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Hello everyone. My name is Jeremy Casey from the Native Woodland Trust and I’m delighted to speak to you today. Day 2 is great because most of the numbers have been crunched. You understand the need to protect our woodlands, and it brings me great pleasure to share stories of how this is happening right here in Ireland.

I hope to tell you a bit more about me, the Native Woodland Trust, and how the simple act of helping an old woodland to spread can bring about endless scope for good both for the environment and for a local community. And I hope to show you this by way of a case study of one of our local branches in Westmeath.  
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This picture is one of my favourites and it was taken in Glengarriff Wood in West Cork in 2019. The year I arrived to live in Ireland. Growing up in SA, and training to be a safari guide in high school, I couldn’t be further from the biomes I became so familiar with back home. 

But… it was indeed love at first site.






Who I am
• Jeremy Casey

• General manager NWT

• Co-founder ReWild Wicklow

• Born in Johannesburg, SA

• Studied BCOM at Sydney Uni
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For the last three years I have been working for the native woodland trust. I have also been involved with the founding of another env charity called ReWild Wicklow in my home county. Volunteers are at the core of both projects and community engagement, in my experience, starts with those people and grows outward. 

Working for the NWT has allowed me to travel to many counties and work with some wonderful people. When I joined the trust we decided to branch out – in 2022 we started our first local branches in Wicklow, Westmeath and Roscommon. 

After I explain a little more about who we are, I’d like to show you how that’s panned out for us and what we can learn from it. 







The Native Woodland Trust
• ENGO

• 13 Nature reserves and 3 local provenance tree 

nurseries

• 400 Acres managed for nature
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1. The Native Woodland Trust is an environmental charity that started with humble beginnings, cold calls and a magazine subscription to raise money to buy our first nature reserve in Farnaght, Co. Leitrim. 

2. Since then, the trust has grown to encompass 13 nature reserves and 3 local provenance tree nurseries across the country. Almost 400 acres managed for nature for-ever. The sites that we are rallying local volunteers behind.

3. Our sole aim, to protect what remains of Ireland’s old and ancient woodlands and helping them to expand and spread through assisted natural regeneration and new native woodland establishment. And this is what resonates with the ReWilder in my heart. Who realizes the importance of looking after what we have left, as well as reviving what we have lost. 

4. Our work is funded by individuals through membership, grant aid including via local council grants, as well as with help from business through membership, partnership and outreach programmes I call “TreeAm Building”. 

*Point out Carlow Ballinakelly Wood

Our recipe involves fundraising to buy land inside old and ancient woodlands, the land around them, and helping them to spread naturally through assisted natural regeneration. A core ingredient to this is community engagement. We’re a three person team. Acquiring so many reserves and hoping to manage them properly without help would be a pipe dream without help from volunteers. It’d also be impossible to negotiate land sales without the buy in from local people. 

If you are consistent in running a variety volunteer events on a site, which attract people from all walks of life, you quickly develop a network of dedicated local volunteers. This is essential for achieving site management goals, from Rhodo to maintaining deer guards. It also reveals the myriad of ways these people link into their local community and the creative ideas that come about in inviting the wider community to join into the project. How much social good can come about through while also achieving important conservation goals. 

In some cases, this has involved investing in infrastructure like local provenance nursery facilities which even further increase the capacity for social good that can be achieved and environmental when considering production of planting stock. Allowing us to invite local people, schools, community and corporate groups to collect native seed, grow it in the nursery, plant them out on our site near to their parent trees and nurture them as they establish. And it extends far beyond volunteering opportunities – using the existing patches of woodland under our protection we run educational events and citizen science programs too. 

