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Case study Summary  
 
This case study documents the overlap of two 
stories, that of Abergavenny Community 
Woodland Group (ACWG) and that of a privately 
owned wood, Arcadia Wood, looking at the 
evolving relationship between them. The study 
examines how a community group operates in a 
private woodland, at related challenges and 
occasional solutions, and how shared values and 
interests have led to a useful partnership. 
 
It is written from the perspective of the owner of 
Arcadia Wood, who was closely involved in the 
set-up of ACWG, and who has always been active 
in the management of and vision for Arcadia. It 
does not necessarily reflect the view of the 
group’s members, but it should highlight some of 
the issues inherent in this sort of relationship1. 

 
Background to Abergavenny 
Community Woodland group 
 
The Abergavenny Community Woodland Group 
(ACWG) began as an offshoot of Abergavenny 
Climate Action (ACA).  In 2009 Gareth Ellis of 
Green Valleys CIC (Community Interest Company) 
came to speak to ACA about community 
management of nearby woodlands, notably in 
Llangattock in Powys.  It was an inspiring talk 
which showed the potential benefits to the 
community and to the environment, of managing 
local woodlands for wood fuel and other 
products. Importantly, it gave people a clear view 
of how to go about it and that it might be a 
realisable idea. Various members of ACA took on 
the idea, agreeing to form a steering group 

                                                             
1 A further case study may follow documenting more 
explicitly the story of Abergavenny Community 
Woodland Group. This might contain more detail on 
the group’s set up, membership and sites other than 
Arcadia Wood. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Training and group development 

 
At the set-up stage, Gareth Ellis offered a series 
of training days for group volunteers alongside 
members of other similar groups in the area.  
This training gave the group a grounding in basic 
woodland tool use and techniques and good 
practice in site safety including the 
administration side. 
 
The group adopted a constitution in July 2010, 
bringing together seven or eight individuals of 
diverse backgrounds, interests and ages, mostly 
in employment, to form a management body of 
trustees.  
 
Roles were assigned to the trustees, which would 
be open for annual election by all members. 
There was much discussion about the aims of the 
group and it was felt that the outcomes for 
volunteers and the community were as important 
as the outputs on the ground. 
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The aims as stated in the constitution were: 
 

• To enhance and support woodland 
management, biodiversity, and 
environmental sustainability within the 
Abergavenny area 

• To work towards the generation and use 
of sustainable energy, and the reduction 
of energy use and greenhouse emissions   

• To promote and deliver education and 
training to support aims above  

• To support local community enterprises 
that are aligned with the purposes of 
Abergavenny Community Woodland 
Group   

 
Tidy Towns and Keep Wales Tidy offered 
additional support in the early phase with some 
guidance on constituting and in applying for 
money, through Monmouthshire County Councils 
Tidy Towns grant fund.   
 
This grant amounted to approximately £2000 for 
an extensive set of equipment.   This was offered 
on the basis that the group would make 
improvements to community green space. Tools 
are kept at the home of one of the trustees and 
are available for working days to members. 
 
Keep Wales Tidy also offered support through its 
group insurance scheme, which was initially free.   

 
Sites and working programme 
 
Trustees felt that initially the group had to 
consider working at a variety of sites. This was for 
various reasons: it would provide a range of 
experience and help to allow the group to find 
what might best suit its members; it would fulfil 
the requirement from grant funding to work 
public woodland; and it would provide firewood 
for members, which was hard to extract from 
Arcadia without machinery. 
 
Group volunteers, who initially joined through 
ACA, worked on formation of a group and visiting 
sites which might offer opportunities. 
Considerations included: the need for woodland 
management; the suitability of work for 
volunteers; community benefit; and the 
possibility of deriving some useful product. 
Initially wood fuel was a significant consideration.  
 

 
Preparing for a work day in Arcadia Wood. 

 
Part of the appeal for those from ACA, with a 
leaning towards influencing climate change, was 
the aim of sustainably produced fuel. 
 
