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REF: Forestry and Irelands new Programme for Government 

Dear Commissioner Sinkevicius  
 
I want to update you on the Programme for Government in Ireland and to outline some of our key 
environmental commitments, particularly on forestry.   

We very much view the European Commission as key partners in the delivery of our national goals 
and the alignment of our policies with EU policies will be a priority for us. In different circumstances I 
would have prioritised a visit to Brussels to brief you in person on this and I hope to be able to do 
sometime soon. In the meantime, I have outlined our priorities below and I propose that we can 
arrange a virtual meeting to discuss further. 

As Minister of State with responsibility for land use, biodiversity and forestry I am keen to deliver on 
the ambition in our Programme for Government. My Party, the Green Party, joined this Government 
in order to deliver on the big climate and biodiversity issues of our time. We very much view forestry 
as a big part of this solution. Ireland will be engaging with the EU in more detail over the next year as 
we develop our next forestry programme post-2020. I am aware that our respective officials are in 
contact and that discussions are ongoing on the delivery of sustainable afforestation as we move 
forward. 

I would like to take this opportunity to outline the important work we are doing in Ireland as we 
develop and expand our national forest estate. The EU has a long track record of recognising the 
importance of forests and the new European Green Deal launched earlier last year will further 
strengthen policies both nationally and across member states.  

I also want to reiterate Irelands support for the development of the next EU Forest Strategy and look 
forward to interacting with the many cross cutting strategies outlined in the Green Deal. The EU 
Biodiversity Strategy 2030 and the Circular Economy Action Plan will be key cornerstones in the 
development of a sustainable forest sector. The role of forests and the harvested wood products 
they provide will underpin the development of the bioeconomy across all member states. This 
Government will strengthen national legislation and introduce an amended Climate Action and Low 
Carbon Development Act which will provide the framework for carbon budgets and see the 
development of an updated climate action plan for all sectors to reduce emissions and set us on a 
trajectory to carbon neutrality by 2050.     

 

 



While Ireland’s forest area is low by European levels at just 11% it has increased tenfold over the last 
100 years with funding from Ireland and the EU. These forests provide a wealth of opportunities 
which will increase as forests mature, are harvested and replanted. Forests in Ireland provide many 
benefits and have created over 12,000 rural jobs and over 23,000 new forest owners. Forests and 
the many ecosystem services they provide have an important role to play in climate change 
mitigation and provide sustainable biomass which contributes to the decarbonisation of sectors 
across Ireland and the EU.  

As an example of our evolving forest policy, I have outlined below some brief examples of where 
Ireland is working to build on the success of the past but also recognising that some improvement is 
required in some areas. A review of our current Forestry programme will be undertaken soon as part 
of our development of our next Forestry Programme but in summary the current programme as 
seen 

• expansion and creation of new forests by providing grants and premiums to land owners – 
since the start of the current forestry programme (2014 to 2020) over 34,000 ha have been 
planted since 2014 which will be a major part of our climate and sequestration initiatives. 
 

• Increase in the area of native woodland and biodiversity – Since the beginning of current 
forestry programme 2014-2020 over 1,650 hectares of new native forests have been planted, 
totalling 5.5 million trees. The area of native woodlands planted in 2020 is the highest on 
record and is equal to the annual target of 450ha set at the beginning of the Forestry 
Programme 2014 -2020. 

• Higher financial incentives for broadleaves to encourage species diversity - A mid-term 
review of our National Forestry Programme took place in 2018. This resulted in a 
reorientation of the Programme for better incentives on the planting of broadleaves. This 
had the desired effect of increasing the percentage of total broadleaves planted from 20% of 
overall planting in 2015 to 34% in 2020. 
 

• The mid-term review also directly targeted significant new funding to use of alternative 
forestry systems such as continuous cover and agroforestry – new schemes developed on 
both of these. Over 400ha has been approved under the continuous cover scheme to date. 
The rates for the planting of agro-forestry were trebled under the mid-term review.  

 
• Provision of payments for knowledge transfer groups to upskill forest owners on the 

sustainable management of their forests – A pilot Forestry Knowledge Transfer Group 
Scheme was established in 2017 and a national scheme rolled out in 2018. There are now 
over 69 groups established comprising over 1,200 participants. 

• Planting of protection forests to improve water quality – In 2018, we published the 
‘Woodland for Water: Creating new native woodlands to protect and enhance Ireland’s 
waters’ guidelines. These guidelines describe the optimum use of native woodland 
establishment to protect water quality.  

 



• We have updated national legislative provisions by revising the Forestry Act 1946 to reflect 
changes in EU environmental legislation. Forestry Act 2014 and Forestry (Miscellaneous) Act 
2020 provide the statutory basis to regulate and facilitate the development of the forest 
sector in Ireland while protecting the environment. To facilitate we have also invested 
heavily in our human resources to meet these mandatory requirements including the recent 
recruitment of 16 new ecologists and 10 new forestry inspectors. 
 
 

• Detailed screening has been updated for EIA and appropriate assessments for 
afforestataion, aerial fertilisation, new forest road construction and felling licensing 
applications 
 
 

• Public participation in decision-making on forestry is also something of huge importance 
to us and I understand that we now provide some of the highest levels of public 
participation of any EU member state. This includes an Independent third-party  appeals 
process and free access to the public on licensing applications and decisions published 
online. We have also launched an online public mapping viewer displaying felling and 
afforestation licence information launched in 2020 with information freely available to the 
public.  
 

• Community participation is also something very important to us in framing national policy. 
Funding to develop recreational opportunities near urban areas under our 
“Neighbourwood Scheme” to fund the transformation of existing woodland into a publicly 
accessible recreational amenity. Since the scheme was launched we have 28 requests for 
funding with 14 community projects approved 

To build on previous Irish forest strategies, I have established a Forest Policy Group to examine 
existing strategies and help inform and shape the next Forestry Programme. This group draws on a 
wide membership from a range of stakeholders who share the common goal of developing an 
improved and sustainable forestry model for Ireland. The membership includes environmental 
NGOs, farm bodies, nurseries, sawmills and relevant state bodies who will help shape the future of 
our forests. This work has commenced and we will be engaging with the European Commission this 
year on the draft proposals, which will also be subject to full public consultation. 

This Government is committed to work on delivering a sustainable pathway that is based on the 
significant opportunities that our developing forest resource will provide. However I am conscious 
that we need to learn from the past and build and develop forests that strike the right balance 
between the social, economic and environmental standards expected by all stakeholders. My 
Department will be engaging with the Commission in more detail on specific actions and measures in 
the coming months.  

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Senator Pippa Hackett 


