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Coed y Brenin Forest Park [59].
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A secret waterfall tumbles through Coed Maenarthur [124].






WALES’ FORESTS

The copses, woods and forests of Wales are gloriously diverse, in nature, landscape, history and utility. The forests of the country have nurtured us, from early civilisation to the Industrial Revolution and beyond, and this history is evident everywhere. Blessed by moist atmospheric conditions and offered protection by dramatic terrain, Wales harbours some of our most precious habitats, including temperate rainforest. Elsewhere, expansive conifer plantations provide spaces for us to play and explore, while contributing to our timber needs. Add in hidden dingles, tiny copses and clifftop woods, and it is easy to understand why the forestscapes of Wales offer so much to those who love nature and exploring the outdoors.

With so many potential forests to choose from, and given their incredible diversity, selecting the sites to include in this guide was never going to be an easy task.


[image: A close-up of a vibrant flower with dew drops, surrounded by leaves.]
Dog violet.



Ultimately, 325 sites were chosen, spread right across Wales, offering something of interest to everyone, whether you are touring by car or using public transport, hiking or cycling. Some are urban forests, or located next to car parks offering full facilities; others will require careful planning and experience in exploring demanding terrain. With this unique selection, you will never find yourself far away from a forest site, every one of them offering an unforgettable experience. This guide will help you find Wales’ most beautiful, intriguing and wildlife-rich treescapes.


Forest facts and figures

Britain is one of the least-forested places in Europe, with just 13 per cent of its land area covered by forests (only Ireland and the Netherlands have less). Forest cover in Wales is 15 per cent, and so above average for Britain, with Scotland having 19 per cent and England 10 per cent.


What is a hectare (ha)?

A hectare is 10,000m2 or 100×100m, and equivalent to 2.47 acres.



Britain has an unusually high degree of private forest ownership compared to European countries, with almost three-quarters of its forest area owned by private individuals, companies and non-governmental organisations. In Wales, 63 per cent of forest area is privately owned, the remaining proportion in public hands, managed on behalf of British citizens by a range of public bodies, notably Natural Resources Wales, the Crown Estate and others, including local authorities. See also Forest ownership.

Proportions of coniferous and broadleaved forests are closely balanced, with 45 per cent of forest area coniferous within Wales, unlike in Scotland, where almost three-quarters of its forest area is under conifers. Within publicly owned land in Wales, 64 per cent of the forest area is coniferous, while in private forests it is broadleaves that cover the majority of the area (85 per cent).

Central-West Wales is the most forested region, with 18 per cent cover, followed by South-Central (16 per cent). Both two northern regions have 11 per cent forest cover, meaning they are below average for Wales.



	Notable sites


	Largest
	Wales has many very large conifer plantations. Tywi Forest [127] covers 6,112ha in the Central-West region, while Dyfi Forest [70] extends across 6,000ha in the North-West region.


	Smallest
	Within this guide, 11 sites are 1ha or less in area, many of them precious habitats managed by local Wildlife Trusts, such as Cors Bodgynydd [29] and Rogiet Poorland [325].


	Curious names
	Forest Wood [205] might seem to have one name too many. Rogiet Poorland [325] was aptly named. Coedlan Llanfairpwll [18] grows near a village with Britain’s longest placename Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwllllantysiliogogogoch, which literally means: ‘the church of St Mary of the pool of the white hazels (gwyn gyll) near to the fierce whirlpool and the church of St Tysilio of the red cave’.


	Most remote
	Areas of Tywi Forest [127] are very remote. The Nant Syddion bothy (one of only nine in Wales) hidden within Myherin Forest [110] provides the opportunity for an unforgettable (perhaps spooky) night in the forest.


	Region with most temperate rainforest sites
	With 21 sites, the North-West has almost two-thirds of the 36 temperate rainforest sites featured in this guide.


	Tallest trees
	Several sites have very tall Douglas fir (60m plus), including Gwydir Forest [34] and Lake Vyrnwy [138]. Also a giant redwood at Bodnant Garden [12], which exceeds 50m.


	Rarest trees
	Several very rare ‘micro-species’ of Sorbus are found in Wales, including the Menai whitebeam at Nantporth [14], English whitebeam at Piercefield Woods [318] and Ley’s whitebeam at Darren Fach [265].


