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24 November 2021 

 

Your Ref: ENV.D.1/CO/DCM 
ENV.D.1(2020)7939058 

Claudia OLAZABAL 

Head of Unit  
EUROPEAN COMMISSION 
DIRECTORATE-GENERAL 
ENVIRONMENT 
Natural Capital 
Land Use & Management 

Subject: Response to issues raised concerning Irish forestry and the environment 

Dear Ms OLAZABAL 

Please find below the DAFM response to various issues raised in the document summarising 

the virtual meeting between Irish Forest Service and DG ENV, held on the 28th April 2021, and 

to two separate issues raised in a further correspondence to myself on the 3rd May 2021. We 

have limited our response to those issues where DG Env. requested a response.  

Apologies for the late and incomplete response but any gaps will be dealt with after the 

Package Meeting tomorrow and Friday, alongside any other issues that arise during those 

discussions.  

 

(1) Implementation of Irish Forestry Programme, 2014-2020 

Follow up: FS to comment on these submissions by end May 2021. 

DAFM Response 

The Commission has presented a number of papers from a single member of the public, who 

has also submitted numerous queries and AEI requests to the Department. DAFM is in the 

process of investigating these submissions and a preliminary response is provided.  

In relation to the paper entitled ‘Afforestation in proximity to historic Curlew breeding 

locations’, this paper claims that over 3,000 ha of land has been afforested within a 3 km 
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buffer zone of an historic curlew nesting location up to April 2020 during the current Forestry 

Programme. However, an analysis of Form 2 payments (which indicate actual planting) 

undertaken by DAFM on the 24th November 2021 showed that a total of 1,669.7 ha have been 

afforested from 2014 to the end of 2020 within 3 km of all curlew nest sites (i.e. historic and 

current), based on the curlew layer provided to the FS-DAFM by NPWS in March 2021 (and 

upon which, ongoing analyses by FS-DAFM and NPWS, described further below, are based).  

In relation to the paper entitled ‘Afforestation on peat-based soils under the Forestry 

Programme 2014-20’, this paper claims that there has been over 8,500 ha of land on peat-

based soils (01_Bk) afforested in over 4,100 individual plots under the current programme. 

The designation ’01_Bk’ refers to blanket peat, and encapsulates a wide range of sites, from 

sites heavily modified and under intensive farm management to intact and active blanket 

bogland. The current Department policy, as stated in the Land Types for Afforestation (2017), 

Forestry Schemes Manual (2015) and the scheme documentation, sets out what is and is not 

eligible under the Afforestation Scheme. The flowing peatland and bogland habitats are 

excluded:   

➢ active blanket bog; 
➢ lowland blanket bog with black bog-rush, bog asphodel and ling heather; 
➢ raised bog with heathers, bog cotton and bog asphodel; 
➢ raised bog pool and sphagnum hummock, with bog moss, bog bean and white beak-

sedge; 
➢ purple moorgrass and ling heather on deep peat (50 cm or greater); 
➢ site with purple moor-grass and ling heather; 
➢ cutover bog with old turf bank; 
➢ wet heath, with ling heather, cross-leaved heath, hare’s-tail cottongrass and purple 

moorgrass; 
➢ dry heath, with western gorse and bell heather; and 
➢ dry heath, with ling heather and bilberry. 

 

The following exclusions also preclude pet and bog sites: 

➢ sites over 300 metres above sea level in the west of Ireland, and over 400 metres 
above sea level in the east of Ireland; 

➢ sites that cannot be adequately drained, and sites that are prone to flooding; 
➢ sites with rock outcrop and associated shallow soils in excess of 25% of the area; 
➢ severely exposed sites and some sea-facing locations; and 
➢ sites where it is not possible or practical to access or construct forest roads to 

facilitate the movement of timber to a suitable public road network. 

