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Woodland Trust briefing for the General Debate on High Speed Two, 13th October 2011

The Woodland Trust is the UK's leading woodland conservation charity. We own and manage over 1, 000 sites across the UK and have more than 300,000 members and supporters. 

We welcome this debate as an important opportunity to highlight the impact of the proposed route on ancient woodland - a dimension which has attracted too little attention so far. Our analysis shows that there is potential loss of a minimum of 21 ancient woods along the preferred route as illustrated by the map in Appendix 1.

Ancient Woodland

Ancient woodland is the UK's equivalent of the rainforest. Classed as land that has been continually wooded since 1600, it is the UK's richest habitat for wildlife - home to more species of conservation concern than any other habitat, supporting some 232 species as outlined in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan.  Due to losses to development, agricultural intensification and the planting of conifers, the UK has only 50 per cent of the ancient woodland it had in the 1930s and today it makes up a mere 2.4 per cent of the UK's land cover.

Green Transport?

Climate change represents the greatest threat to our woodland heritage. Consequently the Woodland Trust strongly supports moves towards greener transport. We believe however that transport should be efficient, of benefit to the majority of the public and not represent a threat to the nation's most valuable wildlife habitats. The current route casts serious doubt on the green credentials of the overall scheme because of its impact on the very natural environment that green polices are designed to protect. 

The Threat

One of the strongest features of the debate over the Public Forest Estate earlier this year was the importance of addressing ancient woodland protection as a category in its own right.  Over 160, 000 people signed the Woodland Trust's petition calling for the issue of ancient woodland protection to be tackled. However we now find a situation where one arm of Government (Defra) is pledging protection of ancient woodland in recognition of its value whilst another  (Department for Transport) is openly admitting in HS2 London to West Midlands: Appraisal of Sustainability that: 'in total, up to 19 ancient woods could be subject to land take.'
 In fact, the Woodland Trust’s analysis shows the potential loss of a minimum of 21 ancient woods. A further 27 ancient woods are also likely to suffer loss or significant damage from the proposed route as they sit within the footprint of the track.

Despite Government claims around the possibilities of translocation of woodland and the proposed planting of up to 2 million trees, the reality is that ancient woodland cannot be recreated. The conditions are unique in terms of centuries of undisturbed soils and tree cover. It is also worth noting the importance attributed to woodland in the recently published National Ecosystems Assessment: 'Woodlands provide the highest identified number of ecosystems services including regulating climate, air quality and water flows, providing timber and other wood products as well as a range of cultural benefits.’
 High Speed Rail must avoid damaging woodland in order to safeguard the ecosystems services society relies upon.

A need for information

There is an urgent need for the Department for Transport to release more information into the public domain. At present there has been no environmental information published on the conservation value of ancient woodlands - for example it is not clear whether any ecological studies have been carried out at all. Similarly, little has been said about the mitigation proposed other than vague statements around 'tree planting' and 'green tunnels' without stating key information such as locations and timescales.

More generally, only one route is being offered up for consultation. There is no environmental information on the alternative route options that were explored. As a consequence we do not know whether these would have been less or more environmentally damaging. 

The route decided upon by the Department for Transport appears to have been selected purely on the grounds of cost and speed – the economic assumptions are being challenged by the IEA,
 the Taxpayers’ Alliance
 and the NEF.
 Regrettably, the methodology adopted assumes that environmental impacts can be mitigated which is simply not the case with irreplaceable habitats such as ancient woodland. Moreover, by avoiding designated sites only (paragraph 4.21 of the consultation states that as part of the Appraisal of Sustainability 'this looked initially at only high level priority factors such as nationally and internationally designated sites and areas') two mistakes are made. Firstly that of assuming that all important habitats are designated - in fact 85 per cent of the nation's ancient woodland lacks any national designation. Secondly, this approach overlooks the cumulative impacts on non-statutory sites and the wider biodiversity of the area.

For more information please contact James Cooper on 07770 746341 JamesCooper@woodlandtrust.org.uk or Lee Bruce on 07766 102 267 LeeBruce@woodlandtrust.org.uk

Appendix 1
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High Speed 2 - proposed route
Our map identifies the 21 waods directly under threat from HS2.

Please dlick 'take action’ to register 3 general concern about the impact of HS2 on woods and
trees. To comment on 3 specific wood hover over a 'tree' to see the threat detail and then dlick
through to add your voice. Your posteode is requested for verification purposes
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The ancient woods that will potentially be damaged are:

· Park Hall

· Battlesford Wood

· Ash Grove

· Keepers Wood

· Farthings Wood

· Sibley’s Coppice

· Jones’ Hill Wood

· Sheephouse Wood

· Decoyponds Wood

· Halse Copse

· Long Itchington Wood

· South Cubbington Wood

· Crackley Wood

· Broadwells Wood

· North Wood

· Rookery

· Roundhill Wood

· Ravenshaw Wood

· Unnamed Wood (near Bourne Brook)

· Johns Gorse
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