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Environment

Current Features

The world's forests play an essential role in life and economic development, in the
protection of ecosystems, soils, freshwater, biodiversity and genetic material, and in
climate balance. Their sustainable protection, management and development has
become an international issue.

Ireland has only a small area remaining of indigenous forest, of which about 5,200
hectares is protected in national parks and nature reserves. The forestry programme
relies to a great extent on the afforestation of previously unplanted areas, which
causes changes in local environments, and on the afforestation of non-native conifers
such as Sitka spruce. Since 1989, the compatibility of forestry development with the
protection of the environment is a basic condition of grant aid.

Since 1990 large scale afforestation has been subject to Planning Permission and to the
requirement to prepare an Environmental Impact Statement. The current threshold is
200 hectares for initial afforestation and 10 hectares for the replacement of broadleaf
high forest with conifers.

Competent authorities (eg the Office of Public Works (OPW), Local Authorities,
Regional Fisheries Boards) are consulted by the Department in relation to applications
for forestry development in listed areas of environmental sensitivity (NHA's,
archaeological sites, sensitive fisheries areas, high scenic amenity areas). Conditions
designed to address specific environmental concerns particular to any given site may
be attached in any instance to an offer of grant assistance. Particular checks are also
made by the Department where instances of specific environmental concern are
brought to its notice by members of the public or others.

It is a condition of grant assistance for afforestation that projects comply with
Departmental Guidelines on Forestry and Fisheries, Forestry and Archaeology and
Forestry and the Landscape. These were prepared in consultation with competent
authorities in each of the areas in question and were published in 1992 and 1993 with
the objective of ensuring greater compatibility between forestry development and the
environment.

Sites (currently 75) listed for the purposes of the EU Directives on the Protection of
Wild Birds (No. 79/409) and on the Protection of Natural Habitats (No. 92/43) are
ineligible for grant aid for afforestation.
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Since 1992, grant-aid has not been available for afforestation within 30 metres of a
dwelling or within 10 metres of a public road.

The predominance of Sitka spruce in afforestation (see Chapter 2) has been criticised
on the grounds of visual impact and lack of biodiversity.

There is a continuing but inconclusive debate about the role of coniferous forests in
the acidification of watercourses. The most recent contribution to this debate has been
a study, supported by the Department, undertaken by a team drawn from UCD, TCD
and UCC and publication of the final report is awaited.

With a small number of stated exceptions, the felling of trees outside urban areas
(including thinning and harvesting) is controlled under the Forestry Act, 1946. Licences
may be refused on silvicultural grounds but local authorities are informed of proposals
for felling and may use the provisions of the Planning Acts in relation to the making of
Tree Preservation Orders.

In general there is open access to public forests (see Chapter 6).

Through their storage of carbon as part of the process of photosynthesis, forests make
a contribution to the mitigation of climate change. It is estimated by the Department
that the forest estate absorbed about 1.6 million tonnes of carbon in 1995.

International environmental attention on forestry is focusing on:
® protection of tropical forests ;

@ sustainable development of all forests, ie an expansion of the traditional concept of
sustained yield to include all the ecological, social and economic roles of forestry
such as timber production, biodiversity, rural development, amenity and recreation
(multi-use forestry);

® the development of criteria and indicators of sustainable forestry;

® the relationship between trade and the environment, for example CITES (the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species) and trade in tropical
timbers;

® certification of timber produced from sustainably managed forests.

The EU has played a strong role in a number of recent international forestry-related
initiatives including:
® adoption of the Forest Principles on the Management, Conservation and

Sustainable Development of All Types of Forests at the UN Conference on
Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992;

® the Conference on the Protection of Forests in Europe held in Helsinki in 1993,
which adopted four resolutions on forest development;

@ the renegotiation of the International Tropical Timber Agreement in January, 1994;

® the proceedings of the Inter-governmental Panel on Forests, established at the CSD
(UN Commission on Sustainable Development) meeting in April, 1995.

Imports of tropical timber by Ireland (ie logs, sawnwood, veneer and plywood)
amounted to 70,000 tonnes in 1994, mainly from Ghana and the Ivory Coast, and had
a total value of £37 million.






