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The future of our forests

The purpose of this briefing, provided by North West Environment Link, is to highlight:
· The proposals to sell off of the Forestry Commission estate

· The social, economic and environmental benefits of woodlands and urban trees

· Key principles for the future ownership and management of the public forest estate
· Sources of further information and action you can take
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With thanks to The Mersey Forest – for further information see “A Future for Community Forests” http://www.merseyforest.org.uk/files/A_future_for_community_forests.pdf
Summary
The uncertainty over the future of Britain’s forests has highlighted the vital importance of well managed, accessible woodlands for the wellbeing of people and our planet. This briefing maps out some key principles for future ownership and management of our woodlands that link the aspirations of the Big Society with environmental responsibility and opportunities for local people.

There is certainly an argument for Government to encourage community involvement and ownership, building on the huge potential of woodlands to provide job opportunities, help tackle climate change and improve public health.

But in areas where community woodlands are likely to be of greatest value, there may be relatively few people with the connections, capital and experience needed to manage them effectively for public benefit. 
For any woodlands that are sold, Government should secure guarantees that existing and planned public benefits are retained, including full public access, biodiversity gains and wider sustainability benefits. If this cannot be achieved woodlands should remain publicly-owned.
The key benefits of woodlands and trees include:-

· Woodlands provide work. Trees, forests and the means of increasing their public use and enjoyment need care and maintenance, and can provide a wide range of jobs and training opportunities, from planning and planting to ongoing management. These can offer employment not only for graduates but also for people who find it hard to hold down a job, such as those with learning difficulties or mental health problems.

· Woodlands promote wellbeing. They provide a natural health service, offering vital opportunities for physical exercise and recreation, as well as a place to relax and reduce the stresses of daily life.

· Woodlands help meet environmental challenges. They are an important source of carbon storage, help reduce the ‘urban heat island’ effect and reduce the likelihood of flooding, and can enhance the landscape and provide valuable wildlife habitat.

· Woodlands can build social capital. A carefully managed transfer of woodlands in or near urban areas to community organisations could help to ensure access, increase use by local people and provide social benefits.
· Woodlands are wanted. Research by The Mersey Forest and others shows that new woodlands are not only highly valued but are well used by local residents. 

The proposals to sell off of the Forestry Commission estate

The sale of England’s publicly owned forests is proving to be one of the most controversial environmental moves by the coalition government. The public forest estate hosts over 40 million visits per year; 27 visitor centres; and 350 way-marked walking and cycle routes. 

The Government plans for a £250 million sell-off all of England’s 258,000 hectare public forest estate currently managed by the Forestry Commission, over the next 10 years. The aim is to raise money and to take the state out of the business of business of timber and woodland management. The Forestry Commission will become a much smaller regulatory body.

The sale will have two phases:

· Immediate: The government will sell 15% of the state over four years without consultation on the sale criteria.

· Long term: The sale of the remaining 85% of the estate over ten years is subject to legislation (the Public Bodies Bill) and consultation. The consultation divides the estate into four groups: large commercially valuable forests, small commercially valuable forests, multi-purpose forests, and heritage and community forests.

Forestry Commission England will operate a “preferred purchaser scheme”. This will provide a mechanism for voluntary sector or public bodies to identify areas of land in which they have a particular interest and to request a first option to purchase this land at market price prior to the properties being offered on the open market. Community groups would be given just 28 days to mount a bid for preferred bidder status for land and must pay the market price.

Commercial organisations will be required to sign up to sustainable forest management, and enter higher quality woods in the English Woodland Grant Scheme. Heritage woodlands, such as the Forest of Dean and the New Forest, will be transferred into the ownership of a new charity or existing charities to be managed in the interests of the nation.

Woods selected for the first sales will be those which provide “limited added value from public ownership in the delivery of public benefits”. Priority will be given to leasehold woods with constrained public access, and freehold woods dedicated under the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 (CRoW), but with limited public usage.

There are a number of obvious weaknesses in the system, for example:-

· The limited time for community groups, charities and local councils to bid at a time when their income is falling. The organisation must “confirm that funding for an open market value purchase will be available”. 
· The criteria for defining “limited public usage” of CRoW land are not defined. 
· There will only be a “presumption” of replanting. 
· Change of use will not be restricted by contract, just planning permission. 
· The government will only “seek to secure equivalent rights” of current permissive access, not impose it. 
· The forests are expected to be sold without any requirement to uphold the Forestry Commission’s current commitment to replace rows of conifers with native broadleaf trees such as oak, beech, ash and lime, as this would reduce the sale value. 
As an example of things to come, Rigg Wood, a once a popular picnic and walking site in the heart of the Lake District is all but closed after the government sold it to a businessman at £7,250 a hectare (Telegraph: http://bit.ly/h0nlUu). 