 

Peat sites that comprise purple moor-grass vegetation have an average peat depth of less 

than 50 cm are potentially eligible for funding under the Afforestation Scheme, subject to 

environmental assessment, and can only form a maximum of 20% of any single application. 
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Heavily modified peat sites under farm management are also eligible, assuming none of the 

above apply and subject to environmental assessment.  

The figure arrived at in the paper presented appears to be based on the widest interpretation 

of blanket peat, and reliance on the indicative soil maps. The above clarifies exact types of 

peat sites that may and may not be eligible for planting, and it is important to note that soil 

assessment is not reliant on indictive soil data but by soil identification by District Inspectors 

during site inspections.  

 

(3) Freshwater Pearl Mussel 

Follow-up: FS will come back with further observations on this by end May. 

 

DAFM Response 

FS-DAFM has noted the comments of the Commission in relation to the draft Plan for Forests 

and Freshwater Pearl Mussel (FPM) in Ireland, in regard to how it relates to the Top 8 

catchments.  

FS-DAFM also notes the negative view of the experts regarding the draft Plan. 

FS-DAFM would like to firstly reassure the Commission that in the absence of a plan, the level 

of forestry activity in the Top 8 catchments is extremely low.  

Coillte, as the largest forestry owner within the Top 8 catchments, is a key component in the 
management of these catchments. Consequently, FS-DAFM has entered into further 
discussions with Coillte regarding the future management of their estate, particularly in 
relation to deforestation, habitat restoration and management. 

FS-DAFM also commits to engage further with the experts to provide clarifications around 

the three options in the draft Plan, to understand fully their concerns, to allay those 

concerns where possible, and to make any required changes to the draft Plan.  

 

Details of the Draft Plan for Forests and FPM in Ireland 

In summary, the draft Plan advocates three different options, summarised as follows: 

➢ Option 1: Restructuring Existing Forests This option involves the significant 
restructuring (primarily at clearfell stage but potentially earlier) of existing forests 
often planted to the water’s edge, to introduce hydrologically restored and 
undisturbed water setbacks (of varying widths) and zones of (predominantly) native 
woodland planted with minimal site input and managed under CCF. Such treatment 
comes under the ‘BIO’ and ‘CCF’ reforestation objectives in the DAFM’s Felling & 
Reforestation Policy document 2017. This option will represent a net benefit to the 
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conservation of FPM and has been demonstrated on many sites throughout the 
country, through the application of the Native Woodland Conservation Scheme, 
including the KerryLIFE-associated sites at Gearha North, Tooreenafersha and 
Slieveaduff. 

➢ Option 2: Permanent Forest Removal This involves the targeted removal of forests 
where acute issues arise and where the installation of tailored water setbacks will 
not suffice. The FS-DAFM will consider this option on application, as per the 
provisions set out in Section 5.2 of the Felling & Reforestation Policy. The utilisation 
of the licence will leave the site open for subsequent works aimed at restoring the 
habitat to pre-afforestation conditions. Option 2 will result in a reduction of forest 
cover with the Top 8 catchments.  

➢ Option 3: Native Woodland Creation This involves the creation of new native 
woodland on (predominantly) improved farmland, where appropriate to do so and 
as part of efforts to mitigate other landuse pressures (primarily by buffering against 
nutrient and sediment runoff). Areas planted will reduce pressures from on-farm 
activities and displace ongoing farming inputs that would otherwise take place 
within the site's 'footprint'. There are multiple examples of this option being applied 
throughout Ireland, including several under KerryLIFE. Any native woodland creation 
within the FPM SACs will only be licensed with the agreement of NPWS. 

Each of the above Options 1-3, applied on a site-by-site level within the procedures and 

safeguards set out in the draft Plan and the DAFM document Forests & Water: Achieving 

Objectives under Ireland’s River Basin Management Plan 2018-2021 (2018), will contribute 

to the conservation of FPM and other aquatic-based qualifying interests, the aquatic 

ecosystem and water quality in general, and will deliver a wide range of co-benefits in terms 

of native woodland biodiversity and wider habitat linkage, both likely to significantly 

advance the conservation objective of other qualifying interests within the SACs involved.  