At this stage, Gareth Ellis provided invaluable 
support; building on his experience with other 
groups in negotiating an arrangement between 
landowners and volunteer groups.  He offered to 
help assess the sites and write management 
plans. 
 
Potential sites were identified by the trustees 
through personal and working contacts, some 
being privately owned and others Council owned. 
Potential sites were visited and assessed, 
including discussions with Council members and 
private owners.  
 
Some initial work was carried out on woodland 
sites on a one-off volunteer basis, while other 
sites had potential for ongoing work. Members 
brought different skills and knowledge, with 
practical tasks like building a wood store and 
theoretical learning with botanical identification. 
Fun, energy and excitement abounded in being 
part of new group with shared aims. 
 
The group decided that there would be one or 
two main work sites, as the work allowed, and 
other significant sites that would be occasionally 
worked; generally where there was a particular 
community element. All but one site considered 
were predominantly mixed broadleaf that had 
been neglected, and it became clear that there 
were many such local woods. The challenge for 
the group was to assess sites suitable for the 
scale and ability of our group.  
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A break from hedge laying outside Arcadia Wood. 
 
“I feel working alongside people in a natural space 
gives a great physical and mental satisfaction.  I 
believe it’s very important for people to have the 
chance to engage with, and better understand, their 
local environment for their personal wellbeing as well 
the benefit to the natural world.” 
Tom Ward-Jackson (group member and Keep Wales 
Tidy officer) 

 
Over time some sites proved to be unsuitable or 
unavailable owing to circumstances changing. 
Some ‘occasional’ sites became higher priority 
because they were linked to other community 
projects.  Other sites were not adopted because 
of concerns about conflicts in management 
decision-making between the group and other 
site users.  
 
In one case, a stacked pile of firewood was used 
for den-making by a schools group. It became 
difficult to arrange a protected area for the 
group’s wood and a clear agreement about 
management roles with the owners. Various 
work days at a number of local sites did produce 
wood fuel that was accessed by some members.  
There was a strong social benefit of camaraderie 
in a group working together in the green 
outdoors for a common purpose guided by 
shared values. 
 
A long term association with Arcadia Wood was 
established from the outset. Arcadia served as a 
home base and the group were able to take a 
longer view on the site; weeding bramble, 
removing balsam, and planting and layering to 
improve the coppice (on a rotation).  An area was 
set up for green wood working with a lathe and 
shave horses and tools donated by Arcadia Wood 
for use of group members. 
 
 

Background to Arcadia Wood 
 

Historical 
 
Arcadia Wood is a 17 acre ancient, semi-natural 
woodland. The name is shown on maps from the 
eighteenth century. It was then encompassed in 
the property of Arcadia House, a Victorian stately 
home. At the end of the nineteenth century, the 
owners of the property enhanced the wood by 
expanding the pond in the wood to a one acre 
lake with island and jetty by building a boathouse 
on the lake edge and by planting the shores with 
rhododendrons.  
 
The owners also created a system of roads 
around the wood; streams were channeled and 
developed with stony banks and bridges and a 
hydro-ram pump was built to supply the house 
and farm with spring water. For many years, 
whilst the owners of Arcadia House flourished, 
the water gardens were managed by a full-time 
gardening staff of two men. 
 
During the twentieth century, such intensive 
management of Arcadia Wood became 
untenable, and in 1972 the now undermanaged 
wood was sold, becoming known as Triley Court 
Wood, after the name change of Arcadia House. 
In the last three decades of the century, some 
sporadic management was undertaken, mainly 
around the lake to maintain stocks of fish. This 
was undermined by persistent poaching, so that 
the owners’ interest declined.  
 
The lack of management meant poor fencing and 
sheep incursions prevented natural regeneration 
of native trees. Only the laurel and rhododendron 
thrived, spreading away from their planted 
lakeside habitat. Streams became blocked, 
causing poor land drainage. Culverts collapsed 
and wet flushes spread across the paths, many 
became overgrown and lost under laurel and 
rhododendron. The lake silted up and leaked 
from the dam and other points. The woods were 
generally unthinned and overstocked.  
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Tom Ward-Jackson working on site at Arcadia. 

