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SUBMISSION ON FORESTRY REVIEW

Macroom District Environmental Group (established 1983) is a not-for-profit voluntary organisation that:- 

· Conserves and protects local nature and heritage for the common good, 

· Supports awareness of interdependency with the natural world, 

· Informs about actions that diminish or enhance nature's capacities, 

· Promotes for the benefit of all individuals the ideas and practices that yield naturally sustainable prosperity, 

· and produces goods and services that provide for these aims.

We, Macroom District Environmental Group (MDEG) make the following submission on the Review of Forest Policy:

(1) National Forest Policy:

Before and during the history of the Irish State, responsibility for national forest policy has been “everywhere, tossed from Department to Department” (letter from Deputy Michael D. Higgins to MDEG, October 2005).
This includes:

· Forestry Commission from 1904

· Land Commission from 1928

· Department for Lands from 1946

· Department of Tourism and Fisheries from 1982

· Department of Energy from 1988

· Now the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food

· And the Draft Forestry Bill No. 6 of 2001 provides for transfer to the Department of Natural Resources.

This same Draft Bill, of which we still await enactment, also provides for the establishment of Sustainable Forestry Management (SFM) in accordance with the Ministerial Conferences at Helsinki (1993) and Lisbon (1998).
This movement between various Departments and their staff officers has meant that forest policy has never benefited from continuity, experience, and mature development. In fact, since 1904 there has been no meaningful review of policy that engaged all stakeholders and explored all avenues of enhancement.

It is on record that MDEG have been active since 1985 in encouraging and imploring the State to rectify this. Our Mission Statement reminds us to promote ideas and practices that yield naturally sustainable prosperity.

Mr. David Gunning, chief executive of Coillte, said last October that the traditional forest management policy was no longer valid. Our group would claim that historically, forestry policy has been over-reliant on Sitka Spruce production, monoculture and inordinate intensification. This has been environmentally disastrous, socially overwhelming in affected areas, and economically questionable.

A national forest policy that embraces true sustainability could generate a rapid improvement in Ireland’s economic, social and environmental wellbeing.  Switzerland, a country of smaller geographical area than Ireland, has adopted a sustainable code of forest practices. Their National Forest Programme contains the following five priority objectives: 

1. The services of the protection forest are guaranteed
The services provided by the forest in protecting human life and infrastructure (settlements, rail and road infrastructure etc.) are guaranteed in a sustainable way and at a comparable level throughout Switzerland. 

2. Biodiversity is conserved
The animals and plants that live in the forest and the forest as a near-natural ecosystem are conserved. Indigenous species remain common, species that have become rare shall become more common again and stands of ecologically valuable tree species are increasing. The natural development of the forest is permitted in a representative area (natural forest reserves, islands of old growth, dead wood).

3. Forest floor, trees and drinking water are not at risk
The forest floor, trees and drinking water are not at risk from contamination, improper management and the corresponding physical impacts. 

4. The wood value chain is strong
The increased demand for wood and wood products in all areas leads to greater added value and an improved CO2 balance in Switzerland. The contribution of wood to the improvement of the CO2 balance is rewarded with economic incentives. Companies involved in the wood chain are more productive, more innovative and hence more competitive. 

5. The economic performance of the forestry sector improves
The optimization of task division and structures in forest management leads to greater efficiency. This contributes, in particular, to the improvement of the economic performance of forestry operations.

The Swiss operate a working model based on natural woodland management. Woodland, as opposed to industrial/monoculture forestry, is the source of many resources that benefit the Swiss economy, while also supporting social amenity and huge environmental enhancement.  This model has resulted in over 100,000 sustainable jobs (in a population of 7.7 million). Because of the woodland management model, these jobs, and the forest products, are as diverse as

· harvest of valuable timber (as opposed to low-grade Sitka Spruce)

· other woodland products including fruits, nuts, and mushrooms

· and of course eco-tourism.

MDEG welcomes Coillte’s sponsorship of National Tree Week every year. Their annual donation of 150,000 native trees is a great promotion for community woodland and for a culture that finds importance in its trees.

