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The key to successful woodland management is good information and careful planning. This Advisory 
Note provides guidance on the types and sources of the information you will need and some ideas 
for how you might build up understanding of your woodlands over time. This is set against the 
theoretical background of sustainable woodland management derived from internationally accepted 
good practice.

Advisory Note 7
Writing a woodland 
management plan

Every woodland should have a management plan – ideally this should be a written, live document 
which should describe the woodland, outline long -term objectives, prescribe what will be done 
over the current five years and serve as a basis for monitoring and recording what happens in the 
woodland. At its simplest the plan for a small woodland need only be a few pages of description 
and objectives, some maps and a timetable of activities but is usually more involved for a large 
woodland managed for a range of uses.

The relationship between your group and the woodland in which you work will determine how 
much responsibility you have for the woodland management plan. If you own your woodland 
then you have full responsibility for the plan and its implementation. You could hire a professional 
woodland manager or a woodland ecologist to prepare the plan for you. However, these are 
usually focussed mostly on silviculture (planting, thinning and cutting trees) or managing flora and 
fauna for conservation. Around these you may wish to provide cultural context, provide recreation 
and learning opportunities and manage your volunteers and events. Given you are likely to want 
to accommodate lots of different activities and multiple objectives it may be best if you, as a group, 
prepare the overall woodland management and embed within it the prescriptions provided by 
specialist advice either from within your group or from external consultants.

If you don’t own your woodland then the owner has responsibility for management. For long 
term leases the owner may pass over management planning to the lessee though maybe with 
restrictions on the scope of what can be changed. For groups which work in woodlands under 
an agreement with the owner – be this the Council, NRW or a private owner – then the extent of 
group participation in the management plan and its implementation will be by negotiation with the 
owner. Actual arrangements vary from; no consultation or involvement, no consultation but group 
takes on some day-to-day management, group co-produces plan with owner and undertakes all 
practical management activities,  to group takes over all management responsibilities. If you are in 
the position of negotiating relationships of this sort then do ask about whether you will be able to 
sell and profit from sale of wood or woodland products.

It is worth noting that good practice as laid out in UKFS and UKWAS indicates there should be local 
consultation on any woodland management plan – so you should at least expect to be consulted.   
This AN describes good practice for woodland management planning. Even for those who won’t 
be able to take on all aspects it should help identify what you could contribute to the plan for your 
woodland.
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Case study: Parc Natur Penglais

Throughout this AN we are using the plan prepared for Parc Natur Penglais in Aberystwyth as an 
example. The complete plan can be downloaded from ….. with acknowledgement and thanks to 
the Parc Natur Penglais Support Group.

Parc Natur Penglais Support Group was set up when the Parc was established in 1991 to advise 
and assist the owners Ceredigion County Council with the management of the reserve, through a 
mutually agreed engagement plan that is revised every 5 years and now on its 4th cycle. The Parc 
was given formal status as a Local Nature Reserve in 1995 and was later designated as a UNESCO 
Man and the Biosphere Urban Nature Reserve, the first in Wales. Parc Nature Penglais Support 
Group are stewards of the woodland and aim to enable people to enjoy the woodlands whilst 
sustaining a healthy and vibrant environment for nature. The PNP Support Group was given a 
Prince of Wales Award in 1993.

The ‘management plan’ is sometimes equated with a document (perhaps dusty and on a shelf) but 
it is better to think of it as a process. There usually is a document with ‘Management plan’ written 
on the cover but this should be a live document which is kept current and relevant by regularly 
consulting and updating it.

Photo: Parc Natur Penglais Photo: Parc Natur Penglais

Management planning as an adaptive process
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Time Ask yourself: Write down

Past •	 How did the woodland come to be? 

•	 What has shaped it in the recent 
past? 

•	 What have we already done? 

•	 What worked and what could have 
been done better?

Reflections and lessons learnt

NOW •	 What will we do with current 
resources to move our woodland 
towards our vision for the future?

•	 What opportunities do we want to 
exploit or provide in our woodland?

•	 Prescriptions

•	 Allocation of resources to 
annual action plans

Future •	 What type of woodland do we want? •	 Targets for next 5 years

•	 Long term vision

This may still be a bit bewildering - you might be wondering: learn what? I don’t know enough to 
make decisions of what it is best to do and I’m not sure we have a ‘vision’ as such - we just want 
the woodland to remain as it is.