 

Recent management 
 
The current owners and woodland stewards, 
Claire Love and Andrew Michie, bought Triley 
Court Wood in November 2001. They have run an 
Osteopathic clinic in Monmouth since 1997, but 
have been able to commit an average of three 
days a week to Arcadia, with Andrew acquiring an 
NVQ in woodland management, including the 
essential license to fell trees with a chainsaw. 
 
A management plan was evolved, based on 
professional advice, following a full woodland 
survey and historical research. This prompted the 
name of the wood reverting to the original name 
of Arcadia. This was followed by successful 
applications for grants to the Forestry 
Commission and Monmouthshire County Council, 
to cover the cost of work to fence the perimeter 
and clear rhododendron, and to manage the 
waterways.  
 
Over a number of years regular work was carried 
out with a digger to reestablish the network of 
paths and rides, with ditches and culverts being 
renewed, settlement ponds dug in the streams 
and bridges built. A planning determination 
allowed the owners to site two shipping 
containers, used as tool stores, at the entrance to 
the wood.  
 
Currently Andrew is at the start of a five year 
contract with Natural Resources Wales to 
manage both the woodland and lake. 
 
Security on site has always been a consideration. 
Shipping containers provided secure storage for 
tools for some years before a forced break in. 
Being a wet woodland, vehicular access has been 
limited to four wheel drive into the field in all but 

the driest conditions and bridges have been built 
to exclude vehicles by being a narrower gauge 
(only suitable for quad or small tractor). This has 
meant better security is afforded within the 
wood. The character of the wood is also 
preserved in not having vehicular access. 
 
A learning lesson over years of maintaining and 
upgrading paths and bridges has been the 
importance of realistic assessment of accessibility 
and mobility around the site. Small tracks and 
paths give character and aid security, but, for 
extraction of wood and movement of tools and 
provisions, good rides on firm ground are 
invaluable. The quality of the rides dictates the 
vehicular access and, consequently, the scale and 
type of woodland operation. On the other hand, 
better quality rides diminish site security and 
make storage of timber, tools and equipment 
vulnerable. 
 
The owners invited visits from various interest 
groups to help inform management planning, 
including a meeting of the local branch of the 
Royal Forestry Society and Gwent Wildlife Trust. 
Ecological surveys were undertaken, with bird 
and bat boxes being put in suitable locations 
around the wood. Some work was facilitated 
through the running of courses, such as hedge 
laying on the boundary. Some potentially 
hazardous large trees were felled, with oak 
timber being milled in the wood and used in the 
renovation of the boat house. 
 
 

 
Work day clearing the woodland. 
 
“The mix of physical activity, wonderful woodland 
space, great company and being part of a team, brings 
a tremendous sense of wellbeing at the same time as 
learning new skills and making new friends.  Great 
banter always lifts the spirits!” 
Annie Gorton-Harding (group member) 
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The woodland management plan evolved over 
time, initially with input from a woodland 
management consultant. One area, a two acre 
compartment below the lake, was seen as being 
suitable for a coppice rotation cycle, 
predominantly hazel understory with oak 
standards. With about a quarter of an acre a 
year, a seven year coppice cycle was anticipated. 
This would provide ecological benefit (butterflies 
and dormice), whilst providing timber for small 
structures (shelters and bridges) and firewood. 
 
2013 saw the start of a five year management 
plan under the Glastir scheme, which is helping 
provide funds for dredging the lake, removing the 
remaining rhododendron and Himalayan balsam, 
as well as overall thinning of the wood. Work is 
being carried out with expert consultation, a 
woodland manager and contracting of some 
work.  
 
This has to be integrated with the needs of the 
group and the coppice rotation. The owners’ 
aspirations for Arcadia mean that work will be 
sensitive and low impact, where possible, using 
small machinery of their own, including Alpine 
tractor with winch, log splitter and trailer. 
 

