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We discuss why combining storytelling and participatory mapping can lead to deeper insights into woodland creation
and expansion, using Forth Climate Forest (FCF), a woodland creation project working in the Forth Valley in Central

Scotland as a case study.
Headlines

Storytelling approaches lead to emotional and abstract
insights into people’s connections to woodlands and the
meanings they hold for them.

Mapping approaches tend to be more focused on
practical local needs and provide a wealth of this type of
information.

An integrated approach including storytelling and

Artist Orla Stevens’ interpretation of some of the stories Mapping-based discussions allows for a fuller
shared in the combined workshop in August 2024 impression of community needs.

Background

Forest and woodland restoration and creation are important for climate change mitigation, adaptation and
biodiversity recovery but to be most effective they must consider local community needs and perspectives. We
engaged with diverse local groups using best practice approaches to community engagement. We worked with FCF,
a community focused, 10-year tree planting project, launched in 2023.

We used storytelling and participatory mapping approaches in our engagement activities in areas with planned FCF
woodland expansion, explored their different outcomes and tested a combined approach.

¢ Storytelling, where small groups shared personal stories of
woods and trees in a story circle, allowed for an exploration
of people’s personal connections to woods, including
family, memories and meaning. People discussed history,
beauty, resilience, health and their own sensory experiences &
of woods and forests. One story focused on how a particular §
tree evoked feelings of safety and homecoming while
several stories revolved around rowan trees, their cultural
associations and personal attachments.

e Our participatory mapping approach, where larger groups
discussed local woodlands over printed maps, provided e
more practical information. There was a focus on access, h‘
education and services, with a local scope. Participants .
recognised benefits and risks associated with woodland
creation and expansion.

Storj;telling circle in the first of two storytelling workshops on
trees and woods.



e Both approaches gave us useful insights. When
applying them in isolation, researchers and
practitioners risk missing the full, holistic picture of
what local communities need from woods and trees.

¢ In a combined storytelling and mapping workshop
participants expressed both emotional and practical
considerations and deeper insights into their needs
and desires related to woodland expansion and
creation.

e The stories were linked to specific locations, allowing
for understanding attachment values but with
practical applications for planning woodland
creation projects at a local scale. For example,
participants identified management issues in
community orchards, areas that held childhood
memories, and how changes to trees in streets had
impacted their daily lives and how they perceived
neighbourhoods.

An annotated map during the participatory mapping workshop
held in Raploch in June 2024

Implications & Recommendations

Effective community engagement is crucial for woodland creation and expansion
projects to have public support and to maximise the benefits they provide to local
communities.

Combining storytelling with map-based participatory discussions can provide more
diverse insights into local needs and perspectives, accounting for both practical and
emotional values.

When attachment and personal values shared through stories are linked to local
areas via maps, they can be better integrated with practical concerns. This creates
valuable information and can prevent conflicts arising due to planting in undesirable
locations or creating unwanted changes in landscapes. This makes for more
community focused and sensitive woodland creation and expansion.

We recommend that projects consider adopting approaches that combine storytelling
and mapping to fully explore what local communities want from new and expanding
woodlands.

Authors’ contact details: https://www.stir.ac.uk/people/257085
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Engstrom, S. (in review). Increasing community engagement with woodland creation and expansion projects with
combined storytelling and mapping approaches.
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