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Key Messages 

The outcome of the public consultation and engagement process produced wide ranging and well 

represented views. It generated rich insights that do not easily lend themselves to summary, but 

the key messages grouped by some of the strategic focus areas are as follows: 

Irelands ambition for forest creation 

1. The current level of forest cover in Ireland is too low and there is an urgent need for a 

greater level of ambition. 

2. Ireland needs a major expansion of new forests, to where there is a greater balance with 

traditional agriculture in the landscape. 

3. Land availability is a critical element to any future increase in forest cover.   

4. A significant shift in land use change is needed and will require much better integration 

of trees and forests with traditional farming and agricultural practices. 

5. There needs to be a regulatory system in place that can deal efficiently and effectively  

with the requirements of forest establishment and management.  

The right reasons – Forests for Climate 

1. Climate change is a key driver for increasing forest cover.  

2. Combating climate change should be a priority objective when planning new and 

managing existing forests.   

3. Forest carbon accounting will be a key tool to understanding the climate change impact 

of the forest sector and to informing decisions on  future land use planning,  

4.  Increasing the use of wood and wood products, both as a long-term store of carbon and 

as a substitute to using more carbon intensive products are key ways that forests can 

contribute to meeting our climate targets.  

5. There is a preference for managing forests in a way that addresses climate change.  

The right reasons – Forests for People 

1. There is generally a very positive attitude toward forests in Ireland and they are an 

important natural resource for urban and rural communities, using them regularly for 

recreation and health and wellbeing.  

2. Continued access to public forests is vital to maintain the benefits of forests to people. 

There is a general divergence in preference for access to publicly or privately owned 

forests.   
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3. Having sufficient resources and capacity within the forest sector will be essential to 

achieving the shared national vision and national climate targets. This will require 

support for upskilling, reskilling, education, continued professional development, 

knowledge transfer and workforce planning.   

4. Not all communities experience the multi-benefits of forests equally and some have had 

negative impacts. These experiences need to be acknowledged and understood and the 

learning outcomes used to expand the benefits of trees and forests in a way that is more 

inclusive and integrated.   

5. Continued and improved engagement and communication with forest owners and 

farmers is essential to maintaining good working relationships and building confidence 

and trust.  

The right reasons – Forests for Wood 

1. There is generally a comparatively lower level of importance placed on the timber value 

of trees and forests to the climate and nature benefits.  

2. There is a preference to see more wood products used in the construction of Irish houses 

an in energy generation. 

3. An area of tension exists between the preference for more wood and timber products to 

be used in construction and its supply from the growth and harvest of fast-growing 

conifer trees in Ireland.  

4. There are barriers and challenges to increasing the use of wood in the construction sector 

but opportunities for Ireland to use sustainable wood products as an alternative to carbon 

intensive products.  

5. There is a need for wider education and awareness raising on the benefits of wood and 

timber products.   

The right reasons – Forests for Nature 

1. Supporting and protecting nature and biodiversity are key drivers for increasing forest 

cover and planning and managing existing forests.  

2. There is a preference for expanding, enhancing and restoring native woodland habitats. 

3. Establishing non-native conifer forests on sensitive peatland habitats is a key concern. 

The existing biodiversity and climate mitigation value of candidate afforestation sites 

should be an important consideration in this regard.   
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4. A diversity of approaches to forest establishment and management should be used in 

support of nature.  

5. There is a desire for a more integrated plan led approach to forest planning.   

6. The potential non-wood value of our forests and valuing ecosystem services should be an 

important factor in creating new and managing existing forests.  

7. Recognised positive initiatives such as Coillte Nature should be built upon and expanded.  

The right reasons – Forests for Economy and Rural Development 

1. The economic benefits from forest creation is not a top priority for the general population 

but there is a common acknowledgement of the value that trees and forests provide for 

the economy and rural development.   

2. There is a need for more awareness and education on the economic values provided by 

trees and forests and particularly the value of wood products.  

3. Engaging with farmers and securing confidence in forestry as a rewarding long term 

enterprise is essential to increasing participation in forestry and unlocking economic 

growth potential.  

4. While there is a general recommendation to increase grant and premium rates and 

premium duration for native woodland there is also concern about the impact on land 

prices and its impact on farmers.  

The right trees 

1. There is a preference among the public for more diverse mixed forests and native forests.  

2. The urgent need to create more forests should not be used as a reason to continue 

planting less diverse forests.   

3. There is a need for more education and awareness on the benefits of different tree types.  

4. Supports and incentives need to be in place to encourage farmers and landowners to plant 

more mixed and native forests. The benefits and opportunities from such a long term 

investment should be clear.  

5. Scope for increasing native and broadleaf forest cover may be limited by individual 

choices of the landowners and the local site constraints.  

6. Tree nurseries will require sufficient lead in time to build capacity for potential increased 

demand of native tree species.  
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The right places 

1. People would like to see more forests established on a mix of private and public lands and 

in urban and near-urban areas.  

2. There is a preference for more forest on all land types presented but a decrease in 

preference for more forests on intensively managed farmland. 

3. There is a clear prefernce for planting on farmland in a way that enhances ecosystems 

and biodiverstiy. 

4. There is support for considering an alternative approach to forest planning; one that is 

plan led and based at a catchment, landscape, local authority or county level. 

5. Forest policy on what is the ‘right place’ for trees should be based on best available 

science.  
6. Achieving the Shared Vision will largely be dependent on farm level decision making 

regarding land uses and where/ how forestry can best fit within the farming enterprise.    

The right management 

1. There is a general preference for a more diverse approach to forest management, such as 

CCF, in a way that supports and protects local ecosystems and biodiversity.  
2. There is an interest at community level to facilitate greater community involvement in 

forest establishment and management.  

3. Opportunities exist to inform and educate people on the benefits of different tree species 

and management systems that could result in a greater willingness to accept the 

establishment of soft wood trees.  

4. Using a suite of options in encouraging more farmers to plant trees will be important.  

5. Invasive species of flora and fauna, including invasive deer species and their impact on 

forest establishment and management is a key issue for the sustainability of forests in 

Ireland. 
6. Forest resilience and the ability to adapt to future threats will be key to future forest 

management.  
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1. Introduction  

Between November 2021 and June 2022 the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 

engaged in extensive engagement and consultation in development of the Shared National Vision 

and Forest Strategy for the future of forests in Ireland. These included: a public attitudes survey, 

a study on attitudes of communities and interested parties, a youth forum with Foróige, an online 

public consultation survey, a deliberative dialogue, and bilateral engagements with key 

stakeholders.  

The aim of this report is to take stock of these contributions and in doing so identify key messages 

to inform the development of the Vision and Strategy for Irish forests. 

The report begins by outlining the methods of consultation and engagement. Subsequently the 

outcomes and key messages from each of the engagements are presented under the following 

headings: Irelands Ambition for Forest Creation, The Right Reason, The Right Trees, The Right 

Places, and The Right Management.  

Finally, feedback from the consultation on the Draft Vision Statement is discussed, and the 

updated finalised version presented. 

2. Methods of Consultation and Engagement 
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1.1 Public Attitudes Survey 

This research was undertaken by Behaviour & Attitudes Ltd. on behalf of the Department of 

Agriculture Food and the Marine. The survey consisted of 29 closed questions. It broadly looked 

at people’s levels and types of engagement with trees and forests; what they understand to be the 

values associated with forests; and their ambitions for the future.    

The decision was taken to undertake the survey face-to-face, as opposed to online as it better 

represented remote and rural populations and ensured that all constituencies and interests had 

an even chance of interview.   

Interviews were undertaken with 1,012 adults (aged 16+) at 63 randomly selected sampling 

locations, selected within a regional template to mirror the national population structure. This 

was based on CSO Census 2016 figures for gender, age, region and area, as well as AIMRO agreed 

figures for social class.      

Fieldwork on the survey was carried out between 22nd November and 3rd December 2021, all 

fieldwork was completed by trained and supervised members of the Behaviour & Attitudes face-

to-face interviewer panel.   

1.2 Assessment of the attitudes of communities and interested parties.  

Irish Rural Link (IRL) designed and conducted a comprehensive study that examined the impact 

on those affected by and engaging with trees, woods and forests in local communities across 

Ireland. The assessment incorporated the following methods: 

• An online questionnaire  

• Establishment of seven focus groups, which were identified based on information 

gathered from the questionnaire.  

• The study examined international practices through case studies in Finland and Scotland.   

Online Questionnaire 

The IRL questionnaire consisted of 35 questions, both open and closed. The online platform 

Survey Monkey was used to design the survey and distribute it to over 6,000 recipients. 641 

responses were received with a completion rate of 81%. The questionnaire examined issues such 

as land use; level of public consultation in forestry; respondent's knowledge of forestry; views on 

current forestry practices; Government incentives.  
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When compared with the B&A survey the IRL assessment presented a high representation of the 

views and attitudes of people living in rural Ireland. 52% of respondents identified themselves as 

landowners, 22% described themselves as a ‘farmer who owns forestry’ and 11% as a ‘farmer not 

involved in forestry’.  

Focus Groups 

Focus groups were established based on expressions of interest (208) from the online 

questionnaire.  

Each group had a maximum of 12 participants and due to Covid-19 restrictions, the focus group 

discussions took place online via Zoom over a two-week period in November 2021.  

An overview including the aims of the study was presented at the beginning of each Focus Group 

and while each focus group was a space for open discussion and for all voices and opinions to be 

heard, four questions were provided to stimulate the conversation. These were: 

1. What are the challenges and opportunities you see in Irish Forestry and Woodland 

Management at present? 

2. How do you think these challenges and opportunities can be addressed?  

3. How can forests and woodlands be better developed to serve local communities? 

4. Any further comments or suggestions?   

All Focus Groups were recorded on the Zoom platform with agreement from all participants and 

transcribed by an external transcriber. 

Case Studies 

A brief examination of forestry in other European countries was carried out by looking at Finland 

and Scotland and how communities have integrated with forestry. This was a desktop exercise, 

but interviews were also carried out with two forestry practitioners; one from Finland and the 

other from Scotland.  

1.3 Irish Youth Forum 

Foróige is Ireland’s leading youth organisation, working with over 50,000 young people aged 10-

18 in more than 600 clubs across Ireland. In October 2021, the Department of Agriculture, Food 

and the Marine (DAFM) approached Foróige with a proposal to host a youth dialogue as part of 

the consultation process for the development of a Shared National Vision for Forestry and the 
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new National Forest Strategy. The purpose of the youth dialogue was to consult young people on 

what they believe should be Ireland’s vision for forests to 2050 and beyond. 

Recruitment for the dialogue was from Foróige’s membership and the event was held online. 

The structure of the youth dialogue included a number of questions to support interactivity and 

engagement from participants on the topic.  

The questions covered were as follows: 

1. Do you like trees? What do you like or not like about them? 

2. When was the last time you took part in an activity in a forest/woodland area? What 
would encourage you to do more activities in places like this? 

3. Do you think trees are important for our society? If yes, why are they important? 

4. If you think about forests in Ireland in the future: what does that vision look like? 

The event took place online via Zoom on January 25th 2022 in the following format: 

• Opening of the event by the Foróige Director of Training, Programmes & Research 

• Welcome and introduction to the event by Minister of State Pippa Hackett. 