	Compass extremities
	North: Lawr yr Afon [1] (North-West) on the Ynys Môn/Isle of Anglesey. East: Highmeadow Woods [298] (South-East), which is accessed by walking from England. South: Cwm Colhuw [286] (South-Central). West: Porth Clais [228] (South-West) on St Davids Peninsula.


	Greatest density of sites by OS 1:25,000 map
	OS Map 213 Aberystwyth & Cwm Rheidol has 19 sites, followed by OL14 Wye Valley & Forest of Dean, with 16 sites.


	Most forested region
	Central-West Wales is proportionally the most forested region, with 18 per cent forest cover (approaching double the average for England). Central-East has the greatest forested area, with 72,211ha.







Geography

Wales is commonly divided into six regions by the Welsh Government, but in this guide the extensive Mid Wales, or Central Wales, region is divided into two, with the counties of Ceredigion forming Central-West and Powys forming Central-East, creating seven regions in total.

Wales is 20,779km2 (8,023 square miles), an area often used as a metric in its own right, particularly in the context of defining areas of tropical rainforest destroyed annually elsewhere in the world. Wales has over 2,700km (1,680 miles) of coastline, comprising its borders to the north, west and south. Central-East is the only region that is landlocked.

The country is dominated by a maritime climate, with moist westerly temperate winds blowing in from the Atlantic Ocean. Most of Wales is mountainous, especially the Eryri (Snowdon) range in the North-West, which has 15 peaks above 914m (3,000 feet), while the Mynyddoedd Cambrian (Cambrian Mountains) run north-east to south-west through the centre of the country. Bannau Brycheiniog (Brecon Beacons), Y Mynyddoedd Duon (Black Mountains) and Y Mynydd Du (Black Mountain) are in the south of the country. The rivers Dyfrdwy (Dee) and Hafren (Severn) partly form the boundary between Wales and England, while the Mawddach, Dyfi (Dovey), Rheidol, Ystwyth and Teifi flow westwards into Bae Ceredigion (Cardigan Bay), and the rivers Tywi (Towy), Taf (Taff), Wysg (Usk) and Gwy (Wye) flow south into the Bristol Channel.

The geology of Wales is highly diverse and celebrated, with the work of early geologists defining many terms now commonly adopted in geological studies. Underlying bedrock and sedimentary deposits affect soil pH and moisture regimes, and therefore the plants that grow on them. They can also provide valuable commodities, and indeed, their exploitation in Wales has shaped the landscape. Examples include valuable minerals, such as iron, copper and lead, deposits of coal, and building products such as lime and slate.

There are three national parks in Wales, covering an area of 4,122km2. Snowdonia, now known as Eryri, was the first to be designated in 1951, and is a protected landscape covering 2,131km2 in the North-West region (representing one-tenth of the area of Wales, it is sometimes referred to as a ‘deciwales’). Brecon Beacons, now known as Bannau Brycheiniog, includes 1,340km2 of land, mostly in the south of Central-East Wales, although also covering small areas in all three southern regions. The Pembrokeshire National Park (Parc Cenedlaethol Arfordir Penfro in Welsh) protects a coastal strip covering 622km2 around the South-West region, with no part further than 16km from the sea.

Formerly known as Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs), there are five National Landscapes (NL) that protect other landscapes across Wales, covering 4 per cent of the land area. These are Ynys Môn (Isle of Anglesey) and Llŷn Peninsula in the North-West, Bryniau Clwyd a Dyffryn Dyfrdwy (Clwydian Range and Dee Valley) in the North-East, Gower in the South-West, and Wye Valley in the South-East, which also extends into England.


[image: A rocky outcrop with tree roots overhanging a wooded valley filled with dense trees.]
The crags of Near Hearkening Rock in High Meadow Woods [298].



The upper limit of natural tree growth, or the ‘treeline’, is about 600m above sea level in Wales, although native woods are rare at this altitude due to the pressures of grazing in the uplands. Some conifer plantations reach this altitude in the North-West, but this is near the limit, even for Sitka spruce. The boundary between managed lower altitude and more intensively managed land, and unenclosed hill and moorland is known as ‘ffridd’ in Wales (as in Ffridd Wood [149]).



Trees and natural history

The nature of Wales is wonderfully diverse, not only in its forests, but also in its rivers and lakes, marshes and along its coasts. Its uplands, however, are a different matter (more on this below). The temperate rainforests and their rich assemblages of bryophytes, flowering plants and iconic woodland birds are the crown jewels.

