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OXYGENSTARVATION:
CONSERVATIONFIRM
ACCUSEDOFLACKOF
COMMUNICATIONBY
HIGHLANDCOMMUNITIES

◆‘Unashamedly capitalist’ tree-plantingand
ecotourismbusiness is growing, andso isunease
among those living in the landscapes it is changing,
writesRuralAffairsCorrespondentKatharineHay
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speaking“warmwords”.
“Thereusedtobeabout2,000sheepon

thefarm,nowtherearenone,”hesaid.
“Thisplaceusedtobeabuzzingrural

communitywithanumberoflocaljobs
managingtheland,nowthereisverylittle
activityoutsideoftheforestrywork–the
placeisdead,ithasbecomeafinance
commodity.”
LisaMackaysaidthatsheandherfamily,

whohadbeenlivingandworkingonthe
estatefor12years,wereeffectivelypushed
outoncethefirmtookiton,afterclaiming
tohavebeentoldjobswerenotatrisk.
MrsMackay,whosehusband,Jim,

wastheformerfarmmanager,saidthat,
withinayear,thesheepnumbershad
halved,andmachinerywasslowlybeing
soldoff.
“Weknewchangeswerehappening

yetnotoncedidtheownersdiscuss
thiswithusorkeepusinformedofany
plansmovingforward,”shesaid.“We
continuouslyhadtoaskwhatthefuture
offarmingwouldbebuthadafeelingthat
wehadneverbeenpartoftheirplanfor
Invergeldiefromthebeginning.
“Myhusband’sjobwasnolongergoingto

beneededandwewouldneedtomoveout
oftheproperty–apparentlytheywanted
thehouseforclientsandinvestors.”
MrsMackaysaidsheandherfamily

wereofferedapropertyonashort-term

letontheestatebutlogistically,withtwo
youngchildren,itwaseasiertoleave
altogether.
“Theywereunwillingtopayany

attentiontothewishesofanyworkers,
tenantsontheestateorthelocal
community”,shesaid.“Thisshouldnotbe
allowed.”
OxygenConservationsaidlanduse

changeatscale“willalwaysgeneratea
diversityofopinion”andsaidthecriticism
isjust“onepartofthatpicture”.
Thecompanydefendeditsrolein

transparency,pointingtoitsonline“story
maps”,detailingitsvisionforthethree
Scotlandestates,twoofwhichwere
uploadedonApril1andtheotheratthe
endofFebruarythisyear.
Inresponsetolocalemployment

concerns,OxygenConservationsaidit
isincreasingemployment.Invergeldie,
whichwasashootingestate,currently
employstwofull-timestaff:anestate
managerandaranger.
AtDorback,anotheroneofthefirm’s

Highlandestatesandwhichalsoused
tobeafamily-runsportingestate,the
employeesincludeanestatemanager,two
rangers,agardenerandanecotourism

AtDartmoor,whereOxygen
Conservationalsoownsland,local
councillorCatFramptonspokeabout
alackofcommunityconsultation
over“extensivewoodlandplantingon
biodiversesites”,andtheremovalofa
popularoldnon-invasiverhododendron
gardenontheestate.
Similarcomplaintsweremadeatafarm

ownedbythefirminWales.Councillor
ElizabethEvanssaidthecommunity
atArthFarminAberarth,havebeen
concernedabouta“lackofanyproper
communication”.
“Oxygenpracticallyhadtobeforcedto

arrangeameetingwiththecommunity
andthatmeetingwentverybadly,”she
said.
“Anyconsultationhasbeenverypoor.

IthasbecomeclearthatOxygenhasno
interestintheagriculturalsideofthefarm
andthewholeemphasisisontrees.But,
whateverpeoplethinkoftheplans,thereis
alotofconcernthatcommunicationwith
thecommunityhasbeenawful.”
Thecompany’sdealingswithrenewable

energydevelopmentshavealsocaused
friction.
ThefirmcauseduproarintheBorders

OxygenConservation,theExeter-
basedlandandnaturalcapitalfirmhas,
injustafewyears,becomeoneofthe
mostprominent,andcontroversial,
newlandownersinBritain.Itrecently
announcedplanstoexpandintoEurope,
buttoraisecapitalratherthanacquire
landabroad.
Sincelaunchingin2020,thecompany

hasbuiltaportfolioofabout50,000
acresacrosstheUK,includingfive
estatesinScotland.Itplanstoexpand
to250,000acreswithinthenextfour
years,positioningitselfattheforefront
ofagrowing“naturalcapital”market,
whilepromisinghigh-endecotourism
destinationsintheHighlandsbytheendof
thedecade.
Itschiefexecutive,RichardStockdale,

hasbeenexplicitaboutboththefinancial
ambitionandtherisksinvolved,
describingthebusinessas“unashamedly
capitalist”.
Butwhilemillionshaveflowedinto

projectsframedaroundclimateaction
andecologicalrestoration,relationships
withcommunitieslivingandworkingon
thelandhaveoftenprovedmorefraught.
AcrossScotland,andinpartsofEngland

andWales,residentsandcommunity
representativessaytheyfeelexcluded
fromdecisionsreshapingtheirlocal
environmentsandeconomies,withsome
drawingstarkcomparisonstothelegacy
oftheHighlandClearances.
Acommonstickingpointfor

communitiesistherushoflarge-scaletree
plantingacrossmoorlands.Tensionshave
tightenedsinceOxygenConservation
was,inFebruary,awarded£3.3million
inpublicfundingtoplant1.5mtreeson
InvergeldieEstateinPerthshireaspart
ofits“100-yearcommitmenttodeliver
20,000acresofnewnativewoodlandsand
restoredpeatlands”.
Thewoodlandschemewillbeoneofthe

