New and improved help and resources
The most important feedback seems to be ensuring that all outputs are compliant with the range of grants
and meet statutory bodies requirements. If they do not they become ‘extra’ work and aren’t deemed
necessary.
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RQ3

What are the requirements and efficacy of a UKFS-compliant woodland creation plan?

One of the main outputs of the project was the design and testing of a UKFS-compliant woodland creation plan. It is
perhaps surprising that such a plan has never been developed in the sector. Sylva consulted the UK Forestry Standard
to identify key requirements (see: A Summary of UKFS Requirements for Woodland Creation) and established a small
steering group to help code-design the plan. The group consisted of a private land agent, environmental NGO
representative, and a representative from the Forestry Commission.
Once designed, the fields of the Woodland Creation Plan were matched with requirements for other outputs identified
as important by users, such as an EIA enquiry form and a Woodland Creation Planning Grant. The user is required to
enter information in the platforms Editor, which automatically produces the necessary output drawing upon the
required data. The plan is outputted as a pdf of 40-pages or more. The plan captures information required to help
ensure that a scheme is UKFS compliant.
A number of Woodland Creation Plans completed by users can be accessed from a section in the Appendix: Example
Woodland Creation Plan Outputs.

f

f 9 Screen shot ofCWoodland Creation Plan output
Figure

As reported above, the Stakeholder feedback survey indicated that Creation Plan outputs from the beta platform were
rated on average as 4/5. The Creation Plan has also been presented to a wide range of stakeholders during online
seminars and workshops, during which valuable feedback has been collected that will be used to make improvements
during the second year. Details of stakeholders engaged are listed in the Appendix: Stakeholders engaged, complete
with Topics, Notes, and Actions.
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CONCLUSIONS
The project was impacted by Covid-19 and national lockdown requirements, with all in-person training and research
made impossible. Nonetheless, good progress was made in the development of the woodland creation platform and
woodland creation plan template. A target for the project was to collect 25 plans that had been designed using the
platform, but this target was not met in full (14 submitted plans). Feedback was collected from users in the form of
multiple online survey, phone interviews, and in the form of notes and actions recorded during online seminars with
key stakeholders during the year.
There were additional circumstances beyond our control which prevented some of the targeted schemes coming
forward with users. Several schemes were delayed or halted due to Environmental Impact Assessments. Some
landowners seem impatient because of the length of time it takes between deciding they want trees and actually
getting them in the ground.
“One project didn’t want to plant as much woodland as was necessary to secure the grant minimum of 3ha under schemes - the land owner didn’t want to go to that extent. Ultimately will
plant under 1ha with support from the Woodland Trust.” Land Agent
One scheme didn’t go ahead because the landowner decided they’d rather keep some rare breed sheep and stick to
more traditional agricultural rather than branching out. Another scheme didn’t come off because the landowner was
uncertain about the grant situation.
“Realistically those creating woodlands now are unlikely to see them as mature woodlands which
provide the benefits often described - consequently, they are willing to sit and wait 3+ years for
the grants to be right because ultimately it makes no difference to them” Land Agent

“Farming mindset is still very traditional - you make the most profit from product maximisation of
productivity - thinks it’s nonsense, many farmers don’t measure farming productivity in a holistic
sense. Whole farm profitability isn’t considered - reduced livestock may increase profitability.“
Land Agent

“The project didn’t go ahead once the landowner realised he would lose BPS” Land Agent
In the next phase of the project (year 2), the project team will:
●
●

use feedback to make improvements the online platform.
use feedback to build further enhancements to the online platform. This could include
o links to decision support tools
o additional outputs
o assessing potential to support multiple creation methods, including agro-forestry through links with
agro-forestry Test and Trial
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●
●
●
●

o Developing links with natural capital outputs such as Woodland Carbon Code
develop and launch a mobile app to complement the main platform.
train an expanded network of advisors covering more areas of England.
assess user feedback on suitability and efficacy of the desk and mobile platforms
begin work compiling a final report for Defra.
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