Good woodland management is cyclical in nature but you can’t just jump on anywhere within the 
cycle. Think of it as a merry-go-round: just as in the fairground, you have to climb up some steps 
to get on and it needs to be stationary when you do so. Let’s break down the steps in preparing a 
woodland management plan for the first time:

1.	 Get to know your community (see Advisory Note 3) and put together a summary of what 
people need or could be provided from the woodland 

2.	 Get to know your woods (see Advisory Note 4) so you have an idea of what is in your woodland 

3.	 Decide on your objectives for the woodland (see Advisory Note 6)   

4.	 Work out how what you can do to achieve your objectives and realise your vision for the 
woodland. This is where you brainstorm about ways you could meet community needs in 
your woodland. Even on a brownfield site there will be many ways you can do this so you can 
quickly build up a long wish list. But a bag of wishes is not a plan. You need to map out the 
route you will take as described in Advisory Note 6. 

5.	 Make decisions and finalise your management plan

6.	 DO what your plan says for the first planning period (usually 5 years) 

7.	 At the end of the planning period - REFLECT on whether you are where you thought you’d be – 
to do this you will need to monitor your activities and also the condition of your woodland 

8.	 REVIEW what you plan to do for the next planning period   

9.	 Repeat steps 5, 6, 7 & 8 – indefinitely
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You can visualise this in the form of a cycle:

Getting started:
•	 Get to know your community 

•	 Get to know your woods 

•	 Set objectives 

•	 Review

•	 Plan

•	 Implement

•	 Monitor

•	 Review

Why make management planning cyclical?

Partly because sustainable woodland management is a long term undertaking and it makes 
logistics easier if this is broken down into short time periods. But this could be done without 
reflection – the inclusion of a review against long term objectives is what makes management 
adaptive and this a central tenet in the Convention on Biodiversity (CBD).

The reasoning behind adaptive management is: Since we will never know everything about 
our woods , so we make decisions based on imperfect knowledge and apply the Precautionary 
principle. Which simply means we choose the least risky course of action – this is part of what we 
do when we devise our strategy for management. As we do the work prescribed by our strategy 
we need to:

•	 Monitor the impact of management actions 

•	 Learn from the results so we improve our knowledge of the woods and hence our 
understanding of which actions move us in the direction we want to go 

•	 Refine management actions for the next cycle 
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All forest managers should prepare management plans for their woodlands – your extra challenge 
is to do this as a GROUP of people. This doesn’t change what needs to be done but does add 
an extra layer of complexity in decision-making. You need to ensure that there are sufficient 
opportunities for your members and other stakeholders (everyone else with an interest in your 
area or woods) to get involved, pitch in their ideas and help define the objectives, strategy and 
activities for the plan. However, since you can’t write the actual document in a large group, you 
might establish a mandate for someone, or better, a small group of people, to draft a plan. The 
planning group needs to have lots of information to hand as the plan needs to take into account 
the resources available for woodland management such as volunteer time, tools, money etc. and 
any other obvious constraints such as logistics, nature of the woodland and legal requirements 
such as footpath maintenance and insurance cover.  

Deciding on a strategy
Once you have decided on objectives for your management plan (see AN6) you need to put this 
together with what you know of your woods (AN4) and community needs (AN3) to decide on a 
strategy to get from where you are now to where you want to be. There is likely to be more than 
one way of getting there and each may have some pros and cons. Think of it as being invited to a 
meeting in Cardiff and you live on Anglesey – will you cycle? Take the bus? or train? fly? drive? or 
ask to join on Zoom? To make this decision you may need to trade off different objectives such 
as reducing your carbon footprint vs creating effective networks through face-to-face meetings 
vs keeping fit and maximising use of your time. What you decide to do will need some trade-off 
between time, value of meeting, commitment to carbon reduction and there is no ‘right’ answer. 
It might all be too much and you decide not to go to the meeting at all – this is the ‘do nothing’ 
option which is a valid strategy and should always be considered.

In a woodland management context your objective might be: “Convert 20 ha conifer plantation to 
native species”.

How? You could either:

•	 Clear fell and replant next year 

•	 Clear fell and replant 5 ha every 10 years 

•	 Gradually thin to encourage natural regeneration

To make this decision you will need to know something of the ecology of the site to identify viable 
silvicultural or biodiversity objectives. You will also need to consider other objectives such as 
generating revenue or activities suitable for your volunteers.