UK’slargesttodate.
Themoney,whichOxygenConservation

istoppingupwith£4mofitsowncash,
wasawardedaspartoftheScottish
government’streeplantinginitiativeto
reachnet-zerotargets.
ItcomesafterOxygenConservation

boughtthealreadycontroversialKinrara
EstatefromBrewDogearlierthisyear.
Thebeergianthadtriedandfailedto
plantits“LostForest”.Millionsofpounds
inpublicmoneywereawardedtothe
projectbutthemassplantingschemehad
an“exceptionallyhighmortalityrate”of
around50percent–farabovethetypical
10to30percentforcommercialforestry.
ResidentsatInvergeldie,whichOxygen

Conservationisturningintoa“premier
ecotourismdestination”fornextyear,
haveaccusedthecompanyofalackof
transparencyaboutlandchanges,suchas
treeplantingandareductionoffarming
ontheestate.
PeteGuile,along-termresidentonthe

estate,saidrelationsstartedwell,with
planstokeepupfarming.However,in
time,hesaiditappearsthecompanywas

F romtheHighlands to the
Lowlands, contention
surrounding land
ownership inScotland
hasbeenembedded in the
landscape forcenturies.
Thatappears toremain

thecase forarelativelynewlandlord
driving landscapechangeacross
multipleofScotland’s formershooting
estatesandfarms.

Clockwise:Kinrara
Estate, formerly
ownedbybeer
giantBrewDog,was
boughtbyOxygen
Conservation
earlier thisyear;
DrJoshDoble,
inset,saysOxygen
Conservation’s
managementshould
beinvestigated;a
cullofferalgoats
wasplannedinthe
Borders;Comrie
residentFelicity
Martin; Invergeldie
Estate,andJen
Newall,aformer
climatescientist

Oxygen
Conservation
havebeen
dishonest
and

disrespectful
toour

community

manager.
Aspokespersonforthecompanysaid:

“Alongsidethisweareinvestingmillions
ofpoundsinpartnershipswithinnovative
Scottishbusinessesfocusedonrestoring
nature–acrosstreesupply,treeplanting,
ecologicalsurveyworks,regenerative
farming,fencingandgroundpreparation,
peatlandrestoration,andmycorrhizal
fertiliser.
“Thesepartnershipsarecreatingawave

ofnew,highlyskilledandhighlypaidjobs.”
Thecompanyalsopointedtoits“Oxygen

Accelerator”,aninvestmentprogramme
whichitsaidsupportslocalbusinessesto
help“scaletheiroperationsanddeliver
growthandemployment”.
Supporterswithinthesectorarguethat

suchinvestmentrepresentsanecessary
evolutioninlandmanagement.Rab
Robertson,founderofthePerthshire-
basedcontractorTaigaUpland,which
workswithOxygenConservation,said
thefirm’sapproachshows“realvalueand
long-termopportunity”inconservation-
ledruraleconomies.
Questionsovercommunityengagement,

however,appeartoextendbeyondthe
Highlands.
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turbineswereappropriate.
Theteamsaidinthelastfiveyears

ofowninglandinScotland,theyhave
acknowledgedthatcommunicationfrom
thestart,evenwhenideasareintheearly
stages,isimportant.
“Thatissomethingweareapplying

goingforward,”anOxygenConservation
spokespersonsaid,adding:“Foreach
estate,wehad(andcontinuetohold)
adeepcommitmenttocommunity
engagementfromtheoutset.
“Communityengagementisaconstantly

evolvingprocessanditisnever
‘finished’–itrequirestaking
thetimetounderstandhow
acommunityworks,what
itneeds,andhowitwantsto
engagewithanewlandowner.
Thatlooksdifferentineveryplace
andcanevolveovertime,andwe
havealwaysapproacheditthatway.
“Whatwehavelearned,andcontinueto

investin,isthathavingtherightpeopleon
thegroundiseverything.”
Communitycouncilsandlocaltrusts,

representinghundredsofvoices,however,
appeartocontinuetodisagree.
AndrewScobie,chairmanofComrie

&DistrictCommunityCouncil,saidhe
hasreceivedreportsfromresidentsand
outdooraccessintereststhatthecompany
hasbeen“lessthanhonest,disrespectful,

andevenattemptingtocausedivision
intheirresponsetovalidcommunity
concerns.”
Thecommunityleadersaidhehopes

thecompanyhaslearntfromitsmistakes,
andthatthecommunitygroupwould
welcomemoreconstructiveandopen
conversation.
FionaBlacke,chairpersonofComrie