• A short input from DAFM, providing background on forestry in Ireland and the 

development of the National Forest Strategy 

• Opening circle and icebreaker: “If you were a tree/plant, what would you be?” 

• Facilitated discussion of the consultation questions in smaller groups, using the break-out 

rooms function 

• Feedback from each group on the key points of their discussion 

• A Mentimeter activity 

• Information presented on the timeline, the next steps in the consultation process, and 

how the information captured would be recorded and used 

• Close of event. 

Alongside facilitated discussion, two interactive methodologies were used to enable young people 

to contribute their views through different modes, thus making the consultation process as 

accessible and easy to engage with as possible.  

Young people were given the opportunity to ask questions throughout the session, to ensure open 

dialogue and a participative approach.  

Ten young people registered to attend, with seven logging on to the Zoom link; one participant 

was unable to take part due to a very poor internet connection. 
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1.4 Online Public Consultation Survey 

DAFM engaged consultants MCO Projects Ltd. to implement two elements of the public 

consultation process; an online public consultation survey and a two-day deliberative dialogue 

event.  

The target audience for the online consultation survey was all citizens of Ireland and the 

questionnaire was designed with the assumption that respondents would have at least some 

knowledge/interest in trees, forests and forestry. In comparison to the public attitudes survey, 

this questionnaire was largely structured around the concept of the ‘right tree in the right place 

for the right reason with the right management’ and allowed for a more in-depth analysis of policy 

priorities. There was also a focus on the values associated with trees and forests – for the 

economy; society; wood; nature and climate. Respondents were asked for their views on the draft 

shared vision and what aspects if any they would change. At the end of the questionnaire, 

respondents were also given an opportunity to provide a written submission.  

Supporting documentation was produced by DAFM in consultation with the Project Woodland 

WG2 members to provide context for respondents to the questions they were being asked. These 

were available on the DAFM website throughout the consultation process.  

This consultation survey ran from 16th March to 27th April 2022. 3,148 responses and 35 open 

submissions were received from individuals, private organisations, public authorities and 

academic institutions. These survey responses and written submissions were analysed by M-CO 

on behalf of the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, using quantitative and 

qualitative approaches. 

The primary qualitative method applied was Thematic Analysis as this helps to identify common 

themes across the responses. All responses and submissions were analysed using qualitative 

analysis software (MaxQDA). 

1.5 Deliberative Dialogue 

A deliberative dialogue provides a way for members of diverse views and expressions to seek a 

shared understanding of a problem and to search for common ground for action. In this case, 99 

citizens were invited to join the dialogue to learn about forestry in Ireland today and the value of 

forest expansion to meet a range of needs. The event took place over two days and included 

presentations from five experts from different areas of forestry to explain the benefits and 

challenges that forestry brings to Ireland.  

https://www.gov.ie/en/consultation/a9b36-public-consultation-on-a-shared-national-vision-for-the-role-of-trees-and-forests-in-irelands-future-and-in-developing-a-new-forest-strategy/
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The group of participants were nationally representative, reflecting the gender, age, location and 

rural/ urban makeup of Irish society -ensuring that their views were reflective and 

representative. Participants were provided with a small remuneration to acknowledge their time 

and participation.  

The event was structured so that after each presentation the participants broke out into smaller 

discussion subgroups of ten participants with an independent facilitator. The speakers and other 

experts were available to answer questions or to provide additional information. The discussions 

were moderated by the independent facilitators and participant's views were captured on 

whiteboards so that all participants could review them live.  

The key purpose of the discussions was to deliberate on whether Ireland's Shared Vision for 

Forestry, presented over the two days, is compelling, what should be the key goal of the strategy 

and what was an appropriate level of ambition. The participants were asked based on all the 

information that had been shared, discussed and examined by them to provide an informed 

opinion by the end of the process. The final session provided an opportunity for participants to 

agree with the goal of the strategy and to decide what level of ambition was appropriate for the 

new strategy. 

1.6 Bilateral Engagement with Key Stakeholders 

A comprehensive list of key stakeholders were identified as part of the public consultation 

process that included organisations from the public sector, industry and private forest sector, 

eNGO, and others. Between November 2021 to June 2022 DAFM staff engaged with many of these 

organisations through online bilateral meetings (Appendix 3). The main aim of these meetings 

was to get a better understanding of the views and needs of key stakeholders in the context of 

developing a shared vision and new Forest Strategy. Each meeting was scheduled for 1 hour and 

followed a similar format: 

• A brief update from the DAFM Lead for Working Group 2 on what work has taken place 

on the strategy to date.  

• Stakeholders feedback on: 

o The proposed draft vision  

o To ask what is their vision for forests now and in the future? 

o To ask how their organisation can help deliver the vision and strategy? 

• Any other points they wished to raise and that they felt we should hear? 
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2. Summary Results for Key Strategic Focus Areas 

2.1 Ireland’s ambition for forest creation 

There was almost unanimity across all strands of the consultation that Ireland needs more 

forests.  

75% of people interviewed for the public attitudes survey would like to see more forests in their 

Counties and  76% in their nearest urban area. 85% of respondents to the Irish Rural Link survey 

believe the ‘current level of forests in Ireland is too little’ and 87% of respondents to the online 

survey believe ‘Ireland needs more forest’.  

Respondents to the public attitudes survey were asked for their views of what they perceive as 

an ideal Irish landscape. For the majority (38%) it is one where ‘forests and agriculture are present 

and fairly evenly balanced’. 27 % indicated that forests would be a ‘major feature of the landscape’ 

and a similar proportion suggested that ‘agriculture is a dominant feature but forests are present’. 

Among farmers and their dependents in the survey, there was support for more widespread 

afforestation.  

Figure 1 Response to the question 'In general, what is your view of an ideal Irish rural 

landscape?' from the Public Attitudes Survey. 



 

12 

 

Figure 2 Response to a question on the level of forest cover from the Irish Rural Link survey. 

The questions posed to participants of the deliberative dialogue related to forest cover and the 

level of ambition Ireland should have in its approach to forest creation. The first question was:  

Based on all that you have heard and seen would you agree that:  

Ireland needs to take action to meet our 18% target for forest cover. As we 

establish more forests, we should be increasing the value we gain from trees in 

the following areas - meeting our climate and biodiversity goals, supplying 

sustainable wood products for our bioeconomy, creating local employment 

and rural incomes and enhancing citizens quality of life.  

95% of the participants agreed with this statement. The young people engaging in the youth 

dialogue want to see Ireland increase its forest cover to at least be in line with the global average 

of 30.6%. 

The second question relating to ambition was presented to the participants and they were asked 

to vote for one of three options   

Based on all that you have heard and seen, and understanding that at 

current forest establishment rates it will take 250 years to reach the 18% 

target. Please choose the level of ambition that the government should 

consider as it develops the new strategy? 

3.80%

11.01%

85.20%

Q25. What is your opinion on the current level of Forests in Ireland?

Too Much Right Amount Too Little
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1. Aim to meet the 8,000 hectares per annum target for new forest establishment 

set in the Climate Action Plan. [At this rate, it will take approximately 60 years 

to reach the 18% target]. Received 11% of the vote 

2. Aim to achieve the 18% target by 2050 or sooner [to reach 18% by 2050 will 

require approx. 16,000 hectares per annum of new forest 

establishment]. Received 36% of the vote 

3. Aim to achieve an even greater expansion of forest cover to help combat climate 

change [which will mean a change of land use in more areas from grassland to 

forestry with farmers getting a lot more involved in forestry] Received 52% of 

the vote 

52% of participants voted for option three, a clear indication that people believe Ireland should 

be more ambitious in its level of forest creation. The overall response to options two and three 

highlighted the understanding and appreciation people have regarding the urgency of increasing 

forest cover to help combat climate change.  

The subject of afforestation and levels of forest creation was a key discussion topic within the 

bilateral engagements with stakeholders. While there was a desire to see a focus on afforestation 

in the new Forest Strategy and Forestry Programme it was made clear that realising the ambition 

of the shared vision would depend heavily on two key factors – land availability and an effective 

regulatory and licensing system being in place. There was also a recognition that while there is 

an urgent need for more forests there is also a need for broader acceptance of forestry among the 

public, farmers and landowners if a meaningful land-use change is to happen. 

Approximately one-quarter of the current afforestation target of 8,000ha per year is being 

achieved in Ireland. Caution was expressed in the bilaterals around setting overly ambitious 

afforestation targets and people generally felt that targets should only be set where they can be 

achieved.  

Across many of the consultation strands, it was clear that any ambition for more forest cover will 

be inextricably linked to land availability and the willingness of farmers and landowners to grow 

trees on their land. It was clear in the bilateral meetings that farmers have a narrow window in 

which they must make land-use decisions and so it must make economic sense at that time for 

them to plant trees. The regulatory framework and licensing procedures must easily 

accommodate this decision and trees must be able to complement the farming enterprise rather 

than compete with it. In addition, there is likely a need for a cultural shift in how trees are 
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perceived by some of the farming community so that the establishment and management of trees 

are considered part of the overall farm enterprise and not separate from other agricultural 

activities.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Messages: 

1. The current level of forest cover in Ireland is too low and there is an urgent need for a 

greater level of ambition. 

2. Ireland needs a major expansion of new forests, to where there is a greater balance with 

traditional agriculture in the landscape. 

3. Land availability is a critical element to any future increase in forest cover.   

4. A significant shift in land use change is needed and will require much better integration 

of trees and forests with traditional farming and agricultural practices. 

5. There needs to be a regulatory system in place that can deal efficiently and effectively  

with the requirements of forest establishment and management.  
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2.2 The right reasons 

2.2.1 Forests for Climate 

It is clear from each of the six strands of public consultation that there is a strong understanding 

among Irish citizens of the challenge that climate change presents. 

 

Figure 3 Responses to a series of statements on climate change, biodiversity, and the use of wood in 

our economy, from the Public Attitudes Survey.  

When those in favour of more forest establishment in the online consultation survey and the 

public attitudes survey were asked to describe the most important reasons for the creation of 

new forests they predominantly focused on the benefits for climate, nature and biodiversity. 
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Figure 4 Through an open ended question in the online consultation survey, people articulated 

what they considered to be the right reasons for more trees. The chart above provides a high-level 

thematic analysis of responses. 

 
 

 

Figure 5 Responses to the question 'Which of these are the most important reasons for new forest', 

from the Public Attitudes Survey. 
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A valuable perspective included in the Irish Rural Link survey showed over half of the 

respondents believed there were no other preferable land uses that can provide the same range 

of benefits in terms of tackling climate change as forests.  

 

Figure 6 Respondents to the IRL survey were asked this question in relation to climate change 

mitigation. 

In the youth forum it was clear that the regulating ecosystem services of forests were among the 

most important benefits of trees as they are ‘cleaning the air’; ‘producing oxygen’; ‘capturing 

carbon’; ‘releasing nutrients into the soil’; ‘the lungs of the planet’.  