What you decide to do is your strategy for achieving the objective. In this case the application of 
the precautionary principle may prompt you to the thinning option as it is least likely to cause 
harm to the integrity of the site as long as it doesn’t expose the stand to higher risks of blowing 
flat in the next gale. In forestry terminology the actions you decide to do are called prescriptions. 
If you are using external consultants to prepare these technical prescriptions for you – do ask for 
a presentation of options and the rationale for the choice of strategies before they are finalised 

Writing a management plan
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as it may be there are intersections with other things your group would like to do that may not be 
apparent to your consultant.

Putting together what you have so far will give you the bare bones of a management plan. For 
example:

•	 Vision – For the local community to enjoy a native broadleaf woodland for its amenity, 
education and conservation value

•	 Long term objective – to convert the woodland from conifer to native broadleaf species

•	 Medium term objective – to convert at least 20% of the area to native broadleaf by 2020  

•	 Short term objective – fell and re-stock 2 ha of conifer with native broadleaves (this is the 
prescription)

•	 Action plan – apply for felling license; order local provenance native broadleaves in March 
2022; fell 50 trees in 2022; plant site in January 20233

Site management objectives for Broadleaved woodlands within Parc Natur Penglais, 
Aberystwyth

Aim: To protect and enhance the ecological value of native broadleaved woodland
Objectives:

•	 Modify the even-aged nature of the woodland to create a succession of growth and a better 
age structure

•	 Maintain a substantial area of high trees for visitors enjoyment of the nature woodland scene

•	 Maintain and extend bluebell areas

•	 Maintain diversity of predominantly broadleaved trees

•	 Maintain habitat diversity, including areas of wide-spaced trees with varied shrub and field 
layers

•	 Ensure that landscape quality is not compromised

Where do strategies fit in?

A strategy at its simplest is what you choose to do from a range of alternative ways to meet an 
objective. To be able to make this choice you often need to consider and even trade-off other 
objectives. So, the first step is to draw up a list of alternative courses of action including the ‘do 
nothing’ alternative. The risks and opportunities presented by each need to be considered across 
all your objectives. Conceptually this process is akin to cost-benefit analysis but you don’t need to 
be an economist to make these decisions! Just sensible.

What you do need is a justification for why you chose a particular alternative and to document this 
in the interests of transparency and good governance.  

Choices between Strategies are relevant at every level of your plan where you have to choose 
a course of action. So, it applies when you are choosing objectives to meet your aim as well as 
actions to fulfil short term objectives.
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Decide on activities
You now need to decide on your appropriate activities. Again, you may have a wide selection 
to choose from or your chosen strategy may lead naturally to the tasks you need to do. Think 
through the sequence of events and plan out a detailed programme of activities for your first 
planning period which is usually 5 or possibly 10 years.
It is at this point (only now!) that you can look at the wish list generated by the brainstorming 
meetings at the beginning of the planning process. For each proposed activity, check whether it 
fits into your plan and contributes to the delivery of your hierarchy of objectives. You will need to 
prioritise:    if an idea is great but wouldn’t contribute directly to one of your objectives then put 
it on the ‘not now’ pile. An idea which only contributes in a minor way and could be a distraction 
should go on the ‘nice to have’ pile. What you are sifting through for is the key activities which will 
move you forward – the ‘must have’ pile. There is more information on defining objectives in AN5.

Reality bites
This is when you have to be very honest about what you can actually achieve.

Check all the details and be realistic about resources:

•	 Ensure that roles and responsibilities are clear, especially if there are a number of interest 
groups involved

•	 Harness all available resources – from within your group or community and also from outside 
e.g. advisors from forestry, conservation, Health and Safety, legal

•	 Determine how you will fund your plan – are grants available, from whom, to do what? Is there 
anything you could sell (e.g. firewood, guided walks). What about a sponsored walk? What 
might local businesses be able to donate?

•	 Check for ‘sustainability’ - the ideal is to have a business-like sustainable funding plan 
containing a mix of different sources of funding to back up your management plan.