Boat house renovation 
 
The boat house renovation was a project central 
to the evolution of Arcadia as a venue.  The 
rebuilt structure has served as a base for various 
groups, meetings, festivals and courses. There 
have been informal meditation and poetry 
sessions, self-development courses, including an 
ongoing Men’s’ Group and the Gaian Leadership 
course, a drumming festival and music 
workshops, and an annual festival of wild food, 
the Wild Garlic Festival, in association with the 
Community Forest Farm at Llwyn Ffranc.  
 
It is the base for ACWG and has been the venue 
for a Llais y Goedwig board meeting. Links have 
been made with local care workers from 
Monmouth, encouraging the involvement of 
those with mental health problems, who visited 
Arcadia for quiet relaxation, including 
photography and care for small areas (bramble 
pulling and fire making). 
 
 
 
 

The original structure had largely collapsed, 
except for the foundations, but had been 
reproofed some decades ago using some of the 
original stone tiles and more recent, locally 
acquired pantiles. The roof timbers were rotten 
by 2001 and the structure had been vandalised, 
being in threat of completely disappearing into 
the lake.  
 
The recent renovation was undertaken in 2008 
and completed in 2010. Andrew worked closely 
with a skilled local wood worker, Adrian Worgan, 
to rebuild the structure from the stone and lime 
mortar foundations. Traditional or reclaimed 
materials were used throughout, with the green 
oak frame cut from Arcadia oak and milled on 
site. Internally, ash laths were used, again cut and 
milled on site, over sheep’s’ wool insulation, and 
clad in lime mortar.  
 
The structure incorporates a sliding glass door 
under a sliding wooden door, and a winch 
operated bottom hinged oak panel on a frame 
over the lake. A trap door allows access to the 
water below. Light and power comes from 
donated PV panels, situated high in an ash tree. 
The boat house is now used for various groups 
and courses. 
 

 
The boathouse during the Wild Garlic Festival.  
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Subsequent projects included the building of an 
outdoor kitchen with pizza oven, a compost 
toilet, and a yurt (made entirely in the wood, 
using a sewing machine powered from PV 
panels). Timber for these projects and for bridges 
is cut in Arcadia using a chainsaw mill. 
 

Health and wellbeing 
 
As osteopaths and naturopaths, the current 
owners have always advocated the health 
benefits of being in the natural environment. 
Arcadia Wood has been envisaged as a managed 
space for accessing these benefits through the 
running of healthy living courses.  
 
Through links with Transition Monmouth, the 
owners helped establish a mental health charity, 
R3 Cwmru, which was to offer training and 
reskilling for ex-service personnel suffering from 
PTSD. Plans were created for courses in 
traditional woodland related skills, with green 
wood framing and the building of a welcome 
centre for course participants. Due to 
unresolvable planning constraints, the planning 
application was withdrawn in 2013. 
 
Through a connection with ACA, Andrew Michie 
became involved in the set-up of ACWG. This 
brought new energy to an aspect of the 
woodland management, and expanded the 
network. The owners took on a part-time 
woodland manager, Stuart Fernie, who was a 
skilled green wood worker. He offered spoon 
carving courses to woodland group members and 
others, before he went on to another full-time 
woodland management position. David Lucas, 
initially referred by care workers, became a 
woodland group member and keen advocate of 
green wood working for the group. 

ACWG in Arcadia Wood 
 
The group adopted Arcadia as a base from the 
outset, and put into practice newly learned 
coppicing skills.  The boat house was offered to 
ACWG as a venue for meetings, discussions and 
lunches, provided by Claire. This was often 
watercress soup, harvested from the lake, and 
sometimes other foraged food.  
 
At this stage, group members agreed a working 
plan in Arcadia. Initial enthusiasm from the core 
of about five or six regular members helped in 
the building of a shelter for green wood working, 
as a way of using produce from the coppice.  
 
Two pole lathes and a shave horse were donated 
from Steve Chamberlain, a friend of one member, 
and green wood working tools were donated by 
Arcadia Wood. Further green wood devices, 
including more shave horses, cleaving brakes and 
a bowl clamp, were made by Stuart Fernie, David 
Lucas and Andrew Michie. 
 