In summary, there will be a significant decrease in forest cover within the Top 8 catchments, 

as Options 1 and 2 will involve the net removal of forest canopy, and Option 3 will only be 

applied in limited circumstances. The proportion of forest cover under native woodland will 

also increase considerably. Options 1 and 3 will also promote the use of CCF over future 

clearfelling, thereby reducing future operational impacts and associated risks. Furthermore, 

all three options result in the removal of all operational pressures from areas adjoining 

watercourses.  

Each option is also embodied to various degrees in the KerryLIFE Project, which FS-DAFM 

was been involved in as a co-beneficiary, alongside Coillte. That project did not advocate for 

widespread deforestation but presented a more nuanced approach to the management of 

woodland and forest within the top FPM catchments.  

In summary, while further changes are expected (arising from further engagement with 

Coillte and the experts), based on the appropriate application of each option on a site-by-
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site basis, DAFM contends that this draft Plan provides a solid basis for realising an 

important contribution to the conservation of Freshwater Pearl Mussel in Ireland.  

 

(5) Curlew 

Follow-up: FS to provide details of how it proposes to adapt current practice 

by end May (it is also covered in the submissions mentioned at the outset). 

DAFM response 

Bilateral discussions are taking place with National Parks & Wildlife Service on Curlew, and a 

landscape analysis is being undertaken by NPWS based on requested analyses by FS-DAFM of 

forest cover / perimeters and curlew buffers (the results of the latest analysis was sent to 

NPWS, 8th November). As per a recent communication from NPWS, “Both of the above metrics 

[relating to forest perimeters] will be helpful for NPWS in future strategic planning 

considerations for the future of Curlew conservation. This will provide metrics on the extent of 

forestry coverage and fragmentation in each core area. Of course, forestry is not the only such 

land use that can lead to fragmentation of habitats/landscapes – we will gather information 

on fragmentation from other sources via separate analyses.”  

NPWS provided FS-DAFM with a revised Curlew layer on the 20th April 2021. The data was 

subsequently incorporated into iFORIS and the bespoke QGIS Viewer used by DAFM 

Ecologists, to support the application of the existing FS-DAFM procedure for afforestation and 

Curlew. This procedure requires the input of a suitable ornithologist into any afforestation 

application that overlaps with a 1 km radius buffer centred on Curlew breeding sites. 

Nationally, these Curlew buffers incorporate a total of 60,614 ha.  

On foot of the above analyses, DAFM is considering a policy change relating to this 

requirement to better reflect the recommendations of the Curlew Task Force. In the 

meantime, the current procedure remains in place, within the context of low levels of 

afforestation nationally.  

 

(6) Public participation and access to information 

Follow-up: FS to comment on the FLV submission on the operation of the FLV 

by end May. 

 

DAFM Response 

Public Participation and Access to Information on Forestry Licence Applications 

Public participation in decision-making on forestry is of paramount importance to the 

Department and, as we understand it, we now provide some of the highest levels of public 



 
 

Page 6 of 15 

 

participation of any EU Member State, which includes an independent third-party appeals 

process. Also, in December 2020, DAFM launched an online public mapping viewer, 

displaying felling, afforestation and forest road licence information, with information freely 

available to the public. More information on the Forestry Licence Viewer (FLV) is set out 

below. 

Public participation in forestry licence decision-making is guaranteed under the Forestry Act 

2014. Regarding the provisions of Article 6(2) of the Convention and Regulation 10 of S.I. No. 

191/2017, once an application for a forestry licence is accepted as complete, it is advertised 

on a publicly available website. All licence applications and decisions are published, three 

times weekly, consistent with Article 6(2)(a) and (e). Information on public consultation in 

respect of Article 6(2)(iv) and (vi) is clearly set out on the decision-making authority’s 

website, where the notices are available. Further to Article 6(2)(b), the decision is also 

published on the same website when available.  