Britain has a relatively small diversity of about 60 native tree species, meaning those species, subspecies or hybrids that have established themselves without the hand of humans. Of these, only 35 are widespread, and only three are conifers: juniper, Scots pine and yew. The remainder are present in tiny populations, and botanists are frequently refining the list, which includes 17 ‘micro-species’ of Sorbus. Introduced tree species are sometimes referred to by conservationists, rather derogatively, as ‘aliens’ or ‘exotics’, but they can play an important role in helping forests establish in difficult places and support biodiversity that otherwise may be threatened by environmental change. We have even discovered that some non-native exotics can be beneficial for wildlife, for example lodgepole pine, which is a food source for red squirrels (see Cwm Berwyn Forest [130]).

A recent State of Nature Report (2023) for Wales presented the stark news that wildlife species continue to decline across the country, and following the loss of 73 species in recent years, another 17 per cent of animal species are now at risk. The reasons are manifold, from urban development and changes in land practice, to collectors seeking the eggs of peregrine falcons and other raptors, and plants like the Snowdon lily. Yet there are glimmers of hope, especially in examples such as the red kite, whose population in the early twentieth century fell to about a dozen individuals surviving in west Wales, but which is now thriving across much of Wales and England thanks to a reintroduction programme. More recently, various innovative conservation approaches are seeking to repeat this success by working with nature to restore ecosystems. The Vincent Wildlife Trust has successfully translocated around 50 pine martens from Scotland to Mid Wales, where it is hoped they will help control the invasive grey squirrel population in favour of our native red squirrel.


[image: A hillside covered with grass and small flowers under a cloudy sky.]
Bluebells emerge in springtime at Craig Cerrig Gleisiad [191] in the Bannau Brycheiniog/Brecon Beacons National Park, indicating that ancient woodland once grew here. Grazing by sheep makes it a barren site, even though this site has multiple conservation designations, including IPA, NNR, NP, SAC and SSSI.




[image: A sheep standing on a mossy slope beside trees and dense shrubs.]
Grazing sheep and fast-spreading rhododendron are both threats to native woodland habitat.



One of the biggest debates facing Wales is the future of its uplands. The issues discussed are often contentious, with the potential outcomes highly impactful (in ways both good and bad) to nature and society. Upland hill farming is a heritage industry for Wales, but one that is thought to be impoverishing the lands on which it is based. We face both a climate and a biodiversity crisis, yet upland hill farming is supported by government subsidies, and the withdrawal of these subsidies could result in the failure of many farming businesses, which often rely on subsidies for more than half their income. While the loss of upland hill farming would result in the loss of centuries-old agricultural systems, put an end to family dynasties and lead to a change in the open vistas of our uplands, there are those who believe these are consequences that are justifiable. It is clear that Wales has a huge area of land, often known as ‘green desert’, in its uplands, which remain treeless due to ceaseless grazing by livestock especially with sheep.

One of the most perverse facts about the state of nature in Wales is that there is greater tree cover in the city of London than in any one of its national parks. In total there are 55,624ha of forest cover across the three national parks, equivalent to 13 per cent tree cover, while in the city of London there is 21 per cent tree cover, which translates as a total of 33,159ha (more than half of the total forest cover of all three national parks in Wales).

It is perhaps most difficult to understand why many sites recognised under our highest conservation designations in Wales, including National Nature Reserves and Sites of Special Scientific Interest, remain in terrible condition due to overgrazing. Visit any of these sites and the lack of naturally regenerating trees is evident, with scattered remnants of woodland and isolated trees clinging to the few cliffs and rocky slopes that are out of reach of grazing livestock.

It seems clear that the situation will not be resolved until either the climate or nature emergencies come closer still to home. While these may provide the impetus to motivate change, there is some hope that change will happen sooner, in the form of some attractive incentives developed by innovative organisations. These organisations are working with farmers to help them recognise that there can be real benefit from the economic value in nature itself, while protecting and enhancing the environment is good business. Stump Up For Trees is one such organisation, working with hill farmers from a position of authority rather than preaching to them. Let’s hope that government agencies in Wales act for the good of nature, hand in hand with society.



