CEFN CROES ACTION GROUP

Minutes for:

Meeting with Forestry Commission representatives on November 22nd 2005, at Pant-y-Celyn Hall, Aberystwyth University.   9.30 am – 10.45 am.

Present:-
Kaye Little (KL)


CCAG member



David Morgan Jones (DMJ)

“



Richard Wilson (RW)


“



(Apologies from Martin Wright)

“



Ian Forshaw 
– Acting Director, Forestry Commission Wales. (IF)

Gareth Wardell – non-executive Forestry Commission for Wales. (GW)

The meeting resulted from an invitation by Mr Bruce Inglis from the FC Edinburgh secretariat to KL (spokesperson for the CCAG) – to meet GW and IF and discuss the group’s concerns about the direction being taken by the FC in Wales and also specific concerns regarding Mr Wardell’s portfolio of interests.

AGENDA

1) MR GARETH WARDELL’S INTERESTS

2) FORESTRY COMMISSION GOVERNANCE

3) SECRECY WITH FC/FINANCE

4) FC’S RELATIONSHIP WITH WELSH ASSEMBLY GOVERNMENT

5) TAN8/BRITISH  WIND ENERGY ASSOCIATION (BWEA)

6) REGULATORY REFORM ORDER (FORESTRY)

7) CAMDDWR/TYWI FOREST PROPOSALS

8) CEFN CROES WIND’FARM’

9) ENVIRONMENTAL AUDITS FOR WIND DEVELOPMENT

10) RURAL TOURISM AND FC POLICY

1) MR WARDELL’S INTERESTS

KL considered that GW’s extensive portfolio of interests has areas of potential conflict.  In his role as Forestry Commissioner, GW is privy to insider information relating to  forestry policy, which could be very helpful to so called ‘green’ energy companies, in particular wind developers.  Until August 2004, he was also Chair of the Environment Agency in Wales, a statutory consultee for many major industrial developments.  Given GW’s continuing support for wind power stations (he chaired the Parliamentary Welsh Affairs Select Committee on wind in 1994), we feel that he cannot be regarded as objective in matters relating to wind developments on FC land, and that there is a clear conflict of interest.  We question whether it is wise to permit Commissioners to hold so many positions, given the heavy responsibility of being a Forestry Commissioner, and suggest that in future Commissioners’ other interests are limited.  GW informed us that his FC position terminates after 6 years in March 2006, and that he has resigned as a special adviser to ECO2 – a company developing wind power stations in South Wales (although his name is still on the register of Commissioners’ interests).

2) FC GOVERNANCE

CCAG wanted to know to whom Commissioners are answerable. What is the system for scrutiny of standards?  Is it internal?  IF outlined the complex organisational structure.  GB Board of Commissioners, chaired by Lord David Clark.  National Committee for Wales etc.  Changes since devolution: The Environment, Planning and Countryside Committee of the National Assembly, made up of civil servants and politicians now oversees forestry policy in Wales.  The current Minister is Carwyn Jones and contentious matters are referred to him.  Gareth Jones is the senior civil servant.  Tamsin Dunwoody is Carwyn Jones’s deputy.  Questions relating to standards can be referred to any Select Committee of the Government e.g. Welsh Affairs.  There is an independent Financial Audit., The Forestry Stewardship Council operates the UK Woodland Assurance Standard, and checks that our forests are sustainably managed, and there is a Parliamentary Commission for standards.  There is also a new Auditor General for Wales.  (Alun Ffred Jones?)

3) FC SECRECY

KL concerned about the lack of any open discussion or debate on FC’s role in using the public estate for industrial developments such as wind power stations.  It is not referred to in the NAW strategy document for FC policy ‘Woodlands for Wales’., Employees are instructed not to discuss the issues with the public, and any internal dissension is stifled.  How can this secrecy be defended?  The perception is that ‘the message’ (notwithstanding the FC website) is tightly controlled to avoid openness, and that only ‘good news’ stories are permitted.

IF
“There are commercial sensitivies”


“We need to properly co-ordinate information”


“The process is transparent”


“We want to avoid inconsistencies”

GW conceded that there are sometimes difficulties.

