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Scottish Government funding of tree nurseries a?? all thata??s wrong with its
approach to forestry in Scotland

Description

[Post updated to include data from most recent Forest Research statistices and corrected 27th
September].

Eighteen months ago | wrote a critical post (see here) about how Scottish Forestry is not only funding
companies like BrewDog (see here) and Abrdn (see here) to plant trees, they have also been
subsidising the production of trees by tree nurseries. Further evidence that there is something very
wrong with the Scottish Forestry grant system came ten days ago when Christies (Fochabers) Ltd,
which had received A£640k in public funding, went into administration after selling off the Garden
Centre part of its business in dune (see here).
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Cheviot Treas Ltd £34,535

Seotish-Yidiife—rust £3.234

Christies (Fochabers) Lid £601,716

W S & D J Dunnett

Alba Trees Plc £452,988

J & A Growers Ltd £104,640

Oakover Murseries Lid £4.684

Vi'yevale Nurseries £4 383
2020 Forestart Lid £12,248

Berrygats Hill Murseries £7,115

SAF Woodland Management £18,767
Cheviot Trees Ltd £117,154
Isle Of Eigg Heritage Trust £1,275
V' S & D J Dunnett £17.,925

Christies (Fochabersyltd

J & A Growers Lid

Vi'yevale Nurseries £6,006

SAF Woodland Management £7,283

Dakover Nurseries Lid E?E.BEDP

2021 JAlba Trees Plc £117,957

Proven plants £94 511

Exmoor Trees £44 385

Eerrygate Hill Murseries EE.SEBF

Trees Please Ltd £118,728

Heathwood Nurseries Ltd £20,728

chevio Trees 10 293.429) Christiesa?? accounts for the year 31st August

2023 to 31st August 2024 (see here) and those of its parent company, Christies Fochabers Holdings
Ltd (see here), are both overdue &?? an offence under the Companies Act. The absence of the most
recent accounts makes it harder to see what has happened to the business in the last two years.

There was nothing, however, in the accounts before that to indicate that a business which went back
200 years was in trouble. The financial years to 31st August 2021 and 2022 showed the nursery as
making cA£1m profit a year on turnover of A£7.5-8.5m. While Christies made a small loss in 2023, it
reported net assets of over A£6,344,720. So it went from being an apparently sound company to
administration in just two years.
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The Directors, however, started warning the firm was in trouble 18 months ago, when | wrote my post.
This included claims that they would not have invested AE3m in upgrading their facilities over the
previous 5 years had they thought Scottish Government grants for tree planting would be cut (see here)

The lack of recent accounts makes it impossible to tell if there has been any recent movement of funds
between Christies (Fochabers) Ltd and its parent company, Christies Fochabers Holdings Ltd which is
NOT in administration. Information at Companies House shows while Christies (Fochabers) Ltd had
borrowed significant sums from the banks, which were secured over its physical assets, the holding
company was debt free. (In July the standard securities that had been lodged over the garden centre
part of the Christiea??s Fochabers Ltd business were released, presumably paid off with the sale
proceeds).

The owners, the Christie family, therefore appear insulated to an extent from the consequence of the
nursery business going bust, although how much they we be left with wona??t be known until the
accounts of Christies Fochabers Holdings Ltd for the last two years are published. Whatever the
amount it is likely to be at Jeast AE640k more than it would be if Scottish Forestry had not awarded
those grants to Christies (Fochabers) Ltd:

There is nothing unlawful here but it provides a good-example of how the public funds being used to
support companies ultimately benefit private interests as Comman Weal recently explained (see here).
(I convene Common Weala??s Care Reform Group which is looking“at similar issues care sector). How
the Scottish Forestry grants system operates in Scotland exemplifies Common Weala??s analysis, for
example:

a??There is remarkably low levels of scrutiny of the money that the public sector gives to private,
commercial interestsa?e

and,

a??This is the system which has all-but broken down in British (indeed, European and Western)
economics and politics. The public spends money, it increases the wealth of the already wealthy, a
small proportion of that wealth trickles down to wider society, GDP goes up a?? but the wealth of
citizens does not really gain much noticeable improvement at all and inequality grows.a?e

The Christie Family are small fry compared to the international companies extracting public money
through Scotlanda??s forestry industry. They are still, however, likely to walk off with significant sums
of money while 32 employees are made redundant.