There was consensus from participants of the deliberative dialogue that forestry was essential 

for Ireland from a climate perspective and that the forest strategy represented a long-term 

investment in the country.  Participants were very much aware of the immediacy of the climate 

crisis and understood the importance of the potential role of forestry in helping Ireland meet its 

carbon emission targets. Trees were understood to be an important carbon store for Ireland, but 

several participants highlighted the need to maintain forests properly lest they become carbon 

emitters.  

The results are a clear indication that people consider the objective of tackling climate change a 

key priority when creating new forests in Ireland.   

Climate change was also an important factor for people when considering the management of 

existing forests, particularly where those forests had been planted on environmentally sensitive 

25.66%

53.56%

20.79%

Are there other alternative land uses you would prefer that 
provide the same benefits?

Yes No Don't Know
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sites such as peat soils. 89% of respondents to the online consultation survey agreed that “Forests 

in environmentally sensitive areas such as peatlands should be managed and maintained in a way 

that they can have a net benefit to the environment and climate change.” 62% felt that “although 

some planting has resulted in damage to Ireland’s environment, forests should now remain in areas 

where they are already planted but using the principles of sustainable forest management and with 

greater levels of species diversification.” There is a strong preference for management methods 

that address climate change and biodiversity challenges.   

The bilateral engagements were an opportunity for stakeholders to provide more specific 

thoughts and views on forests for climate and there were some common themes throughout: 

• Recognising climate benefits – As carbon markets emerge and develop forest owners 

should be recognised for the regulating ecosystem services provided by their forests and 

this could be used to win back farmer confidence.  

• Carbon substitution –  

o The importance of promoting the use of wood as a sustainable substitute for 

carbon-intensive products in the construction sector.  

o Softwood will have a vital role to play in providing a reliable supply of wood 

products.  

• Carbon sequestration and storage –  

o Improved research and development can help in our understanding of carbon 

sequestration and storage in our forest’s trees and soils. User-friendly advisory 

tools to quantify carbon sequestration would form part of this. 

o Future harvesting levels will have an impact on meeting our climate targets and 

whether Irish forests become a net sink or source of carbon.  

o The global climate benefits of Irish timber exports to the UK compared with 

sources from less sustainable countries. 

• Embodied carbon – Measurement and assessment of embodied carbon in the life cycle 

of wood products and the advantages of using wood products over carbon-intensive 

products.  

• Legacy issues and science-based policies – Decision making that is evidence based, 

with a clear understanding of the implications of the trade-offs; where there are multiple 

objectives set for our trees and forests. This was highlighted with regard to replanting 

forests on peat soils and that future forest management decisions for environmentally 

sensitive sites should be based on best available science. It was noted at a number of 
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bilateral meetings that financial incentives should be available to assist with forest re-

design and habitat restoration in this regard.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

2.2.2 Forests for People 

One of the key insights from all strands of the public consultation was that forests are a very 

important natural resource for the people of Ireland. 29% of those surveyed in the public 

attitudes survey visit forests on at least a weekly basis and almost 60% say they have visited 

forests more often since the pandemic began compared with 2019. 96% of adults surveyed cited 

exercise and recreation as the main reason for their visit. 94% of respondents to the online 

consultation survey agreed that ‘Forests for People e.g. providing spaces for health, wellbeing and 

recreation’  was an important reason for creating new forests.  

Forests are equally important for young people. The Foróige survey showed that young people 

associated their experiences with forests with feelings of “peace and fun and several referred to 

woodland areas as a place to escape from the stresses of work, study, and isolation during Covid-19”.  

Key Messages:  

1. Climate change is a key driver for increasing forest cover.  

2. Combating climate change should be a priority objective when planning new and 

managing existing forests.   

3. Forest carbon accounting will be a key tool to understanding the climate change impact 

of the forest sector and to informing decisions on  future land use planning,  

4.  Increasing the use of wood and wood products, both as a long-term store of carbon and 

as a substitute to using more carbon intensive products are key ways that forests can 

contribute to meeting our climate targets.  

5. There is a preference for managing forests in a way that addresses climate change.  
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Access to forests is a significant issue for people across the consultation strands.  The online 

consultation survey and the deliberative dialogue both showed that there is a strong preference 

for ensuring access to forests for a range of activities such as recreation, outdoor learning and 

education. Coillte has an open forest policy, while the decision to allow access to privately owned 

forests rests solely with the forest owner. There was a divergence in preference in the online 

consultation survey for access to publicly and privately owned forests. 55 % of people agreed that 

access to privately owned forests should be facilitated and those in disagreement seemed to be 

driven by a number of factors such as concerns about liability, insurance and anti-social 

behaviour.  

‘We already have more than our fair share of forestry. Forestry is pushing people 

out of rural communities and destroying countryside. The land can never be 

returned to its original state after it has been planted.’ (Comment from the 

online consultation survey)  

Figure 7 Participants response to the question 'Do you think that forests or woodlands generally 

provide benefits to local communities' from the Public Attitudes Survey. 
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Respondents to the IRL survey were asked how they see forests integrating into the community 

and many felt there were opportunities for existing forests to better integrate into the local 

community. Public liability risks for owners and the issue of insurance were raised by those who 

owned private forests with one forest owner replying - “I would love to integrate our forest into 

the local community, but the cost of insurance makes it impossible”. Discussions within the 

deliberative dialogue also focused on the area of access with participants identifying access to 

privately owned forests as a key challenge but understood owners were reluctant to permit 

access due to risks around anti-social behaviour and liability.  

Figure 8 Responses from participants of the online consultation survey to the question 'When 

considering the possible establishment of new forests in your community, do you agree or disagree 

with the following statements?' 
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“Funds could be used to purchase land along waterways or close to the urban centre 

whereby they provide multiple benefits to the community (mainly recreation) and 

have the community involved in the project. Many small towns and villages have land 

that is unused within the vicinity that could be purchased with state funds to develop 

woodland and help contribute to local regeneration and climate targets. It could be 

developed through the likes of tidy towns whereby the local community is central to 

the woodlands development and protection”. (Farmer not involved in Forestry 

responding to the IRL survey). 

Linked to the topic of access is proximity and it is clear from the public attitudes survey that there 

is a direct, positive correlation between proximity to forests and the likelihood of having visited 

one in the past year. Almost seven in ten of those who live less than 5 kilometres from a forest 

have visited one in the past year, in comparison with just a third of those who live over 10 

kilometres from a forest. Those living in an urban area are more likely to suggest that they live 

within 5 kilometres of forestry suggesting that urban forests, or forests adjacent to urban areas, 

are relatively plentiful, and indeed that city and town-dwelling adults have a greater sense of the 

proximity of forests than those who live in the countryside. Just under half of all respondents to 

this survey were happy with the way things are and feel that no changes to forest or woodland 

management are required. The main suggestion is that toilet facilities might be provided, albeit 

followed close behind by improvements in accessibility, the addition of directional signage, 

provision of more information about the forest and the species planted and potentially the 

enhancement of safety with lighting and other security features. 
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Figure 9 Results from the question asked in the Public Attitudes Survey - 'Are there any changes you 

would like to see on how forests/ woodlands are managed?' 

People are at the heart of the forest sector and it is an area that cross-cuts a range of skills and 

professions from forestry, farming and conservation to transport, sawmilling and wood product 

research, design and construction. It is clear from the bilateral engagements that having sufficient 

resources within these areas will be essential to achieving the ambition of the shared vision and 

of the mobilisation of forecasted harvest volumes. Among the common themes expressed in this 

strand of the consultation process were as follows: 

• Farmers and forest owners should be a central part of this process, particularly in 

regaining their trust and confidence in the forest licensing system.  

• Having a sufficient workforce in place will require training, reskilling, upskilling, and 

continued professional development for employees in the forest sector.  

• Concern was expressed regarding the age profile, recruitment and retention of workers 

in all areas of the sector. One stakeholder noted ‘one of the best ways to reward people is 

by giving them good forests to work in’. 

• The culture of forests and forestry should be prompted more among the Irish public to 

create a greater level of awareness.  

• Producer Groups need greater support as they can provide a fundamental trusted role in 

the development of forestry.  

• Initiatives such as Coillte nature should be expanded to more areas where communities 

are eager to get involved.  
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IRL’s community engagement survey highlights an important factor regarding forests in Ireland 

and that is the potential negative impact forests can have on residents of some communities. 

Across all factors assessed1 there was a positive response but 31% felt forestry had a negative 

impact on their communities and landscape aesthetics and 27% felt it had a negative impact on 

biodiversity. It was concluded within the survey findings that the impact of certain monocultures 

and ‘excessive plantation of Sitka spruce’ on some communities have formed negative attitudes 

toward forestry. This was clear from the analysis of the engagement with the Save advocacy focus 

groups2. Among the concerns of these groups were the following issues   

• A sense of a lack of engagement.  

• A need to change the decision-making process, including an assessment to ensure the 

sustainability of communities. 

• A difficulty in sustaining small communities where there is a high percentage of forest 

cover can also lead to feelings of isolation.  

• Clear felling has a negative impact but it’s felt that more mixed and diverse forests that 

could provide multi benefits could have positive impacts on communities and the local 

landscape 

• Save Groups would like to see a new system of local assessment to ensure the 

sustainability of local communities. Indicators should be in place to monitor population 

change, local services, schools, local medical facilities, etc and the impact that forest 

establishment could have on these.  

• Participants of the focus groups believe that if more trust was placed in the farmers they 

would deliver high quality mixed forestry with good management and that over time their 

skills and interest in trees will develop to where it was before Ireland was deforested.  

62% of the respondents to a question in the online consultation survey that said they would not 

like more forests in their county were from Co. Leitirm and their concerns related broadly to tree 

type and a desire for more diverse forests, which correlates with the feedback from the Save 

Groups of the IRL focus group study.  

 

1 Respondents were asked ‘What is your feeling on forest in Ireland with regard to…Communities, 

Landscape Aesthetics, Local Employment, Timber Production, Amenity & Recreation, Biodiversity, Carbon 

Store.  

2 Save Leitrim, Save Cavan, Save Kerry and Save Wicklow Groups took part in the IRL Focus Group study.  
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Figure 10 Results to a question asked on the perceived benefits of forests, from the IRL Survey 
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Key Messages:  

1. There is generally a very positive attitude toward forests in Ireland and they are an 

important natural resource for urban and rural communities, using them regularly for 

recreation and health and wellbeing.  

2. Continued access to public forests is vital to maintain the benefits of forests to people. There 

is a general divergence in preference for access to publicly or privately owned forests.   

3. Having sufficient resources and capacity within the forest sector will be essential to 

achieving the shared national vision and national climate targets. This will require support 

for upskilling, reskilling, education, continued professional development, knowledge 

transfer and workforce planning.   

4. Not all communities experience the multi-benefits of forests equally and some have had 

negative impacts. These experiences need to be acknowledged and understood and the 

learning outcomes used to expand the benefits of trees and forests in a way that is more 

inclusive and integrated.   

