CEFN CROES ACTION GROUP

REPORT ON THE FORESTRY COMMISSION’S “WOODLANDS FOR WALES” CONFERENCE

January 12th 2006 held in The Pavilion, Llandrindod Wells, Powys

The stated purpose of this conference, attended by 140 delegates drawn from the industry, environmental bodies, conservation groups, council representatives, NAW and FC, and various other ‘stakeholders’ was:-

“……to consider progress on the ‘National Assembly for Wales Strategy for Trees and Woodlands’”.

The above policy document, written by the former Director of Forestry Commission Wales in 2001 is entitled ‘Woodlands for Wales’.

I attended, having pre-registered, on behalf of the Cefn Croes Action Group (opposed to commercial wind turbines on FC-managed public land in the Welsh hills).  I was joined by Tim Shaw of the Dinefwr Green Group.  He brought along a scale model of a 327 foot 1.5 MW turbine with 30 foot trees at its base for comparison.  Emyr Griffith of the Brechfa Forest Group showed photographs taken during the construction of Cefn Croes.  I had some photomontages and aerial photographs showing the extent of ground disruption, habitat loss and peat damage on Cefn Croes.  The FC staff from the Aberystwyth office treated us with courtesy. Every delegate was issued with a glossy 160 page document ‘Woodlands for Wales – progress report for 2001 – 2005’ which obviously could not be digested in advance of the discussions.

 Please note – in the following text, taken from my contemporaneous conference notes, my observations are in italics

We were welcomed by the new Director of the Forestry Commission Wales, Ian Forshaw from Aberdeen.  He claimed:

“We appreciate your views – we seek them on the progress we have made”

“All the National Committee is here today, as are all our Management Board members.  Give them your views.  Seek out our views.  The Woodland Strategy Advisory Panel reviews our strategy and keeps it up-to-date”
What a pity Mr Forshaw failed to introduce the members of the National Committee, Management Board, and Woodland Strategy Advisory Panel in an on-stage line-up.  Delegates could then have sought out individuals during the breaks in order to make our concerns known and ask questions.  I did, briefly, spot Mr Gareth Wardell, one of the Forestry Commissioners of Wales, but I subsequently was unable to find him.

Carwyn Jones Welsh Assembly Minister in charge of the Departments of the Environment, Planning and Countryside (therefore including Forestry) gave the keynote speech.  This lasted 20 minutes, after which Mr Jones left without any discussion or taking questions.  It was a predictable ‘one-size-fits-all’ address – uncontentious and bland.

“We will look at what has happened to forestry in the last few years, and consider how we should proceed.”

“In 25 – 30 years, much has changed in the perception of forestry and woodland management.”

“Farmers perceived woodland and forestry as a threat – a danger to the Welsh countryside, at odds with farming practices.  It is now recognised that woodlands and agri-environmental schemes all have a valid part in managing the environment.”

“In the 5 years since the launch of the ‘Woodlands for Wales’ strategy in 2001, we have been monitoring progress and now we need to know how far we have come, and how far we have to go in bringing the 2001 vision to reality.”

“2001 – 2005 was a very difficult period for timber returns with record low levels.  The market price for timber is not likely to improve, because imports are much cheaper and better quality.  This therefore poses a serious challenge – the timber industry continues to be important, but we need do develop other objectives.”

“We know that public access allied to CROW (open access) is important for health and well-being.  Cycling and walking is very popular on the forestry estate.  We need to maximise the economic benefits from these.”

“’Woodlands for Wales’ should be aligned to other Assembly directives relating to the Welsh environment.  We need to ensure that the new 2006 Environment Strategy provides direction and delivers.  There will also be a new Rural Development Plan for 2007.”

“WAG is the only Government actively committed to Sustainable Development.  We have a duty to promote this.”

“Our woodlands should maintain their independence, certification and badge of sustainability.”

“Community involvement is vital to give us this support.  We have long-term plans for Cyd-Coed.”

“Woodland management is a long-term process, with a long lead-in time to marketable product.  We need to maintain this momentum through developing partnerships”.