KL referred to lack of information regarding the leases and payments from wind companies to the Forestry Commission.  Information denied because deemed ‘commercial in confidence.’  Given that FC is funded by the Government and is in effect a Government Department ( ie funded by the tax-payers) as well as a statutory body,  this is hard to understand and hardly accords with the principles of transparency and accountability.  NAW is making the decisions but will FC get the income?  IF stated “The next funding review will not take account of future income from wind’farms’”  Is this NAW’s lever?

4)
CCAG is interested in whether the Assembly’s energy policy, which includes active promotion of land-based wind turbines, takes precedence over forestry policy, as enshrined in their own strategy documents and the Forestry Acts. Where there are conflicts between the policies of different departments,who decides which policy takes precedence? What is the decision making procedure?

Reference was made to the on-going legal challenge to the Assembly by the CCAG’s solicitors, but this was not discussed further, as IF felt unable to comment.

It remains unclear to CCAG how contravention of the Forestry Acts can be allowed, in the absence of enabling legislation.

5)
TAN 8 /BRITISH WIND ENERGY ASSOCIATION

The Technical Advice Note 8 proposals recently issued by the Assembly relate to planning and energy installations. 

GW “They are powerful: like the TAN 15 for flood control”

KL “But they are not set in stone, and don’t have the force of law.  They are for planning guidance only”

GW ”They override local structural plans and unitary development plans”

DMJ recalled that in 1993, Dyfed commissioned a landscape assessment by Chris Blandford, from Gerald Hassan’s company attempting to identify possible suitable sites for wind development.  It was dropped because it resulted in ‘planning blight’  

Following consultation, 81% of 1,600 respondents to TAN 8 proposals were opposed to on-shore wind turbines.  9% had reservations. Only 10% therefore supported commercial on-shore wind factories.

KL referred to a fringe meeting at the recent BWEA AGM in Cardiff.  Jon Westlake for the FC addressed planners and councillors, and outlined the time-table for use of FC land for wind power stations on the Strategic Search Areas (SSA’s) There is 53% congruity. Tenders are actively being sought, with plans for pre-authorisation by February 2006, and contracts ‘ready-to-go’ by November 2006. Single large developers are preferred He maintained that only ‘keyhole felling’ was necessary.

KL submitted an observation on behalf of Professor Peter Cobbold (who represents one of the North Wales anti-wind groups and the Renewable Energy Foundation).  “There is 25% loss of power generation if no clear-fell.  There are no wind power stations in mature conifer forests.  Developers will not tolerate residual trees because the turbulence cuts into their profits”.

CCAG’s own observations on Cefn Croes are that the plateau (apart from the trees concealing the concrete-making factory site) was clear-felled (even after construction, further immature conifers were felled as late as January 2005).  FC Wales’ own estimate is that 800 acres, 80,000 trees were felled.  Our observation is that even  more were removed, felled in a great hurry, leaving a terrible mess, with untended brash.  Even the corridor for the 14 km overhead pylons and cables is 50 metres wide!  The clear-fell represented 10% of the total Wales timber-fell in 2004.  It is a lie, therefore, for FC to maintain that wind developments on FC land will only result in ‘keyhole’ felling.  

IF agreed that it is difficult to minimise the impact of wind developments.

Campaigners in South Wales had asked questions about the effects on flooding of clear-felling such large areas, and the loss of the carbon 

sink in the absence of any replanting.

6) THE REGULATORY REFORM ORDER (FORESTRY)

This is currently being considered by the Commons and House of

Lords Committees.  It seeks to extend the power of the FC to form partnerships with private companies, benefit financially from forest research, and enforce restocking after felling without permission.  CCAG is very angry not to have been consulted, given our long interest, over 6 years, in FC activities.  Only 7 of the 125 consultees have Welsh addresses.  This confirms our impression that FC only pays lip-service to public consultation, as a ‘ticking boxes’ exercise.  It is believed, within the FC itself, that this RRO is to legitimise the activities of the National Assembly in using the public estate for purposes such as housing and wind developments.

7) CAMDDWR PROPOSALS

RW asked, “Where do we stand on these?  Tywi Forest is outside of the 7 SSAs.  There has not been any public consultation ‘to date’”.

