Planning legislation and
small woodlands

© Mike Abbott

Lucy Nichol offers a basic guide to the law relating to forestry
buildings and other woodland development.

Woodland Development: Clissett Wood’s workshop and kitchen.
Reproduced from the book Living Wood by Mike Abbott.
lanning controls over forestry are fairly simple on the face of it.
Planning permission is not required for forestry work (except
where there is a Tree Preservation Order) and may not be needed
for buildings or uses of land necessary for forestry. However, planning
permission is always required for non-forestry uses of land, buildings or
any other form of development.
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Sheds, workshops and tracks
A range of forest buildings can be erected without normal planning
permission. This includes the erection, extension or alteration of a
forestry building, such as a tool shed, store, office or shelter, or putting
in a “private way” (access track). This is called Permitted Development
(PD) and details are contained in Part 7 (Forestry Buildings and
Operations) of the General Permitted Development Order 1995 (GPDO).
Any building or track must be used for the purposes of forestry and
not, for example, primarily for leisure or educational activities. Unlike
agricultural PD rights (Part 6), there are no restrictions on the size of the
forestry building, no requirement that the forestry must be run as a
trade or business (so hobby forestry is OK as long as it is forestry) and
no stipulation that it must relate to forestry operations only on that unit.
Full PD rights also apply to any size of forestry holding, whereas, for
agriculture, there are reduced PD rights for holdings less than 5
hectares. A small anomaly is that osier growing counts as agriculture
and therefore the two tier agricultural PD system applies, with less
generous PD rights for holdings smaller than 5 hectares.
To qualify as Permitted Development, a building that is erected
cannot be used as a dwelling, cannot be within 25 metres of a classified
road, and must be “reasonably necessary” for the purposes of forestry.
Also, any building must be designed for the purpose for which it is
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intended, so a forestry hut that looks like a
house, or even is capable of providing overnight
shelter, is not allowed as PD.
A condition of Permitted Development rights
for forestry is that you must give advance notice
to the local planning authority of what you intend
to do. This system is called the Prior Notification
Procedure (or the Determination Procedure) and
involves filling in a simple form and providing a
map and drawing. The planners then have 28
days in which to notify you that your development should not begin without their prior
approval of the siting, design and external
appearance. At this point they could also reject
the proposal as not “reasonably necessary” for
the purposes of forestry.
A precedent set by the planning appeal,
T/APP/V2255/A/97/286193/P7, provides a useful
guide to what can be erected in a woodland setting. In this case, the
Inspector allowed a 6 by 18 metre wooden building for the storage of
equipment, as a workspace for producing fence posts, and as an office with
washroom facilities, all of which was deemed necessary for managing a 21
hectare coppice woodland in Kent.
Using a caravan for forestry purposes, such as storage, shelter for
workers or as an office, is another matter. Provided the caravan is not
for residential use, it falls completely outside planning controls, and you
do not need to ask the planning authority in advance. According to the
Caravan Sites Act 1968, the legal definition of a caravan includes mobile
homes and self-built structures. Under this definition, there is no
necessity for the caravan to have wheels, as long as it is under the size
limit (60 feet long, 20 feet wide and 10 feet high), can be delivered in no
more than two sections by lorry, and is capable of being moved in one
piece along a road when assembled.

Residential use
You will not be surprised to hear that it is extremely unusual to get
planning permission for a dwelling in a wood. There have been a few
successful cases, for instance involving charcoal burners in West
Sussex and Hertfordshire, where a full-time forester has been allowed
to build a cabin or site a caravan. In such cases, there are stringent
tests of business viability and functional need applied to an enterprise,
so if you are managing your woodland for primarily recreational or
conservation reasons, permission would almost certainly be denied.
Any building used as a dwelling requires planning permission. Even a
structure which is not a building but is used for residential purposes
requires permission (the planning system controls not only the erection
of buildings, but also any change of use of land and buildings). For this
reason, a vehicle, caravan, railway carriage, yurt or any form of
temporary structure in which a person is living requires planning
permission, wheels or no wheels.
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However, there is an allowance for forestry workers to live in
caravans in woods during a particular season while carrying our
forestry work (see Part 5 of the General Permitted Development Order
1995). The forestry worker must use a caravan that fits the legal
definition (see above) but there is no clear ruling on how long a season
can go on for; in 1993, the High Court merely concluded that a season is
“less than a year”!
Part 4 of the GPDO may be of interest to those not working in forestry
but wanting occasionally to stay overnight in their woodland.
According to this section, on a holding exceeding 5 acres, up to three
caravans can be stationed for human habitation at any one time,
provided that the site is not used for this purpose for more than 28 days
in a year.