5. Continued and improved engagement and communication with forest owners and farmers 

is essential to maintaining good working relationships and building confidence and trust.  
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2.2.3 Forests for Wood 

In terms of attitudes to wood comparatively small numbers (14% of respondents) referenced the 

production of timber as the most important reason for new forests compared with climate (42%) 

and nature & biodiversity (38%) in the public attitudes survey. In the same survey when asked 

about the most important objectives for creating more forests in their county the provision of 

timber and having self-sufficiency in timber and wood products scored comparatively low.  

 
Figure 11 The results from a two-part question in the Public Attitudes Survey – Part 1 - 'If you 

would like to see more forests/woodlands established in your county, which of the following 

objectives should be supported by funding initiatives. Part 2 -Now please indicate the 5 most 

important to you.’  

The online consultation survey showed a similar divergence on the importance of forests for 

wood when compared to nature and climate change but the number of people that view it as 

unimportant is very small in this survey.  
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Figure 12 Results to the question 'When you think of forests and the creation of new forests in 

Ireland how important are the above reasons to you?' from the online consultation survey. 

 
Would you like to see more wood used in the 

building construction sector in Ireland?  

 

Would you like to see more use of wood for 

energy production and fuel security?  

 
Figure 13 Two questions regarding preferences for increased use of wood and wood products from 

the IRL survey. 

37% of adults in the public attitudes survey use wood as a fuel type in their homes and the key 

factors influencing its use revolved around cost and access to the resource. When responses from 

those living in rural areas are analysed wood use increases to 52% highlighting the importance 

of wood as a fuel source to rural communities. 72% of respondents to the IRL survey would like 
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to see more use of wood for energy production and fuel security. When asked if they know where 

wood for construction and energy was sourced the majority stated it was imported from Scotland, 

Eastern Europe, Russia and Canada.  

Participants of the youth dialogue acknowledged the role of forest related industries in providing 

timber and in supporting housing and infrastructure and 72% of respondents to the IRL survey 

felt that timber production was a positive impact of forestry.  

Within some of the focus groups of the IRL survey, the role of Sitka spruce for timber was 

discussed. While there were arguments put forward that Sitka spruce plantations, and in turn the 

clear-felling of these, act as a carbon emitter, they were viewed by others as needed and if they 

had to be imported, this would lead to larger carbon emissions.    

 
“I think it’s probably a balancing act between trying to meet our national demand but also 
not growing too much of the one type”. (Participant from one of the IRL focus groups) 

 
The topic of wood products and timber was very important for many of the stakeholders in the 
bilateral engagements and included the following high-level issues:  
 

• The need for greater advocacy and promotion was highlighted, which may indicate a 

knowledge and appreciation of the public attitudes toward timber outlined above.   

• The implications of trade-offs was considered important where there are multiple 

objectives to be achieved from our trees and forests and in this regard research will be 

important to provide an evidence base for future decision making.    

• Facilitating future timber mobilisation should be considered a priority.  

• Licencing procedures will need to be much more effective than is currently the case in the 

granting of felling and forest road licences in particular.  

• Support for forest owners to attain forest certification is a priority.  

• Efforts to stimulate the market for timber should be strengthened.  

• The long-term forecast for the supply of timber is reassuring in terms of the future supply 

chain management.  

• There are additional regulatory barriers around the use of timber in construction when 

compared with other Member States and it is creating obstacles to progress. 

 
The benefit of using sustainable wood products as an alternative to carbon intensive products 

such as steel and concrete was a common theme across the strands of consultation.  
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Figure 14 An area of tension exists between the consistent preference for wood and timber products 

being used in Irish homes and the greater levels of disagreement on the sources of that timber 

(Online consultation survey).  

The online survey showed that 69% of respondents believe it is important we use a higher 

percentage of wood products in the construction of Irish homes. However, the graph above 

illustrates the tension between the consistent preference for wood and timber products to be 

used in Irish homes, but greater levels of disagreement on the sources of that timber if its supply 

means planting more fast growing conifer trees. This points again to the implications of trade-

offs, also highlighted in the bilateral engagements.  

Participants of the deliberative dialogue expressed surprise at timber frame accounting for only 

20% of the housing stock. There was a general lack of knowledge as to how timber frame 

compared to more conventional building materials in terms of its strength and durability with 

the default opinion being that timber frame was not as durable. This view corresponds with the 

responses to the public attitudes survey where only 26% of those who don’t live in a timber frame 

home said they would prefer to live in a home constructed mainly from sustainably grown timber 

and other renewable products rather than materials which are non renewable.   

A recommendation from the IRL report highlights the need for more education and raising 

awareness  around the “the value and uses of timber from certain types of trees that are planted 

and why certain types of tress need to be planted; what benefits do forests bring to the local 

community; how are they used by the local community; do they create employment or can they be 

used as a local amenity; education resource for local schools, research, mental health and wellbeing 

purposes”.  
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2.2.4 Forests for Nature 

As outlined in Section 3.2.1 respondents to the online survey and the public attitudes survey 

identified the areas of climate change, nature and biodiversity as the most important reasons for 

the creation of new forests. In the public attitudes survey there was very strong agreement that 

illustrates a belief that climate change and loss of biodiversity are among the most significant 

challenges we face. 

In the public consultation document respondents who agreed that Ireland needs more forests 

were asked to give their reasons for this answer. The chart below provides a high level thematic 

analysis of responses. The importance of creating more forests for nature is expressed mainly  as 

increasing biodiversity, improved habitats, ecosystems, air quality and preventing soil erosion.  

Key Messages:  

1. There is generally a comparatively lower level of importance placed on the timber value 

of trees and forests to the climate and nature benefits.  

2. There is a preference to see more wood products used in the construction of Irish 
houses an in energy generation. 
  

3. An area of tension exists between the preference for more wood and timber products to 

be used in construction and its supply from the growth and harvest of fast-growing 

conifer trees in Ireland.  

4. There are barriers and challenges to increasing the use of wood in the construction sector 

but opportunities for Ireland to use sustainable wood products as an alternative to carbon 

intensive products.  

5. There is a need for wider education and awareness raising on the benefits of wood and 

timber products.   
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Figure 15 This thematic analysis from the MCO Projects report on the online consultation survey 

provides a high-level thematic analysis of responses to an open question on the reasons why 

Ireland needs more trees.  

 



 

32 

 

 

Figure 16 Response to questions from the online consultation survey on the topic of forests for 

tackling climate change and enhancing biodiversity. 

The figure above illustrates the level of agreement as to the importance of forest creation for 

enhancing biodiversity. Within this response is a close association with restoring and enhancing 

native woodland habitats and targeting the improvement of biodiversity when planning and 

managing forests. This suggests that the importance of biodiversity is not just limited to forest 

creation but its planning and continued management as well.  

Views expressed in the youth dialogue highlight how important the issue of protecting our forests 

are to the younger generation not only as places of learning but also in terms of the natural 

heritage: 

While young people recognised the need for some commercial forestry and its 

associated economic benefits, they emphasised that they want there to be a balance 

– and that this needs to be done sustainably to allow nature to regenerate and ensure 

that the positives of forests are not inadvertently lost (creating wildlife habitats, 

improving soil health). (Extract from the report of the Foróige Youth Dialogue) 

Protecting the environment and supporting biodiversity was one of the key issues of 

discussion in the Irish Rural Link focus groups. It was raised particularly in the context of:  

• Planning and decision making – it was felt that forestry objectives should be set 

out at the level of Local Authority Development Plans so that impacts on 
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biodiversity, water quality, landscape character and social impacts could be 

considered. 

• The impact of types of trees planted and clear felling on communities – there 

was a clear message that clear felling operations threaten biodiversity, water and 

soil quality and there was a clear negative association between clear felling 

operations and replanting with Sitka spruce leading to concerns about the local 

environment and biodiversity. Linked to this was a recommendation for a review 

of payments for planting native woodlands. It was clear that the participants in the 

focus groups do not want to see more replanting on bogs and other wetland areas 

and is felt that these areas can provide more benefits to biodiversity and 

communities if they are not replanted.   

• The opportunities for forestry – It was recognised that opportunities exist for 

forestry to enhance local landscapes and biodiversity. Coillte Nature was 

highlighted as an example of this with a desire to see these projects extended more 

widely to locations like Co. Leitrim.  

54% of respondents to the IRL survey said that there is no alternative land uses to forestry that 

provide the same benefits in terms of climate change. However, some respondents would like to 

see more diverse approaches to forest establishment such as agroforestry and rewilding and 

noted that land that is already beneficial for biodiversity should not be damaged in order to plant 

more trees. Bog and peatland restoration was mentioned a number of times by respondents and 

seen as a more effective use of land to mitigate climate change. 

There were wide ranging discussions and views expressed in the bilateral engagements around 

the subject of forests for nature and their contribution in terms of biodiversity and environmental 

value. The following is a list of some of the high level discussion points and views expressed by 

some of the key stakeholders: 

• Valuing ecosystem services will be important to deliver on the non-wood benefits of our 

forests and in securing buy in from potential forest owners.  

• Existing native forests should be identified and restored and the cover of new native 

woodland expanded.  

• The potential commercial productivity of candidate sites for native forest creation should 

not override their biodiversity value. Criteria for afforestation may need to be re-

examined in this regard.  

• There should be closer alignment with agri-environment schemes to facilitate habitat 

protection and more integrated forest creation.  
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• The pressures of forestry operations on water quality need to be addressed and there 

should be incentives that encourage forest establishment to benefit water quality e.g. 

riparian planting.  

• A catchment level approach to forest establishment.  

• Predicting levels of sediment release given the levels of forest harvesting forecast could 

inform future harvesting plans at a landscape level. 

• There are serious challenges with afforestation and the protection of a high nature value 

farming areas.    

• The binary narrative around native and commercial forestry is not helpful and 

commercial forestry that compliments biodiversity could help to overcome this.  

• Coillte Nature is a positive initiative and should be extended more nationwide.  

• Planting future forests on peatlands is something that should be avoided.  

• Are we managing forests or exploiting a resource? – conifers can provide multiple benefits 

for biodiversity but only if they are allowed to mature.  

• Given the regulatory framework and environmental requirements there are few 

industries that are as ‘green’ throughout their lifecycle process from young trees to wood 

products.  

• Improved spatial planning at a catchment/landscape level would assist in the assessment 

of the cumulative impacts of forest projects in screening for Appropriate Assessment.  

It is clear from the views above that trade-off’s exist when considering forests for the ‘right 

reasons’ when nature is that reason. This also formed part of the discussions in the deliberative 

dialogue event. Participants were of the view that forests should not only be thought of in terms 

of carbon offsetting when it comes to the environment there was concern of the impact to 

biodiversity and water quality and peatlands if carbon sequestering was given priority over other 

environmental concerns. While there was a clear preference for the planting of broadleaf forests 

for supporting biodiversity many participants said they felt there was a lack of knowledge and 

education regarding the kind of ‘good trees’ that should be promoted in order to support 

biodiversity. 
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2.2.5 Forests for Economy and Rural Development 

Just 4% of respondents to the public attitudes survey said that timber ranked as the most 

important reason for creation of new forests. 1% assigned most importance to economic 

development and employment, despite 88% agreeing that forests can support local communities 

through job creation.  

