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Briefing for Westminster Hall Debate on the Future of the Forestry Commission March 1st 2011
Who we are

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

At the time of writing over 160, 000 people had signed up to our campaigns to ensure protection for  England's ancient forests' both as part of the debate around the future of the Public Forest Estate and currently as the Government prepares a new National Planning Policy Framework. 

Global forestry leadership begins at home

The Woodland Trust welcomes the Government's decision not to proceed with the disposal of the Public Forest Estate and to set up an independent panel of experts to look into forestry policy, the future of the Forestry Commission and the Public Forest Estate.  It is crucial that this work looks at the big questions facing forestry policy like addressing our pitifully low level of woodland cover and that its conclusions are actually implemented. 

If the UK is to provide world leadership on issues like deforestation and climate change it is essential that our own house is in order and that leadership is demonstrated at home. The fact that this is the International Year of Forests makes this even more relevant. 

There is a growing expectation that the Government should both ensure strong protection for the best of what we have and show leadership in seeking to expand our native woodland cover. 

Vision after the storm
The extent of the public interest in the Government's proposals in recent weeks is testimony to how passionately people feel about woods and trees and the growing understanding of the wide range of benefits they provide.  The task for the whole sector - public, private and voluntary  - is to respond to that very clear statement from the public. We need a new vision which is responsive to the needs of society.

A very good starting point is the stewardship of ancient woodland - our own equivalent of the rainforest. The Woodland Trust has been very heartened by the Government's assurances around protection of ancient woodland over recent weeks. It is crucial now that the process led by DCLG of producing a National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) in order to condense existing planning guidance, makes good those commitments and showcases  the aspirations of the forthcoming Natural Environment White Paper about cross-Government responsibility for the natural world. 

The NPPF needs to put in place proper protection for ancient woodland and not diminish it further in its stated desire to 'consolidate policy statements, circulars and guidance documents into a single consolidated National Planning Policy Framework'. We support the view that increased clarity of planning guidance is required but it is astounding that only 15% of ancient woodland is currently covered by national designations and this an excellent opportunity to act on the commitments of recent weeks.

Amongst a range of other key actions that should form part of any vision for forestry policy going forward are:

· A Government commitment to restore all planted ancient woods in their ownership (all 35, 000ha)

· A strong commitment to woodland creation and a target of 15, 000ha per annum in the Natural Environment White Paper (planting rates have declined from 29 000ha in 1989 to just 5000ha in 2010).

· Giving every child the chance to plant trees as part of their education

Forestry Commission - the need for a new framework and renewed sense of purpose

Central to those key questions facing forestry policy are what kind of Forestry Commission do we wish to see? 

The striking of the clauses regarding the Forestry Commission from the Public Bodies Bill is to be welcomed. As became clear from the subsequent publication of the Government's consultation document, those clauses clearly put the cart before the horse but their welcome removal does not alter the fact that the legislative framework for forestry policy in this country is badly in need of modernisation. 

At present the Commission's purposes are rooted in terms of the 1967 Forestry Act which was preoccupied with timber production. We need a legislative framework which properly reflects the context of forestry in the 21st century as the multi-purpose provider of a wide range of vital ecosystem services ranging from recreation for public health to flood alleviation. 

This means amending the powers of the Forestry Commissioners to reflect this context and to focus the Commission firmly on enabling changes which increase the levels of public benefit provided by forestry. The Woodland Trust wants to see a strong effective Forestry Commission which possesses both a robust regulatory role and a strong mandate to act as an enabler working to help all sectors increase woodland cover. 

That more robust regulatory role should encompass becoming a statutory consultee on all planning applications affecting ancient woodland for example.  It could usefully work to increase woodland cover by increasing the levels of advice and support it provides to landowners and communities wanting to create new woodland.  It should also focus on working with NGOs and the private sector to help tackle barriers to releasing private funding for woodland creation around carbon credits and planning gain.

Retention of the Forestry Commission and the provision of greater clarity as to its role should also mean Focussing its own estate more upon the delivery of public benefit. For exampl,e in relation to focussing activity on key water catchment areas, biodiversity priority areas, urban fringe areas, climate change adaptation activity and those sites close to areas of population with little access to green space.

Cultural change

That process of modernisation also means cultural change within the Forestry Commission itself, especially in the way that it manages that estate. The importance of addressing ancient woodland sites planted with conifers has been one of the major themes emerging from the debate about the future of the Public Forest Estate. These sites represent a vital opportunity for the UK to showcase habitat restoration as remnant ancient woodland features remain in nearly all plantations.

'Keepers of Time'  -  the Forestry Commission's policy on ancient woods published in 2005 - and the estate's certified status under the UK Woodland Assurance Standard create a presumption that the Commission will restore all sites in its care. However to date only 1, 890ha has been restored  out of a total of 35, 000ha. We believe that there is substantial room for improvement in that rate of restoration. It is also a good example of where that cultural shift away from too great a preoccupation with timber production to the delivery of public benefit needs to be more present in informing the day to day work of the Commission on its own estate.

For more information please contact James Cooper on 07770 746341 JamesCooper@woodlandtrust.org.uk or Lee Bruce on 08452 935551 LeeBruce@woodlandtrust.org.uk