DevelopmentTrust,acommunity
bodywithover400members,added:
“Werecognisethatformanyofthese
companies,likeOxygenConservation,
thesensitivitiesandnuancesofworking
inpartnershipwithcommunitiesisnew
territory.
“However,bestpracticesareoutthere

anditisincumbentontheselandowners
toseekoutthosewhocanshowthemhow
itisdone.Sadlytodate,ourexperience
ofOxygenConservationisthattheyhave
failedtodosoandconsequentlyhave
alienatedtheverycommunitywhocould
betheirbestally.”
CommunityLandScotland(CLS)

accusedthenaturalcapitalfirmof
“fallingwellshort”oftheexpectationsin
Scottishgovernment’sLandRightsand
ResponsibilitiesStatement,agovernment

policythatencouragescommunity
engagementandtransparency.CLS’s
directorofpolicyDrJoshDoblewentasfar
assayingthewidespreadconcernabout
OxygenConservation’smanagement
shouldbeinvestigated.
DrDoblesaidcommunityvoicesaround

theUKdecryingthecompany’sbehaviour
“raisesseriousconcernsaboutOC’s
credibility”.
“Thelevelofconcernraisedby

communitiesacrossanumberof
differentlandholdingsaboutOxygen

Conservation’spatternofbehaviour
isunusualandrequires
investigation,”hesaid.

“OxygenConservationmay
bebombasticallystatingtheir
capitalistcredentials,butas

thesecommunityvoicesmake
clear,theirapproachfallsfarshortof

theirexpectedbehaviouraslandowners
inScotland.”
DrDobleadded:“Landusechange

candivideopinion,andwhilechanging
livestockdensitiescanbeavalidpart
ofashiftinlandmanagement,pooror
non-existentcommunication,broken
assurancesandthelossoflocaljobs,
housingandlocalpopulationsisnot
acceptableandclearlygoesagainst
Scottishgovernmentlandownership
protocols.”

AspokespersonforOxygen
Conservationsaidthecompany“strongly
rejectsanyassertionthatwehavesought
tomisleadcommunitiesorsilencecritics”.
“Weremaincommittedtoengaging

respectfullyandconstructivelywithall
localstakeholders,”theysaid.
Conservationists,meanwhile,

arechallengingacoreassumption
underpinningmarket-led“nature
restoration”–thatmoretreesarealways
theanswer.PeatexpertandecologistDr
JamesFentonpointstoevidencethat
partsoftheHighlands’treelessuplands
arenotdegradedlandscapes,butlargely
theresultsofanaturalevolutioninupland
soilfunction.
Hesaidthatapproachestakenbyfirms

suchasOxygenConservation“illustrate
acompletelackofunderstandingofthe
ecologicalhistoryoftheHighlandsover
millennia”andrisk“contributingtothe
destructionoftheHighlandlandscape
anditsbiodiversity”.
OxygenConservationsaiditisconfident

initsapproachwithtreeplanting,saying
itworkswithTreeStory,aspecialist
woodlandconsultantandpartnerof
rewildingcharityTreesforLife.

andDumfriesandGallowaylastyear
byannouncingaculloftheferalgoats
thatroamLangholmmoor,claimingthe
herbivoreswerebadfortreesandlocal
habitats.Yet,monthslater,thecompany’s
sistercompany,LowCarbon,lodgedplans
foran18-turbinewindfarminthesame
site“tohelpwithScotlandreachingits
renewableenergytargets”.
BackatInvergeldie,residentsalso

accusedOxygenConservationofpoor
communicationoveritsrenewableenergy
plans.Despiteclaimstherewasnotalk
ofturbinesontheestate,withinmonths,
LowCarbonbroughtforwardproposals
for19turbines,upto200mhigh.These
havesincebeenrejectedbythePerthand
KinrossCouncil.
ComrieresidentJenNewall,aformer

climatescientistwhonowconsultson
bestpracticeinecosystemrestoration,
said:“OxygenConservationhavebeen
dishonestanddisrespectfultoour
communityfromthemomentthey
announcedtheirpurchaseofInvergeldie
estate.
“Allthewhiletheyspinaspurious

environmentalvisionintheirpublic
comms,designedtoseducethebig

moneyinvestorstheyneedtomaketheir
extractivebusinessmodelwork.
“IftheScottishgovernmentandtheir

agenciescontinuetosupportOC’s
endeavourswithoutlisteningtolocal
peoplethenI’mafraidthey’llbecomplicit
insomethingakintoacontemporary
waveofHighlandClearances.”
Herneighbour,writerandphotographer

FelicityMartin,said:“Myfirstexperience
ofOxygenConservationwastheopen
daythattheyheldinSeptember2023at
InvergeldieLodge.Duringtheirtalk,they
battedawayquestionsastowhetherthey
hadplansforrenewableenergyprojects
withmutteringsaboutonlymicrohydro
generation.
“Twomonthslater,LowCarbonhelda

drop-insessioninComrietodisplaytheir
plansfortheGlenLednockWindFarm,
whichtheyhadobviouslybeenpreparing
fromsoonaftertakingownershipin2022.
Itwasoneofmanythingsthatchangedmy
openmindtooneofdistrust.”
OxygenConservationdeniedclaimsthat

thecompanysaiditwouldnotconsider
windfarmopportunities.Itsaidplans
forturbineswerenotdiscussedstraight
awayuntilLowCarbonassessedwhether