You should now have all the elements of your plan and you need to start writing it down. You 
can write your plan in any way you please but it is probably easiest to adapt an existing template. 
You can search for example management plans for other community woodlands and search 
online for a suitable template. However, don’t get distracted by the Forestry Commission England 
management plan templates for grant applications nor the Management plan template for NRW 
as these are to support long-duration felling licences.  The UK woodland assurance standard 
(UKWAS) is the national standard against which forest management is certified – it is therefore a 
useful benchmark for good quality management.

ukwas.org.uk/standard/background-and-purpose

As a demonstration of intent use a language that says ‘In year 1 we will…’ and not ‘if possible…’. 
Once you have agreed on which activities will be taken forward it is usually a good idea to assign 
responsibilities or leaders for each one and they need to be mandated (or co-opted!) by the whole 
group. Then, get everyone who is mentioned in the plan to approve the draft and sign up to the 
‘we wills’ – using this language will make them think about whether they can do it or not. If you find 
that anyone is not able to sign up then you need to find someone else or maybe re-think whether 
you will be able to complete this activity.

It is obviously difficult to get commitments or indeed to know the resources you may have 
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available in four years time. So generally, the five year management plan is broken down into one 
year action plans.

Once completed, the draft plan should be presented to the whole group to check everyone agrees 
with the activities (i.e. you obtain a consensus) or at least agreement dissenters won’t obstruct 
your work (i.e. everyone acquiesces to the majority view). 

Communicating your plan
Now your plan is complete, it is very important to be able to summarise what has to happen in 
ways that are easy to grasp. Conventionally, action plans are condensed into tables such as the 
following example. In this table the work that should be done in each compartment (management 
unit) of the woodland is itemised for each year of the plan. The other way of presenting your plan 
is to put it into the form of a map. Here you can indicate where activities are to take place. 

Contents of management plan for Parc Natur Penglais, Local Nature Reserve to cover 
period 2012-2016

Introduction
Description
	 General information
	 Environmental information
	 Physical
	 Biological
	 Cultural
Confirmation of features
	 Evaluation
	 Confirmed list of important features
Factors which may influence the features
Vision
Aims, objectives, rationale and limits
	 Broadleaved woodland
	 Disused quarry
	 Public access
	 Local community/Education
Project register
Appendix 1: Woodland compartments
Appendix 2: Maintained paths
Appendix 3: Natural regeneration survey
Appendix 4: Woodland management objectives, policies and prescriptions

This is the third iteration of plan
Document is 30 pages long

Find out about Penglais’s activities on their Facebook page: facebook.com/ParcNaturPenglais
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You now need to start implementing the activities described in your management plan. There are 
many reasons why you need to keep a record of what you do; so you can account for expenditure 
to your funders, to report back to your group and in order to monitor your plan. Monitoring is 
more than just making a record of what you’ve done, it involves evaluating your achievements. 
There are two aspects to monitoring – you need to assess your progress through the plan and also 
check whether you are on track to achieve your objectives. This latter aspect of your monitoring is 
critical.

Compliance with the plan
This is a relatively straightforward process which need not entail large amounts of work if it is 
clearly thought out and incorporated into routine procedures (write reports up on time!) The 
process can be broken down into a few steps:

•	 Identify targets for each activity (e.g. inspect 4 km of boundary every year)  

•	 Allocate responsibility for recording the work done– this could be the leader for the objective 
or someone who takes responsibility for organising all the activities  

•	 Set up a regular management plan review procedure. For groups with simple management 
plans this can take the form of a report to the AGM so members can raise questions about 
progress and endorse forward plans for the coming year. For more complex plans or where 
membership is large or dispersed, the Board or a special committee can take on this role. In 
either case, it is good practice to present a summary report to the AGM.  

Example work plan for Parc Natur Penglais, Aberystwyth

Implementing your plan
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•	 The management committee should review progress for each target – e.g. were 5 ha planted 
last year?    

•	 If the annual target was not met (or even exceeded) consider if changes are needed to the 
plans for the next year  

•	 At the end of your planning cycle i.e. after 5 years, review the targets for the short term 
objectives and map out the detailed action plan for the next five years based on experience of 
the previous five years.

Progress towards objectives
Monitoring for the purpose of assessing progress towards the objectives of your plan is a 
fundamental part of adaptive management. It is also the part which is most often the weakest 
link in management so make sure it’s incorporated into your management systems and not left to 
become a last minute bolt-on when a report is needed. The steps in monitoring are simple:

•	 Select state indicators for objectives    

•	 Record indicators at start of plan to give you a record of your baseline state

•	 Measure indicators at suitable intervals as part of management activities

•	 Compare results with baseline

•	 Interpret results – are the woods closer to your vision?

