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OXYGEN STARVATION:
CONSERVATION FIRM
ACCUSED OF LACK OF
COMMUNICATION BY

HIGHLAND COMMUNITIES

4 ‘Unashamedly capitalist’ tree-planting and
ecotourism business is growing, and so is unease
among those living in the landscapes it is changing,
writes Rural Affairs Correspondent Katharine Hay
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rom the Highlands to the
Lowlands, contention
surroundingland
ownershipin Scotland
hasbeen embedded in the
landscape for centuries.
Thatappears toremain
the case for arelatively new landlord
driving landscape change across
multiple of Scotland’s former shooting
estates and farms.

Oxygen Conservation, the Exeter-
basedland and natural capital firm has,
injusta fewyears, becomeone of the
most prominent, and controversial,
new landowners in Britain. It recently
announced plans to expand into Europe,
buttoraise capital rather than acquire
land abroad.

Sincelaunchingin 2020, the company
hasbuilta portfolio of about 50,000
acresacross the UK, including five
estatesin Scotland. It plans to expand
t0250,000 acres within the next four
years, positioning itself at the forefront
ofagrowing “natural capital” market,
while promising high-end ecotourism
destinationsin the Highlands by the end of
thedecade.

Its chief executive, Richard Stockdale,
hasbeen explicitabout both the financial
ambition and therisksinvolved,
describing the business as “unashamedly
capitalist”.

Butwhile millions have flowed into
projects framed around climateaction
and ecological restoration, relationships
with communities living and working on
theland have often proved more fraught.

Across Scotland, and in parts of England
and Wales, residents and community
representatives say they feel excluded
from decisions reshaping theirlocal
environments and economies, with some
drawing stark comparisons to thelegacy
ofthe Highland Clearances.

A common sticking point for
communities is therush of large-scale tree
planting across moorlands. Tensions have
tightened since Oxygen Conservation
was, in February,awarded £3.3 million
inpublic fundingto plant1.5mtrees on
Invergeldie Estate in Perthshire as part
of its “100-year commitment to deliver
20,000 acres of new native woodlands and
restored peatlands”.

Thewoodland scheme will be one of the
UK’slargesttodate.

The money, which Oxygen Conservation
istopping up with £4m of its own cash,
was awarded as partofthe Scottish
government’s tree planting initiative to
reach net-zero targets.

Itcomes after Oxygen Conservation
boughtthealready controversial Kinrara
Estate from BrewDog earlier thisyear.
Thebeer gianthad tried and failed to
plantits “Lost Forest”. Millions of pounds
in public money were awarded to the
projectbutthe mass planting schemehad
an “exceptionally high mortality rate” of
around 50 per cent—far above the typical
10to 30 per cent for commercial forestry.

Residents atInvergeldie, which Oxygen
Conservationis turning intoa “premier
ecotourism destination” for nextyear,
have accused the company of alack of
transparency aboutland changes, such as
tree plantingand areduction of farming
ontheestate.

Pete Guile,along-termresidenton the
estate, said relations started well, with
plansto keep up farming. However, in
time, he said itappears the company was

Oxygen
Conservation
have been
dishonest
and
disrespectful
toour
community
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speaking “warmwords”.

“There used tobe about 2,000 sheep on
the farm, now there are none,” he said.

“This place used tobea buzzing rural
community witha number oflocal jobs
managing theland, now thereis very little
activity outside of the forestry work—the
placeisdead,ithas becomea finance
commodity.”

Lisa Mackay said that she and her family,
who had beenliving and working on the
estate for 12 years, were effectively pushed
outonce the firm tookiton, after claiming
tohave been told jobs were notatrisk.

Mrs Mackay, whose husband, Jim,
was the former farm manager, said that,
within ayear, the sheep numbers had
halved, and machinerywas slowly being
sold off.

“We knew changes were happening
yetnotonce did the owners discuss
thiswith us or keep us informed of any
plans moving forward,” she said. “We
continuously had toask what the future
of farming would be but had a feeling that
we had never been part of their plan for
Invergeldie from the beginning.

“My husband’s job was nolonger going to
beneeded and we would need to move out
ofthe property—apparently they wanted
the house for clientsand investors.”