Any interested third party may make a submission within 30 days of advertising, and 

appeals on decisions may be made to the independent appeals body, the Forestry Appeals 

Committee (FAC). There is an administrative cost of €20 for making a submission on these 

applications as there are costs associated with dealing with a submission. A cost of €200 is 

associated with dealing with an appeal. These fees are in line with the planning process in 

other authorities in Ireland and fully comply with the principle of the application of 

reasonable costs.  

Where an interested party makes a submission on an application, they will receive 

documents in relation to that application. Similarly, when they receive notification of the 

decision, they receive documents associated with that decision. Those that make an appeal 

will also receive all documentation relating to the appealed licence. There is no charge for 

these documents. 

In the case of legacy files that will not have documents on the FLV, if those documents are 

requested outside of a submission or appeal, there is a small administrative charge in 

providing them (€20 per hour and €0.04/page scanned or hard copy). This is in line with the 

provisions of Article 5(2) of the AIE Directive, which provides that charges shall not exceed a 

reasonable amount. 

The Department is satisfied that the fee provisions do not restrict the application of the 

Aarhus Convention in forestry matters. All of the three main pillars of the Convention are 

well-established in the forestry licensing decision-making process in Ireland and will be 

enhanced into the future through the FLV. 

 

S.I. No. 293/2021 

In June, 2021, the Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage signed the 
European Union (Birds and Natural Habitats) (Amendment) Regulations 2021 (S.I. No. 293 of 
2021). To give full effect to these Regulations, DAFM immediately made changes to the way 
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in which forestry projects that require Appropriate Assessment under the Habitats Directive 
are assessed. 

 

The Department revised its public consultation processes to ensure that there is full public 

participation in decision-making around projects that may have a significant effect on a 

European site. This involved the introduction of a second 30-day consultation period, 

commencing after receipt of a Natura Impact Statement (NIS) (if not submitted with initial 

application) or after an Appropriate Assessment Report (AAR) is produced by the 

Department. Relevant documentation is published in the FLV. 

 

The Department, therefore, has an extensive public consultation on forestry licence 

applications. The public has three possibilities for participating in the decision-making 

process: (i) the initial 30 day consultation window, when the application is first received; a 

second 30-day consultation window after receipt of a NIS (if not submitted with initial 

application) or the production of an AAR; and finally, post-decision by appeal to the 

independent FAC. 

 

Forestry Licence Viewer (FLV) 

In 2020, the Department commenced the development of an online portal to display certain 

forestry licence application information. A project of this size necessarily must be broken 

into phases and these phases were delivered as follows: 

➢ Phase 1: December 2020 This phase showed high-level site information for all 
applications from the 1st January, 2018 onwards. The user could search by reference 
number, by county/townland or simply by zooming into the area. The site 
boundaries were outlined and information such as the proposed operation, the area, 
species, etc. was displayed. 

➢ Phase 2: 11th January 2021 Considering data privacy and GDPR, applicants for 
forestry licences must be advised at the time of application, that their personal 
information (applicant name and address) would be published online. Therefore, 
only applications for forestry licences received from that date onwards would have 
the supporting document published and made available in the viewer. This includes 
the application, maps, and any other reports/assessments. The FLV will over time 
form a repository of forestry licence application information. 

➢ Phase 3: June 2021 Phase 3 provides an online submission tool whereby the user can 
select a forestry licence and following a step-by-step process, make a submission on 
that application and receive an automatic acknowledgement of their submission. 
The submission will then appear in the FLV (after processing), alongside the rest of 
the application documentation. 
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The FLV is available on the Department’s pages of the Government of Ireland website 

(gov.ie). Users should select DAFM’s name from the top ribbon, and then ‘Forestry’ from the 

right-hand menu. Then see Option 2 from the next menu. A direct link is here: Forestry 

Licence Viewer (agriculture.gov.ie) Once the user accepts the terms of reference, the system 

is easy to navigate and provides transparent and easily accessible information to interested 

third parties on forestry licence applications. The FLV is optimised for desktop, laptop and 

mobile use. 

