Hill Holt Wood 

The winner in the Community category was Hill Holt Wood, an achievement  full of superlatives. This 15 hectare wood was acquired in 1995 by Nigel and Karen Lowthorp with the ambition to demonstrate that it was possible for a family to derive a sustainable income from a small woodland with environmental management and social benefits at its core. 

The wood had been heavily felled by previous owners and required complete restoration. With a long term Management Plan the restoration process is now well on track. However most impressively is that the wood has now become the hub for a vibrant charitable social enterprise employing a staff of 29 and an annual turnover of £1 million with profits over the past eight years exceeding £1 million.

We were accompanied by Steven Donagain, the Head Ranger, who is closely involved in the social enterprise, which wins contracts for woodland management, park management for Local Authorities and similar land based activities involving adults with learning difficulties.

Hill Holt Wood also work closely with the local and wider community providing training courses in woodland management and green woodworking, as well as corporate training days.  The wood is open to the public throughout daylight hours and many schools, universities, clubs and other community based organisations visit the wood on a regular basis. 

In order to generate income from their activities they operate what they call ‘benefit stacking’ whereby value is added layer on layer to each operation undertaken in the wood. For example, woodland management is carried out as a training programme, timber is processed in their own small sawmill and products and timber buildings are designed and marketed by their own in house team, with installation and construction services provided if required.

So, the ambition set by Nigel and Karen when they acquired Hill Holt Wood has been exceeded in a way that they could never imagined from the outset and is a credit to their foresight and business acumen.