Theybatted
away

questionsas
towhether
theyhad
plansfor
renewable
energy
projects
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“Thisplaceusedtobeabuzzingrural
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managingtheland,nowthereisverylittle
activityoutsideoftheforestrywork–the
placeisdead,ithasbecomeafinance
commodity.”
LisaMackaysaidthatsheandherfamily,

whohadbeenlivingandworkingonthe
estatefor12years,wereeffectivelypushed
outoncethefirmtookiton,afterclaiming
tohavebeentoldjobswerenotatrisk.
MrsMackay,whosehusband,Jim,

wastheformerfarmmanager,saidthat,
withinayear,thesheepnumbershad
halved,andmachinerywasslowlybeing
soldoff.
“Weknewchangeswerehappening

yetnotoncedidtheownersdiscuss
thiswithusorkeepusinformedofany
plansmovingforward,”shesaid.“We
continuouslyhadtoaskwhatthefuture
offarmingwouldbebuthadafeelingthat
wehadneverbeenpartoftheirplanfor
Invergeldiefromthebeginning.
“Myhusband’sjobwasnolongergoingto

beneededandwewouldneedtomoveout
oftheproperty–apparentlytheywanted
thehouseforclientsandinvestors.”
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wereofferedapropertyonashort-term

letontheestatebutlogistically,withtwo
youngchildren,itwaseasiertoleave
altogether.
“Theywereunwillingtopayany

attentiontothewishesofanyworkers,
tenantsontheestateorthelocal
community”,shesaid.“Thisshouldnotbe
allowed.”
OxygenConservationsaidlanduse

changeatscale“willalwaysgeneratea
diversityofopinion”andsaidthecriticism
isjust“onepartofthatpicture”.
Thecompanydefendeditsrolein

transparency,pointingtoitsonline“story
maps”,detailingitsvisionforthethree
Scotlandestates,twoofwhichwere
uploadedonApril1andtheotheratthe
endofFebruarythisyear.
Inresponsetolocalemployment

concerns,OxygenConservationsaidit
isincreasingemployment.Invergeldie,
whichwasashootingestate,currently
employstwofull-timestaff:anestate
managerandaranger.
AtDorback,anotheroneofthefirm’s

Highlandestatesandwhichalsoused
tobeafamily-runsportingestate,the
employeesincludeanestatemanager,two
rangers,agardenerandanecotourism

AtDartmoor,whereOxygen
Conservationalsoownsland,local
councillorCatFramptonspokeabout
alackofcommunityconsultation
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biodiversesites”,andtheremovalofa
popularoldnon-invasiverhododendron
gardenontheestate.
Similarcomplaintsweremadeatafarm

ownedbythefirminWales.Councillor
ElizabethEvanssaidthecommunity
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concernedabouta“lackofanyproper
communication”.
“Oxygenpracticallyhadtobeforcedto

arrangeameetingwiththecommunity
andthatmeetingwentverybadly,”she
said.
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IthasbecomeclearthatOxygenhasno
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andthewholeemphasisisontrees.But,
whateverpeoplethinkoftheplans,thereis
alotofconcernthatcommunicationwith
thecommunityhasbeenawful.”
Thecompany’sdealingswithrenewable

energydevelopmentshavealsocaused
friction.
ThefirmcauseduproarintheBorders

OxygenConservation,theExeter-
basedlandandnaturalcapitalfirmhas,
injustafewyears,becomeoneofthe
mostprominent,andcontroversial,
newlandownersinBritain.Itrecently
announcedplanstoexpandintoEurope,
buttoraisecapitalratherthanacquire
landabroad.
Sincelaunchingin2020,thecompany

hasbuiltaportfolioofabout50,000
acresacrosstheUK,includingfive
estatesinScotland.Itplanstoexpand
to250,000acreswithinthenextfour
years,positioningitselfattheforefront
ofagrowing“naturalcapital”market,
whilepromisinghigh-endecotourism
destinationsintheHighlandsbytheendof
thedecade.
Itschiefexecutive,RichardStockdale,

hasbeenexplicitaboutboththefinancial
ambitionandtherisksinvolved,
describingthebusinessas“unashamedly
capitalist”.
Butwhilemillionshaveflowedinto

projectsframedaroundclimateaction
andecologicalrestoration,relationships
withcommunitieslivingandworkingon
thelandhaveoftenprovedmorefraught.
AcrossScotland,andinpartsofEngland

andWales,residentsandcommunity
representativessaytheyfeelexcluded
fromdecisionsreshapingtheirlocal
environmentsandeconomies,withsome
drawingstarkcomparisonstothelegacy
oftheHighlandClearances.
Acommonstickingpointfor

communitiesistherushoflarge-scaletree
plantingacrossmoorlands.Tensionshave
tightenedsinceOxygenConservation
was,inFebruary,awarded£3.3million
inpublicfundingtoplant1.5mtreeson
InvergeldieEstateinPerthshireaspart
ofits“100-yearcommitmenttodeliver
20,000acresofnewnativewoodlandsand
restoredpeatlands”.
Thewoodlandschemewillbeoneofthe

UK’slargesttodate.
Themoney,whichOxygenConservation

istoppingupwith£4mofitsowncash,
wasawardedaspartoftheScottish
government’streeplantinginitiativeto
reachnet-zerotargets.
ItcomesafterOxygenConservation

boughtthealreadycontroversialKinrara
EstatefromBrewDogearlierthisyear.
Thebeergianthadtriedandfailedto
plantits“LostForest”.Millionsofpounds
inpublicmoneywereawardedtothe
projectbutthemassplantingschemehad
an“exceptionallyhighmortalityrate”of
around50percent–farabovethetypical
10to30percentforcommercialforestry.
ResidentsatInvergeldie,whichOxygen