Each site is vastly different, and a holistic approach means that we appoint expert help to firstly understand the site from a scientific perspective which then informs our overarching conservation management plan and the activities our local volunteers rally around. 
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• Sole aims

• Protecting what remains of Ireland’s old and ancient 

woodlands

• Promoting natural regeneration and local provenance 

tree planting

• How we go about this

• Funded by individuals and businesses, & grant awards

• Local branch network 
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Case Study: Ardan Wood
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In 2012, Westmeath CoCo entrusted the Native Woodland Trust with Ardan Wood on 200 year lease. 7ac is in size, Ardan is a little wonder – a horse-shoe shaped woodland on relatively steep banks surrounding a central field. These deposits from glacial retreat some 14000 years ago. Up until last year, this ancient woodland had been under our protection and care and as with all our sites – open to the public to enjoy. Ancient, because it’s documented as being under continuous forest cover since the mid-1600s.**check CMP also check geology also council history

But we’ve been on the lookout. Thankfully, 2 years ago, we got our chance. Adjacent land, as well as the field that the woodland encircles, which are both ex pasture fields, went up for sale. Thanks to our funders, and help from local branch members who actually us assisted with sale negotiations, we were able to purchase them both. Effectively quadrupling the size of Ardan Wood for the first time in over 200 years! The woodland now 1/5 of the total land area. What an important opportunity.

Just to say, I’m informed the owner of the corner field there has recently approached our branch chairman about selling his plot too!




Case Study: Ardan Wood
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This was in and around the time I joined the Trust and there was no time to lose in establishing what would become our very first local branch in September 2022. Local farmers, teachers, a landscape architect, an artist, a pastry chef and a comedian – the branch members have diverse backgrounds and special skills to contribute towards a cause that is close to home and that they are passionate about.

Now it would be easy just to buy a couple hundred thousand trees and shrubs and plant up the new fields, and even get paid to do it. But that is not the approach we have taken. And this is something our branch members agree with and it falls in line with findings from scientific study of the area. Two major and consistent themes emerge from our branch meetings. The first is the need to involve local young people in the project. The second is that, rather than a quick fix, taking a more sensitive approach of assisted natural regeneration including ReWilding is crucial to protecting the rare gem we have. We are listening to the site first and understanding what it wants by studying it with expert help: understanding its requirements and working with it to regenerate in a more natural way. We’re even monitoring our progress with the help of local volunteers citizen sciencing.
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A short drone video to give you some perspective of the site and surround land



In just two years…
• Volunteering and social opportunities

created

• Informed approach

• Decentralised local provenance nurseries

• Heritage Office support

• Citizen science opportunities

• In the news
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In just 2 years:

1. We’ve hosted 53 community events attended by almost 500 volunteers and school children at Ardan Wood – from events like seed collection, tree planting and maintenance. To educational stuff with local schools and people – seasonal biodiversity walks, mindful woodland wanders, dusk choruses, fungal forays to interpretive printmaking to name but a few. We also meet monthly in Kilbeggan Parish Centre in Winter and on site in the summer.

2. One of our first wins was being awarded funding from the Community Foundation Ireland, which meant year long engagement with ecologists and other experts to help us understand our new fields, building on baseline ecological surveys we conducted previously of the woodland itself. We wanted to get a handle on what kind of habitats we have, and what types of plants, animals, fungi call the woodland and new fields home. This crucial to informing our broader Conservation Management Plan and Strategy. You can do a whole lot of harm while trying to do good and so it’s important to be informed. 

3. With big ambitions for hedgerow rejuvenation and limited tree planting in specific zones, we have need for local provenance nursery capacity. Thankfully we have nurseries in Wicklow and Roscommon, however more inventively our branch members have answered the call dedicating space at their homes to grow the seeds we collect each year inside the woodland. One of our members is a caretaker at local school St. Philomenas and installing growing beds on site there has meant not only have we boosted local production but we also have an opportunity to involve the kids from collection to taking care of growing saplings and eventually planting them on site. We’ve already produced hundreds oak, crab apple and hazel saplings, and this year, with seed collection season dawning on us right now, we have major plans to move into berry production; of thorn, guelder rose, and spindle. This focus on local provenance ensures our trees are locally native and importantly conserve the genetic lineage of this ancient woodland.

