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Broad Character: Woodland 

Character Type: Woodland 

Irish Sea Regional Perspective 

Introduction: Defining/Distinguishing Attributes 

There are only two areas of mapped woodland for the Irish Sea HSC region. Both are areas of 
plantation near Formby, Merseyside. Generally, there is little woodland along the north-west 
England’s /coastline, and most of this has no clear relation to maritime character. The lack of 
mapped woodland reflects the low level of woodland cover generally across north-west 
England, with an average woodland cover of less than 6%, compared to nearly 12% 
nationally (Newman and Hardie 2007, 98), and little of this is on the coast. 

Historical Processes; Components, Features and Variability 

This Character Type comprises either ‘ancient woodland’ or ‘plantation woodland’. Ancient 
woodland is defined formally as land that has been woodland since at least AD 1600 
(http://www.british-trees.com/glossary/). There are small areas of ancient woodland close to 
the coast in Cumbria, but none has a particularly maritime character. In general, any areas of 
ancient woodland are in the form of gill woodland, that is, woodland along the steep valley 
sides of streams, for example at Andrew’s Gill between Whitehaven and Harrington in 
Cumbria. 

The two areas of mapped woodland plantation are both at Formby, planted on the landward 
side of the sand dunes, between the dunes and the town of Formby. The northern plantation is 
part of a line of nature reserves that line the coast between Southport and Formby 
(http://www.rspbliverpool.org.uk/). It is within the Freshfield National Trust Reserve, which 
is managed as a red squirrel reserve. It is considered one of the best places in Great Britain to 
see, feed and photograph red squirrels. The Scots and Corsican pine were planted between 
1893 and 1921, almost certainly as a means of stabilising the sand dunes, but they now 
provide an important food source for the red squirrels. 

Values and Perceptions 

The value of the woodlands is mostly for the nature conservation value they provide as a red 
squirrel habitat. They also have an amenity value, as the coastline and nature reserve has 
public access, and attracts visitors, many of whom visit to see the red squirrels. 

Research, Amenity and Education 

Although the woodlands are not part of the National Nature Reserve at Ainsdale, the National 
Trust Reserve and the woodland plantations generally are an important public amenity, 
providing wildlife watching and recreation opportunities. 

Condition and Forces For Change 

The woodland was planted between the late 19th century and early 20th century as a means of 
protecting the sand dunes and local area from erosion. The main threat to the woodland arises 
from potential future sea level rises and coastal erosion. 

Rarity and Vulnerability 

The plantations of Corsican and Scots pines are not, in themselves, rare. It is their value as a 
habitat for red squirrels, and the importance placed on the conservation of the species that 
gives the plantations a cultural significance. 
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