History of Wales’ forests

The history of the land of Wales and its people is deeply entwined with trees and forests. Nine thousand years ago, Wales finally emerged from the last Ice Age, after cyclical periods of cold and warm which saw the ice sheet grow and shrink repeatedly since its maximum about 18,000 years ago. As the new land was exposed and the climate warmed, both trees and people moved in, almost simultaneously. Trees were the cradle of early civilisation, providing people with the materials to build shelters, make tools and generate heat. Bands of hunter-gatherers made good use of Wales’ rich natural resources, and were able to build settlements high in the hills thanks to a warm period that extended into the middle Bronze Age. Remains of Bronze Age culture, including settlements and burial chambers, can be found right across Wales, including at many of the sites featured in this guide, such as Coed Cors-y-gedol [63], Coed Nercwys [84] and Ceri Forest [157]. The remarkable cromlech at Parc le Breos Cwm and Coed y Parc [259] and the dolmen at Ty Canol [211] are among the best preserved prehistoric features in Wales. Historians think that the cooling period that occurred around 3,000 years ago, with wetter summers and lower temperatures, led to hardship and social unrest, and the first hilltop forts were constructed by rival tribes. Meanwhile, the Celtic peoples had firmly settled in Wales, with the birth of the early Welsh language happening at about the same time (700 BC).

Five years after invading Britain, the Romans turned their full attention to the ‘troublesome’ Celts, who had made Wales their stronghold, beginning with an invasion into north-east Wales in AD 48. Hill forts, overnight marching camps and the Romans’ famously straight roads were constructed, and their remains are still visible today at many locations, including Roman Camp [11], Banc-y-Castell at Bwlch Nant yr Arian Forest [112], Cae Gaer at Esgair Ychion [158], Trawsgoed Fort at Black Covert [121], Burfa Bank [171], and the largest fort at Coed Craflwyn and Dinas Emrys [41]. The all-conquering Roman army completed its invasion with the defeat of the Celts in AD 79, yet this only marked the beginning of a long period of territorial disputes between the Celts (Welsh) and the Angles (English). The Romans discovered valuable minerals in Wales, such as gold at Dolaucothi [208], so for centuries to come there was good reason for other powers to seek a share in this wealth.

Some 700 years later (AD 757–796), the Anglo-Saxon king of Mercia is thought to have commissioned the extraordinary linear earthwork known as Offa’s Dyke to define the boundary between the Mercia territory and the Welsh kingdom of Powys. It still follows the modern Wales–England border quite closely. As a modern long-distance footpath, it also provides a wonderful route through the countryside, taking in many forest sites, including Castell y Waun (Chirk Castle) [98], Clwyd Forest [83], Coed Llandegla [89], Coed Llangwyfan [80], Llanymynech Rocks [137] and Trevor Hall Wood [94]. A lesser-known earthwork, Wat’s Dyke, passes through Knolton Wood [97].

The Normans were next to want a share in the wealth of Wales, invading in 1067– 1081, with multiple movements continuing for the next two centuries. Castles were constructed at strategically important places, often with commanding views over rivers and roads, making use of natural features such as steep terrain. Forests continued to provide crucially important materials for their construction, and were vital as a source of food and for hunting by wealthy Normans, and a staple product for baking and heating. The often steep and inaccessible land surrounding these castles later helped protect trees from development or livestock grazing, such as at Cilgerran Castle and Forest Wood [205], Penrice Castle near Mill Wood [260] and Pennard Castle above Pennard Cliff and Northill Woods [261].


[image: An old rusted metal mining cart on rails beside ferns, with a field and distant hills in the background.]
An early twentieth-century abandoned mine dram (cart) at Dolaucothi [208].



The bark of one of the dominant tree species across much of Wales, sessile oak, is rich with tannic acid (or ‘tannins’). It provided a major ingredient for tanning leather, an essential material for early industry (e.g. harnesses for working horses) and personal effects (e.g. belts and armour). The process involved felling oak trees and stripping their bark, which was stored for several months until dry. It was then ground to a rough powder and added to vats of water, where the raw hides were soaked in progressively strong tanning solutions in a process that took about 12 months. Beginning with the Romans, the tanning industry grew to be significant, with oak managed specifically for the tanning industry, effectively as coppice coupes (small areas of woodland coppiced at the same time), creating the first industrial-scale impact on Welsh woods.

With the advent of the Industrial Revolution and Britain’s insatiable demand for timber to feed its war machine as a global superpower in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the country’s remaining woodlands were critically important for fuel, gunpowder manufacturing and construction. The natural resources of Wales were also central to this industrial growth, especially ironworks and coal mining in the south of the country. The previously rural society changed rapidly, and people migrated from across Wales to work in the industrial heartlands of Glamorgan and Monmouthshire. See Green
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