Unfortunately, this trend is yet overshadowed by the more typical effects of Irish forest policy. A combination of intensive exotic Sitka Spruce plantation, clearfell harvesting practices and a 30 year tree crop rotation characterizes the Irish model to date. This has had terrible impacts on Irish biodiversity, soil and water quality.

In this, the International Year of Biodiversity, leading commentators and scientists in Ireland have loudly bemoaned the impacts on soil and water, our most important natural resources, of forestry practices. At present, the environmental thresholds under which Coillte operates are those allowed under the EU Environmental Impact Assessment Directive. These thresholds are far too high for the Irish situation, ours being an isolated (island) natural system, and over-intensification has resulted in serious soil and water degradation, with consequent threats to human and wild health.

MDEG would argue that it is vital for Ireland’s economic, social and environmental wellbeing that National Forestry Policy should move towards a more sustainable model, based on engagement of local communities in the management of local woodlands, increased diversity of forestry (non-timber) products, and development of value in Ireland’s native tree species. Native species are best suited to Irish conditions, can be sustainably harvested (coppiced) without environmental degradation, have more amenity value, and can contribute many value-added products including high-grade timber.

(2) Funding of Forestry Schemes
The Irish State chose to refuse grant aid from the EU Rural Development Fund. Instead of getting 80% of the cost from the EU, the State would provide Irish farmers with 100% grants for forestry (Fintan O’ Toole, Irish Times, September 2008). The conditions of the EU funding demand great improvements in the environmental management of forestry, and this could easily be achieved with 80% grant aid. Yet the Irish State pursues the modal declared no longer valid by Mr. Gunning, and funding for this model is encouraging large-scale environmental degradation.

Ideally, funding for forestry schemes could be associated with financial support for tourism, amenity and natural resources.

(3) Role and Functions of Coillte

As Coillte purports to own the Irish State’s forestry estate, comprising c.10% of the national territory, its future activities are of utmost concern and importance.

Under present statute, the 1988 Forestry Act, Coillte is wholly mandated to develop a commercial forestry model.

MDEG argues that, in the absence of amending legislation, Coillte’s current role and function excludes social and environmental considerations, unacceptably.

Coillte is guardian of some of our most precious resources. The principles of SFM (Sustainable Forest Management) offer an appropriate model for the State Forestry Board (Coillte), but this will necessitate a significant improvement upon the Draft Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) Standard by which Coillte is currently operating.

Such improvements would entail:

· Public access to information (Coillte refused this to MDEG under the Freedom of Information Act – ref. Parliamentary Question no. 569 Ref. No. 10402/06 Proof 618 Order 569).

· Public participation throughout the decision-making process. We feel that, at the moment, communication to the public of initiatives such as this consultation process and the Irish Forest Certification Initiative FSC Standard consultation fiasco do not generate widespread awareness and engagement.

· A confidence among the Irish people that Coillte is honouring its guardianship of forest land.

· Coillte supporting and encouraging public access to, and enjoyment of, forest lands - at present, most Coillte woods are inhospitable.

· Protection of integrity of all natural communities, including human.

· Protection of landscape and built heritage.

Coillte’s role as manager of the People’s Millennium Forest project has been described as “a shining example of forest mismanagement” (Mail on Sunday, August 23rd 2009). There is no management plan. The tree planting programme for the Millennium Forest initiative has largely failed, and the trees have died. Furthermore, as part of this project, Coillte has taken over management of Reenadinna Wood (Ireland’s most sizeable ancient Yew wood) in Killarney National Park. We fear that this national treasure, and very important habitat, will fall prey to the same mismanagement.
Coillte’s two shareholders are the Ministers for Finance and Agriculture. They take no active interest in the company’s role and function. Instead, that active part is played by a large and burdensome board of Directors. This is not appropriate for a body that controls the Irish State’s forest estate, and we would urge that the situation be reviewed.
Coillte’s use and disposal of the land under its control has on numerous occasions been questionable, and not in accordance with the common good.