make the product marketable or disposable for profit” (in this case
making wine into grapes) was an ancillary use to growing the raw
material, and would therefore not need permission.
Whatever your intention in a woodland, it is important that, before
embarking on any development, you seek planning advice, liaise with
the local planning authority (normally the District Council), and read up
on the relevant literature yourself. This article is intended as a general
guide only and the circumstances of individual situations may mean
that specific restrictions apply.
Lucy Nichol is a Lecturer at the Department of Planning, Oxford
Brookes University.

Further reading
Crafts and processing of wood
The processing and finishing of wood is a grey area within planning
law. There is no relevant definition of forestry in the Planning Acts, so it
is unclear whether activities such as charcoal burning, greenwood
turnery, planking or mushroom cultivation are to be regarded as
ancillary uses to forestry, or as a material change of use.
On a very small scale, processing activities will be considered de
minimis (trifling or legally insignificant). However, above this level,
processing is more legally problematic. In 1986, a Judge found that
converting trees to hewn poles or logs was “forestry”, but that planing,
shaping or sawing logs into specified dimensions was “carpentry”. This
tough line has been mirrored in cases of log-sawing, the manufacture
of fire-lighters and making charcoal. However, an important precedent
was set in 2000 (Millington v Secretary of State for Environment). In this
case, a Judge found that processing which is “reasonably necessary to
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To find out more about planning for sustainable woodlands, turn to
Simon Fairlie’s opinion article on page 19.

the Ecology is...
...a mutual building society dedicated
to protecting the environment through
a unique mortgage lending programme.
This covers mortgages across the UK for:

➥

small woodlands, tree nurseries
eco-enterprises and organic farms

➥

the building of new energy and
resource-efficient homes

➥

the rescue of derelict houses and
buildings (recycling them!)

For details of our mortgages or savings accounts see

www.ecology.co.uk
or call 0845 674 5566
Ecology Building Society
Ref. SW, FREEPOST
18 Station Rd, Cross Hills
Keighley BD20 5BR
YOUR HOME IS AT RISK IF YOU DO NOT KEEP UP REPAYMENTS ON A
MORTGAGE OR OTHER LOAN SECURED ON IT
Further details and written quotations on request. All mortgages subject to status,
first charge on the property and satisfactory valuation
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2 WHEELED TRACTORS
& attatchments

SHRED, CHIP, SAW & SPLIT IT!
MOW & DO MUCH, MUCH MORE!
Flail mower

Chipper shredder

Saw bench

Log splitter

The SEP 2 wheeled tractors are ideal for many jobs
from woodland management to cultivating &
landscaping. The many attatchments can be quickly &
easily interchanged.
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BUNCE (ASHBURY) LTD, Ashbury, Swindon, SN6 8LW
Tel: 01793 710212 Fax: 01793 710437

SPREADERS, SWEEPERS, CHIPPER SHREDDERS, TILLERS, PLOUGHS, POTATO LIFTERS, POWER PLOUGHS & HARROWS

Woodland
Mortgages

BALE WRAPPERS, ROTARY SAWS, LOG SPLITTERS, STONE BURRIERS, DIGGERS, SNOW BLOWERS, SNOWPLOUGHS

SICKLE BAR, FLAIL, ROTARY, CYLINDER MOWERS, LAWN ROLLERS, FERTILIZER/SALT

POWER BARROWS, TRAILORS, SPRAYERS, PUMPS, SEEDERS, HAY RAKES, MINI BALERS
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