Key principles for the future ownership and management of the estate

British people feel strongly about their forests and woodlands. So it is no surprise that proposals to sell or dispose of land owned by the Forestry Commission raise strong feelings. To include this proposal in the Public Bodies Bill, a piece of legislation popularly depicted as a ‘bonfire of the quangos’, is doubly unfortunate. The current plans must be seen in the context of strong support for public ownership of the forestry estate and the benefits it brings in a public consultation only one year ago. 

Coalition government ministers are aware of this resistance but argue that a diversity of ownership may bring better management. If new forms of ownership are to realise ministers’ hopes rather than the public’s fears, we need to learn from previous experience in creating and managing community woodlands and put very robust safeguards in place to ensure public benefits are at the heart of all transfers of ownership and management. If and where this cannot be achieved then woodlands should remain in public ownership.
The benefits that need to be safeguarded include:-

i. Employment & economy
Woodlands managed for community benefit can provide important work opportunities for people who often struggle to access the labour market. Planting and maintaining more community and publicly-owned woodlands could help to achieve the objectives of the government’s Work Programme for long term unemployed people, while providing worthwhile work on schemes that have positive benefits to the wider public.

For example, The Biodiversity and Access Project, run by Sefton Council’s Coast and Countryside Service and supported by The Mersey Forest, is an example of the multiple benefits that can be achieved. Adults with learning difficulties are developing woodworking skills while making signs, gates, picnic benches, nest boxes and interpretation boards. Research by Natural Economy Northwest found that environmental volunteering programmes and supported work placements for people with learning difficulties or the long term unemployed improved work skills, increased confidence and helped jobseekers back into the labour market.

Many forestry jobs are linked to the Forestry Commission's ability to keep continuous supplies of timber coming to market. Supplies from the private sector are less certain in response to fluctuations in market prices. Community owned or managed woodlands can also provide business opportunities by producing biomass products.

Public access to Forestry Commission land is of real importance to the tourism and visitor economy, and loss of access (and the negative publicity it would generate) could have serious economic implications in places such as Cumbria. 
Woodlands can also bring wider economic benefits. Research by Regeneris Consulting on activity undertaken by The Mersey Forest, funded through the EU Objective One programme, found that every pound invested by the programme will generate, over the lifetime of the investment, an estimated £10.20 in social cost savings, wellbeing benefits and gross value added.

ii. Woodlands promote wellbeing
Recent figures from GP practices show that the number of people with type 2 diabetes has risen by 150,000 in a year. One in 20 adults in the UK now have the condition. More than 5.5m people over 16 are now officially registered as obese. In 2008, the number of prescription items dispensed for the treatment of obesity was 1.28 million - ten times the number in 1999.

It is recommended that adults should spend at least half an hour involved in moderate exercise, on at least five days a week. Children need at least an hour’s activity each day. Publicly accessible forests provide ideal opportunities for such exercise, often within easy reach of some of the neighbourhoods most affected by obesity. Walking, cycling, and running are typical activities that can be done easily and cheaply in woodland settings.

Research by Natural England estimated that if every household in England had good access to quality green spaces such as woodland, it could save around £2.1bn annually from the NHS budget. The recent public health white paper also acknowledges the importance of green spaces in fostering better physical and mental health.
iii. Woodlands help meet environmental challenges
The role of woodlands in helping us adapt to climate change and in mitigating its effects is well established. Tree cover helps absorb CO2, provides important ecosystem services, can slow down storm water run-off, stopping land from being washed away into rivers and lakes, preventing erosion and reducing the effects of flooding on the land, properties and on people, and provides drainage.

Urban woodlands can improve air quality and reduce the ‘urban heat island’ effect, where warming occurs at a faster rate in built-up areas. A Woodland Carbon Task Force is examining further opportunities for woodlands to play a part in addressing climate change, including the potential for new markets to be developed in renewable woodfuels.

Providing networks of interconnected woodlands can also help to protect biodiversity and create migration routes for species that may be affected by climate change. Replacing conifers with a diversity of native species can reduce forests’ vulnerability to altered weather patterns and improve the resilience of the local environment. In the Lake District and Cumbria the Forestry Commission have restored hundreds of hectares of ancient and native woodlands, while many privately owned woodlands stand neglected and unmanaged. Forestry Commission research found 98% of respondents agreed public money should be used to plant new woodlands and manage existing woodland for public benefit, with the main reason being to provide habitats for wildlife.

Ancient woodlands are often described as our equivalent to the rainforest. Ancient woodland is defined as a habitat of extraordinary continuity which stretches back hundreds - even thousands - of years. Ancient woods therefore are fragile, highly sensitive to change and completely irreplaceable.

Ancient woods that have been planted over time with conifers are known as planted ancient woodland sites (PAWS). The conservation potential of these damaged woods is incredibly high, but there is a limited window of opportunity to restore them to their native glory. The Forestry Commission owns hundreds of ancient woods. 

