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Broad Character: Woodland 
Character Type: Woodland 
National Perspective

INTRODUCTION: DEFINING/DISTINGUISHING ATTRIBUTES 
The Character Type Woodland includes the following Sub-types: 

� Ancient woodland
� Plantations

The ‘Woodland’ Character Type has relevance for HSC where its character and the 
activities underlying it have a distinctly maritime flavour or connection. Examples may 
include woodland established along the edges of tidal rivers, cliffs and former coastal 
rough ground to minimise erosion. Coastal woodlands, often uniquely named with clearly 
defined ownership and management rights, were often important in providing timber 
and other materials for boat building and other coastally-focussed activities. Patterns of 
woodland also form distinctive elements of the coastal landscape visible from the sea, 
aiding position-finding from ships.

Ancient woodland is formally defined as land that has had continuous woodland cover 
since at least 1600 AD (http://www.english-nature.org.uk/pubs/gis/tech_aw.htm). 
There are two main varieties (and many further subdivisions of those):

� ’Ancient semi-natural woodland’ - ancient woodland sites that have retained the 
native tree and shrub cover that has not been planted, although it may have 
been managed by coppicing or felling and allowed to regenerate naturally; and

� ‘Ancient replanted woodland’ - ancient woodland sites where the original native 
tree cover has been felled and replaced by planting, usually with conifers and 
usually during the 20th century.

The Ancient Woodland Inventory is a digital database of ancient woodland but has a 
number of limitations, for example only ancient woodlands over 2ha in extent on the 
1920s base maps are included (see http://www.english-
nature.org.uk/pubs/gis/tech_aw.htm for full discussion). 

Plantations are areas deliberately planted, often cyclically-replanted, with trees on new 
sites as a crop to supply industrial and domestic demands for wood. Very few 
plantations date prior to 1700 and those from the 18th and 19th centuries were generally 
of small scale, unintensively managed and of native or exotic deciduous species. The 
majority of existing plantations result from the creation of the Forestry Commission in 
1919 in response to Britain’s shortage of timber after the First World War. The 
establishment of 20th century plantations accelerated after the Second World War, 
driven by the perceived need for self-sufficiency in timber coupled with rapidly 
increasing investment in, and mechanisation of forestry processes. These modern 
plantations commonly contain only one or two species of tree, usually conifers, and 
often extend over considerable areas, subdivided by access roads and rides into 
compartments of trees planted at of one time.

Although woodlands in general do not inherently possess a distinctly maritime character, 
in some circumstances they certainly do and are included in HSC where they extend 
down to the water’s edge in tidal rivers or on the coast where they have been 
established on the cliffs and former coastal rough ground, often managed to minimise 
erosion (Tapper and Johns 2008). Woodlands were important places, providing timber 
and other materials for boat and ship building and a range of other timber, brushwood 
and fuel resources needed by local coastal communities.

The maritime expressions of woodland comprises mainly the remnants of traditionally 
managed woodlands, usually found in the steep-sided valleys extending inland from 
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rivers or, in some cases, via tributaries. It incorporates both major varieties of ancient 
woodland and some plantations. Traditional management techniques include coppicing 
(harvesting wood by cutting trees back to ground level) and pollarding (harvesting wood 
at about human head height to prevent new shoots being eaten by grazing species such 
as deer). Both techniques encourage new growth and regular harvesting for poles and 
fuel while allowing the sustainable production of timber and other woodland resources. 

During the 20th century, the use of these traditional management techniques declined 
whilst the large-scale mechanised forestry management increased, especially in 
plantations and areas of ancient woodland replanted with conifers. These changes in 
management methods resulted in major changes to ancient woodland’s character. There 
was also a wider loss of ancient woodland to agricultural land. 

From the later 20th century, conservation initiatives by bodies such as the Woodland 
Trust and the National Trust have reintroduced traditional woodland management 
techniques to many of the woodland areas they control, including their coastal estates. 

HISTORICAL PROCESSES; COMPONENTS, FEATURES AND VARIABILITY
Many of the cultural imprints of coastal woodland are expressed in its management and 
the form and structure of the woodland vegetation (as a whole, not only the trees). 
Against that overall cultural background, typical discrete artificial elements may include
material traces from that woodland management itself, such as charcoal burners’ 
platforms, but also: 

� banks, tracks and paths;
� drainage ditches;
� fences.

Large tracts of the coastal zone would have been under woodland cover as vegetation 
recovered after the last glaciation, but the effects also of post-glacial sea level rise and 
coastal salt spray is always likely to have given it a distinct character in species 
structure and openness from woodland further inland. Clearance from the Neolithic 
period onwards has considerably reduced coastal woodland cover in many areas. Where 
they do survive extensively in the present coastal land and sea-scape is often a 
reflection of woodland that served local needs until relatively recently or areas which 
have not been deemed profitable or feasible to manage for other purposes, for example 
on very steep or boulder strewn coastal slopes.      

The term ancient semi-natural woodland is applied to those woodland areas which are 
considered to have been in existence from at least AD 1600. These woodland areas 
remain to the present day without having been fully cleared for uses other than 
woodland management or timber production.