On the management front, Autumn 2024 will mark the start of a unique conservation grazing program in parts of the new fields for a period of 5-10 years. It will see small breed cattle allowed in specific zones at a particular time of year in a bid to lower ground fertility of land which prior to now was used for finishing cattle and grow sileage; to enhance species diversity and essentially give nature a helping hand to create the conditions that allow the woodland to expand into the furthest reaches. It’s great to have local farmers on board with us, people who care about the environment just as much as we do, and whom have vast knowledge and skills to bring to the table. 

4. The trees aren’t the only ancient things in Ardan Wood. We’ve been working with the local Heritage Office who are helping us to conserve ancient structures inside such as the old wrought iron gate and piers, old school house and entrance steps. We also secured their funding to engage with local bryophyte, fungi and plant experts too. One day we hope that the old school house (INSERT FROM CPM FIRST SCHOOL RAHUGH AND LAST TEACH DATE) will one day be rejuvenated too and used as info centre to inspire people and children once again.  Bonus comments RE heritage offices in both Westmeath and Offaly. Mention Bio officer and heritage office linkeages.
 
5. Our branch members have learned to use machinery and survey equipment which means we have active moth trapping (catch and release) and walkers who conduct butterfly transect walks throughout the year. The data feeds into the National Biodiversity Data Centre and our baseline survey data for the site of course. 135 Species of moth recorded last year, two of which are Westmeath County firsts! It will take a number of years to build comprehensive records and we’ll use this data to track Ardan’s natural regeneration as well as the success of our biodiversity related management actions. 

6. Oh, and did I tell you we were famous? �Our efforts have also been picked up by the media, so you might have seen us on Nationwide, RTEs Climate Heroes or on Midland Science’s Ancient Woodlands series. 





Our crowning 
achievement (IMO)
• Forest School Fun with Kilbeggan N.S. and 

Rahugh N.S.
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Probably most excitingly though, and our crowning achievement, is working with the two nearest schools: Kilbeggan and Rahugh NS’s. With kids in the schools, myself and branch members have always put involving little people in this project a priority. 

In year one (Winter 2022) we brought the kids along to collect acorns in Ardan Wood. They had brought empty milk cartons so we filled those with leaf mold too. Once back at school we mixed compost into the leaf mould and sowed our seeds for Winter. In Spring last year we potted those that survived (luckily each class had a number of seedlings so failure to germinate was just another lesson). It is in those pots the trees have remained and once they lose their leaves we plan to plant them in the expansion fields. Thereby bringing to an end a three year pilot program to get local kids outside, exploring, learning and having fun. 

At the same time I started taking classes from the schools on seasonal biodiversity walks we called “Forest School Fun”. I started adapting lessons and activities I had learned from forest school leaders to make them as educational as they are engaging. The only problem was transportation. And thank you to our wonderful branch members who put their money together to fund the buses themselves. Thankfully, this year we have partnered with the Kilbeggan Preservation and Devlpmnt Association who has agreed to fund transport to fund transport and the assistance of professional forest school leaders to help free me up to conduct more of the same on our other reserves



Community Engagement 

• Success mirrored in Roscommon, Wicklow and Waterford 

• Native woodland conservation: enhancing community engagement in 

forest management

• Local bonds

• Local knowledge

• Local responses

• Community empowerment 
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We have seen similar success in Westmeath mirrored in Roscommon and Wicklow, and now in Waterford, Carlow and Galway too. 

We have seen how native woodland conservation projects can act as a vehicle for enhancing community engagement in forest management.

How they help strengthen people’s connection to the environment, to each other, to the places they live. 

It brings local knowledge to the fore, fostering sustainable practices and important local linkeages which initiate increased collaboration between groups and access to opportunities 

Provide local economic benefits as well as social and educational opportunities 

And it’s been great to see how these projects can empower local communities especially in rural areas. 

Thank you for listening to our story. 
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