While the halving of the forestry grants budget may have played a role in the large drop in the number
of trees planted in Scotland in the last year and contributed to Christies financial fall, it does not tell the
whole story:
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Extract from data set accompanying the provisional woodland
statistics published by Forest Research in June showing the amount

Year ending 31
March
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012

i

2015
2016
2017
2018
2019
2020
2021
2022
2023
2024
2025

Scotland

U/ 833
L Vilter

g

10.37
11.72
8.04
6.74
6.79
5.69
4
6.59
419
344
272
6.02
9.03
7.04

476
714
11.21
11.05
10.66
10.48
8.19
15.04
8.47

UK
17.9
1874
144
13.69
12.36
11.97
88
10.83
752
6.43
544
9.1
1276
10.8
12.91
103
561
06
9.05
1353
13.66
13.29
13.89
12.96
2066
1569,

of NEW woodland created. The data table shows that while tree
planting to create now woodland in Scotland almost halved in the
last two years in the rest of the UK it increased slightly. Separate
data is published for restocking, i.e plantations which have been

felled and then re-planted.

The data illustrates the volatility of the tree planting industry and also how far the Scottish Government
was from meeting its target to create 18,000 hectares of new woodland a year by 2025.

Christies, however, has survived previous periods of volatility and the area of new woodland planted in
2025 (the tree planting year reported is from April to April) is not that much lower than in the years 2021
and 2022 when they were making handsome profits. More new woodland too has been planted since
2020 than any other five year period this century.

Moreover, new woodland planting only forms part of the demand for trees, with restocking of felled
plantations also playing an important role.
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Table 1.14b: Area of publicly funded restocking by ownership,
UK, 2020/21 to 2024/25

thousand hectares

Year Northern
(ending 31/3) England Wales Scotland Ireland UK
Public sector?
2020/21 1.98 1.67 5.00 0.60 9.26
2021/22 2.54 1.34 5.59 0.65 10.11
2022/23 2.69 1.00 3.53 0.55 1.77
2023/24 2.55 1.39 5.60 0.61 10.15
2024/25 2.41 1.46 7.50 0.64 12.01
Private sector?
2020/21 0.43 0.18 4.16 0.04 4.81
2021/22 0.55 0.14 4,32 0.16 5.17
X .34 . - .
2022/23 [x] 0.34 3.94 0.35 4.62
2023/24 0.97 0.19 4.47 0.09 5.72
2024/25 1.25 0.02 2.52 0.02 3.80
Total
2020/21 2.42 1.85 9.17 0.64 14.07
2021/22 3.09 1.48 9.90 0.81 15.28
2022/23 2.69 1.34 7.47 0.89 12.39
2023/24 3.53 1.58 10.07 0.69 15.87
2024/25 3.66 1.48 10.02 0.65 15.82

Source: Forestry Commission, Forestry England, Scottish Forestry, Forestry
and Land Scotland, Welsh Government, Forest Service.
My thanks to a reader who pointed me to this table, just published, which replaces a table | had
used from the provisional statistics published in June. Public sector in Scotland refers to Forest and
Land Scotland while Private Sector includes restocking by other public authorities

Unfortunately, the statistics published by Forest Research only cover publicly funded not private
restocking [and my apologies, in the original version of this post | had incorrectly stated Scottish
Forestry funding for private restocking had ceased completely]. . Nevertheless this helps illustrate that
the demand for trees for restocking purpose is as important to tree nurseries as new woodland creation.
The drop in new woodland creation in the last year does not in itself explain therefore why Christiea??s
has gone under.