Throughout Mr Jones’s address, there was not a single reference to development of parts of the woodland estate for wind power stations.  The Assembly planning advice –TAN 8 – identifies Strategic Search Areas as being suitable for thousands of very large wind turbines (300 – 400 feet high).  These SSAs mostly coincide with FC holdings ie the public estate, now managed by the Welsh National Assembly.  Thus, a further opportunity to inform the assembled stakeholders about this important direction being taken by the Assembly was avoided and ignored, thus compounding the conspiracy of silence.

Professor John Wood Chair of the Woodland Strategy Advisory Panel gave an overview of ‘the vision’ for woodland development.  His Panel:

“Ensures that all views are taken into account in implementing the ‘Woodlands for Wales’ strategy.”

He sees the role of WSAP as:

“Maintaining a watching brief  …. monitoring …. taking each objective, we need to ask ‘ how are we getting on?  Where do we need to go’”

 “3 arms to ‘the Vision’.

1) Social – providing community and social benefits

2) Economic – supporting wood-based industries

3) Environmental – improving the environment.

“Partnerships vital for achieving the strategy objectives on

· Woodlands for people

· Better woodland management

· Wales as a location for first-class industries

· Diverse and healthy environment

· Tourism, recreation and health

“Woodlands for People:  A 2005 public opinion survey showed that people want habitats for wildlife, landscape and recreation, learning opportunities, forest businesses.  More people want to be consulted – they feel that they have good ideas to contribute.  Progress in this direction has been slow.

“Better management:  Thinning has been poor.  Thinning grants need to be reintroduced.  Application procedures should be easier.  Long-term management plants need to be encouraged.  There will be a move toward CCF (continuous cover forestry).  This is not easy for conifer plantations.  It takes around 50 years to convert to a multi-age, multi-age forest.  Research at Bangor University seeks to identify the best regimes for tree growth.  Lack of relevant information represents a barrier to better progress.

Formerly, 5 – 10,000 hectares of conifers were replanted, but now only 500 hectares are being planted.  On FC land, 85% of restocking is still with conifers.

“Trees have an important role in mitigating the effects of climate change.  Ref: Pont Bren report (query spelling).  Trees affect water percolation.  They reduce run-off and therefore flooding.”

This is an important admission from a past professor of hydrology and ecology who heads up the Advisory Panel for FC.  Where does John Wood stand on the extensive clear-felling without replanting necessitated by wind power station development within afforested upland?  What was his advice to FC on the ecological and hydrological concerns at the height of construction on Cefn Croes?  Is he not concerned by giant holes filled with concrete and extensive new road networks in the wet, peaty uplands?  Did he actually visit and see for himself the peat damage around turbines 19 – 21, 25 – 30 and 31 – 39?

“Wales as a location for world class forest industries: includes furthering development of renewable energy based on wood and added value timber products.”

This would have been an ideal opportunity for Professor Wood to raise the issue of wind generated energy, but there was not mention of wind turbines.

Prof Wood referred to available business support systems for timber products (ref. Jaakko Poyry Consulting report).  Forest Business Partnerships, supported by the WDA sets up wood supply chains for wood product development.  Coed Cymru has developed solutions for marketing Welsh oak, and the heat trement of hardwoods.  The Gate Initiative works with the building industry.  Farm Woodlands Scheme and Tir Gorfal promote tree-planting on farms.  The Woodland Energy Business Scheme launched in 2004 stimulates renewable energy projects based on wood – bio-mass – 30+ CHP schemes.  Scope here for local partnerships.

Diverse and Healthy Environment:  

“We have a duty to conserve and enhance the landscapes of Wales, and better integrate woodland with landscapes, but we are still not certain what is required.  Visitors from away want big open landscapes, but local people want access, so we need to reconcile these different requirements.”

“IT IS THE LAND WHICH IS IMPORTANT – MAKING THE BEST USE OF OUR IMPORTANT RESOURCE – THE LAND”.  (My capitals, John Wood’s quote.)

Tourism, Recreation and Health:

“There is the image that forestry is good for people with benefits from walking, cycling and riding.”

John Wood then asked the delegates to:

“Say what you want.  Say how you want the Welsh woods to benefit Wales” – but: 

“ALL WITHIN THE OVER-ARCHING IMPERATIVE OF FULFILLING THE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY’S OBJECTIVES”

This seems inappropriate for the so-called independent chair of experts advising the FC – what if those NA objectives (including those on wind) prove to be wrong for Wales!  Who will have the courage to say to? Who within FC, or Forestry Strategic Advisory Panel will speak up for Wales?