Conservationisturningintoa“premier
ecotourismdestination”fornextyear,
haveaccusedthecompanyofalackof
transparencyaboutlandchanges,suchas
treeplantingandareductionoffarming
ontheestate.
PeteGuile,along-termresidentonthe

estate,saidrelationsstartedwell,with
planstokeepupfarming.However,in
time,hesaiditappearsthecompanywas
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Lowlands, contention
surrounding land
ownership inScotland
hasbeenembedded in the
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Thatappears toremain
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multipleofScotland’s formershooting
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Aspokespersonforthecompanysaid:

“Alongsidethisweareinvestingmillions
ofpoundsinpartnershipswithinnovative
Scottishbusinessesfocusedonrestoring
nature–acrosstreesupply,treeplanting,
ecologicalsurveyworks,regenerative
farming,fencingandgroundpreparation,
peatlandrestoration,andmycorrhizal
fertiliser.
“Thesepartnershipsarecreatingawave

ofnew,highlyskilledandhighlypaidjobs.”
Thecompanyalsopointedtoits“Oxygen

Accelerator”,aninvestmentprogramme
whichitsaidsupportslocalbusinessesto
help“scaletheiroperationsanddeliver
growthandemployment”.
Supporterswithinthesectorarguethat

suchinvestmentrepresentsanecessary
evolutioninlandmanagement.Rab
Robertson,founderofthePerthshire-
basedcontractorTaigaUpland,which
workswithOxygenConservation,said
thefirm’sapproachshows“realvalueand
long-termopportunity”inconservation-
ledruraleconomies.
Questionsovercommunityengagement,

however,appeartoextendbeyondthe
Highlands.
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adeepcommitmenttocommunity
engagementfromtheoutset.
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‘finished’–itrequirestaking
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Thatlooksdifferentineveryplace
andcanevolveovertime,andwe
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andevenattemptingtocausedivision
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Thecommunityleadersaidhehopes

thecompanyhaslearntfromitsmistakes,
andthatthecommunitygroupwould
welcomemoreconstructiveandopen
conversation.
FionaBlacke,chairpersonofComrie

DevelopmentTrust,acommunity
bodywithover400members,added:
“Werecognisethatformanyofthese
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territory.
“However,bestpracticesareoutthere
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failedtodosoandconsequentlyhave
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“fallingwellshort”oftheexpectationsin
Scottishgovernment’sLandRightsand
ResponsibilitiesStatement,agovernment

policythatencouragescommunity
engagementandtransparency.CLS’s
directorofpolicyDrJoshDoblewentasfar
assayingthewidespreadconcernabout
OxygenConservation’smanagement
shouldbeinvestigated.
DrDoblesaidcommunityvoicesaround

theUKdecryingthecompany’sbehaviour
“raisesseriousconcernsaboutOC’s
credibility”.
“Thelevelofconcernraisedby

communitiesacrossanumberof
differentlandholdingsaboutOxygen

Conservation’spatternofbehaviour
isunusualandrequires
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bebombasticallystatingtheir
capitalistcredentials,butas
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DrDobleadded:“Landusechange

candivideopinion,andwhilechanging
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rejectsanyassertionthatwehavesought
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ecologicalhistoryoftheHighlandsover
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destructionoftheHighlandlandscape
anditsbiodiversity”.
OxygenConservationsaiditisconfident

initsapproachwithtreeplanting,saying
itworkswithTreeStory,aspecialist
woodlandconsultantandpartnerof
rewildingcharityTreesforLife.

andDumfriesandGallowaylastyear
byannouncingaculloftheferalgoats
thatroamLangholmmoor,claimingthe
herbivoreswerebadfortreesandlocal
habitats.Yet,monthslater,thecompany’s
sistercompany,LowCarbon,lodgedplans
foran18-turbinewindfarminthesame
site“tohelpwithScotlandreachingits
renewableenergytargets”.
BackatInvergeldie,residentsalso

accusedOxygenConservationofpoor
communicationoveritsrenewableenergy
plans.Despiteclaimstherewasnotalk
ofturbinesontheestate,withinmonths,
LowCarbonbroughtforwardproposals
for19turbines,upto200mhigh.These
havesincebeenrejectedbythePerthand
KinrossCouncil.
ComrieresidentJenNewall,aformer

climatescientistwhonowconsultson
bestpracticeinecosystemrestoration,
said:“OxygenConservationhavebeen
dishonestanddisrespectfultoour
communityfromthemomentthey
announcedtheirpurchaseofInvergeldie
estate.
“Allthewhiletheyspinaspurious

environmentalvisionintheirpublic
comms,designedtoseducethebig

moneyinvestorstheyneedtomaketheir
extractivebusinessmodelwork.
“IftheScottishgovernmentandtheir

agenciescontinuetosupportOC’s
endeavourswithoutlisteningtolocal
peoplethenI’mafraidthey’llbecomplicit
insomethingakintoacontemporary
waveofHighlandClearances.”
Herneighbour,writerandphotographer