Mrs Mackay said she and her family
were offered a property ona short-term
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Clockwise: Kinrara
Estate, formerly
owned by beer
giant BrewDog, was
bought by Oxygen
Conservation
earlier this year;
DrJosh Doble,
inset, says Oxygen
Conservation’s
management should
beinvestigated; a
cull of feral goats
was plannedinthe
Borders; Comrie
resident Felicity
Martin; Invergeldie
Estate,and Jen
Newall,aformer
climate scientist

leton the estate butlogistically, with two
young children, itwas easier to leave
altogether.

“Theywere unwilling to pay any
attention to the wishes of any workers,
tenants on the estate or thelocal
community”, shesaid. “This should notbe
allowed.”

Oxygen Conservation said land use
changeatscale “will always generatea
diversity of opinion” and said the criticism
isjust “one partofthat picture”.

The company defended itsrolein
transparency, pointing to its online “story
maps”, detailingits vision for the three
Scotland estates, two of which were
uploaded on Aprilland the otheratthe
end of February thisyear.

Inresponsetolocal employment
concerns, Oxygen Conservation said it
isincreasing employment. Invergeldie,
which wasashooting estate, currently
employs two full-time staff: an estate
manager and aranger.

AtDorback, another one of the firm’s
Highland estatesand which alsoused
tobea family-run sporting estate, the
employees include an estate manager, two
rangers,a gardener and an ecotourism



manager.

A spokesperson for the company said:
‘Alongside this we are investing millions
of pounds in partnerships with innovative
Scottish businesses focused on restoring
nature-—across tree supply, tree planting,
ecological survey works, regenerative
farming, fencing and ground preparation,
peatland restoration,and mycorrhizal
fertiliser.

“These partnershipsare creatinga wave
of new, highly skilled and highly paid jobs.”

The company also pointed toits “Oxygen
Accelerator”,an investment programme

hichitsaid supportslocal businesses to
help “scale their operations and deliver
growth and employment”.

Supporters within the sector argue that
such investmentrepresentsanecessary
evolution in land management. Rab
Robertson, founder of the Perthshire-
based contractor Taiga Upland, which

orks with Oxygen Conservation, said

he firm’'sapproach shows “real valueand
long-term opportunity” in conservation-
led rural economies.

Questions over community engagement,
however, appear to extend beyond the
Highlands.

AtDartmoor, where Oxygen
Conservation also ownsland, local
councillor Cat Frampton spoke about
alackof community consultation
over “extensive woodland planting on
biodiversessites”, and the removal of a
popular old non-invasive rhododendron
garden on the estate.

Similar complaints were madeata farm
owned by the firm in Wales. Councillor
Elizabeth Evans said the community
atArth Farmin Aberarth, have been
concerned abouta “lack of any proper
communication”.

“Oxygen practically had to be forced to
arrange a meeting with the community
and that meeting wentvery badly,” she
said.

“Any consultation has been very poor.
Ithasbecome clear that Oxygen hasno
interestin the agricultural side of the farm
and thewholeemphasisison trees. But,
whatever people think of the plans, there is
alotof concern thatcommunication with
the community has been awful.”

The company’s dealings with renewable
energy developments havealso caused
friction.

The firm caused uproar in the Borders

and Dumfries and Galloway lastyear
byannouncinga cull of the feral goats
thatroam Langholm moor, claiming the
herbivores were bad for trees and local
habitats. Yet, monthslater, the company’s
sister company, Low Carbon, lodged plans
foran18-turbine wind farmin the same
site “to help with Scotland reaching its
renewable energy targets”.

BackatInvergeldie, residents also
accused Oxygen Conservation of poor
communication over its renewable energy
plans. Despite claims there was no talk
of turbines on the estate, within months,
Low Carbon brought forward proposals
for19 turbines, up to 200m high. These
have since been rejected by the Perth and
Kinross Council.

Comrieresident Jen Newall, a former
climate scientist who now consults on
best practice in ecosystem restoration,
said: “Oxygen Conservation have been
dishonest and disrespectful to our
community from the moment they
announced their purchase of Invergeldie
estate.

“All the while they spina spurious
environmental vision in their public
comms, designed to seduce the big

money investors they need to make their
extractive business model work.

“Ifthe Scottish governmentand their
agencies continue tosupport OCs
endeavours withoutlistening tolocal
people then I'm afraid they’ll be complicit
insomething akin toa contemporary
wave of Highland Clearances.”