Following the making of S.I. No. 293/2021, the Department commenced publishing redacted 

versions of forestry licence applications on hand and received before 11th January 2021. As 

explained above, the initial decision was to publish documentation for applications received 

from that date only, to ensure applicants understood their personal information was 

published. However, to facilitate the second public consultation, all documents are now 

published, once redacted where necessary. 

 

Issues raised in follow-up 

DG Env. raised two other issues in its communication with Patricia Kelly, PO, Department of 

Agriculture, Food & Marine, on the 3rd May 2021. The relevant text is replicated below, with 

the DAFM response. 

 

First, at the recent Nature Dialogue with Ireland, reference was made to the 

identification of in the region of 12,000 hectares of riparian land that could benefit 

from tree-planting, in particular to help address water pollution. We are very 

interested in learning more about this (not least because our unit, responsible for 

forestry in DG ENV, is also responsible for the Nitrates Directive). Such an objective 

could serve multiple interests if the planting were to consist of native woodland 

managed on the basis of continuous forest cover. As emphasised in all previous 

exchanges, we very strongly support the emphasis you place on this category of 

afforestation.  

 

DAFM response: 

The European Commission obtained the figure of 12,000 hectares from the presentation that 

the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage gave at the Nature bilateral 

meeting in March 2021. This figure was given in the presentation as an example of one 

possible interception solution to break the pollution flow path to rivers (with added climate 

and biodiversity benefits). It is derived from the EPA estimate of 2,500 km cumulative length 

of river channel needing interception measures. DHLGH allowed a generous 50 metre width 

from the river side (2,500km x 50m) due to the added climate and biodiversity benefits. This 

means that the 12,000 hectares does not represent the area that is actually available for the 

https://forestry-maps.apps.rhos.agriculture.gov.ie/
https://forestry-maps.apps.rhos.agriculture.gov.ie/
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planting of native trees and does not take any factors into consideration, except for the 

cumulative length of river channels multiplied with a certain set back area.  

The Department is currently preparing a support scheme provisionally entitled Forests for 

Water Scheme, targeted at promoting native woodland creation with the specific aim to 

enhance water. This new initiative will be designed to encourage farmers and other 

landowners to create native woodland specifically for the purpose of protecting Ireland’s 

inland water, its quality and the rich aquatic and riparian ecosystems it supports. The initiative 

will be integrated with the existing Native Woodland Establishment Scheme, as represented 

by Grant & Premium (GPCs) Categories 9 and 10 under the Afforestation Scheme, which itself 

forms part of the National Forestry Programme. So-called ‘Forests for Water’ plots can 

comprise stand-alone projects or form part of larger afforestation applications. Areas under 

this measure must meet one of seven objectives for the protection of water quality to be 

considered for inclusion and will typically include riparian and floodplain sites.  

 

Second, at the meeting we touched on the idea of conceiving of the role of Coillte as 

a land-manager, given its ownership of land in or near sensitive areas. In discussions 

with Ireland on the RRF, Irish officials have mentioned that they are undertaking a 

full land-use review in the whole country. There is a particular interest here in 

learning what climate benefits will come from peatland restoration. It would be 

helpful to know if your Service will be involved. There are areas that were afforested 

in the past on Annex I Habitat Directive peat habitats where one might want to 

deforest and restore the peat for both climate mitigation and biodiversity. We note 

that Coillte has in the recent past received LIFE funding for peatland restoration in 

such areas. Furthermore, Ireland’s National Energy and Climate Plan indicates that 

both Ireland’s peatlands strategy and forestry strategy are to be reviewed, amongst 

other things, with a view to climate change. 

 

DAFM response: 

The following reports on the land use review and information provided by Coillte regarding 

its initiatives on peatlands. 