The online consultation survey asked respondents to assign a level of importance (very important 

to not important at all) and while it was lower than that assigned to nature, climate change and 

people, 80% said forests for economic and rural development was important. So while there are 

levels of divergence between the different value areas, the number of people that view this area 

as unimportant was very small.  

Key Messages:  

1. Supporting and protecting nature and biodiversity are key drivers for increasing forest 
cover and planning and managing existing forests.  
 

2. There is a preference for expanding, enhancing and restoring native woodland habitats. 
 

3. Establishing non-native conifer forests on sensitive peatland habitats is a key concern. 
The existing biodiversity and climate mitigation value of candidate afforestation sites 
should be an important consideration in this regard.   

 
4. A diversity of approaches to forest establishment and management should be used in 

support of nature.  
 

5. There is a desire for a more integrated plan led approach to forest planning.   
 

6. The potential non-wood value of our forests and valuing ecosystem services should be 
an important factor in creating new and managing existing forests.  

 
7. Recognised positive initiatives such as Coillte Nature should be built upon and 

expanded.  
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Figure 17 Responses to the question 'When you think of forests and the creation of new forests in 

Ireland how important are the following reasons for you?' – from the online consultation survey. 

The Deliberative Dialogue discussions reached some key conclusions relating to forests and the 

economy: 

Low awareness of the wood economy:  While most of the participants had been unaware of the 

size of the wood economy the depth and potential of the industry was seen as a positive thing and 

something to be developed in the future. 

The trade-off between hardwood and softwood for economic growth: The trade-offs 

between hard and softwood forests for economy and biodiversity was as a priority for 

participants but there was also a view that if the economic objectives could be achieved alongside 

climate objectives, it would be a positive step forward. 
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Engaging farmers is seen as key to potential growth: There was a sense that farmers would 

need to be incentivised to engage with the wood economy and many felt this was a key issue to 

be factored into the implementation plan.  

Creating stronger confidence in growing timber among landowners: There was discussion 

among landowners around the risk of growing timer –both from the longer term value of the 

incentives and frustrations with the operations of previous schemes, and current issues with 

forestry regulations.  

Confidence in timber materials: The default opinion from participants was that timber frame 

was not as durable as concrete and steel. There was a sense that the public, and construction 

industry in Ireland, lacked confidence in the robustness of timber frame construction and this 

needed to be addressed with an awareness campaign. 

Competing land uses: While increasing use of land for forestry and the timber industry was 

perceived as a positive, participants questioned how this increase would impact current land use, 

particularly around the need for housing and agricultural land for food production.  

'I'd only buy a timber frame house if it was cheaper, I feel bricks and mortar would 

be stronger and last longer-just does not seem as secure and it’s such a wet 

country' (Comment from a participant in the deliberative dialogue event) 

The economic impacts of forests were recognised in the online consultation survey and the IRL 

survey with an emphasis on the benefits to rural employment across all stage of the supply chain 

(planting, management, timber processing) and also the potential for timber products. Another 

dominant issue linked in the responses to the economic impact was tourism, expressed as the 

potential for forest trails, linking greenways and other recreation activities.  

‘We need more forests to meet our own domestic timber needs, develop more 
timber building technologies and industries, increase forest cover nationally to 
sequester more CO2 and provide additional rural employment.’ (Comment from 
respondent to the online survey) 
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Figure 18 Participants of the IRL survey were asked if they felt forestry had a positive or negative 

impact on a list of factors.  

An open question was asked in the IRL survey and of the focus groups on how respondents see 

forests in their local area integrating into the local community. It was felt that there was potential 

for forests and forestry to better integrate into community life through job creation, recreation 

amenities, education and wildlife protection. Members of some communities had felt let down by 

past promises made regarding the economic impact that forestry would have: 

 
“There have been very few opportunities from forestry in the area and all the 

promises made years ago that there would be jobs for local people such as 

management of forests and milling etc. never materialised” (Participant of IRL 

focus groups from Save West Cavan) 

 
One suggestion was put forward for the development of community forests, especially in areas 

struggling economically and from outward migration of youth.  

The current and potential future economic contribution that forests and forestry can deliver for 

society was clear in the bilateral engagements. Stakeholders working within the forestry sector 

largely focused on some of the key current issues that they feel are preventing much of the 

economic potential from being released, namely the back log in licensing; current timelines for 

processing forestry licence applications; the existing regulatory framework; additional burdens 
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regarding environmental assessments and the general negative narrative around forestry, all of 

which are a disincentive for farmers and landowners to consider a land use change to forest 

creation.  Some of the other key discussion areas and suggestions coming from the bilaterals for 

this topic were as follows:  

• Emphasising the economic aspects to a greater degree will help get landowners engaged.  

Increasing grant and premiums rates and longer premiums duration for native woodland 

and agroforestry would help in this regard.        

• Land availability is tied into the economics of land use and potential returns from forestry 

will dictate what land is available for forestry. However, there are also concerns around 

the potential for forest grants and premiums to inflate the price of agricultural land 

beyond the reach of neighbouring famers. 

• There is a need to stimulate the market for timber.   

• Young farmers, considering afforestation as a farm enterprise need to be confident that 
will not be a restriction on future management options that allows them to receive a 
return on their investment.   

• The potential economic return, through harvesting for forest owners in the coming years 

should be a stimulus for others to plant trees.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Messages: 

1. The economic benefits from forest creation is not a top priority for the general population 

but there is a common acknowledgement of the value that trees and forests provide for 

the economy and rural development.   

2. There is a need for more awareness and education on the economic values provided by 

trees and forests and particularly the value of wood products.  

3. Engaging with farmers and securing confidence in forestry as a rewarding long term 

enterprise is essential to increasing participation in forestry and unlocking economic 

growth potential.  

4. While there is a general recommendation to increase grant and premium rates and 

premium duration for native woodland there is also concern about the impact on land 

prices and its impact on farmers.  
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2.3 The right trees 

Each strand of the public consultation and engagement process provided feedback on the existing 

types of trees and forests and what mix people would like to see in new forests in Ireland. From 

the figures below it is clear that there is a strong preference overall for a greater diversity of trees, 

mixed forests and native forests. It would also appear that while the urgency for more forest cover 

has been acknowledged, particularly in Section 3.1 and 3.2.1 it is not a reason to continue the 

trend of planting less diverse forests to date.  

 

Figure 19 Responses to the question 'You said you would like more trees/forests in your county, which 

type of trees would you prefer these to consist of?' from the B&A Public Attitudes Survey. 
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Figure 20 Responses to the question 'When you think about the future mix of forestry in Ireland, do 

you agree or disagree with the following statements?' from the online consultation survey. 

 

Figure 21 Results from the IRL survey show a preference for more mixed forest and native 

woodland. 
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Participants indicated a clear preference for the planting of broadleaf forests for supporting 

biodiversity but many participants said that they felt there was a lack of knowledge and education 

regarding the kind of ‘good trees’ that should be promoted in order to support biodiversity.  

 
The ‘right mix of species’ was noted as of particular interest and concern to participants of the 

deliberative dialogue. Participants indicated a clear preference for the planting of broadleaf 

forests for supporting biodiversity. The differences between fast-growing and slow-growing 

forests were discussed but it was felt that participants did not have enough information on the 

trade-offs between both. Participants mentioned the need to educate people on what are 

perceived as 'good trees' and 'bad trees’. 

“The right tree in the right place is essential or it wont thrive (or will require a 

lot of inputs). The choice of tree should also be informed by the plantation i.e. 

timber, biodiversity, etc.” (participant of the deliberative dialogue) 

Over 50% of the IRL respondents were farmers/ landowners and while responses were not 

specifically attributed to farmers it is clear that there is an awareness of the local constraints that 

can limit the choice of tree/ forest that can be established at an individual farm level.  A key 

message from the IRL report is that for the smaller farmer and/or forester the right tree is one 

that is right for them as an individual and one that is suitable for local soil types.    

“However, for individual’s, needs would come first and foremost but also what 

suits the ground and the particular area. So there’s many different factors that go 

into it, you know. And like, if someone is saying they want to plant Sitka spruce 

and the ground is good for Sitka spruce, of course, foresters can give them the 

conversation surrounding broadleaves, but ultimately, it’s the owner of the land 

that will direct the conversation to where he wants it to go. Once the tree is 

suitable for the site” (participant of one of the IRL focus groups). 

So, while there is a preference at a community and national level for more native woodland, there 

is a message that, outside of policy direction and support mechanisms, it is the choice of the 

individual farmer/landowner and the limitations of land type that will largely dictate the type of 

trees that are planted. The IRL report recommends that “all forest plantation sites, irrespective of 

public, private investments, or local farmers, foresters should plant a mix of trees”.   This view was 

evident  in the focus groups as they discussed how payment schemes can better support smaller 

farmers and foresters to plant a better mix of trees that would have environmental and social 

benefits:  
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“We need to look at tweaking economic systems so that we make it easier for 

landowners to make decisions that are beneficial for the environment and 

beneficial socially, as well as just purely on the basis of business as usual forestry 

which it’s anticipated will give a yield in 30 years’ time”.  

“I think it’s probably a balancing act between trying to meet our national demand 

but also not growing too much of the one type”.  

Participants in the youth forum also had a clear preference for more native forests, particularly 

to support native ecosystems and made recommendations that “native species should be protected 

and promoted” and that “tree planting should be done to mimic natural growth patterns” suggesting 

more support for rewilding and emergent woodland types.  

There was a diversity of viewpoints emanating from the bilateral engagements that reflected the 

range of key stakeholders. It was generally acknowledged that there was a preference among the 

public for planting more broadleaf, native and mixed forests. It was advised that grants and 

premiums would have to be adjusted to provide incentives for farmers and landowners if planting 

more mixed forests was to be a priority in the Forest Strategy. It was also reiterated that any plan 

for broadleaf/native forest expansion would have to make sound financial sense for anyone 

considering land use change to forestry.  Caution was also expressed regarding the future 

economic returns for those investing in broadleaf/ native woodland planting when compared to 

current returns from softwood. The capacity of nurseries to supply native tree stock to fill 

potential demand was also raised as a key issue.  

Key Messages: 

1. There is a preference among the public for more diverse mixed forests and native forests.  

2. The urgent need to create more forests should not be used as a reason to continue 

planting less diverse forests.   

3. There is a need for more education and awareness on the benefits of different tree types.  

4. Supports and incentives need to be in place to encourage farmers and landowners to plant 

more mixed and native forests. The benefits and opportunities from such a long term 

investment should be clear.  

5. Scope for increasing native and broadleaf forest cover may be limited by individual 

choices of the landowners and the local site constraints.  

6. Tree nurseries will require sufficient lead in time to build capacity for potential increased 

demand of native tree species.  
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2.4 The right places 

At a national scale it is clear from the public attitudes survey and the online survey that the 

majority of people favour using a mix of both private and public land for the creation of new 

forests in their locality. It is also clear in these surveys and the youth forum that there is a demand 

for more trees and forests in urban and peri urban areas.  

