The future of public forest estate in England

A view from Herefordshire. David Lovelace 30/1/2011
The Government’s intention to remove state and leased woods from Forestry Commission control has whipped up a furore of objection from a wide cross section of society. As expressed, this concern is misplaced and even contrary to the future prospects of ecologically and historically important woods and landscapes.  

The fact is that the FC has spent almost its entire existence converting any native woodland that it has ever got its hands on into plantation monocultures, mostly conifers. This has involved an expensive programme of spraying, ploughing, draining, stump removal, ring barking and swiping to destroy native woodlands which have been productive and valued for centuries. The taxpayer will never see a return on all this expenditure, indeed FC public woods make an annual loss of about £16 million a year. 
The FC was set up in 1919 in a panic over war-time timber supplies for pit props and has been unclear as to its role ever since. Those objecting to the proposed removal of the FC’s control over public woods seem not to realise that the public has less control over the plans (known as “Forest Design Plans”) by FC civil servants for these woodlands than they have over the plans of private woodland owners. At present, the regulatory arm of FC rubber stamps these Forest Design Plans produced by their colleagues behind closed doors however environmentally damaging they may be. 
The main heat of the debate is about the loss of public access but all FC woodland sales come with a guaranteed perpetual right of access on foot, whoever owns the woods. It may be the case that car parks, picnic tables, ice-cream vans and mountain bike trails will not necessarily be maintained in every FC wood, but woodland ecology or walkers appreciating wildlife will be better off without the associated rubbish, dog excrement and disturbance. 
The concept of 'ancient woodlands' and their cultural and ecological importance has been part of Government policy since 1985, so called the 'Broadleaves Policy'. Since that time the FC has continued to spend taxpayers’ money restocking felled conifer blocks in historic woodlands under its control with yet more conifers. By these actions, FC has destroyed many opportunities to restore damaged woodland in the last 25 years. This practice within FC woods only changed in 2007, 22 years after the broadleaves policy! To be fair, the FC has now been restoring a small proportion of the woods they themselves have damaged: here in Herefordshire, Haugh Wood, Queens Wood, Dymock, and Lords Wood are examples of good practice by the FC’s Coleford office. Unfortunately these are exceptions. People are generally amazed when I tell them that here and now in 2011 the FC is planning to spend taxpayers’ money planting yet more conifers on the much loved historic Croft Castle landscape already damaged by FC actions over 60 years, despite every single conservation and heritage body in the county appealing to them to do otherwise. Over the years the FC has shown an intransigent disregard for and ignorance of native woodland and they simply cannot be trusted with the stewardship of the 3,829 hectares of historic wooded landscapes (19% of the county’s woods) in Herefordshire that they currently manage. 
The vast majority of ancient woodland restoration has been carried out by private woodland owners or conservation bodies. In any case FC has been quietly selling off public woods. 5 Herefordshire Woods: The Globe, Knowle Plantation, West Wood, Netherwood and Limburies Wood (under offer) have been sold in the last two years and not a squeak out of anyone. Netherwood originates from before mediaeval times but was completely coniferised by the FC and recently sold to the Duchy estates (who own the adjacent Aconbury woods) who have a pro-native broadleaves policy and will be restoring Netherwood to native woodland along with public access. 
The current Government consultation (1) on the future of FC woods appears cobbled together with little thought. It tries to classify FC woods into four vague categories and talks airily about civil society and commercial operators leasing or buying these different sorts of woods. The objective apparently is to “achieve public benefits at reduced cost” (page 19) with the suggestion that community based owners “apply for grants” as if hundreds of millions of pounds are just lying about waiting to be picked up on the side of a grant application form. At current prices, exacerbated by the generous taxation exemptions allowed for woodland owners and speculators, £19 million would have to be raised if all FC woods in Herefordshire were sold (2). With no framework and no funding the Government’s encouragement to communities to take over FC woods will be a waste of everyone’s time causing disappointment and resentment. Most FC woodlands will then end up in the hands of investment companies or wealthy individuals usually managed on their behalf by a specialist forestry agent. However objectionable this may be politically, the result will be woodlands which are much more likely to be restored and enhanced than if they remained under the control of FC. 
If the FC does survive as a result of the public outpouring of concern over a perceived loss of amenity, one can only hope that it will turn its back on its current narrow and outdated mindset and become a genuine partner with community interests in restoring and enhancing public woods for future generations. 
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Note (1) http://ww2.defra.gov.uk/news/2011/01/27/englands-forests/
Note (2). Woods vary considerably in price and especially by size. The figure of £19m is simply the area of FC woods in Herefordshire multiplied by £5,000 per hectare which is the average guide price for medium to large woods currently on sale through Cleggs estate agents (30/1/2011). www.johnclegg.co.uk
Note (3). Some FC managed woods are leased rather than publicly owned. For example the Croft estate woods have a long lease from the current owners, the National Trust, who have no say over how the FC manages those woods and the FC continues to damage the Trust’s environmental interests.