We were told that:

“the conference report will incorporate all the comments from the workshop tables, to give an indication of the mood of the conference.”

However, the conference was ‘micro-managed’ and each of the 15 workshop tables had an FC employee as Convener.  These had been briefed beforehand, and I felt that they failed to flag up anything contentious.  The workshop tables considered the strategy’s 5 objectives (as outlined by Prof. Wood).  I sat on one to ‘Foster the Development of Renewable Energy Based on Wood’.  We were directed to say whether good progress, some progress or poor progress had been made.  Comments were posted on screens.  It was notable that most delegates felt that progress on most of the objectives was poor.  It will be interesting to see if the conference report reflects this.

The afternoon session was introduced by Geraint George, FCW National Committee Member who spoke in Welsh.  

“In Wales, trees and woodlands whisper in both languages.”

“The whole future of the strategy will only succeed if it is owned and managed by all the people of Wales.”

Three speakers from different sectors gave their perspectives.

Colin Robbins:  ex forester and sawmill worker is now project manager for a community project on a 400-dwelling, disadvantaged estate ‘The Mount’ in Pembrokeshire.  Youngsters lack family support, work, income and skills, with most dependent on benefit.  Mr Robbins thinks FC has a role in provision of training through woodland work – using the woodland environment as a classroom, to encourage a sense of self-esteem and ambition.

“If FC Wales do the right thing, working in partnership with these difficult communities, it is rewarding.  Peoples lives are changed.”

Roger Cooper:  from the Forest Sciences Department of Bangor University is part of the Forest Business Partnership – an industry-led supply chain from timber grower to end-product users.  The WDA Rural Policy Unit needs informing about the value of Welsh wood and small and medium-sized businesses need support.

“Too many policy makers see the industry’s role as marginal to the strategy”

But it supplies 3% of Wales GDP.  The industry’s strength lies in its products from renewable, recyclable material, therefore with low environmental footprint.  Less intensive silvi-cultures are needed – better information as to volumes, species, assortment, mixes, and a better quality of timber.  Re wood energy, co-ordination needed to stimulate.  Reference was made to ex NFU president, Sir Ben Gill’s report on biomass.

Dr Tim Stowe:  RSPB Cymru – ( he had obviously seen the Woodlands for Wales progress report in advance.  He also sits on the Woodlands Strategy Advisory Panel.  He was critical of many aspects of the report – in particular the lack of high-quality data against which to assess the objectives.) 

 He observed that we are only 5 years into a 50 year strategy.  No information for best practice in woodland management although ‘on target to identify’ Continuous Cover Forestry (CCF).  New woodland creation – amounts to no more than 500 hectares (grant-aided, not Assembly land).

“There has been very little new planting on FC Assembly land.  What there has been is 85% coniferous”

No available data to assess whether woodlands have contributed towards a ‘healthy and diverse’ environment.

Dr Stowe questioned whether the indicators for progress are the right ones.

“Are we simply measuring outputs rather than outcomes?”

“Are the indicators sensitive enough for change if we get it wrong?”

He felt that wildlife is not adequately monitored, and that management plans should be of better quality, with prioritisation of environmental objectives, in the face “new threats”.

Was this an oblique reference to the habitat damage caused by the infrastructure of wind power stations?

“CCF is not always best for birds.  Specialist woodland birds are in decline eg lesser-spotted woodpecker, marsh tits, lesser redpolls.”

Dr Stowe made a plea for MORE CONSULTATION WITH STAKEHOLDERS  and to:

1) Rethink indicators

2) Focus on priorities

3) Concentrate on quality rather than quantity

4) Understand and act on the causes of woodland wildlife decline.  (?deer, ?squirrels, ?lack of grazing, ?rhododendron invasion)

5) More partnership dialogue

CLIMATE CHANGE:

“This is a big long-term threat – how will we adapt?  We need to revisit this issue.”  (is this another oblique reference to wind?)