 

Figure 22 Figure on the left shows the results to the question 'If you would like to see more forests/ 

woodlands established in your county, should new forests be established on...'. The figure on the right 

illustrates responses to the question ‘…which of the following should be supported through public 

funding or planning guidelines/ specifications?’ from the B&A Public Attitudes Survey.   
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Figure 23 The responses to the above statements from the online consultation survey show the 

preference for the inclusion of trees and forests as part of urban planning,  
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The online survey asked respondents to 

indicate from a list of land types, where they 

would like to see more forestry. There is a 

preference for more forest on all land types 

presented but a decrease in preference for 

more forests on farmland, where most 

expansion of forest cover would be expected. 

The survey asked those that would like to see 

more forests on farmland, where these forests 

should be located. There is a clear preference 

for planting on farmland in a way that enhances 

ecosystems and biodiversity while retaining the 

more productive farmland areas like arable and 

intensively manged grassland.  

 

 

“A balance needs to be struck as to where to plant long term forests. Upland areas 

have suffered terribly by the green squares approach, but there are locations where 

it may be suitable. Pocket forests can be planted just about anywhere the soils and 

conditions allow.” (respondent to the online survey) 

 

Figure 24 'If you would like to have more forests 

in your part of Ireland, where are the areas you 

would like to see more forestry', from the online 

consultation survey.   
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Figure 25 'Because you agree that more forests should be created on farmland, do you agree or 

disagree that forests should be established on the farmland areas above?', taken from the online 

consultation survey. 

There were discussions in the deliberative dialogue with concern expressed around the current 

reliance on poor soils, perceived marginal land and peatland. The conservation and regeneration 

of peatlands was of particular concern. Participants questioned if the impact of planting the 

wrong trees in the wrong places in the past had been considered and what was being done to 

prevent these mistakes from being repeated. Section 3.5 outlines further details on this and a 

general preference among the public to maintain and manage environmentally sensitive habitats 

in a way that has a net benefit for biodiversity and climate change. The viewpoints of some of the 

discussions during the bilateral meetings was that there should be elements within the support 

structure for afforestation that incentivise natural regeneration and re-wilding to ensure the 

‘place’ is the deciding factor on what the right tree is.   
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Much of the viewpoints and discussion regarding this topic concerned viewpoints on what are 

considered ‘wrong places’ for forest. Areas of High Nature Value Farmland, protected areas, 

species rich habitats and peatlands (particularly deep peats) were frequently referred to as places 

where trees should not have been planted in the past or established as part of any future strategy.   

In many of the consultation strands, an alternative approach to identifying the ‘right places’ was 

put forward, based on a more plan led approach, that would identify suitable areas for forest 

creation at a county, landscape, local authority or catchment scale, for example.  

Land availability was a topic raised frequently in the bilateral engagements and it was noted that 

LULUCF activities would be a critical element in realising the ambition of the vision. The outcomes 

of the Land Use Review and its potential impact on identifying available and suitable land types 

for forestry also identified as an important factor for future decision making on what are 

considered the ‘right places’. Other high level issues relevant to the topic of ‘the right place’ 

include: 

• That policy should be based on science was a viewpoint strongly felt, particularly by some 

stakeholders in the bilateral engagements with regard to planting on environmentally 

sensitive sites.  

• The challenge at farm level will be in balancing land uses and understanding where forest 

creation fits in. 

• A catchment level approach to planting could allow for the assessment of environmental 

considerations in a more effective manner.  

• Areas of low biodiversity within protected areas should be considered for forest creation 

appropriate to the location.  

• Examine the possibility of setting forestry thresholds in environmentally sensitive areas.  

• More detailed baseline information should be provided at application stage that provides 

data on habitats present.  

• Replanting rules are a barrier to afforestation.  

• It would be beneficial to have incentives that encourage tree planting specifically where 

they can benefit water quality. 

Regarding the point on replanting rules above the question what do you think, if any, is the greatest 

risk associated with this obligation to replant? 49% believe the obligation should be retained as 

there is a greater risk of deforestation by its removal. 33% said it should be removed as there was 

a greater risk to the creation of new forests.  
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Key Messages: 

1. People would like to see more forests established on a mix of private and public lands and 

in urban and near-urban areas.  

2. There is a preference for more forest on all land types presented but a decrease in 

preference for more forests on intensively managed farmland. 

3. There is a clear prefernce for planting on farmland in a way that enhances ecosystems 

and biodiverstiy. 

4. There is support for considering an alternative approach to forest planning; one that is 

plan led and based at a catchment, landscape, local authority or county level. 

5. Forest policy on what is the ‘right place’ for trees should be based on best available 

science.  
6. Achieving the Shared Vision will largely be dependent on farm level decision making 

regarding land uses and where/ how forestry can best fit within the farming enterprise.    
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2.5 The right management 

In the context of the public consultation process ‘the right management’ generally relates to 

issues on how forests are used or managed to fulfil their objectives and functions. The feedback 

can largely be divided into two area; firstly how forests are managed to facilitate people and 

secondly how they are operated and managed to fulfil other functions such as timber production, 

climate change mitigation, supporting biodiversity, etc.  

Respondents to the public attitudes survey who visit forests were asked if there were any changes 

they would like to see on how forests area managed. Almost half believe no changes are necessary. 

One third believe that toilet facilities could be provided and 1 in 5 feel that better access, signage 

and directions could be provided. Accessibility was an issue also raised in the youth dialogue with 

participants feeling that better access facilities would make forests easier to engage with.  

Participants of the deliberative dialogue and the IRL survey both felt that forests owned and 

managed by the community would provide benefits and outcomes that residents could be more 

in control of. The IRL report recommends: 

“a concerted effort should be made under a cooperative structure to invest in 

forestry at a local level. This would give communities a say in what type of trees are 

to be planted as well as its development as a local amenity and possible tourist 

attraction.”  

Each strand of the public consultation process was targeted at different audiences. While there is 

a clear message from the public that more awareness, promotion and education is required 

around the multi-benefits of forests there is also an acute awareness among citizens on how they 

want forests to be manged.   

Participants of Foróige’s youth dialogue believe forests “should be properly managed to support 

overall forest health” and that trees that are often “planted in uniform rows and very close 

together…do not allow the soil to regenerate properly and is detrimental to biodiversity in terms of 

both plants and wildlife”. This relates to the predominant model for silviculture in Ireland today 

under an even-aged forest management approach. The viewpoints regarding this were 

particularly clear in the IRL survey regarding the practice of clear-felling and the potential 

impacts on soil, water quality, biodiversity, carbon emissions and the visual impacts. The IRL 

recommends that a “study on feasible alternatives to clear-felling be carried out”.   
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In comparison with the public attitudes survey the online consultation survey was largely 

structured around the concept of the ‘right tree in the right place for the right reason with the 

right management’ and allowed for a more in-depth analysis of policy priorities in this area.  

The survey asked people if they agreed of disagreed with the statements in the figure below in 

relation to forest management. The context for the question was primarily the recognition that 

some forests were planted, by today’s standards, in the wrong places particularly on places like 

peatlands. There is a strong preference (89%) for management of existing forests on these areas 

in a way that has a net benefit for the environment and climate change. 65% of respondents had 

a preference for restoring the original habitat while a slightly lower level of preference for 

retaining forest on these sites but using the principles of sustainable forest management and 

greater levels of species diversification.  

 

Figure 26 Respondents were asked if they agreed or disagreed to the above statements, which show 

a strong preference for  management methods that address environmental impact. 
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The question was asked in the online survey if respondents thought there would be a greater 

acceptance of the use of non-native conifers in Ireland if a system like Continuous Cover Forestry 

was used more widely. 59% said that this would increase acceptance.  

 

 This aligns somewhat with the results of the IRL survey where 32% of respondents said they 

would like to see CCF type forest creation take place in their community.  

The online survey also asked which of the actions below would develop a greater willingness to 

accept the planting of non-native conifer in Ireland.   

1. Diversify the species mix using both native broadleaf and non native species – 41% 

2. Providing better information to the public on the need for soft wood timber for 

construction – 30% 

3. No actions would develop a greater willingness to accept – 19%  

4. Providing information and incentives to forest owners on alternatives – 10% 

Only 36% of people who answered ‘No’ to the previous question (on CCF forest type creation) 

selected option 3 here. 32% of these respondents suggested that providing better information to 

the public on the need for soft wood timber for construction could increase willingness to accept 

non-native conifers; 26% suggested diversifying the species mix and 5% suggested information 

and incentives to forest owners on alternatives. 

With regard to the wider question on land use management at farm level the question was asked 

in the online survey how important respondents thought the actions below would be in 

encouraging more farmers to plant trees. There was no significant divergence in responses as 

people felt all options were important but education/ training for farmers and alignment between 

agriculture and forestry incentives were the responses with the highest preference.  
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Figure 27 'How important do you think the above actions would be in encouraging farmers to plant 

trees?' from the online consultation survey.  

The issue of deer management was highlighted and discussed frequently by stakeholders in the 

bilateral engagements. It is clear that the impact of invasive deer and unsustainable deer 

populations in many parts of the country can be devastating, particularly to native forests. 82% 

of respondents to the online survey agree that managing deer, including culling is a necessary 

measures. The figure below provides more detailed information on the type of actions people 

think would be effective in reducing damage to diverse and native forests caused by deer.  
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Figure 28 'How effective do you think the actions above would be in reducing damage to diverse and 

native forests caused by deer?', from the online consultation survey. 

Other invasive species of flora and fauna were also mentioned in the bilateral meetings and it is 

clear that the invasive Rhododendron ponticum is one example of a plants that can have 

overwhelming negative impacts on the forest ecosystem. Creating and managing forests to be 

resilient against the impacts of climate change was also a key message taken from the bilateral 

meetings. The issue of ash die back and what was largely considered an inappropriate response 

to tackling this disease was also highlighted, as was its perceived impact on the confidence of 

forest owners to the licencing system and those considering forestry in the future.  

 Some of the other high level discussion points from the bilateral meetings are outlined below:  
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• The licencing system and backlog of applications, particularly in felling licences is having 

a serious negative impact on harvesting and ongoing forest management operations.  

• How we can adapt and become more resilient to future threats to our forests will be vital? 

• Forests should be managed in a way that protects water quality, soil and biodiversity.  

• Remove barriers to facilitate more diverse management approaches such as CCF to allow 

for more diverse forests. 

• Forest management activities and operations for forest management should be removed 

from the licencing system. 

• Dedicated supports should be put in place to facilitate forest certification. 

• More diverse multi-functional forests will result in more complex requirements for 

forestry management.  

• Harvesting levels forecast will have an impact on our future carbon sequestration and on 

how our forests are managed in an emerging carbon market in Ireland.  

• Supports should be put in place for the use of technologies that protect water quality 

during tree extraction operations. 

• Clearfelling and its impact on the landscape play a significant role in shaping people’s 

perception of forestry in Ireland.  

• It is important to support Producer Groups, who play an important role, particularly in 

the area of timber mobilisation.  

• Until forest cover reaches levels in other EU Counties CCF will not be a viable option in 

Ireland.  

• Concern expressed that private forest owners are not sufficiently involved in the 

management of their forests and decisions regarding harvesting and forest maturity 

options. 