FelicityMartin,said:“Myfirstexperience
ofOxygenConservationwastheopen
daythattheyheldinSeptember2023at
InvergeldieLodge.Duringtheirtalk,they
battedawayquestionsastowhetherthey
hadplansforrenewableenergyprojects
withmutteringsaboutonlymicrohydro
generation.
“Twomonthslater,LowCarbonhelda

drop-insessioninComrietodisplaytheir
plansfortheGlenLednockWindFarm,
whichtheyhadobviouslybeenpreparing
fromsoonaftertakingownershipin2022.
Itwasoneofmanythingsthatchangedmy
openmindtooneofdistrust.”
OxygenConservationdeniedclaimsthat

thecompanysaiditwouldnotconsider
windfarmopportunities.Itsaidplans
forturbineswerenotdiscussedstraight
awayuntilLowCarbonassessedwhether

Theybatted
away

questionsas
towhether
theyhad
plansfor
renewable
energy
projects
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speaking“warmwords”.
“Thereusedtobeabout2,000sheepon

thefarm,nowtherearenone,”hesaid.
“Thisplaceusedtobeabuzzingrural

communitywithanumberoflocaljobs
managingtheland,nowthereisverylittle
activityoutsideoftheforestrywork–the
placeisdead,ithasbecomeafinance
commodity.”
LisaMackaysaidthatsheandherfamily,

whohadbeenlivingandworkingonthe
estatefor12years,wereeffectivelypushed
outoncethefirmtookiton,afterclaiming
tohavebeentoldjobswerenotatrisk.
MrsMackay,whosehusband,Jim,

wastheformerfarmmanager,saidthat,
withinayear,thesheepnumbershad
halved,andmachinerywasslowlybeing
soldoff.
“Weknewchangeswerehappening

yetnotoncedidtheownersdiscuss
thiswithusorkeepusinformedofany
plansmovingforward,”shesaid.“We
continuouslyhadtoaskwhatthefuture
offarmingwouldbebuthadafeelingthat
wehadneverbeenpartoftheirplanfor
Invergeldiefromthebeginning.
“Myhusband’sjobwasnolongergoingto

beneededandwewouldneedtomoveout
oftheproperty–apparentlytheywanted
thehouseforclientsandinvestors.”
MrsMackaysaidsheandherfamily

wereofferedapropertyonashort-term

letontheestatebutlogistically,withtwo
youngchildren,itwaseasiertoleave
altogether.
“Theywereunwillingtopayany

attentiontothewishesofanyworkers,
tenantsontheestateorthelocal
community”,shesaid.“Thisshouldnotbe
allowed.”
OxygenConservationsaidlanduse

changeatscale“willalwaysgeneratea
diversityofopinion”andsaidthecriticism
isjust“onepartofthatpicture”.
Thecompanydefendeditsrolein

transparency,pointingtoitsonline“story
maps”,detailingitsvisionforthethree
Scotlandestates,twoofwhichwere
uploadedonApril1andtheotheratthe
endofFebruarythisyear.
Inresponsetolocalemployment

concerns,OxygenConservationsaidit
isincreasingemployment.Invergeldie,
whichwasashootingestate,currently
employstwofull-timestaff:anestate
managerandaranger.
AtDorback,anotheroneofthefirm’s

Highlandestatesandwhichalsoused
tobeafamily-runsportingestate,the
employeesincludeanestatemanager,two
rangers,agardenerandanecotourism

AtDartmoor,whereOxygen
Conservationalsoownsland,local
councillorCatFramptonspokeabout
alackofcommunityconsultation
over“extensivewoodlandplantingon
biodiversesites”,andtheremovalofa
popularoldnon-invasiverhododendron
gardenontheestate.
Similarcomplaintsweremadeatafarm

ownedbythefirminWales.Councillor
ElizabethEvanssaidthecommunity
atArthFarminAberarth,havebeen
concernedabouta“lackofanyproper
communication”.
“Oxygenpracticallyhadtobeforcedto

arrangeameetingwiththecommunity
andthatmeetingwentverybadly,”she
said.
“Anyconsultationhasbeenverypoor.

IthasbecomeclearthatOxygenhasno
interestintheagriculturalsideofthefarm
andthewholeemphasisisontrees.But,
whateverpeoplethinkoftheplans,thereis
alotofconcernthatcommunicationwith
thecommunityhasbeenawful.”
Thecompany’sdealingswithrenewable

energydevelopmentshavealsocaused
friction.
ThefirmcauseduproarintheBorders

OxygenConservation,theExeter-
basedlandandnaturalcapitalfirmhas,
injustafewyears,becomeoneofthe
mostprominent,andcontroversial,
newlandownersinBritain.Itrecently
announcedplanstoexpandintoEurope,
buttoraisecapitalratherthanacquire
landabroad.
Sincelaunchingin2020,thecompany

hasbuiltaportfolioofabout50,000
acresacrosstheUK,includingfive
estatesinScotland.Itplanstoexpand
to250,000acreswithinthenextfour
years,positioningitselfattheforefront
ofagrowing“naturalcapital”market,
whilepromisinghigh-endecotourism
destinationsintheHighlandsbytheendof
thedecade.
Itschiefexecutive,RichardStockdale,

hasbeenexplicitaboutboththefinancial
ambitionandtherisksinvolved,
describingthebusinessas“unashamedly
capitalist”.
Butwhilemillionshaveflowedinto

projectsframedaroundclimateaction
andecologicalrestoration,relationships
withcommunitieslivingandworkingon
thelandhaveoftenprovedmorefraught.
AcrossScotland,andinpartsofEngland

andWales,residentsandcommunity
representativessaytheyfeelexcluded
fromdecisionsreshapingtheirlocal
environmentsandeconomies,withsome
drawingstarkcomparisonstothelegacy
oftheHighlandClearances.
Acommonstickingpointfor

communitiesistherushoflarge-scaletree
plantingacrossmoorlands.Tensionshave
tightenedsinceOxygenConservation
was,inFebruary,awarded£3.3million
inpublicfundingtoplant1.5mtreeson
InvergeldieEstateinPerthshireaspart
ofits“100-yearcommitmenttodeliver
20,000acresofnewnativewoodlandsand
restoredpeatlands”.
Thewoodlandschemewillbeoneofthe