Land Use Review 

The Programme for Government: Our Shared Future (2020) commits to a Land Use Review 

to ensure that optimal land use options inform all relevant government decisions. The 

review will include consideration of farmland, forests and peatlands with a specific focus on: 

➢ Balancing environmental, social, and economic considerations and involve a process 
of evaluation of the ecological characteristics of the land; 
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➢ Gathering the data and evidence to report on and determine the environmental, 
ecological, social and economic characteristics of land cover, land use and land-
based activities across Ireland and how they interact and influence each other; and 

➢ Including consideration of emissions to air and water, carbon sequestration, and 
climate adaptation challenges.  

The review is being overseen by a Steering Committee co-chaired by the Department of 

Agriculture, Food and Marine (DAFM) and the Department of the Environment, Climate and 

Communications (DECC). Representatives from DAFM, DECC, EPA, DHLGH and independent 

nominees will participate in this Steering Committee. 

The national Land Use Review will be carried out in two phases. Phase 1 of the review is the 

principal data-gathering phase to determine the environmental, ecological and economic 

characteristics of land types across Ireland. It will consist of an evidential review, chaired by 

the EPA with technical advisors from National Parks & Wildlife Services, Teagasc, DAFM, 

DECC, OSI, DHLGH, OPR and the Heritage Council. Work is already underway with agreed 

work packages and timelines in place. 

The objectives for Phase 1 are to: 

➢ Collate, and catalogue the available data and evidence across government, public 
and private sources on national land cover and use in Ireland. 

➢ Draw together the wide range of existing research, best national and international 
polices, measures, practices, data sources on relevant issues such as soil types, 
hydrology, biodiversity impacts and water quality, among others, as well as the social 
and economic importance of different land types and uses.  

➢ Consider a broad scope of land, land use, land use change of both urban and rural 
environments. This shall include the climate, biodiversity, hydrological and 
environmental impacts and consequences of land use, land use change in a changing 
climate based on a range of climate prediction scenarios.  

➢ Identify key gaps, duplications, synergies, and mismatches in the data and evidence. 
Establishing the key research and emerging policy needs with the aim of informing 
future research strategies.  

➢ Develop clear, publicly accessible and coherent communication of the report and its 
findings, with key stakeholders, in particular local communities, involved and 
consulted in all stages of the work.  

The second phase of the Land Use Review shall build upon the results of the evidential 

review and consider policies and measures in the context of the Government’s wider 

economic, social and climate objectives. 

Coillte and peatland restoration 

Separately to the Land Use Review, Coillte have undertaken work in relation to reforestation 

of afforested peatlands in the past and there are also several ongoing projects. 
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Coillte have been involved in four individual LIFE-funded peatlands projects, three of which 

are completed.  

LIFE02 NAT/IRL/8490 Restoring Active Blanket Bog in Ireland 

This project was completed in December 2007. The project objectives were to restore 1,989 

ha of blanket blog across 20 sites to a favourable conservation status and, in particular, to 

extend the area of blanket bog by means of tree removal to increase the likelihood of 

recolonisation with Annex 1 blanket bog habitat type species. The sites were located mainly 

in the Atlantic seaboard counties of Ireland where the SAC blanket bog sites are located. 

Tree removal occurred across 955 ha, thereby extending the area of blanket bog (Natura 

code 7130). Bog restoration was further enhanced by the blocking drains to raise the water 

table across 1,545 ha in cleared areas and on open bog areas, and fencing was erected 

across 586 ha to reduce the impacts of overgrazing. Removal of naturally regenerating trees 

from open bog areas was also completed. This project acted as a flagship demonstration 

area.  

The project sites were incorporated into Coillte’s biodiversity area with nature conservation 

as the primary management objective (20% of the Coillte estate is managed for 

biodiversity). All the sites have since been designated as Natura 2000 habitats and included 

in their surrounding SACs. The project demonstrated the restoration of suitable active 

blanket bog sites as one of the management options on afforested peatlands. Vegetation 

monitoring took place in 2007 and 2011, and the majority of sites show evidence of higher 

water tables, and support peat-forming vegetation, albeit at different stages in the 

restoration process, with some sites taking longer than others. 