 
Green wood working day in Arcadia. 
 
A charcoal kiln was provided by Arcadia Wood in 
2013. The aim was to provide a saleable 
resource, initially to pay for the kiln and then to 
provide group funds. It was hoped that it would 
stimulate new members, provide new 
experiences for older members, and be able to 
be fired over the day of a green wood working 
session, providing warmth and alternative 
activity. Unfortunately, the uptake on loading 
and unloading the kiln was poor, mainly due to 
members’ time commitments.  
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Charcoal burn at Arcadia.  

 
The kiln was purchased partly in response to the 
problem for members in removing fire wood 
from Arcadia. The coppice area, although largely 
dry underfoot, is at the lower part of a steep and 
wet wood, making extraction difficult - a 
wheelbarrow is inefficient, at times impossible, 
or the tractor and trailer damage the paths when 
the ground is very wet. Since the start of the 
Glastir scheme, it has been agreed to process 
wood from the upper part of Arcadia, as part of 
the thinning regime, which can more easily be 
moved by tractor and trailer for members who 
have contributed to processing, to take as fire 
wood. 
 
A burn in the charcoal kiln every couple of 
months does provide a regular supply of 
charcoal, which was initially sold through links 
with another local woodland group, Crucorney 
Energy group. Subsequent bags have been sold at 
a discount to ACWG members and are kept on 
site for local distribution. 
 
In addition to the winter coppice work in Arcadia, 
there is a weekly green wood working day, 
hosted by David Lucas, who has good experience 
with bushcraft and wood working. He was 
referred to Arcadia Wood by a team of care 
workers who had picked up on the activities in 
Arcadia. He is a great advocate for the health 
benefits of woodland-based, group work, and is 
currently developing links with MIND (mental 
health charity) to offer woodland based sessions. 
 
Tom Ward-Jackson has also been active in green 
wood working with the group, leading the 
production of log reindeers for Christmas and 
raising funds for the group. These have helped to 
cover insurance costs. 

The core members have had a regular presence 
at local fairs and events to promote the group, 
using a display board with photos and providing 
demonstrations of green wood working, where 
possible. They have attended Seedy Sunday each 
year in Abergavenny, and supported Transition 
Abergavenny, attending the health fair, and being 
represented with Llais y Goedwig at the Royal 
Welsh Show and annual Community Woodland 
National Gathering. 

 
Evolution of ACWG and Arcadia 
Wood 
 
The involvement of the community woodland 
group in Arcadia began as a means to stimulate 
community engagement in lessening reliance on 
fossil fuels, whilst helping in the management of 
a local resource. It became apparent from the 
start, though, how important the group is in 
providing a social role. This has provided health 
and wellbeing benefits for all concerned, but 
particularly so for those with a history of mental 
health challenges.  
 

 
Tree planting in Arcadia. 

 
The trustees, membership, and regular 
participants with ACWG has changed over the 
few years. Membership began with seven 
trustees, who became the core members. 
Between 2012 and 2013 the group attracted new 
interest, from which three or four became 
regular attendees and subsequently trustees, 
replacing three of the original trustees. A handful 
of other members occasionally attend meets, 
with a further few who remain passively 
interested.  
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David Lucas (left) demonstrating green woodworking 
skills at Llais y Goedwig’s National Gathering in 
Abergavenny in 2015 

 
 
Recently, there has been more interest in health 
and wellbeing aspects amongst some. In January 
2014 a grant submission was made for a health 
and wellbeing grant to fund purchase of further 
green wood working tools. 
 
The group has also evolved with a changing 
board of trustees, with only a few of the original 
trustees remaining. This has brought fresh energy 
to the group but also challenges in maintaining 
direction. Membership has always been small 
and work day’s dependent on a core of members, 
who have been aware of the benefits of 
attracting new members. There have been 
ongoing efforts to recruit new blood but with 
minimal active uptake. 
 