UK’slargesttodate.
Themoney,whichOxygenConservation

istoppingupwith£4mofitsowncash,
wasawardedaspartoftheScottish
government’streeplantinginitiativeto
reachnet-zerotargets.
ItcomesafterOxygenConservation

boughtthealreadycontroversialKinrara
EstatefromBrewDogearlierthisyear.
Thebeergianthadtriedandfailedto
plantits“LostForest”.Millionsofpounds
inpublicmoneywereawardedtothe
projectbutthemassplantingschemehad
an“exceptionallyhighmortalityrate”of
around50percent–farabovethetypical
10to30percentforcommercialforestry.
ResidentsatInvergeldie,whichOxygen

Conservationisturningintoa“premier
ecotourismdestination”fornextyear,
haveaccusedthecompanyofalackof
transparencyaboutlandchanges,suchas
treeplantingandareductionoffarming
ontheestate.
PeteGuile,along-termresidentonthe

estate,saidrelationsstartedwell,with
planstokeepupfarming.However,in
time,hesaiditappearsthecompanywas

F romtheHighlands to the
Lowlands, contention
surrounding land
ownership inScotland
hasbeenembedded in the
landscape forcenturies.
Thatappears toremain

thecase forarelativelynewlandlord
driving landscapechangeacross
multipleofScotland’s formershooting
estatesandfarms.

Clockwise:Kinrara
Estate, formerly
ownedbybeer
giantBrewDog,was
boughtbyOxygen
Conservation
earlier thisyear;
DrJoshDoble,
inset,saysOxygen
Conservation’s
managementshould
beinvestigated;a
cullofferalgoats
wasplannedinthe
Borders;Comrie
residentFelicity
Martin; Invergeldie
Estate,andJen
Newall,aformer
climatescientist

Oxygen
Conservation
havebeen
dishonest
and

disrespectful
toour

community

manager.
Aspokespersonforthecompanysaid:

“Alongsidethisweareinvestingmillions
ofpoundsinpartnershipswithinnovative
Scottishbusinessesfocusedonrestoring
nature–acrosstreesupply,treeplanting,
ecologicalsurveyworks,regenerative
farming,fencingandgroundpreparation,
peatlandrestoration,andmycorrhizal
fertiliser.
“Thesepartnershipsarecreatingawave

ofnew,highlyskilledandhighlypaidjobs.”
Thecompanyalsopointedtoits“Oxygen

Accelerator”,aninvestmentprogramme
whichitsaidsupportslocalbusinessesto
help“scaletheiroperationsanddeliver
growthandemployment”.
Supporterswithinthesectorarguethat

suchinvestmentrepresentsanecessary
evolutioninlandmanagement.Rab
Robertson,founderofthePerthshire-
basedcontractorTaigaUpland,which
workswithOxygenConservation,said
thefirm’sapproachshows“realvalueand
long-termopportunity”inconservation-
ledruraleconomies.
Questionsovercommunityengagement,

however,appeartoextendbeyondthe
Highlands.
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turbineswereappropriate.
Theteamsaidinthelastfiveyears

ofowninglandinScotland,theyhave
acknowledgedthatcommunicationfrom
thestart,evenwhenideasareintheearly
stages,isimportant.
“Thatissomethingweareapplying

goingforward,”anOxygenConservation
spokespersonsaid,adding:“Foreach
estate,wehad(andcontinuetohold)
adeepcommitmenttocommunity
engagementfromtheoutset.
“Communityengagementisaconstantly

evolvingprocessanditisnever
‘finished’–itrequirestaking
thetimetounderstandhow
acommunityworks,what
itneeds,andhowitwantsto
engagewithanewlandowner.
Thatlooksdifferentineveryplace
andcanevolveovertime,andwe
havealwaysapproacheditthatway.
“Whatwehavelearned,andcontinueto

investin,isthathavingtherightpeopleon
thegroundiseverything.”
Communitycouncilsandlocaltrusts,

representinghundredsofvoices,however,
appeartocontinuetodisagree.
AndrewScobie,chairmanofComrie

&DistrictCommunityCouncil,saidhe
hasreceivedreportsfromresidentsand
outdooraccessintereststhatthecompany
hasbeen“lessthanhonest,disrespectful,

andevenattemptingtocausedivision
intheirresponsetovalidcommunity
concerns.”
Thecommunityleadersaidhehopes

thecompanyhaslearntfromitsmistakes,
andthatthecommunitygroupwould
welcomemoreconstructiveandopen
conversation.
FionaBlacke,chairpersonofComrie

