Review of Forestry Legislation

Seventh Bulletin of the Consultative Group

The sixth meeting of the Consultative Group took place on Friday 18th July 2006 in the Department of Agriculture and Food’s offices in Johnstown Castle, Wexford.

Matters Arising

Arising from the previous meeting, the Chairman raised the issue of protection of environmentally sensitive areas, such as areas designated under the Habitats Directive.  A discussion followed and the Group agreed that some form of monitoring and control system is required in such areas, the format of which needs to be considered further.  

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

Process of a Bill

A brief presentation was made to the Group outlining the process of a Bill from first inception and through the Houses of the Oireachtas.

Theme of Meeting

It had been agreed at the 5th meeting of the Group that the issues for discussion at this week would be a number of miscellaneous topics that were raised during public consultation and have not yet been discussed in detail.

A presentation was made to the Group, summarising the following topics:

· Education & Training

· Research

· Amenity & Recreation

· Advisory and Consultative Bodies

· Emergency Planning

· Forest Protection

Education & Training.

The Group felt that this is a very important issue, especially public education on the benefits of forests, and training for forest owners and operatives.  The Group agreed that any new Act should empower the Minister to undertake, support and provide monies for education and training in the forestry sector, similar to the existing powers under S.9(i) of the 1946 Act.

Research

A number of Group members felt that there is currently a gap in R&D, particularly in the areas of product development, wood properties etc.  The group agreed that any new Act should empower the Minister to undertake, support and provide monies for research and development and to publish the outcomes of such research and development, similar to the existing powers under S.9(j) of the 1946 Act).

Amenity & Recreation

The issue of forest amenity and recreation was discussed. There was a consensus among the group that forest recreation is an important issue.  Research shows that millions of people visit forests every year for amenity and recreational purposes.  This not only benefits society in general, it also offers forest owners potential income opportunities.  The Group agreed that the amenity and recreational value of forests needs to be given appropriate recognition in the in the new Act.

Advisory / Consultative Bodies

The Group agreed that the Minister should be empowered to establish advisory / consultative committees to provide advice and assistance, as required.  

Emergency Planning & Forest Protection

There was a general discussion about mechanism to control forest fires and pest / disease outbreak etc.

In relation to fire, the Group felt that the Fire Services are responsible for controlling fire outbreaks and that the role of the Minister should be confined to preventative actions. These might include the power to instruct the removal of vegetation from land if such vegetation is liable to cause a forest fire, similar to the current provisions of S.62 of the 1946 Act, or felling of areas in the path of a fire.  

In relation to pest or disease outbreak, the Group felt the Minister should have the power to establish exclusion zones or quarantine areas, to ban certain activity within those zones/areas and to fell trees within those zones/areas.

Other Issues.

The Group also raised and discussed a number of additional issues.  These related to:

Public access to information on forests

Including details of the location, species, stocking, age etc. of the forests.  It was pointed out that the availability of such information would assist future planning for the forest resource.  The Chairman informed that Group that the Data Protection Act may restrict the level of information which can be released.  

FS to examine this issue further.

Acquisition of Forests/Timber

Some group members felt that the Minister should be empowered to acquire forests and timber, with the consent of the owner.  Such a power may be useful at some future time in order to, for example, undertake research or protect the genetic integrity of some tree species.  Power to acquire land for afforestation should also be provided.

FRAMEWORK FOR A NEW FORESTRY BILL

The FS circulated a draft framework of a Bill reflecting, in very broad terms, the general issues the Group has already agreed should be the functions and objectives of any new Act.  The document is a working paper and was circulated solely to outline to the Group how a possible framework for any new Bill might be structured.
There followed a general discussion on the draft framework.  The Group agreed that the document generally reflected the agreements reached at previous meetings. However, the Group made a number of suggestions as to how some of the issues to be addressed in the new Act, and mechanisms to achieve the overall objectives of the new Act, might be amended, refined and reconsidered.

The FS agreed to take the suggestions of the Group on board and continue to 

refine the document.

WRAP UP

The next meeting of the Group will take place in early September 2006.  The main purpose of the next meeting will be to discuss the draft framework, following continued work on the document by the FS.

ENDS