The surviving ancient woodlands would have long been managed and have formed 
important elements of the working landscape for many centuries. Medieval farmers and 
craftsmen would have exploited them as pasture grounds, sources of fuel, coppice wood 
and timber. 

One of the processes which featured in the creation of new plantations was the planning 
of large estates in the 18th and 19th centuries. Many were established as game cover in 
East Anglia, where pheasant shooting became ubiquitous in the 19th century and others 
were planted to ‘beautify’ the landscape, including along the coast (Williamson 2005, 
109).

VALUES AND PERCEPTIONS
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Patterns of coastal woodland provide one of the distinctive landscape components  
visible from the sea. Those patterns are culturally defined and combine with variation in 
topography and other cultural features and aspects to give a sense of place and position 
to mariners and coastal users alike.  

Many woodlands have some public access, though that is less true of privately-owned
plantations. They are often regarded as being highly tranquil places, enhanced along the 
coast and estuaries by the visual play of the coastline itself, glimpsed intermittently 
through the trees. In some areas such as North Norfolk the presence of the now-
ubiquitous pine forest has become an accepted part of the coastal landscape inexorably 
linked to the adjacent foreshore. Recreational activities such as walking focus as much 
on the woods as the beach.

Conifer plantations are often perceived as dark, threatening and relatively sterile in 
terms both of more traditional historic environment survivals and biodiversity. That is 
more apparent in perception than reality however. A number of studies have revealed a 
high level of archaeological survival within conifer plantations: archaeological destruction 
within such areas needs to be confirmed rather than assumed. Conifer plantations are 
host (and a refuge) to a range of wildlife including much of the native deer population 
and several nationally rare species including the nightjar and, in the conifer plantations 
along the dunes of west Lancashire, the red squirrel 
(www.countryscape.org/interact/scapemap/).  

RESEARCH, AMENITY AND EDUCATION

Woodlands contribute strongly to present coastal seascape character and they have a 
considerable amenity value. The Woodland Trust hosts a number of events and 
campaigns to raise awareness of woodlands and provides activities and learning 
resources on its website (www.woodland-trust.org.uk).

From both amenity and educational points of view, access to coastal woodlands could 
still be improved, with better presentation of their historic cultural aspects. Woodlands 
already provide extensive resources of recreational space which attract many visitors, 
with the Forestry Commission actively promoting public access. An example of the public 
outreach that can be achieved, the New Forest National Park is described as “an outdoor 
classroom for all ages” containing a unique landscape, abundant wildlife and important 
cultural heritage. Its website (www.newforestnpa.gov.uk) highlights the key topics and 
issues facing the Park and contains educational student and teacher areas. 

Opportunities to raise public awareness of the inter-related cultural, ecological and other 
aspects of coastal woodlands will be substantially enhanced by the provisions contained 
in the Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009 to create a right of public coastal access 
around England’s coastline. 

CONDITION AND FORCES FOR CHANGE

Coastal woodlands are under many pressures, including management neglect, sea level 
rise, and an increase in saturated soils and soil salinity which can be detrimental. 
Increased storminess, which has been linked to global warming, also has serious effects 
on coastal woodland exposed to the adjacent open space of estuaries and the sea. That 
effect comes from enhanced coastal erosion, greater penetration of salt spray and direct 
wind-blown toppling of trees, especially serious for shallow-rooted species such as 
beech. 

On the positive side, the neglect of traditional woodland management technioues is now 
being addressed in some areas by conservation bodies such as the National Trust and 
the Woodland Trust, as noted above. 
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The Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009 provisions for a right of public coastal access 
around England’s coastline offer great opportunities for awareness-raising as 
commented above but also management issues: erosion problems could be rapid and 
serious on woodland soils and will need informed and sensitive management along the 
route and in its maintenance. 

There is increasing pressure for the replanting of woodlands in England. This could be a 
positive force for change if this initiative is guided by an understanding of the known or 
likely areas of earlier woodlands. A recent change of policy by the Forestry Commission 
now favours restructuring plantations through their gradual transformation from conifer
to broad-leaf (www.forestry.gov.uk). 

RARITY AND VULNERABILITY

Coastal woodland tends to occur along only certain areas of the English coastline, with 
good representation particularly along the southern coastline of Devon and Cornwall, 
along the New Forest shoreline and parts of the East Anglian coast. To these areas, 
coastal woodland contributes enormously to seascape and landscape character, whether 
viewed from landward or seaward or from within. It is also a highly valued cultural 
resource, ecological resource and an economic resource drawing many visitors to its 
areas. 

Its vulnerabilities are still chiefly down to neglect, visitor pressure and climatic change. 
However the cultural conservation values attached to woodland in general for their 
biodiversity and landscape contributions have become much better recognised and more 
widely appreciated in recent years. Conservation management techniques are now 
becoming more widely implemented and the bodies taking the lead in those, especially 
the National Trust, have substantial coastal woodland holdings on their estates. It is also 
perhaps to be hoped that many former threats of character change from conifer 
afforestation of deciduous woodland may have receded for the long term.   
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