However Dr Stowe failed to talk about the FC/NAW major change in land use policy and habitat loss secondary to wind factories.  Why did he also dodge the issue?  He is one of the only truly independent stakeholders, being a charity, and not dependent upon Government funding.  Does he fail RSPB’s wide membership in not raising the issue, which features prominently in all bird magazines, and is therefore of great concern to all those who love birds and the countryside?

******************

 PANEL DISCUSSION
The following is the Panel discussion.  (This was billed as a ‘Question Time’ format discussion, but there was no opportunity for questions from the floor.  Rather, each FC table Convener posed a question which was supposed to summarise his table’s thoughts)

Ian Forshaw (FC)
“We are missing out by not taking a better look at what we are doing.  We’re getting better at measurement but not telling people what we are doing.  Open dialogue is important.” (This demonstrates FC’s hypocrisy in purporting to support open dialogue, yet failing to inform the public of its plans for wind developments).

Steve Webb (Wales Tourist Board)
“I back the action plan, but targets should be identifiable with more transparency”.

Hilary Millar (Head of Land-use Policy at CCW)

“We have the Advisory Panel and the Woodland Forum.  This conference is useful”

Alun Gee (WSAP)
“The Action Plan needs to define what is to be done, and who is going to do it.  What do partners have to do to deliver?”

Paul Finch (FC)
“In order to achieve the desired, multi-purpose outcomes, including timber production, woodland expansion is needed.”

Ian Forshaw (FC)
“Yes to expansion – the right kind, in the right place, and what the people want – whether for the forestry industry or for amenity.”

Anne Watkin (WDA)

“We get very excited about any industry that supports local jobs, and keeping people on the land.”

Hillary Millar
“There is a barrier to expansion – it is difficult to integrate with agriculture.  We need integrated land managers rather than just foresters and farmers.”

Geraint George (FCW National Committee Member)

“The sons and daughters of family farms need to be retained.”

Anthony Waters (FC South Wales) - Expansion – Head of Valleys Strategy 

“There is a need for skills training – large and small-scale.  Forestry as a career does not have a high profile.”

Ian Forshaw (FC)

“How do we attract people into forestry?  For young people, it is not attractive – there are better paid, more comfortable options.”

Anne Watkin (WDA)

Referred to the Llwy-Bro (routes) research project, analysing why young people leave Wales and what it takes to bring them back.

Steve Webb (WTB)

“Better integration of management plans is needed.  Visitors to woodlands to be encouraged to spend money, then keep ‘visitor-spend’ in the local economy.  Visits to FC Wales estates and visitor centres are worth £30 million per annum to the Welsh economy.” (WTB’s concerns appear to be mis-directed in emphasising visitor-spend rather than protecting what brings visitors in the first place – the landscape.)

Hilary Millar (CCW)

“Better public understanding of the ecological chains in woodlands, and uses of wood is needed.”  

Ian Forshaw (FC)

“We have good support from NAW.  I think the Assembly has forestry high on their agenda.  AMs take an interest – they are much more interested than in Scotland.

WE MUST ASK WHAT THE FORESTRY COMMISSION CAN DO FOR THE ASSEMBLY’S AGENDA.”

Why must we ask this?  Ian Forshaw seems to accept too easily that the Assembly is his paymaster – but the current administration could change in 2007.

FINAL IMPRESSION

·  NAW is becoming much more professional in the production of its consultation and strategy documents and running conferences, but is this all it does?

· NAW/FC Wales continue to ignore the very real concerns of ordinary people who love the countryside, the woodlands and forests of Wales, whilst paying lip-service to improving public access and amenity.

· Consultations are not genuine, but rather ‘box-ticking’ exercises in order to obtain grants.  One councillor from South Wales commented that FC literature should be in schools and community councils to raise awareness as to how critical woodlands are – not just an issue for the chattering classes.

· This was a missed opportunity to discuss a very important issue confronting FC Wales ie the rights and wrongs of selling off 

Wales’ greatest public assets; its land, its landscapes and its forests to the highest bidder – usually foreign -  in order to construct huge wind power stations. 

This conference has begged the questions:

· “Why is FC ‘distancing itself’ from commercial wind developments on its land?”

· “Why don’t they want this knowledge to become public?”

· “Why are their own staff muzzled?”  

They appear to want to preserve their good public image but the truth cannot be concealed forever.
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