Review of Forestry Legislation

Fifth Bulletin of the Consultative Group

The fourth meeting of the Consultative Group took place today (Monday 24 April) in the Department of Agriculture and Food’s offices in Johnstown Castle, Wexford.

Order of Business

It had been agreed at the last meeting that the topic for discussion this week would be Planning.  In his opening remarks the Chairman pointed out that while the submissions received had tended to focus on a number of specific areas, it was proposed that the Group should consider the question of Planning at (a) the strategic level and (b) the plantation level.  Many of the planning issues raised in submissions received had been covered to some degree at previous meetings.  Nonetheless, they were specifically addressed again today.  

A brief presentation was given to the Group, summarising the main Planning issues raised in submissions.  They broadly fitted into four summary titles:

· Planning Permission

· Public Consultation/Site Notices

· Forestry Development Plans

· Environmental Impact Assessments

Many comments had been received in submissions on the need for Strategic Planning or Indicative Forest Strategies.  The Group acknowledged the need for long term forestry planning.  It was agreed that any new legislation should make provision for forestry development to take place in accordance with a long-term strategic plan, which should be reviewed periodically.  The Group were brought up to speed on work currently under way within the Forest Service on GIS mapping.  The ultimate aim of this body of work is to build up a body of maps which indicate the optimal areas for planting, taking account of environmental and other constraints.  Once this is in place, it is possible that planting strategies could be incorporated in County Development Plans which are open to full consultation and reviewed on a regular basis.  

At plantation level, there was consensus that a model based on individual Forest Management Plans was desirable.  This would enable forest owners to practice forestry and should simplify the regulatory procedure. It would also provide a basis for collection of statistics on an ongoing basis, which would provide valuable information on the composition and status of the forest estate.  It was acknowledged, however, that the administration of such a system would need further consideration, including the question of whether all plantations would require a plan, or just those above a certain threshold.  

It was agreed that provision should be made in the new act for the Minister to collect statistical information and to carry out research.

On the question of site notices, there was no agreement among the members of the Group as to whether notices should be placed on sites for which applications to afforest are being considered.  Strong arguments in favour and against were adduced.

In relation to Environmental Impact Assessments, it was noted that many of the comments regarding the decrease in the threshold had been made in 1998 and were now out of date.  In recent times the limit for afforestation to which an EIA must apply has been dropped from 70ha to 50ha.  No recent submissions raised this limit as being a problem.  In addition, all applications below that level are carefully examined to see whether a sub threshold EIA should be required.

Seminar – 4 May 2006
The Group were joined by Professor Jack Gardiner for discussion on the arrangements in place for the Seminar on 4 May 2006.  Professor Gardiner has kindly agreed to chair this session.  All 25 individuals/organisations who made submissions during the public consultation phases have been invited to attend.  The Group’s chairman, Dr. O’Flaherty, thanked Professor Gardiner for agreeing to chair the seminar and said that he looked forward to hearing and being further informed by the attendees at the seminar.

Wrap Up
The next meeting of the Group will take place on 16 May 2006 and the theme for the meeting will be Environment/Sustainable Forestry Management/ Conservation and Recreation.

