[image: image1.jpg]e

WOODLAND

sl




Woodland Trust Briefing for the Opposition Day Debate on the Future of the Public Forest Estate in England
2nd February 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 more than 20, 000 people have signed up to our campaign 'Save England's ancient forests'. 

Global leadership begins at home

The extent of the public interest in the Government's proposals is testimony to the importance people attach to woods and trees and the growing understanding of the wide range of benefits they provide.  In one of the least wooded countries in Europe 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.

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. For a Government that aspires to be the greenest ever, its consultation paper published on 27th January leaves plenty of questions unanswered - most notably in relation to ancient woodland - our own equivalent of the rainforest.

Ancient Woodland - a special category

The debate around the Government's proposals so far has had a very heavy preoccupation with the question of ownership. There is a danger that this obscures the critical issues of protection and quality of management which are our chief concerns. 

The Woodland Trust welcomes the Secretary of State's recognition that a 'one size fits all' approach to woods is inadequate. We also welcome the Secretary of State's reassurance during interviews last week that there will be increased protection for public forests. What the paper fails to go on and do however is sufficiently recognise that ancient woods are a special category in their own right - meaning that they are spread across the categories it employs - rendering our finest woods more vulnerable as a consequence.

There are two key issues at stake here - a) the protection of ancient woodland and b) the restoration of ancient woodland sites that have been planted with conifers - known as PAWS.  The latter  - comprising some 45, 000 ha of the Public Forest Estate - represent a vital opportunity for habitat restoration  as remnant ancient woodland features - woodland flora and native trees - remain in nearly all plantations. There is at present a limited window of opportunity to restore the woodland to a semi-natural state as the current crop reach the end of their rotation. The Forestry Commission's policy on ancient woods published in 2005 and their certified status under the UK Woodland Assurance Standard scheme create a presumption that the Commission will restore all such sites even though only 1, 890 hectares has been restored so far out of a total of 45, 000ha. However if these sites are sold and another conifer rotation is planted then a unique opportunity to expand the UK's richest habitat will be lost forever. 

For all that has been said about securing protection and the importance of biodiversity in the Government's accompanying media statements, we are disappointed that there has been no commitment to restore these damaged ancient woods currently in public ownership. This means that one of the most significant contributions to wildlife conservation in a generation could be lost - at the very time the Government is taking the very welcome step of producing a White Paper on the natural environment and talking about this being the generation which can put a stop to the piecemeal degradation of the natural environment.
 

We note the Secretary of State's proposition that safeguards for all woods will remain in place and 'could be buttressed further'. Reading the consultation paper however it is not at all clear what the Government's proposals are to do so.  

The paper does not, for example, ask questions about the effectiveness of existing protection measures. Its main proposal seems to be through the use of leases  - which we welcome  - but that does not convey the sense of purpose that a more upfront focus on ancient woodland as a category in its own right would provide. Key areas where protection needs to be enhanced include tightening felling licences for ancient woods, creating conservation covenants and strengthening existing national planning guidance. If enhanced protection is not offered, and restoration cannot be guaranteed, then ancient woods should not be subject to freehold sale.

Community and Charity Ownership

We fully support the concept of community and charity ownership and do not believe that the state is always automatically best placed to manage woods. However we do  not believe that the charitable sector can be the answer to the future care of all the publically owned heritage woodlands as it will not have the resources to manage the woods for decades into the future without substantial and sustained government funding. We believe Government needs to look far more carefully at the feasibility of this option especially at the evidence of demand by local communities for sustained involvement in woodland management. 

The Woodland Trust would certainly wish to work in partnership with government to look after the interests of ancient woods, perhaps even through ownership and or management agreements, but only if ministers agreed to enhanced protection of all ancient woods and restoration of planted ancient woods on the Public Forest Estate. Partnership arrangements would also need to be subject however to funding for ongoing management and the detailed terms of transfers.
What needs to happen next?

The Public Bodies Bill and its accompanying guidance should be amended to make explicit the protection of the public benefits presently arising from the Public Forest Estate. This should specifically include the protection of ancient woodland from development and the restoration of ancient woodland sites planted with conifers.  

It is also critical that there is 'read-across' from the Public Bodies Bill to the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) being prepared by DCLG and the Natural Environment White Paper due to be published in the Spring. 

The NPPF should make clear the importance of ancient woodland and the need for it to be protected from development. The range of benefits it provides make it far more than a concern for DEFRA alone.

The Natural Environment White Paper should make clear that the Government's approach to forestry has at its heart the protection of ancient woodland and an ambitious approach to expansion of England's native woodland cover from its present pitifully low level of 8.7% (the European average is 37%). The public appetite for woodland in England has been  made very clear by the controversy surrounding the current consultation. Government must now respond by clear demonstration of its commitment to the effective protection and expansion of this valuable resource.
For further information please contact James Cooper on 01476 581127 or 07770 746341 JamesCooper@woodlandtrust.org.uk or Lee Bruce on 01476 935551 or 07766 102267 Leebruce@woodlandtrust.org.uk
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