•	 Incorporate the changes that need to be maded

You should have a hierarchy of objectives and your monitoring needs to reflect this as shown in 
the following table. When you decide on your objectives you also need to fill in the blanks in the 
monitoring table. You only need to record your indicators at appropriate intervals to match the 
time-scale of the objective. So record indicators for medium term objectives every 10 years etc.. 
Don’t forget monitoring is an activity and needs to be included in your action plans and properly 
resourced.

Two types of monitoring

There is a difference between monitoring compliance with the action plan and your objectives. For 
example: the action plan says ‘plant 5 ha of trees’. The indicator is the area of trees and the target 
is 5 ha. The management records show a receipt for purchase of the requisite number of trees 
and worksheets for the days spent planting – Great! However, a field inspection only finds 1 ha of 
young trees – which is way below target. What happened to the 4 ha of missing trees? Were they 
poor quality plants? Badly planted? Was there a drought? Did the sheep get in? What can be learnt 
so next time the target (5 ha of trees) is met?
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So, the management cycle is repeated off into the future and over different time scales. As shown 
in the diagram below from an external perspective this gives an impression of wheels within 
wheels all working together to harness labour, resources and knowledge towards achieving your 
vision.

Monitoring is often only considered 
when it is time to review progress – 
but if you didn’t record the condition 
of your woods before you started 
management it will be difficult to 
provide objective evidence of the 
impact of your activities. Another 
common mistake is to simply repeat 
your baseline survey – but you may 
be able to record change faster and 
cheaper than a full status survey. 
Also be wary of proxy indicators i.e. 
those which give indirect measures 
of condition, for example you might 
monitor the occupancy of bird boxes 
as an indicator of habitat quality 

to find the species using them are migratory so a decline in numbers may result from problems 
elsewhere on their migration route. To be really useful you need to be convinced that your proxy 
is related to condition in a predictable and scalable way.  

In many cases even if good baseline and repeat surveys are available, the results are often simply 
reported and not used to critically assess the effectiveness of what has been done and the 
lessons learnt to apply in the next cycle of activities. It takes committed leadership to open up the 
management plan for critical review. As with everything else, the review of progress needs to be 
participatory and include your membership and other stakeholders. However, experience suggests 
that if people are happy with what is happening then they are inclined to trust the management 
group with most, if not all of the decisions.

Make your management plan a living document that describes where you want to go, how you 
want to get there and what progress you have made.

In summary



Simple template for semi-natural woodlands
forestry.gov.uk/pdf/guidancenote12.pdf/ $FILE/guidancenote12.pdf

Template to meet UKWAS requirements
forestry.gov.uk/pdf/plan-template-guide.pdf/$FILE/plan-template-guide.pdf

Greenwood community woodland handbook
greenwoodforest.org.uk/images/content/pdfs/greenwood_community_woodland_handbook.pdf

Check llaisygoedwig.org.uk for case studies and members’ websites

Visit nearby members’ woods to see how they have approached managing their wood.

Useful resources and reading

This Advisory Note was updated in January 2022 from one prepared for Llais y Goedwig by 
Jenny Wong (Coetir Mynydd) based on a presentation made by Nick Roche (Freelance Forest 
Manager/Project Manager) at the Woodland Management Roadshow at Troserch 17 July 
2010. 
 
Llais y Goedwig is a voluntary association of community woodland groups that formed 
in November 2009 to provide a voice for community woodlands. We want to share 
experiences, support each other and enhance local woodlands to benefit the people of 
Wales. These are a growing series of Advisory Notes that focus on different aspects that 
we hope will be useful to our members and others interested in community woodlands in 
Wales.  
 
As Community Woodland Groups much of what we do falls under the remit of the Well-being of 
Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. The Act provides us with a useful planning aid that we can 
use as individual groups to direct our activities and outcomes, and as a Wales-wide collective 
working towards common goals. Information and guidance on the Act can be found here 
(futuregenerations.wales/about-us/future-generations-act) and in our Advisory Note 5 WFGA and 
SMNR.
 
Contact us:
Llais y Goedwig 
Unit 1, Dyfi Eco Park, Machynlleth, Powys 
SY20 8AX 
Tel: 01645 700061
www.llaisygoedwig.org.uk