There are also regional factors to consider with the commercial forestry shifting its focus southwards to
Dumfries and Galloway and more recently the Borders (see here). This may have made it increasingly
difficult for Christies to compete with tree nurseries located further south.
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Christies accounts for the year till August 2019 show that at that time they faced little competition:

The demand for trees continues to be high, generated in part by the Scottish Government's commutn
increase planting to 15,000 hectares annually by the mid -2020s, with a recognition that tree planting has
role to play in addressing the climate emergency.

The limited number of competitors within the tree nursery sector and the company's good reputat
providing high quality stock, has enabled Christies (Fochabers) Limited to successfully acquire a large r
of ongoing contracts from both existing and new customers.

However, just as Christiea??s started to be awarded Forestry Grants to increase capacity so did other
other tree nurseries. The list of grants above includes Alba Trees, which claims to be Scotlanda??s
largest producer of cell grown trees and is based in East Lothian, and Akre in Fife (through John
Drysdale) which hoped to be producing 6.4m trees a year by 2024. Those nurseries were better located
to take advantage of the demand from the south of Scotland.

The nail in the coffin, however;ymay have been FLSa?? new tree nursery at Newton, near Elgin 4?? not
much more than a stonea??sthraw / from-Fochabers in forestry terms. The new facility, which is highly
automated, is intended to treble FLS production from. 7m to nearly 20m trees a year by 2029 and was
officially opened by John Swinney in August (see here) &??just before Christies went into
administration It was funded by a AE20m grant from the Scottish' Government and AE6m from FLS,
which will almost certainly have had to sell off other assets to pay for its contribution. This
a??investmenta?e puts all the grants disbursed by Scottish Forestry to other tree nurseries into the
shade and makes the AE3m Christies invested in upgrading their production over 5 years look like
peanuts.

While FLS produces trees for its own use, its new nursery has added significant production capacity to
the sector as a whole and reduces the likelihood of FLS sourcing trees from elsewhere. Coupled with
other private sector developments, there now appears to be a crisis of overproduction in the forestry
nursery sector and in those circumstances the weakest businesses go to the wall. Unless there is a
sudden significant increase in demand, it will be difficult to find a buyer for Christies and it may well be
liquidated.

This is a crisis that has been created by a government which does not have a clue what it is doing in
respect of forestry. On the one hand Scottish Ministers find A£E20m of public money to invest in their
own empire, on the other they disburse sweeteners encouraging the private sector to invest. They do
this without ever considering the overall need, how the two sectors interrelate or the potential
consequences. . Whatever you think of the respective merits of public sector v private sector
a??enterprisea?s, the A£E640k awarded to Christies in the last five years has turned out to be a total
waste of public money. The inability of the Scottish Government to plan strategically for a sector it
claims is essential for meeting Scotlanda??s climate change climates, for creating rural employment etc
etc is striking.

The even bigger issue is whether investing money in tree nurseries to produce more and more trees is
a good idea in the first place. Walking for almost four weeks in the Italian Alps this summer, not only did
| not see a single deer fence or plastic tree tube (see here) and (see here), | didna??t see a single
planted tree. There was no need, trees used for timber and the forest as a whole regenerated
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naturally. As a result there is zero demand in the Italian Alps for the sort of gigantic tree nurseries the
Scottish Government has promoted in Scotland.

The only reason we have or need large tree nurseries in Scotland is because our entire model of
forestry is so wrong. If we reduced deer numbers, controlled where livestock grazed and banned
muirburn, woodland in Scotland would expand and develop naturally as it does in the Italian Alps and
other places in Europe. There would still be a need for small tree nurseries, growing trees for specialist
purposes, but not for the enormous production facilities that have been developed in the last ten years.
If we got the ecological fundamentals right, we could move from the plantation model of forestry, which
has been driven by commercial interests and does such damage to the natural environment, towards a
model of continuous cover forestry as practised on the continent. That would not only be good for
nature, it could produce more timber (as | heard at a seminar held by the Royal Society of Edinburgh
last week &?? about which | hope to write soon) and would create more and better rural jobs..

Unfortunately, having invested A£26m on a new tree nursery at Newton that was never needed, the
Scottish Government and FLS are probably now even less likely to move towards a model of
continuous cover forestry on thedand they own and mis-manage on behalf of the public (see here).
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