Particular challenges have been faced in not 
having sufficient active members to maintain the 
necessary output to manage a coppice rotation in 
Arcadia Wood. The woodland management has, 
therefore, continued to be carried out by the 
owners. This has always been rather a “chicken 
and egg” situation” in as far as the group has 
fitted into Arcadia Wood plans and has not been 
able to develop its own direction there.  
 

Autonomy for the group would be ideal for all 
concerned but it would require a larger active 
membership to fully participate in the creation of 
a coppice rotation. This has meant that 
management by the group has had to be scaled 
down from the original plan. It has led to more of 
a focus on green wood working in Arcadia by 
group members and woodland management 
remaining with Arcadia Wood owners.  
 
The arrangement between the owners and 
ACWG has had to be flexible and evolve over the 
years. This is not an unhealthy situation but has 
required ongoing review. The importance of good 
communication has been apparent, in terms of 
mutual understanding of how the group works 
towards its mission statement goals, within the 
constraints of a private woodland with its own 
management plan. For example, the felling, 
processing and extraction of wood from the land 
requires use of machinery not owned by the 
group. There has only been one trained chainsaw 
operator, other than the owner, and tractor, log 
splitter and trailer belong to the owner. 

 
There are various lessons from this 
relationship: 
 
• The importance of being clear on how a 

community group integrates with wider 
private woodland owner management 
objectives 

• The need to manage expectations, in as far as 
what is possible and reasonable 

• Clear agreement over use of tools and 
machinery 

• The importance of initial and ongoing training 
of members, and acquiring necessary funding 

• Realistic assessment of practical constraints 
on group activities, particularly in terms of 
movement of tools and equipment, and 
extraction 

• Ongoing administrative challenge in 
organising and coordinating, as well as 
generating appropriate revenue 

• Establishing a realistic base level of group 
involvement necessary and maintaining 
commitment, both in terms of work days but 
also meetings and administration 

• Maintaining links with a wider network, both 
local and national, for support, advice and 
sense of shared experience and purpose. 
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Conclusion 
 
There are both challenges and benefits of a 
community group operating in a private 
woodland. From the perspective of a woodland 
owner and manager, there are lessons which 
have been learned in Arcadia: 
 
• Getting off on the right foot - Community 

groups and sites will inevitably be unique, but, 
in all cases, being clear and realistic, yet 
flexible, over the goals and parameters of 
group work, will be necessary.  
 

• Flexibility of the group - The nature of a 
community group is that it is a process, 
reflecting changing membership and different 
stages in its evolution. A clearly communicated 
mission statement is essential from the outset, 
but this may require ongoing revision. 
 

• Flexibility in woodland planning - This must suit 
the current membership of the group, letting 
go of the day to day management role, but also 
retain vision (in terms of woodland 
management and ethos). 
 

These issues would not crop up where the group 
acquired the sole management responsibility for 
a wood (or part of), but there are also benefits on 
both sides in this sort of relationship. Providing a 
shared understanding is initially reached and 
agreed upon, working together towards a shared 
ethos and/or mutually beneficial outcomes, can 
be fulfilling and lead to successful outcomes, 
achievements not possible individually. 
 
There has always been a feeling amongst the 
owners, trustees and active members of the 
group that community woodland management 
activities provide benefit to all in terms of health 
and wellbeing. These benefits can be of especial 
value in nurturing those with recognised mental 
health difficulties. 
 
As with any relationship, this partnership in 
woodland management has needed work and has 
not always been easy, but it has led to deepening 
community relationships and positive outcomes. 
Overall, it has been a thoroughly positive 
experience and represents a successful model for 
community woodland groups.  
 

This Case study has been prepared for  
Llais y Goedwig by Andrew Michie, co-owner of 
Arcadia, and a member of Abergavenny 
Community Woodland Group.  
 
Contact Arcadia/ACWG:  
www.arcadiawood.co.uk 
 
 
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. 
This resource is part of a growing series for 
association members, and others interested in 
community woodlands in Wales.  
 

Contact Llais y Goedwig: 
www.llaisygoedwig.org.uk  
 

 

 
 

 
 

     

www.arcadiawood.co.uk
http://www.llaisygoedwig.org.uk/
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