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Right to Regenerate 
Small woodland owner Doug King-Smith fights for the right to 
run a sustainable home-grown timber business on Dartmoor 

The support behind 
‘The Hillyfield Appeal’ 
is humbling. More 
than 250 people put 

their voice behind our recent 
campaign, resulting in over 
283,000 people through social 
media hearing about the need 
to manage our woods. In just 
nine days, 197 people pledged 
a total of over £9,000 to help 
us engage lawyers to stand 
against Dartmoor National Park 
planners at a public inquiry. We 
still need another £26,000 of 
costs so there is still a big hill to 
climb!
 So why on earth does a small 
woodland in Devon need to 
raise £35,000 to engage lawyers 
so that we can keep caring for an 
ancient woodland regeneration 
project? The Hillyfield is nothing 
more than a demonstration 
of how a landscape can be 
managed sustainably. In light 
of contemporary farming and 
forestry it has been described 
as an ‘innovative woodland 

regeneration project’ on the 
southern edge of Dartmoor, and 
in 2014 it won second prize at 
Devon County Show for best 
mixed objective woodland. In 
fact, our small woodland is 
representative of the bulk of 
woodland cover on Dartmoor; a 
patchwork of hundreds of small 
privately owned woodlands, 
mostly left to neglect. But 
what we do is different, our 
management plan actively seeks 
to regenerate the woods for 
community and environmental 
benefit.

Management approach
The Hillyfield comprises 45 
acres of steep upland ground, 
of which 27 acres are woodland 
and 17 acres are organic pasture. 
The woodland, seriously 
neglected for 35 years, is split 
into two areas. Tom’s Brake, 
currently subject to a Statutory 
Plant Health Notice (SPHN)
where we are clearing the last 
of the remaining larch, keeping 

whatever maturing Douglas 
fir and broadleaf we can, and 
replanting with mixed broadleaf 
and an area of Douglas fir. There 
is around six acres of established 
broadleaf woodland which 
includes sycamore, ash, oak, and 
beech and the usual understorey 
of hazel, rowan, blackthorn, 
elm, and holly. This runs steeply 
downhill to a wet woodland 
along the river Harbourne, 
banked by alder and willow. 
 The other side of the valley is 
'Hillyfield Plantation’, 11 acres 
of designated ancient woodland 
which had previously been 
planted up as a plantation on an 
ancient woodland site (PAWS). 
Over the past three years we 
have cleared Phytophthora-
infected larch and successfully 
replanted with mixed 
broadleaves including oak, silver 
birch, and cherry, as well as 
maple, blackthorn, hawthorn, 
and hazel. There are some areas 
of coppice which includes hazel, 
ash, sweet chestnut, hornbeam 
and small-leaved lime. 
 As you can imagine, 
following the felling of larch 
due to Phyotphthora ramorum 
in what was effectively a 
monoculture, diversity is now 
the name of the game. The idea 
being to recreate a resilient 
woodland which can withstand 
disease and climate change, and 
also benefit our local ecology, 
community, and business.
 Our overriding aim is to 
manage these woodlands for 
environmental and community 
benefit, helping to develop a 
culture of wood on Dartmoor.
Each year we hold an open day 
or two, including being the only 

woodland entry in Open Farm 
Sunday this year. Our bi-annual 
Woodland Olympics will be 
held this year on September 
3rd, so put it in your diary! We 
also run occasional workshops 
and activities to share skills and 
training days, all within the 
permitted right to undertake 
28 days of non-forestry related 
activities each year.

Enforcement notices
In order to continue being able 
to invest in and manage the 
woodland, I put in a request for 
a forestry building in which I 
can dry the timber I grow and 
harvest on site. Adding value is 
essential to a viable business. It 
is a modest barn built from our 
own timber, clad on three walls 
with larch, and sheltered within 
a quarry completely hidden 
from view. 
 Despite written support from 
the Forestry Commission, as 
well as a report by John Clegg 
Consulting, our Local Planning 
Authority (Dartmoor National 
Park) refused us the permission 
required for the barn stating 
we must instead apply for full 
planning permission. We tried 
to discuss this in order to change 
the decision but to no avail, so 
we decided to lodge an appeal 
with the planning inspectorate.
This was further complicated 
when just three days after 
notifying the LPA that we were 
appealing, they threatened us 
with two enforcement notices. 
The first alleged a change of 
use of the land to residential, 
recreational, and the running 
of courses and activities, 
and required the removal of 
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Larch subject to a Statutory Plant Health Notice

The Hillyfield comprises 27 acres of woodland, previously neglected for more than 35 years
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temporary structures such as 
our seasonal forest workers 
caravans and the yurt which 
we occasionally erect for larger 
work teams. The second notice 
required the removal of our 
compost toilets, temporary 
wood drying barns, and the 
platform on which the yurt sits.
 As soon as we got wind that 
enforcement might be on the 
cards, we invited the planners 
for a meeting before any 
further action might be taken, 
but we had no response. This 
was surprising given that we 
are on first name terms, and 
that enforcement officers have 
visited our woodland every 
year since 2010 on unrelated 
matters. Until we submitted our 
appeal the visiting enforcement 
officers had never raised a 
problem with our work, so you 
can imagine our surprise to 
now have to appeal against two 
notices!