LIFE04 NAT/IE/000121 Restoring Raised Bog in Ireland 

The peatlands of the Irish midlands are among the most important raised bog systems and it 

is estimated that Ireland contains 50% of the intact oceanic raised bog systems remaining in 

Europe. In 2004, Coillte began an EU-LIFE project to actively restore 571 ha of raised bog on 

14 midland sites in counties Galway, Roscommon, Longford, Westmeath, Meath, Cavan and 

Laois. Approximately 450 ha of plantation forest was removed and restored. All 14 sites are 

designated as Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) under the EU Habitats Directive. 

Bog restoration in the midlands and mid-west 

A third bog restoration project, undertaken in conjunction with NPWS at 17 sites across the 

midlands and mid-west, was completed in 2015. This project involved the restoration of 636 

ha of raised bog habitat on 17 Coillte sites within the Natura 2000 network and in Natural 

Heritage Areas. This project implemented best practice restoration techniques developed in 

Coillte’s previous raised bog restoration project, through the removal of plantation forests 

from raised bogs of conservation value and the restoration of wetland conditions. All project 
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sites across all LIFE projects are part of Coillte’s biodiversity areas. These sites are prioritised 

for annual biodiversity spending within Coillte. The 12 NHA sites were upgraded to SAC 

status in 2016, thereby conferring legal protection on those sites. 

LIFE09 NAT/IE/000222 Demonstrating Best Practice in Raised Bog Restoration in Ireland 

The best practice measures used in the LIFE09 project are transferable to any conifer 

plantation on peatlands. The use of brash mats to prevent excessive damage to the bog 

surface is important on clear-felled peatland sites. The blocking of drains with peat dams is 

an essential and cost-effective action for all peatland restoration projects. Where machinery 

access is not feasible, plastic piling should be installed manually. 

Coillte are currently involved as an associated beneficiary in the LIFE project (LIFE18 

IPE/IE/000002) which is also looking to restore Atlantic blanket bog habitat at two Coillte 

sites – Derrylea, Co. Galway (40 ha) and Owenirragh, Co, Mayo (89 ha) – through the 

removal of conifers, rewetting and restoration of blanket bog habitat. These two properties 

are surrounded by SACs, both of which have qualifying interests of Annex 1 active blanket 

bog habitats. The Owenirragh site adjoins an area restored to blanket bog in the original 

LIFE02 blanket bog restoration project. 

In addition to their involvement in LIFE projects, Coillte have initiated the Wild Western 

Peatlands Project. One third of Coillte’s entire estate (c.136,000ha) is on peatland soils and a 

significant portion is on blanket bog, along the western seaboard. Approximately one-third 

of these western peatland forests are on nationally or internationally important blanket bog 

habitat, and many are of low commercial value due to their limited timber production 

capacity. Coillte is actively exploring/evaluating management options for these blanket bog 

and heathland priority habitat sites, starting with a project to redesign 2,100 hectares of 

commercially-forested western blanket bogs across five sites.  

The project aims at directly improving these five sites and also generating models which can 

be scaled and applied to wider areas of the estate thereafter. The project will enhance 

biodiversity, protect water quality, optimise carbon sequestration and storage, and enhance 

the surrounding landscape. It will be delivered in partnership with state bodies, 

neighbouring landowners, local communities and key NGOs to promote knowledge sharing 

and social learning.  