It is important to see woodlands as part of an ecosystem approach to climate change, providing carbon storage, protecting and creating new habitats, and acting as an essential part of the nation’s green infrastructure. The Forestry Commission has estimated that an increase in woodlands of 23,200ha every year for the next 40 years would offset one tenth of the greenhouse gas emissions expected by the 2050s. This would raise forest cover in the UK to 16%, still well below the European average. Green infrastructure – including woodlands and urban trees – is increasingly recognised as offering economic as well as environmental value, improving quality of life and making places more attractive in addition to providing ecosystem services. 
iv. Woodlands can build social capital
The Mersey Forest’s experience and research shows how creating woodlands for community use can instil a sense of ownership and belonging. However, policymakers need to recognise that in areas where community woodlands are likely to be of greatest value there may be fewer people with the kind of connections, capital and experience required. Community groups wanting to own and look after their own woodlands are likely to be at a disadvantage in bidding for Forestry Commission sites in comparison with commercial companies and private landowners.

v. Woodlands are wanted

We know from the responses to the previous government’s disposal proposals that the public feel that Forestry Commission woods are a national asset that should be safeguarded. Recent research for The Mersey Forest by Vision Twentyone4 demonstrates the value to the public of creating and maintaining well managed, accessible woodlands within easy reach of urban areas. The research found that 86% of people in the Merseyside and North Cheshire area had visited woodlands created through the Mersey Forest programme. Many thousands of people visit Forestry Commission woodlands across the North West every year.

There is an exceptionally strong sense of local pride in community and publicly owned and accessible forests – 93% of respondents were in favour, and more than 85% said planting more woodland trees should be a very high priority. This sense of pride and belonging should not be taken lightly. It is the kind of approach to the local environment that underpins many of the Big Society ideas. Accessible, biodiverse woodlands can make otherwise bland or difficult environments feel like home, a place to cherish.
Conclusion

The future ownership and management of the Forestry Commission estate should ensure that the public benefits it can provide are the paramount consideration. Many people believe that the best way to achieve that is to keep the majority of the estate in public ownership, with community groups and voluntary sector organisations encouraged and assisted to take over management and/or ownership where they are best placed to do so.

There needs to be a realistic assessment of which Forestry Commission sites are suitable for community ownership. These are most likely to be the ones within easy reach of towns or cities, and where there are existing community organisations or voluntary bodies that could provide advice and expertise. The experience of the community right-to-buy legislation in Scotland shows the importance of dedicated funds and support for community groups, as well as the value of a right of first refusal when land comes up for sale.

Community ownership and management schemes will be stillborn if central government or the Forestry Commission seek to maximise capital receipts or fail to factor long term public benefits into valuations when land is earmarked for disposal. Organisations such as The Mersey Forest, which has built up extensive knowledge of community engagement as well as woodland management, can play a key role in ensuring the best outcomes are achieved from any disposal plans. This should include helping to identify sites where keeping land under Forestry Commission ownership would be the best way to gain community benefits.

Further information and action
Community & environmental groups
· Save Our Forests: http://saveourforests.co.uk/
· Friends of the Lake District: http://www.fld.org.uk/stop-the-sell-off-of-lakelands-woodlands.html  

· The Mersey Forest: www.merseyforest.org.uk 
· Save Lakeland’s Forests http://www.savelakelandsforests.org.uk 

· Save Britain’s Forests (Facebook)

· Woodland Trust: www.woodlandtrust.org.uk
· Save England’s Forests: http://saveenglandsforests.org 
Petitions

· Save Our Forests petition (38 degrees): http://38degrees.org.uk/page/s/save-our-forests  

· Woodland Trust petition: http://is.gd/KCGvF8
Formal consultation

The public consultation on the future of the public forest estate in England runs from 27th January 2011 for 12 weeks until 21st April 2011.

You can see and respond to the consultation document at www.forestry.gov.uk/england-pfeconsultation or www.defra.gov.uk/corporate/consult/forests/index.htm, or call 0845 3673787 to request a hard copy which you can complete and return to:

Public Forest Estate Consultation Co-ordinator

Forestry Commission England

620 Bristol Business Park

Coldharbour Lane

Bristol

BS16 1EJ

VSNW (Voluntary Sector North West) is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West. The purpose of VSNW is to ensure that the voluntary and community sector (VCS), in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West.

VSNW works with 150 members which

· work across the region directly supporting and delivering services for individuals, or

· are VCS infrastructure organisations (LIOs) that work with local voluntary and community groups.

VSNW members provide community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination. The 40 generalist LIOs in membership of VSNW have a membership of 6,780 VCS groups and are in contact with 19,800 local voluntary and community sector groups in the North West – just under two-thirds (63%) of the region’s VCS groups.

Voluntary Sector North West (VSNW)

St Thomas Centre

Ardwick Green North

Manchester 

M12 6FZ

Tel: 0161 276 9300

Fax: 0161 276 9301

Email: policy@vsnw.org.uk
Web: www.vsnw.org.uk
Registered charity no. 1081654

Company limited by guarantee

Registered in England no. 3988903

Registered office as above
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