GW “We met with Dr Dafydd Huws [wind’farm’ developer from South Wales who part-owns Mynydd Gorddu wind’farm’ KL note] who wants to set up a Trust for the benefit of the people of the Tregaron area – we explained the mechanism – we wanted to be sure it was kosher.  Then all went completely quiet.  Cynog Dafis wanted TAN 8 amended to include Camddwr [as did the BWEA who lobbied the NAW furiously – KL’s note]

KL.”  Plaid Cymru is trying to overcome the MOD’s objections” [Cambrian mountains is one of only 3 Tactical Training Areas for low-flying in the UK – KL note].

IF.”  MOD is more compliant in Scotland”

DMJ.  “As a passionate Welshman, I object to foreign companies – German, Dutch, Spanish exploiting and profiting from the Welsh hills”.

DMJ summarised CCAG’s position as a group of committed people, dedicated to protecting treasured landscapes, and therefore opposed to wind power stations – ‘industrial turbinisation ‘– on the Welsh uplands.  No-one in CCAG has any vested interests, financial support nor any connection with the nuclear industry.  Our challenge through the High Court of the Cefn Croes decision in 2002 was not something undertaken lightly.  He stressed that the group is committed to non-violent resistance and opposition to all wind’farms’ on FC land in Wales and added that members are “very determined”.  

8) CEFN CROES

Damage to the land, and in particular the peat, is recognised by the Cefn Croes Environmental Management Committee (now chaired by FC rep).  

The Environment Agency has taken the contractors, Jones Brothers of Ruthin, to court for an alleged water pollution incident in June 2004.  The case is on-going.

KL.  “Does FC accept responsibility for the environmental disaster on Cefn Croes?”  [FCCivil  Engineering was in partnership with the contractors and General Electric Wind Energy – KL note]

KL.  “Have any lessons been learned?  Have you visited Cefn Croes?”

IF has visited Cefn Croes , but not examined every turbine surround.  KL offered her services as guide to the full site and reminded GW that he was chair of the Environment Agency when the pollution occurred during construction.

9) ENVIRONMENTAL AUDIT


A campaigner from Coed-y-Sarnau wanted to know whether FC had carried out independent, comprehensive environmental audits into the effects of so much loss of carbon sink and sequestration by clear-felling without replanting, ground disturbance, peat disruption etc. 

A further question from Emyr Griffith in the Brechfa Forest area asked “How was the decision made that deforestation of sites is better for greenhouse gas savings than replanting?  What about methane emissions from disturbed peat?  Have the FC done any carbon audits?”

It was observed that the Forest Design Plans fail to demonstrate the true impact of wind developments.  In the case of Cefn Croes the FDP was amended after construction.  Yet, FDPs are the basis on which the Forestry Commission awards itself permission to clear-fell, so inadequate FDPs which misrepresent the true effects of wind developments and new access roads, quarries, pylons etc are fundamentally dishonest.  Private landowners are not permitted to clear-fell without replanting.  So why is the Commission [ which is acting both as lawmaker and lawbreaker]  allowed to get away with it?

10) RURAL TOURISM

RW has run a walking holiday business in Mid Wales for 25 years and states that “within the rural tourism industry, we are all very concerned about large-scale wind developments, and particularly worried about proposals for Camddwr (Strata Florida to Llyn Brianne) and to the north of Nant-y-Moch reservoir and Plynlimon in the Cambrian Mountains.  There is conflict between the FC’s plans – as at Nant-yr-Arian visitor centre of encouraging and widening pedestrian access, but promotion of landscape destruction, secondary to permitting commercial wind turbines on the other hand.  Do you perceive this conflict?”

GW.  “There might be”.

IF.  “We manage forests in many ways, from production of timber to amenity – we manage for a wide range of benefits.”

IF.  “We want to be open about the process.”

IF.  “We have to fulfil the wishes of the Assembly.”

GW.  “There is often conflict in managing woodland habitats – wildlife has different requirements.

The meeting concluded at 10.45 am.  CCAG members were conscious of the time constraint as the National Committee for FC Wales was due to convene at  11.00 am.  KL thanked IF and GW for the opportunity to meet with them, and clarify some issues as to FC’s position.

CONCLUSION


The group however, was not reassured that the National Assembly for Wales which directs the Forestry Commission Wales will act in the best interests of the required landscape and environmental protection in the Welsh uplands, or effect proper stewardship of our public forestry resource.
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