•  Data sharing between different stakeholders is an important element for future planning 

and management of forests.  

• There needs to be an awareness and consideration of future extraction routes among the 

potentially new forest owners.  
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Key Messages: 

1. There is a general preference for a more diverse approach to forest management, such 

as CCF, in a way that supports and protects local ecosystems and biodiversity.  
2. There is an interest at community level to facilitate greater community involvement 

in forest establishment and management.  

3. Opportunities exist to inform and educate people on the benefits of different tree 

species and management systems that could result in a greater willingness to accept 

the establishment of soft wood trees.  

4. Using a suite of options in encouraging more farmers to plant trees will be important.  

5. Invasive species of flora and fauna, including invasive deer species and their impact 

on forest establishment and management is a key issue for the sustainability of forests 

in Ireland. 
6. Forest resilience and the ability to adapt to future threats will be key to future forest 

management.  
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2.6 The draft shared Vision for trees, woods and forests in Ireland 

The initial objective of Project Woodland’s Working Group 2 was to develop a relatively short 

vision statement for 2050, building in particular on earlier collaborative research and analysis 

work3 around the level of ambition for 2030. Each group member prepared their own vision 

statement and common themes were identified and extracted.  Following this, there were group 

discussions, and the Chair of the Group drafted a vision statement for the consideration of the 

group members and a high-level consensus was reached. The final draft had additional input from 

the Forest Policy Group and Project Woodland’s Project Board before its final support at the 

Ministerial level. The vision was then presented to the public across different strands of the public 

consultation and engagement process, where they were asked explicitly for their views on the 

draft vision or through questionnaires, surveys and discussions that provide a cross-societal view 

on the role of trees and forests in Ireland should be.  

Areas of commonality  

It is clear across all strands of the consultation that trees and forests are important to people and 

communities and that they are very much aware of the muti-benefits that they provide at a 

personal, community, national and global level. There is commonality across all the consultation 

strands that Ireland needs more trees and forests, both in rural and urban areas and on private 

and publicly owned land. It is clear that Ireland should be ambitious in its targets with a range of 

levels of forest cover recommended during the consultation from the current target for 18% 

forest cover to reaching the global average forest cover of 30.6%.  There is a broad preference for 

more mixed forests in the landscape and a wish to see more native and broadleaf trees 

established.  

Climate change and biodiversity rank high on the list of drivers for creating new forests among 

citizens. There is a general consensus that an increased use of wood and wood products in 

construction and energy production would provide multiple benefits in terms the substitution of 

carbon intensive products and in support of the circular and green economy.  

 

3 A SWOT and PESTLE analysis; A stakeholder mapping exercise; developing a set of foundational 

principles, crafting a set of scenarios for plausible futures.  
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Considering the frequency that Irish people visit Irish forests for reasons such as recreation and 

health and well being it is not surprising that there was a common preference for ensuring access 

to forests in a general sense.  

The public consultation and engagement process also suggests that promoting greater awareness 

and education around the multi-functions, benefits and culture of forests to the public would 

appear to be beneficial in re-establishing a more rooted understanding of their values and 

enhancing support for forest expansion.  

It is clear that having a sufficient workforce will be critical to realising the shared vision and so 

the recruitment, retention, training, education, upskilling, reskilling of those in the forest sector 

will be needed to ensure sufficient resources are in place.   

Irish Rural Link Survey  

Respondents to the Irish Rural Link survey were not asked to comment directly on the text of the 

draft vision but the section on Land Use, Consultation and Future of Forestry and the feedback 

from the focus groups provide aninsight into the vision that communities have for trees and 

forests. As can been seen from the list of recommendations made in the IRL report (Appendix 1) 

there is an emphasis placed on the need for greater levels of cohesive engagement at many levels, 

with stakeholders, local authorities and communities so that forests become better integrated 

into communities through effective planning and decision making. There is a recommendation 

that direct community involvement should be increased through participation in the 

NeighbourWood Scheme and in the development of a cooperative structure to support 

community ownership. It was considered that education and awareness raising programme 

should be used to illustrate the multi benefits and impacts of trees and forests on communities, 

the environment and the economy.  

All future forests should have a diverse mix of  tree species and payments should increase to 

encourage greater establishment of native trees and support local biodiversity according the IRL 

findings. There were high levels of dissatisfaction concerning the current forestry licensing 

system, particularly regarding delays in felling licences but there was also a recommendation for 

a feasibility study on alternatives to clear felling as community attitudes to the local impacts of 

clear felling.  

There was strong support for an increased use of wood in energy production (72% of 

respondents) and in construction  (85% of respondents). 
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Online Public Consultation Survey 

Is this a compelling vision for trees, woods 

and forests by 2050? 

Does it clarify a sense of purpose, direction, 

intent to change from the current approach 

to forestry? 

 

 

The online consultation survey asked specific questions regarding the vision. At the start of the 

survey people were asked if the draft was compelling and whether it clarified a sense of purpose, 

direction, intent to change from the current approach to forestry in Ireland. People were asked at 

the end of the survey what aspects of the vision they would change, if any. 49% and 41% agreed 

the vision was compelling or somewhat compelling respectively with a similar percentage 

indicating it clarified a sense of purpose and direction.  

Respondents were also asked an open question on what aspects of the Vision, if any, they would 

change. The analysis shows responses being broadly similar to the closed questions on the vision  

with 36% positive and 49% neutral. With the “neutral” MCO Project Ltd. observed a number of 

responses that support the vision but express a number of issues such as the need for more 

ambition, the need for clarity on targets and the need to see implementation. Some dominant 

themes emerged during the analysis: 

• There is overwhelming support for more trees but still tensions regarding what is the 

right tree in the right place. 

• There is consistent preference for native broadleaves but those not working in forestry 

or landowners with forest are less likely to be resistant to non-native trees.  
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• A number of responses queried the ambition behind the vision, typically expressing that 

2030  and 2050 is too late regarding climate change and biodiversity loss. 

• There were a number of responses dealing with the licensing system and this was 

typically expressed as an urgent measure to “bring landowners and farmers along” the 

journey to achieving the targets.  

• While there were direct frustrations expressed, the responses were mainly focused on the 

resolvability of the issue. 

• A small number of responses dealt with the issue of governance and the system of 

agencies required to achieve the vision.  

Foróige  

Participants of the Foróige event generally have a positive and optimistic outlook for trees and 

forests and they have a clear understanding of their vision. A high level of importance is placed 

on native tree species.  Young people want to see forests that are healthy and thriving; that are 

planted to reflect natural growth patterns, and that feature a diverse array of plant and animal 

species in urban as well as rural areas. They have a high level of ambition for forest cover and are 

one of the only groups to specifically suggest Ireland should meet the global average of 30.6%. 

The need to balance commercial forestry with supporting biodiversity was emphasised by 

recommending a system for robust monitoring. There was also a strong emphasis on the need for 

more educational opportunities for all age groups that could bridge the gap between knowledge 

and practical action. Seven of the ten recommendations made by Foróige related to the future of 

Irish trees and forests:   

1. Native species should be protected and promoted, in particular broadleaf and hardwood 

tree species. 

2. Tree planting should be done to mimic natural growth patterns. 

3. Forests and woodland areas should be properly managed to support overall forest 

health and maintain accessibility for visitors. 

4. Forest cover in Ireland should be expanded to meet the global average of 30.6% of land 

area at a minimum. 

5. Commercial activity should be tempered by the need to ensure environmental 

sustainability and ecosystem health and must be subject to robust monitoring. 

6. Educational opportunities to learn about trees and forests should be rolled out 

comprehensively and expanded, both through formal and non-formal education, as well 

as the provision of dedicated outreach staff. 
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7. Urban environments should be a key part of Ireland’s forest strategy and vision. 

 

Figure 29 Mentimeter wordcloud highlighting responses from Foróige participants when 

asked to give 'One word to describe how you are feeling about the future of Ireland's forests' 

Public Attitudes Survey  

Similar to the IRL survey respondents to the Irish Rural Link survey were not asked to comment 

directly on the text of the draft vision. But there are key insights to be drawn from the findings 

that portrait a clear indication of what the public want from trees and forests in the future that 

are broadly in line with the areas of commonality above.  

It was also clear from this survey that there is a strong preference for forests in urban areas 

(roundabouts, public buildings, car parks, urban spaces, business parks industrial zones) to be 

supported through public funding or planning guidelines/ specifications.  

A key message received from this survey was the need for more effective communication and 

messaging on the multiple values that trees and forests provide. 53% of respondents have no 

preference to live in a home constructed mainly from sustainably grown timber which may 

indicate a knowledge gap around the integrity, durability and other characteristics of home 

constructed from wood.  

The most important objectives for funding the creation of new forests was climate change, 

providing places for wildlife and providing places for recreation, relaxation and mental health. A 

more modest number referenced the economic benefit, and fewer again, the provision of timber 

and the development of self-sufficiency in timber and wood products. The economic benefits that 
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trees and forests provide tend to be much front and centre. There is also limited awareness of 

media commentary or stories about trees and forests and where referenced, most tend to 

reference their amenity value, climate change, etc.   

Bilateral Engagements  

Each of the key stakeholders were asked for feedback on the draft vision and to convey what their 

vision for trees and forest are. There was widespread support for the draft vision. Support was 

generally tempered with concern around the possibility of achieving the level of ambition in the 

context of the current licensing backlogs and regulatory system.  

In addition to the areas of commonality with the other strands of the consultation there were 

some dominant and common themes and feedback across the meetings that were specific to the 

draft vision: 

• As it is a future positive looking vision it should not refer to the current Forestry 

Programme or perceived negative aspects of forestry.  

• There were differing opinions on the inclusion of legacy issues in the vision. Some 

considered it unhelpful or inappropriate, while others welcomed its inclusion and 

suggested it should be stronger and more explicit in its commitment to protecting and 

restoring sensitive habitats and species.  

• Support from farmers will be critical to achieving the future vision and so agriculture and 

forestry should be more closely aligned in the vision rather than suggesting divides. The 

benefits of forestry to farmers should be more obvious.  

• Land availability will be a critical element to realising the vision. 

• There was support for the term biodiversity but there were preferences for more specific 

reference to soil, water protection, pressures from deer.  

• The idea of collaboration; the need for everyone to work together to achieve the ambition 

is a missing element.  

•  The vision timeline should be longer, reaching well beyond 2050.  

• Society will have priorities in the years ahead that forests can begin to support today.  

• Promoting forest health and resilience should be included in the vision.  

 

Overall reflection on comments and responses received on the draft Vision.  

There is widespread support for the draft shared Vision that is either explicit or implicit 

throughout the strands of the public consultation. The high-level areas of overriding commonality 
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that are important for citizens and stakeholders have been captured in the draft vision text; for 

example, the need for greater forest expansion consisting of more mixed forests that deliver 

multiple benefits for rural and urban communities, to address climate change, biodiversity loss 

and other challenges. 

A narrow focus on any single part of the vision could potentially reduce the value flowing from 

other value areas. The vision should paint a picture of what we are collectively aiming for by 2050; 

a vision that reflects the values of all of society. It should provide balance where there are 

sometimes conflicting views but be a clear statement of direction and change.  

