Review of Forestry Legislation

Sixth Bulletin of the Consultative Group

The fifth meeting of the Consultative Group took place today (Friday 9th June 2006) in the Department of Agriculture and Food’s offices in Johnstown Castle, Wexford.

Matters Arising

Arising from the previous meeting, the issue of replanting obligations, where recently clearfelled land is sold, was discussed.  Some Group members expressed concern that purchasers are often not aware that a replanting obligation is attached to the land.

The Chairman agreed that the Department would examine this issue and consider how it might be dealt with in the new Act.

Theme of Meeting

It had been agreed at the 4th meeting of the Group that the topic for discussion at this week would be “Environment” and related issues.  

The group was informed that that many of the submissions received by the Forest Service focused on the potential impact of forestry operations on the environment.  While many of the environmental issues had been discussed at previous meetings in relation to other themes, it was important that they be specifically addressed again.  

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

· Conservation

· Sustainable Forest Management

· Recreation

· Miscellaneous Issues

A number of submissions received in 1998 felt that legal basis should be given to Forest Service environmental guidelines and that any new Act should provide for the conservation of heritage, particularly protected and rare wildlife habitats and species.  The protection of trees and woods in designated areas was also raised in a number of submissions, as was a commitment to protect biodiversity, architectural heritage and the landscape.  

The Group acknowledged the need to ensure that forestry activity does not negatively impact on the environment, while also ensuring that the industry can operate efficiently.  The Group felt that many of these issues have since been addressed through a range of environmental guidelines and legislation including the new suite of environmental guidelines published by the Forest Service in 2000; Code of Best Forest Practice; Irish National Forest Standard; Wildlife (Amendment) Act 2000; Planning & Development Act 2000 and the Environmental Impact Assessment (Amendment) Regulations 2001. It was agreed that provision to found these Guidelines within the new Act was essential. 

The issue of replanting on sensitive sites was also raised in a number of submissions.  This issue was previously discussed at the 3rd meeting of the Group where it was agreed that a degree of flexibility is required is relation to replanting, particularly on environmental grounds.  A related issue which has also been raised in submission is the removal of forestry on sensitive sites.  The Group agreed that a general power could be provided to the Minister to order the removal of trees from certain sites.  The issue of compensation to the forest owner would also need to be considered. 

The need to preserve old native or semi natural woodlands in legislation, by encouraging the use of “nature orientated” and/or ”continuous cover forestry” systems, was discussed.  The group agreed that the preservation of such woodlands is important and could be catered for in a new Forestry Act.  The Group agreed that the National Survey of Native Woodlands, currently being undertaken by the NPWS, would assist in protecting such woodlands.

A commitment to the principles of Sustainable Forest Management (SFM) was raised in a number of submissions.  In particular, it was suggested that the resolutions agreed at the Ministerial Conference for the Protection of Forests in Europe at Helsinki (1993) and Lisbon (1998) should be enshrined into law.  It was agreed that any new legislation should make provision for forestry development to take place in accordance with the principles of sustainability.  This is already government policy and is enshrined in existing Forest Service procedures.  However, the Group felt that it would not be appropriate to enshrine one particular definition in primary legislation, as this would require constant legislative amendment as the principles evolve over time.   Rather, it was felt that this might be more suitable for Regulation, Guidelines and/or Policy.

It was agreed that the Forest Service would obtain legal advice about placing a general statement in any new Act acknowledging Ireland’s commitment to various international agreements and outlining the importance of forests in terms of, among other things, conservation of the natural environment, regulating water flow and quality; recreation, soil improvement, carbon sinks and timber production.

A number of miscellaneous issues which arose in submissions were also discussed.  An increased emphasis on research was agreed by the Group.  A requirement for a legislative commitment to forestry certification was discussed but it was agreed that this would be more appropriate for the industry to deal with, rather than for legislation.  The protection of forests and woodland from fire was also discussed.  It was agreed that the provisions of the existing legislation should be retained by the Minister, although some minor modifications may be required.  

The status of willow and hazel woodland, in terms of felling, was also discussed.  The need to protect such woodlands, while facilitating coppicing activities, was considered.  The status of invasive species such as Laurel and Rhododendrum, needs to be clarified in any new legislation in terms of felling licences. 

The protection of forests from vermin, insects and disease was also discussed.  The Group agreed that the existing provisions in relation to control of vermin should be retained, with perhaps some minor modifications.  In addition, the Group agreed that existing legislation to control pest and disease outbreak (e.g. Destructive Insects and Pests (Consolidation) Act 1958), should be examined to ensure that they are adequate.

Format of new Bill

The meeting considered a draft outline of the shape of the new Bill, based on the areas of agreement that had been reached at previous meetings.  It was agreed that this would be examined in more detail at the next meeting. 

Wrap Up
The next meeting of the Group will take place within the next 4 weeks.  The theme for the meeting will include Research/Training./Promotion etc.  

ENDS