DevelopmentTrust,acommunity
bodywithover400members,added:
“Werecognisethatformanyofthese
companies,likeOxygenConservation,
thesensitivitiesandnuancesofworking
inpartnershipwithcommunitiesisnew
territory.
“However,bestpracticesareoutthere

anditisincumbentontheselandowners
toseekoutthosewhocanshowthemhow
itisdone.Sadlytodate,ourexperience
ofOxygenConservationisthattheyhave
failedtodosoandconsequentlyhave
alienatedtheverycommunitywhocould
betheirbestally.”
CommunityLandScotland(CLS)

accusedthenaturalcapitalfirmof
“fallingwellshort”oftheexpectationsin
Scottishgovernment’sLandRightsand
ResponsibilitiesStatement,agovernment

policythatencouragescommunity
engagementandtransparency.CLS’s
directorofpolicyDrJoshDoblewentasfar
assayingthewidespreadconcernabout
OxygenConservation’smanagement
shouldbeinvestigated.
DrDoblesaidcommunityvoicesaround

theUKdecryingthecompany’sbehaviour
“raisesseriousconcernsaboutOC’s
credibility”.
“Thelevelofconcernraisedby

communitiesacrossanumberof
differentlandholdingsaboutOxygen

Conservation’spatternofbehaviour
isunusualandrequires
investigation,”hesaid.

“OxygenConservationmay
bebombasticallystatingtheir
capitalistcredentials,butas

thesecommunityvoicesmake
clear,theirapproachfallsfarshortof

theirexpectedbehaviouraslandowners
inScotland.”
DrDobleadded:“Landusechange

candivideopinion,andwhilechanging
livestockdensitiescanbeavalidpart
ofashiftinlandmanagement,pooror
non-existentcommunication,broken
assurancesandthelossoflocaljobs,
housingandlocalpopulationsisnot
acceptableandclearlygoesagainst
Scottishgovernmentlandownership
protocols.”

AspokespersonforOxygen
Conservationsaidthecompany“strongly
rejectsanyassertionthatwehavesought
tomisleadcommunitiesorsilencecritics”.
“Weremaincommittedtoengaging

respectfullyandconstructivelywithall
localstakeholders,”theysaid.
Conservationists,meanwhile,

arechallengingacoreassumption
underpinningmarket-led“nature
restoration”–thatmoretreesarealways
theanswer.PeatexpertandecologistDr
JamesFentonpointstoevidencethat
partsoftheHighlands’treelessuplands
arenotdegradedlandscapes,butlargely
theresultsofanaturalevolutioninupland
soilfunction.
Hesaidthatapproachestakenbyfirms

suchasOxygenConservation“illustrate
acompletelackofunderstandingofthe
ecologicalhistoryoftheHighlandsover
millennia”andrisk“contributingtothe
destructionoftheHighlandlandscape
anditsbiodiversity”.
OxygenConservationsaiditisconfident

initsapproachwithtreeplanting,saying
itworkswithTreeStory,aspecialist
woodlandconsultantandpartnerof
rewildingcharityTreesforLife.

andDumfriesandGallowaylastyear
byannouncingaculloftheferalgoats
thatroamLangholmmoor,claimingthe
herbivoreswerebadfortreesandlocal
habitats.Yet,monthslater,thecompany’s
sistercompany,LowCarbon,lodgedplans
foran18-turbinewindfarminthesame
site“tohelpwithScotlandreachingits
renewableenergytargets”.
BackatInvergeldie,residentsalso

accusedOxygenConservationofpoor
communicationoveritsrenewableenergy
plans.Despiteclaimstherewasnotalk
ofturbinesontheestate,withinmonths,
LowCarbonbroughtforwardproposals
for19turbines,upto200mhigh.These
havesincebeenrejectedbythePerthand
KinrossCouncil.
ComrieresidentJenNewall,aformer

climatescientistwhonowconsultson
bestpracticeinecosystemrestoration,
said:“OxygenConservationhavebeen
dishonestanddisrespectfultoour
communityfromthemomentthey
announcedtheirpurchaseofInvergeldie
estate.
“Allthewhiletheyspinaspurious

environmentalvisionintheirpublic
comms,designedtoseducethebig

moneyinvestorstheyneedtomaketheir
extractivebusinessmodelwork.
“IftheScottishgovernmentandtheir

agenciescontinuetosupportOC’s
endeavourswithoutlisteningtolocal
peoplethenI’mafraidthey’llbecomplicit
insomethingakintoacontemporary
waveofHighlandClearances.”
Herneighbour,writerandphotographer

FelicityMartin,said:“Myfirstexperience
ofOxygenConservationwastheopen
daythattheyheldinSeptember2023at
InvergeldieLodge.Duringtheirtalk,they
battedawayquestionsastowhetherthey
hadplansforrenewableenergyprojects
withmutteringsaboutonlymicrohydro
generation.
“Twomonthslater,LowCarbonhelda

drop-insessioninComrietodisplaytheir
plansfortheGlenLednockWindFarm,
whichtheyhadobviouslybeenpreparing
fromsoonaftertakingownershipin2022.
Itwasoneofmanythingsthatchangedmy
openmindtooneofdistrust.”
OxygenConservationdeniedclaimsthat

thecompanysaiditwouldnotconsider
windfarmopportunities.Itsaidplans
forturbineswerenotdiscussedstraight
awayuntilLowCarbonassessedwhether
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