In consideration of the views and feedback received on the draft vision what follows are some 

amendments to the original draft that largely reflect some of areas of commonality that were not 

included in the original. These relate mostly to the following aspects: 

• Agriculture and forestry being more compatible and aligned rather than giving the 

perception they are in competition.  

• The need for a sustainable workforce to ensure there are sufficient resources in place to 

realise the ambition of the vision 

• Results across the public consultation suggest the public would benefit from wider 

opportunities for awareness and education regarding the benefits of trees, forests and 

Irish wood products.  

• A reference to the need to promote forest health and resilience. 

• Replacing the reference to the Forestry Programme (2014-2020) with that of enhanced 

sustainable forest management practices.  

The changes to the original draft of the shared vision are as follows: 

The right trees in the right places for the right reasons with the right management - 

supporting a sustainable and thriving economy and society and a healthy environment. 

By 2050, Ireland’s forests and woodlands will be seen as a symbol of the transformational social, 

economic and environmental changes that were needed to address the climate, biodiversity, 

housing and health emergencies of the 2020’s. A much larger and more diverse forestry and 

woodland footprint is being successfully managed to balance and deliver forestry’s multiple 

objectives and benefits for climate, nature, water quality, wood production, people, the wider 

economy and rural communities. It forms a valuable, compatible element of the farming 

enterprise and is co-existing in harmony with farming, urban and other landscapes and valued 

highly by citizens. It is also supporting a thriving and growing forest sectorindustry, long term 
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quality employment for a sustainable workforce, ecosystem services and public, educational and 

recreational amenities. 

There is a nationwide awareness and understanding of the multiple benefits of forests. Forestry 

is at the centre of the circular and green economy with Irish grown timber the material of choice 

for the substitution of carbon intensive building products for new Irish homes. ItForestry is 

providing a profitable diversification option for farmers, with people living in rural, urban and 

suburban communities feeling a sense of connection and pride in their local forests and 

woodlands, and the many benefits that they provide. Legacy environmental issues associated 

with past forestry practices are being successfully addressedhave been successfully resolved, 

building on the improvements already made through enhancedin sustainable forest management 

practices evident under the 2014-2020 Forestry Programme. The Irish landscape now features a 

rich variety of diverse, resilient and healthy trees, woods and forests, established for multiple 

purposes and delivering multiple benefits for the environment, economy and society on both 

public and private land. 
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3. Appendices 

 

Appendix 1 Irish Rural Link Recommendations  

1. Continued Stakeholder Engagement – The Government should facilitate a 

comprehensive stakeholder engagement plan to ensure all relevant stakeholders be 

included. It was highlighted very clearly both in the Focus Groups and survey responses, that this 

should only be the beginning of the public conversation and dialogue on forestry and woodlands. 

Continued engagement with all stakeholders should take place during the development of the 

new Forest Strategy but also as part of its implementation to ensure it is inclusive of communities 

with no negative impacts on communities or people’s livelihoods within all sectors.  

2. Forest Advisory Services – Government should immediately establish a ‘Forest Advisory 

Service’ whose advice is available to all stakeholders. Under the new EU Forest Strategy for 

2030, the EU Commission will promote the creation of a “Forest Advisory Services” in Member 

States, similar to the Farm Advisory Services developed under the Common Agricultural Policy 

(CAP). Teagasc provides a forestry advisory service with advice available to all stakeholders.  

There are currently 8 advisers nationwide supported by one forestry specialist. This service 

should be built upon and additional resources put in place to extend the services provided 

including; engagement with communities on forestry and woodland, especially where large scale 

plantations by state bodies and large private investors/companies are planned to discern what 

works best for the community and to ensure they are not adversely impacted.  

3. Local Authority Engagement – Each Local Authority should develop a suitable land use 

policy which includes the promotion of forestry in line with current EU and national 

directives. Each Local Authority produces a Local Development Plan following public 

consultation. These plans set out a local authority’s objectives for the area in relation to 

development, developing and improving infrastructure and improving amenities. The new 

Forestry Strategy should engage with Local Authorities especially where there are larger forest 

plantations and public forests and how these can be incorporated into development plans and 

integrated into local communities better or if the plantation will have social, environmental or 

other economic impacts to the community. Local Authorities must also be key stakeholders in the 

Land Use Review.  

4. NeighbourWood Scheme - The NeighbourWood Scheme4, launched in 2017, is currently 

under subscribed and is clearly not as attractive to communities as it should be. We recommend 

a thorough review of this scheme should take place to ensure it is fully subscribed. Fully 

subscribed it would encourage local farmers and foresters to become involved, particularly those 

who would like to open up their forests but are concerned about insurance costs as well as public 

liability. A concerted effort to include communities and community investment should be made.  

 

4 Details of the NeighbourWood Scheme are included in Chapter 1 of this report. 
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Since the current Programme for Government 2020 commits to an expansion of this scheme, 

measures should be put in place to improve the awareness and uptake of the scheme and enable 

local communities and local forest owners to become involved more easily. Incentives on how the 

local forester or farmer can be financially rewarded for this should also be explored. These could 

include; long-term grants and payments to owners, state backed insurance scheme and 

protection of ownership and right to manage maintained.  

5. Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) to prevent excessive plantation of Sitka Spruce -  We 

recommend a series of KPI’s be established through consultation to monitor the density of 

plantations of Sitka Spruce and Conifers at county or regional level. Many communities are 

concerned that excessive forest plantation of Sitka Spruce may have an impact on their 

community in terms of farmland, water systems and general biodiversity systems or 

development of other sectors. These KPI’s would serve as a guarantor for any adverse effects that 

may impact on communities as a result of excessive plantations of conifers and are managed by 

the relevant stakeholders.    

6. Mixed Tree Plantation –  We are recommending that the policy of mix tree plantation 

should be adopted by all stakeholders. While local farmers and foresters must plant a 

percentage of broadleaves and native woodland trees as part of their plantation, some 

participants of the survey and focus groups were of the opinion that this was not the case for 

public and large private investment companies. There was a strong belief from participants of the 

study that these public and private investors could plant one type of tree in one part of the country 

and a native or broadleaf in another part and that this is what has led to excessive, dense 

plantations of Sitka Spruce and monoculture plantation in some parts of the country. All forest 

plantation sites, irrespective of public, private investments, or local farmers, foresters should 

plant a mix of trees.    

The principle of planting and growing “the right tree in the right place and for the right purpose” 

should be applied in the new Forestry Strategy and future forestry policy.  

 

7. Payments for Native Woodlands and Biodiversity –  A comprehensive review of 

payments for native woodlands and biodiversity should take place.  Payments to plant 

broadleaves and native woodlands must increase to encourage greater plantation of these type 

of trees. The review should explore making an annual payment for the plantation of native 

woodlands so that those who would like to plant more than the required amount and also those 

who are protecting local biodiversity and wildlife are properly compensated. 

 

8.  Licencing and Clear Felling – There is a perception among respondents to the survey that 

there are significant delays in licencing for clear-felling. This is particularly difficult for small 

holders. This study recommends that a study on feasible alternatives to clear-felling be 

carried out.   

It is important that measures are put in place to address the delays in issuing these licencing. 

In relation to Clear-Felling, the aesthetics can be off-putting and does not look very appealing for 

a local area, especially for people living close by or if the community is trying to develop the area 

for tourism. 
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9. Engagement with Communities – We are proposing that a comprehensive community 

engagement process be established in each local community affected by plantation 

proposals. Where there is planning for plantations by large private companies and public forests 

and woodlands, communities should have a right to transparent and meaningful engagement. 

This would allow for a conversation to take place on any concerns the community might have for 

example, community benefit from the forest, ensuring a mix of trees can be planted that are 

suitable for the soil type and how the forest and/or woodland can be integrated into the 

community and can the forest be used as a local amenity, by local schools etc. Engaging with 

communities can also help remove and avoid misinformation on forestry and different tree types 

that communities may have.   

 

10. Education and Raising Awareness – We recommend that through the Department of 

Education through the DAFM an education and raising awareness exercise be undertaken 

around forestry and woodlands to include; what type of trees are being planted; what are the 

trees used for; the value and uses of timber from certain types of trees that are planted and why 

certain type of trees need to be planted; what benefits do forests bring to the local community; 

how are they used by the local community; do they create employment or can they be used as a 

local amenity; education resource for local schools, research, mental health and wellbeing 

purposes.   

11. Align our Forestry Policies with International Best Practice - We recommend further 

examination of International Best Practice of sustainable forestry management practices. 

This should include how forests are managed, how they are perceived by local communities and 

if or how they are integrated into local communities.   

 

12. Community Ownership – We recommend a further exploration of community 

ownership of forestry.  A concerted effort should be made under a cooperative structure to 

invest in forestry at a local level. This would give communities a say in what type of trees are to 

be planted as well as its development as a local amenity and possible tourist attraction.      
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Appendix 2 Foróige Recommendations  

1. Barriers to accessing forests and woodland areas should be considered and mitigated, 

including but not limited to the lack of public transport links, the needs of people with 

particular accessibility needs, and the need for proper forest management. 

2. A range of schemes, initiatives and activities should be developed to enable greater 

awareness and opportunities to engage with nature. 

3. The benefits of trees and forests must be more widely promoted, to support greater 

recognition and understanding of the importance of trees and forests to many aspects of our 

lives. 

4. Native species should be protected and promoted, in particular broadleaf and hardwood tree 

species. 

5. Tree planting should be done to mimic natural growth patterns. 

6. Forests and woodland areas should be properly managed to support overall forest health 

and maintain accessibility for visitors. 

7. Forest cover in Ireland should be expanded to meet the global average of 30.6% of land area 

at a minimum. 

8. Commercial activity should be tempered by the need to ensure environmental sustainability 

and ecosystem health, and must be subject to robust monitoring. 

9. Educational opportunities to learn about trees and forests should be rolled out 

comprehensively and expanded, both through formal and non-formal education, as well as 

the provision of dedicated outreach staff. 

10. Urban environments should be a key part of Ireland’s forest strategy and vision. 
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Appendix 3 Stakeholders list for bilateral meetings.  

• Coillte 

• Irish Timber Grower Association  

• Society of Irish Foresters 

• None so Hardy 

• Teagasc 

• National Parks and Wildlife Service 

• Department of the Environment Climate and Communications  

• Environmental Pillar 

• Environmental Protection Agency 

• Department of Public Expenditure and Reform 

• Irish Wildlife Trust 

• Pro Silva Ireland 

• Forest Industries Ireland 

• Climate Change Advisory Council 

• Forestry Administration Division (Forest Service)X2 

• Forestry Inspectorate Group (North) 

• Land Use Review Group 

• DAFM Management Board 

• Senior Officials Group Environment  

• Irish Farmers Association 

• Irish Timber Council  

• Forestry Inspectorate/ Ecologists 

• Irish Forest Owners Steering Committee 

• Construction Industry Council 

• Irish Natura and Hill Farmers Association  

• County and City Management Association 

• Macra na Feirme 

 

 

 


