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Working with natural processes for woodland creation

Tree planting is only one way to expand woodland cover, with natural processes presenting an alternative or complementary
approach. We sought to understand the benefits and trade-offs of using natural processes to create woodlands and suggest
practical solutions to increase uptake. 

  Headlines

Natural processes can be used in multiple
ways to create woodland. Their benefits, and
those of tree planting and hybrid approaches,
depend on land manager objectives

Most land managers recognise that all
approaches to increasing tree cover are
important as they can deliver different
benefits and objectives, but they are least
confident about working with natural
processes and hybrid approaches.

Findings
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 Background

Harnessing natural processes (also known as natural colonisation)
can successfully create structurally diverse woodlands. However,
the outcomes of natural processes are difficult to predict.

Natural processes can also be combined with tree planting (known
as a hybrid approach) to kickstart woodland creation or supplement
natural processes. Hybrid approaches can reduce some of the
uncertainty of using natural processes alone. 

The benefits and trade-offs of the different approaches depend on
land manager objectives. Land managers recognise the merits of all
these approaches for woodland creation; they are significantly
interested in hybridity but aren’t confident about implementing
natural processes or hybrid approaches. 

To understand the knowledge needs, benefits and potential uptake of natural processes as an alternative or
complementary way of expanding treescapes, we: 
1) collected extensive ecological data in 28 woodland sites created through planting, natural processes and
hybrid approaches; 
2) conducted interviews, a national survey with >500 respondents and focus groups with land managers; 
3) established a ‘Knowledge User Board’ with 20 practitioners and policymakers. 

 Answers to the question ‘When thinking about which approaches to use to increase
woodland or tree cover, which of the following statements do you agree with most?’

Victory Woods



Natural processes can successfully create
woodland, but their outcomes are difficult to
predict. 

Widespread adoption will rely on understanding
their variability and developing management
approaches and grants to address uncertainties.

Adaptive, long-term management that steers
woodland development is essential to maximise
benefits. Simple monitoring can guide this. 

Findings

Implications & Recommendations

Different woodland establishment methods all have their merits, but these depend on land manager
objectives. A range of grants should be available to support all these approaches: 

Natural processes: nature recovery, structural diversity, flexible end goal. 
Tree planting: faster tree growth (biomass accumulation). 
Hybrid approaches: intermediate outcomes that balance biomass accumulation and structural
diversity; good for biodiversity.

Natural processes can be used to successfully create woodland as an alternative or complementary
approach to tree planting. However, their outcomes are highly variable and difficult to predict. Hybrid
approaches that combine natural processes with some planting can reduce some of this uncertainty
and variability of outcomes. Hybrid approaches are also of significant interest to land managers. Policy
and grant-making should recognise this and support land managers with more flexible grants.

Most land managers recognise that all woodland expansion approaches are important as they can
deliver different benefits and objectives. However, land managers’ confidence in implementing different
approaches varies. While many are confident about tree planting, fewer are confident about natural
processes and hybrid approaches. Guidance for implementation, monitoring and adaptive management
is needed to support land managers. Advisors, as well as peers with experience of using natural
colonisation and hybrid approaches, also have a critical role to play in supporting land managers in
navigating the ecological challenges. 

This note is based on Fuentes-Montemayor et al. (2025).   Working with natural processes for woodland creation:
key messages from recent research. TreE PlaNat.
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Land managers think hybrid approaches reduce risks of using natural processes alone and increase
beneficial outcomes. Ecological data shows that hybrid approaches can indeed reduce some
uncertainty and lead to quicker and more predictable outcomes, providing land managers greater
control and flexibility. 
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