We continue to argue that both 
of these enforcement notices are 
unfounded. There has been no 
change of use from forestry and 
agriculture at Hillyfield, and all 
of the structures are essential 
to our forestry activities on site. 
Nobody lives in the woods, and 
although we do offer a variety 
of workshops and other events, 
anything not directly related 
to forestry and agriculture fits 
into the 28 days of the year 
guaranteed by law as permitted 
development. 

Impact and support
The cost of this planning battle 
is manifold. Firstly we have to 
raise £35,000 to pay the lawyer 
and barrister. A huge hurdle 
to meet which we aim to do 
through crowdfunding – putting 
the shout out to the world at 
large and saying ‘please say 
YES for trees’. Another impact 
is that I have had to put down 
my saw and become a full-time 
fundraiser and campaigner. 
Getting word out there is a big 
job, and without a guaranteed 
income to pay a professional, 
I have to do this myself. Aside 
from the personal cost to family 
life, a knock-on impact is that I 
have had to send away the team 
of volunteers who were helping 
out on the land, so things are 
effectively on hold in the woods, 
just when I should be cutting 
firewood! 
 The positive outcome of 
this effort is the amazing 
support given by all the donors, 
especially the local businesses 
who are behind us and making 
the crowdfunder really tasty 
with super gifts and rewards for 
those donating, and also from 
the forestry experts willing 
to speak up for our case. We 
have written support from 
the Forestry Commission, 
National Trust, Mike Gardner 

Woodmanship, Confor, HETAS, 
Bicton College, the charity 
Moor Trees, Timber Strategies, 
and reports by John Clegg 
Consulting amongst others. 
 Our case is bringing together 
experts from across the field to 
look at what is viable in terms 
of small woodland regeneration 
making an active contribution 
to community and forestry, and 
hitting government targets to 
actively involve small woodland 
produce in the timber market. 
Even Rob Penn, patron of Small 
Woods has added his voice.
 However, so far all the money 
needed for the appeal has 
come from private individuals, 
not these big woodland 
organisations. If we lose, then 
the impact on The Hillyfield 
will be terrible. We will be set 
back six years and without the 
infrastructure we need, the 
woodland will likely fall back 
into neglect. Worse is the sense 
that rather than furthering a 
culture of wood on Dartmoor, 
our project will become a 
precedent to show that basic 
infrastructure like a wood 
drying barn is not considered 
necessary for a viable forestry 
business to help sustain small 
woodland regeneration.

A call for change
Fundamentally, there needs 
to be a change in the way that 
planners interpret forestry 
development in small woods. 
The probable fear is that this is 
the ‘thin end of the wedge’, that 
if one small wood is granted a 
barn, before long people will 
be living in every woodland 
throughout England. It is a 
big jump from wood drying 
to living on site. There needs 
to be a fundamental shift in 
understanding that woodlands 
require management, and for a 
woodland regeneration project 

to succeed it must be financially 
viable. There must be a business 
to sustain all of the investment 
required to care for and manage 
the land. There also needs to 
be a shift to understanding the 
long game of forestry. Things 
take time, cycles are lifetimes, 
and investments made now can 
guarantee a sustainable future of 
forestry for decades ahead.

Information
For useful information on the 
current policies and direction 
of forestry check out the 
Government’s Forestry and 
Woodlands Policy Statement 
(January 2013), and the 
Independent Panel on Forestry 
Final Report (2012). For 
planning issues within the 
woods you have to dig hard, 
but always read carefully your 
Local Planning Authority 
development management 
plans. Check out The Land is 
Ours website and their ‘Planning 
for Sustainable Woodlands’ 
document, and maybe the 
UK Forestry Standard for 
planners (2013). Lastly, for any 
planning geeks check out Martin 
Goodall’s excellent website. I 
am also constantly updating 
the Hillyfield website with new 
information on our case www.
thehillyfield.co.uk.

How to help
And what can you do to 
help? Make sure you visit our 
crowdfunder www.crowdfunder.
co.uk/thehillyfield/ and please 
spread the word! Every penny, 
share, email, and like on 
facebook helps. So thank you 
for putting your voice behind us 
to shout YES for trees, and for 
the economic, environmental 
and community benefits which 
we now know stem from good, 
sustainable small woodland 
regeneration.

Above left: Home-grown timber milled and ready for sale. Above centre: Doug at work in the woods. Above right: Workshop under threat 

Mobile sawmill in action 
at The Hillyfield