We recount 2 examples of this:
1. In December of 2004, 160 hectares (395 acres) was sold by Coillte to Shell for €2.75 million, to build the Gas Refinery Terminal at Bellanaboy. Subsequently Coillte granted Shell ‘wayleave’ permission to build a high pressure raw gas pipeline through 3km of adjacent Coillte land at Aughoose, Co Mayo. At no stage did Coillte consult with the local community with regard to the sale and use of this public land. Despite the efforts of the local community to organize meetings and to establish a consultation process, Coillte refused to meet them.
According to its website, “Coillte's policy on consultation is to consult at national, regional and local level to establish and maintain dialogue with relevant statutory and non-governmental organisations, special interest groups and general public.” Yet, in this case, Coillte never held any public consultation or information meetings in the local area in regard to the sale in clear breach of their obligations and only announced the sale 5 months after the planning application for a gas terminal had been lodged in November 2000.
2. Coillte carried out a clearfell of land at Derrybrien, Co. Galway in 2003, and sold this land to Saorgus Energy to construct a windfarm. Due to the effects of clearfelling and construction works, a terrible landslide occurred on 16th October 2003.

Subsequent requests under the Freedom of Information Act for clarification of the details of the land sale were refused, with the excuse that Coillte is not subject to this Act. The Information Commissioner, Ms. Emily O’ Reilly, said about this: 
“I consider Coillte’s conduct…to be particularly egregious…Notwithstanding my powers under section 37 of the FOI Act, Coillte has provided me with an incomplete description of its legal status. Coillte’s submission makes no mention whatsoever of the binding judgement of the European Court of Justice in which Coillte’s view of its status as a private company was rejected. In reaching its judgment against Ireland, the Court made the following findings: ‘In the present case, Ireland itself has stated that Coillte Teoranta is and always has been a public undertaking wholly owned by the State…It follows that Coillte Teoranta is not private-law legal person for the purposes of Article 2(2)(b) of Regulation No 2080/92.’Accordingly, I consider that Coillte’s land transactions should be subject to public scrutiny. In the circumstances, I find that, on balance, the public interest in full disclosure of the information at issue relating to the land transactions outweighs the public interest factors weighing against release.” 
Among concerns raised by the local community and environmental groups regarding Coillte’s attitudes and actions in Derrybrien were:

· The sale of the windfarm site by Coillte to speculators without any meaningful consultation. The sale of land did not go to tender.
· Coillte’s involvement in the clearfelling of 650 acres of trees on the windfarm site without complying with the Environmental Impact Assessment Directive 97/11/EC (which states that any area of deforestation in Ireland over 70 hectares require a mandatory Environmental Impact Assessment and separate planning permission).

· Negative impact on indigenous people’s rights.

· Lack of compliance with Local Agenda 21.

· Possible contamination of water as a result of chemical application also water table disturbance.

· Blanket planting of large tracks of land with non-native monoculture coniferous trees.

· The so called “consultation meetings” organised by Coillte were PR exercises and yielded nothing.

· Landowners adjoining Coillte plantations encounter major problems with regard to maintenance of boundary fences.

These examples indicate that Coillte, a “public undertaking”, does not always choose to act with regard for the needs and rights of the affected public or the receiving environment.

Such action has already had disastrous social and environmental consequences in Derrybrien, while the fallout from the Corrib project is constantly escalating.
We, MDEG, insist that the attitude of the State Forestry Board towards the Irish people must fundamentally change. Coillte is, after all, the steward of the Irish State forestry estate. This entails a responsibility that goes far beyond that of a private landowner, although any landowner should be expected to act in an environmentally and socially responsible manner.

To conclude, Coillte must either embrace the principles of SFM, conducting its activities with proper regard to the economic, social and environmental needs of truly sustainable development in Ireland, or it must be disbanded and the State forest interests managed in a manner that takes account of the rights and concerns of all stakeholders – State, community, individual, and natural.

 Le meas,
Donal O’ Leary, Acting Cathaoirleach

Ted Cook, P.R.O.
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