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Closing date: 28 February 2022 

Contact: mark.hancock@rspb.org.uk 

How can we speed up natural woodland expansion in the Scottish Highlands? Testing the effects 

of mowing and prescribed burning on sapling recruitment. 

Timescale: Field data collection between late May and mid-August 

Location: RSPB Abernethy reserve, within the Cairngorms Connect partnership area, in the Scottish 

Highlands 

Resources available: access to RSPB reserves; data; Self catering accommodation is available at 

Forest Lodge, in the heart of Abernethy reserve 

Background 

To address the climate and nature emergencies, a key priority in Britain is to expand our native 

woodlands.  

At RSPB Abernethy reserve, part of the Cairngorms Connect partnership, over 30 years of deer 

management is allowing young trees to establish over large areas. But can we speed up this process, 

and extend it to areas remoter from seed sources?  

RSPB science and reserves staff have collaborated to establish a replicated management trial testing 

an approach to doing just this. The trial, set up in 2007, on moorland adjacent to ancient woodland, 

uses mowing and prescribed burning to potentially improve tree seedling establishment conditions.  

Twenty 20m radius plots were mown, 20 burnt, and 20 left as controls. Now, after 15 years, we can 

measure sapling establishment under these different treatments. 

Aims/Methods 

We are offering an opportunity for a Masters student to build their thesis on this long term trial, 

addressing the question “Can native woodland expansion in the Scottish Highlands be accelerated 

using mowing or prescribed burning?”  

The student would take part in completing the monitoring work on this project in summer 2022. 

Between late May and mid August, the student would work with local staff, in the woodland 

expansion zone at Abernethy, to measure tree seedling and sapling abundance across all 60 plots in 

the trial.  

We are also measuring vegetation composition, black grouse usage and invertebrate prey 

abundance. Using their own data, and previous datasets from the trial, the student can then answer 

a key question informing how we can achieve rapid natural woodland expansion. 
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