Her neighbour, writer and photographer
Felicity Martin, said: “My firstexperience
of Oxygen Conservation was the open
daythatthey held in September 2023 at
Invergeldie Lodge. During their talk, they
batted away questions as to whether they
had plans for renewable energy projects
with mutterings about only micro hydro
generation.

“Two monthslater, Low Carbonheld a
drop-insession in Comrie to display their
plans for the Glen Lednock Wind Farm,
which they had obviously been preparing
from soon after taking ownership in 2022.
Itwas one of many things thatchanged my
openmind to one of distrust.”

Oxygen Conservation denied claims that
the company said itwould not consider
wind farm opportunities. It said plans
for turbines were not discussed straight
away until Low Carbon assessed whether
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turbines were appropriate.

Theteam said in the lastfive years
of owningland in Scotland, they have
acknowledged thatcommunication from
thestart,even whenideasarein the early
stages,isimportant.

“Thatis something we are applying
going forward,” an Oxygen Conservation
spokesperson said, adding: “For each
estate, we had (and continue to hold)
adeep commitment to community
engagement from the outset.

“Community engagementis a constantly

evolving process and itis never
‘finished’ -itrequires taking

the time tounderstand how
acommunity works, what
itneeds,and howitwants to
engage with anew landowner.
Thatlooks differentin every place
and can evolve over time, and we
have always approached it that way.

“Whatwe havelearned, and continue to
investin, is thathaving the right people on
thegroundiseverything.”

Community councilsand local trusts,
representing hundreds of voices, however,
appear to continue to disagree.

Andrew Scobie, chairman of Comrie
& District Community Council, said he
hasreceived reports from residents and
outdoor accessinterests thatthe company
hasbeen “less than honest, disrespectful,
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and even attempting to cause division
in their response tovalid community
concerns.”

The communityleader said he hopes
the company haslearnt from its mistakes,
and that the community group would
welcome more constructive and open
conversation.

Fiona Blacke, chairperson of Comrie
Development Trust,a community
bodywith over 400 members, added:
“Werecognise that for many of these
companies, like Oxygen Conservation,
the sensitivities and nuances of working
in partnership with communities isnew
territory.

“However, best practices are out there
anditisincumbenton theselandowners
toseek outthose who can show them how
itisdone. Sadly to date, our experience
of Oxygen Conservation is that they have
failed todo soand consequently have
alienated the very community who could
betheir bestally.”

Community Land Scotland (CLS)
accused the natural capital firm of
“falling well short” of the expectationsin
Scottish governments Land Rightsand
Responsibilities Statement, a government
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policy thatencourages community
engagementand transparency. CLS's
director of policy Dr Josh Doble wentas far
assaying the widespread concern about
Oxygen Conservation’s management
should beinvestigated.

DrDoble said community voices around
the UK decrying the company’s behaviour
“raises serious concerns about OC’s
credibility”.

“Thelevel of concern raised by
communities across anumber of

differentlandholdings about Oxygen

Conservation’s pattern of behaviour
isunusual and requires
investigation,” he said.
| “Oxygen Conservation may
bebombastically stating their
capitalist credentials, butas
these community voices make
clear, their approach falls far short of
their expected behaviour aslandowners
inScotland.”

DrDobleadded: “Land use change
candivide opinion,and while changing
livestock densities can be avalid part
of ashiftinland management, poor or
non-existentcommunication, broken
assurances and theloss oflocal jobs,
housing and local populations is not
acceptableand clearly goes against
Scottish governmentlandownership
protocols.”
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A spokesperson for Oxygen
Conservation said the company “strongly
rejects any assertion that we have sought
tomislead communities or silence critics”.

“Weremain committed to engaging
respectfully and constructively with all
local stakeholders,” they said.

Conservationists, meanwhile,
arechallenging a coreassumption
underpinning market-led “nature
restoration”—thatmore trees are always
theanswer. Peatexpertand ecologist Dr
James Fenton points to evidence that
parts of the Highlands’ treeless uplands
arenotdegraded landscapes, butlargely
theresults of a natural evolution in upland
soil function.

Hesaid thatapproaches taken by firms
such as Oxygen Conservation “illustrate
acompletelack of understanding of the
ecological history of the Highlands over
millennia” and risk “contributing to the
destruction of the Highland landscape
and its biodiversity”.

Oxygen Conservation said it is confident
initsapproach with tree planting, saying
itworks with TreeStory, a specialist
woodland consultantand partner of
rewilding charity Trees for Life.