All sites selected are adjacent or surrounded by and hydrologically connected to SACs with 

blanket bog and wet heath habitats. The sites are representative of typical Coillte western 

peatland forests, with a mosaic of unplanted and afforested areas. They also represent the 

various challenges related to redesigning western peatland forests. The redesign and 

restoration of sites in the western peatland project will employ a range of approaches best 

suited to each site including: 
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➢ Blanket bog and wet heath restoration: 
o Identifying priority restoration sites for removal of conifers and rewetting. 
o Reduce flows in drains with dams to increase water levels and to encourage 

bog vegetation. 
o Control invasive species (e.g. rhododendron) and management of natural 

regeneration of conifers (e.g. lodgepole pine and Sitka spruce). 
➢ Riparian buffer zones: 

o Identify key buffer zones and install silt traps to intercept silt and nutrients to 
reduce substantially entry to watercourses. 

o Removal of conifers and brash in a sensitive manner from aquatic zones. 
o Strike willow cuttings, plant and seed low density native trees and shrubs 

cover in riparian zones. 
o Control of invasive species and management of natural regeneration of 

conifers. 
o Landscape-scale forest redesign. 
o Restructure conifer plantations by clear-felling or thinning and managing by 

continuous cover forestry. 
o Restock with native woodland where appropriate. 
o Manage naturally regenerating conifers. 
o Soften the forest edges, creating more natural looking gaps where native 

species may regenerate. 

Work on the project commenced in 2021 at the pilot site Derryclare, Co. Galway (567 ha) 

and has included an in-depth ecological survey mapping current and target habitats, LIDAR 

data collection and a hydrological survey. This data is informing the development of a 

detailed management plan for the site and following this, an environmental impact 

assessment of the proposed management plan will be undertaken. 

Initial findings indicate that of the 425 ha under forest cover, two-thirds of the area could be 

potentially restored to blanket bog and wet heath habitats and the remaining one-third 

could remain under forest cover as either a mix of new native woodlands or as a mixed 

woodland through the gradual conversion of conifer-dominated forests to mixed conifer 

and native trees over time or by felling and replanting with native woodland. Work 

continues to finalise the draft management plan by the end of November. The final site 

selection for the project will take place over the winter and work will commence on the 

additional areas next spring. 

Forestry Strategy 

The Department has commenced their work on a new Forest Strategy 

As previously notified, Ireland’s new Minister with responsibility for forestry, Senator Pippa 

Hackett, has started the process of developing a new vision for forestry in Ireland. Project 

Woodland was launched in February this year, with the objective of reviewing and 

improving the efficiency and effectiveness of the forestry licensing system, as well as the 
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creation of a shared national vision for the future of Ireland’s trees and forests and the 

development of a new Forest Strategy. It comprises four working groups, each with an 

independent chair and with members drawn from forestry and eNGO stakeholders on the 

Forestry Policy Group, and reports to a Project Board. Working Group 2 is tasked with 

developing the forest strategy and has made detailed recommendations to the Project 

Board for an effective and inclusive public consultation, which have been approved by the 

Board and the implementation of this consultation exercise has commenced.  

Based on the shared national vision, the new Forest Strategy will provide a coherent policy 

framework within which a new Forestry Programme along with other supporting measures 

can be implemented. The Strategy will be compatible with existing national, international 

and EU policies; it will set out broad parameters which will allow us to support wider 

objectives such as biodiversity enhancement, protection of water quality and climate 

change mitigation. The strategy will also be aligned with the objectives of the European 

Green Deal encompassing a shift towards a clean and circular economy that aims to realise 

the EU’s climate, biodiversity and economic ambitions and will acknowledge the objectives 

set out in the new EU Forest Strategy. 

The Strategy will provide an opportunity for all stakeholders to re-evaluate the fundamental 

principles that govern the nature and extent of the forestry sectors contribution to our 

society and will precipitate the introduction of change. 

It is intended that the new Forest Strategy in Ireland will be in place in summer 2022. 

I hope that the above information proves useful and informative regarding your ongoing 
consideration of the various issues identified. As well as committing to responding in 
relation to those items not addressed, we would be happy to provide any further 
information in relation to those items that are, either at this week’s Package Meeting or 
thereafter. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Patricia 
 
Patricia Kelly 

Principal Officer, Forestry Division 

Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 

M +353 (0) 86 8287415  T +353 (0) 53 9163410 

email:patricia.kelly@agriculture.gov.ie 
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