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General Briefing Points for Agenda Items 

1. Welcome and Introductions 

General Information on Irish Forestry 

• Lowest level of forest cover in Europe 
• Existing forests and the planting of new forests has been a central theme of successive 

state/EU forestry programmes. 
• Ireland had 1% forest cover in 1900s which has steadily grown to 11% forest cover today. 

The entire forest estate is a net sink for carbon dioxide and this is largely due to significant 
levels of afforestation since the 1980s 

• Harvesting is set to double from 4 to 8 million cubic metres by 2035, main increase coming 
form the private forest owners, main export market is the UK 

• Afforestation is a central part of Irelands efforts to increase sequestration in the Land use 
sector  

 

2. Programme for Government and Climate Action 

• Ireland has agreed an ambitious programme for government (PFG) by coalition parties in 
June 2020 

• The PFG is wide ranging and its mission to ensure a better quality of life for all, focussing on 
key areas such as  

o Emissions  
o Climate Governance  
o Energy  
o Retrofitting  
o Just Transition  
o Natural Heritage and Biodiversity  
o Water  

  



• The plan states that “The next ten years are critical if we are to address the climate and 
biodiversity crisis which threatens our safe future on this planet. We have set out our 
ambition to more than halve our carbon emissions over the course of the decade” 

 
• Ambitious targets to reduce emissions of 7% per annum in overall greenhouse gas emissions 

from 2021 to 2030 (a 51% reduction over the decade) and to achieving net zero emissions by 
2050 

 
• The 2050 target will be set in law by the Climate Action Bill and will define how five-year 

carbon budgets will be established. 
 

• Every sector will contribute to meeting this target by implementing policy changes, as 
outlined throughout our Programme for Government.  

 
• The special economic and social role of agriculture and the contribution of forests is 

recognised and will play a crucial role 
 

Climate Action Plan: 

• Irelands has published a detailed Climate Action Plan which sets out ambitious targets and 
measures to reduce green house gas emissions and decarbonise our economy across the 
whole of society. Revised and updated plan will be published in June 2021. 

• Forestry and land use is a crucial part of the solution. The plan outlines over 34 high level 
actions for the Agricultural, Forest and Land Use sector. Of these there are 11 high level 
actions with associated sub measures specifically for the forest sector. The following are the 
key targets summarised below; 

o 8,000 ha of afforestation per year 
o 125 km new forest roads constructed per year by 2020 
o Progress Mid Term Review/ CAP 
o Increase number of Knowledge Transfer Groups 
o Identify barriers to afforestation and mobilisation 
o Promote forestry generally through  DAFM/Teagasc 
o Assess potential of state owned land for afforestation 
o Continue tree breeding programmes 
o Monitoring of the forest estate and plant health 
o Promotion of timber products  

 
Ag Climatise 

• We have also developed a road map towards climate neutrality in the agricultural sector by 
2050 as outlined in the recently launched “Ag Climatise Roadmap”. Ag Climatise, a roadmap 
towards climate neutrality in 2050, was published by Minister McConalogue in December 
2020. This roadmap sets out a series of 29 actions that will transition the agriculture sector 
to a more long term sustainable platform. 
 

• Forestry will play an important role in sequestering CO2 and increasing carbon stocks and 
substituting fossil fuels by using sustainable biomass and increased afforestation. 



 
• The vision of Ag Climatise is: 

“By 2050, we want to develop a climate neutral food system compatible with the Paris 
temperature goals, whereby the climate impact of biogenic methane is reduced to zero and 
remaining agricultural emissions are balanced by removals through land use and a 
significant contribution to renewable energy” 

 
3. Green Deal and Forestry 

VP Timmermans can be invited to outline in general the work of the Commission in the 
implementation of Green Deal with particular reference to forestry. 

The Green Deal – general points 

• On 11 December 2019 the European Commission published a communication on a new 
European Green Deal, the centre-piece of the new Commission’s increased ambition on 
climate action.  
 

• Underpinned by the objective of the EU becoming the world’s first climate neutral continent 
by 2050, the European Green Deal Communication sets out the policy and legislative agenda 
for climate and environment in the new Commission’s term and is framed as a new growth 
strategy that aims to transform the EU into a fair and prosperous society, with a modern 
resource-efficient and competitive economy where there are no net emissions of 
greenhouse gases in 2050, and where economic growth is decoupled from resource use. 
 

• The communication presents a roadmap and overall policy agenda, setting out a schedule 
for delivery of key commitments over the course of 2020 – 2021. 
 

• The proposal to increase the EU’s emissions reduction target for 2030 to at least 50% and 
towards 55% compared with 1990 levels, an increase from the current binding target to cut 
emissions by at least 40% below 1990 levels, will also require revisions to the ETS and non-
ETS targets and the respective legislation underpinning these targets. 

European Green New Deal Roadmap of Key Actions with a provisional indication of lead 
Departments   

Actions Indicative Time Table Lead Dept. 

Climate Ambition 

Proposal on a European ‘Climate Law’ enshrining the 2050 
climate neutrality objective 

March 2020 DCCAE 

Comprehensive plan to increase the EU 2030 climate 
target to at least 50% and towards 55% in a responsible 
way 

Summer 2020 DCCAE 

Proposals for revisions of relevant legislative measures to 
deliver on the increased climate ambition, following the 

June 2021 DCCAE  



review of Emissions Trading System Directive;  

- Effort Sharing Regulation; Land use, land use 
change and forestry Regulation; 

-  Energy Efficiency Directive;  
- Renewable Energy Directive;  
- CO2 emissions performance standards for cars and 

vans 

 

- DCCAE 
- DCCAE 
- DCCAE 
- DTTAS 

Proposal for a revision of the Energy Taxation Directive  June 2021 DFIN 

Proposal for a carbon border adjustment mechanism for 
selected sectors 

2021 DFIN 

New EU Strategy on Adaptation to Climate Change 2020/2021 DCCAE 

Clean, affordable and secure energy 

Assessment of the final National Energy and Climate Plans June 2020 DCCAE 

Strategy for smart sector integration 2020 DCCAE 

‘Renovation wave’ initiative for the building sector 2020 DCCAE  

Strategy on offshore wind  2020 DCCAE 

Industrial strategy for a clean and circular economy 

EU Industrial strategy  March 2020 DBEI 

Circular Economy Action Plan, including a sustainable 
products initiative and particular focus on resource intense 
sectors such as textiles, construction, electronics and 
plastics 

March 2020 DCCAE 

Initiatives to stimulate lead markets for climate neutral 
and circular products in energy intensive industrial sectors 

From 2020 DBEI 

Proposal to support zero carbon steel-making processes by 
2030  

2020 DBEI 

Legislation on batteries in support of the Strategic Action 
Plan on Batteries and the circular economy  

October 2020 DCCAE 

Propose legislative waste reforms  From 2020 DCCAE 

Sustainable and smart mobility 

Strategy for sustainable and smart mobility 2020 DTTAS 

Funding call to support the deployment of public 
recharging and refuelling points as part of alternative fuel 
infrastructure 

From 2020 DTTAS  

Assessment of legislative options to boost the production 
and supply of sustainable alternative fuels for the different 
transport modes 

From 2020 DTTAS 

Revised proposal for a Directive on Combined Transport 2021 DTTAS 

Review of the Alternative Fuels Infrastructure Directive 
and the Trans European Network – Transport Regulation 

2021 DTTAS 



Initiatives to increase and better manage the capacity of 
railways and inland waterways 

From 2021 DTTAS 

Proposal for more stringent air pollutant emissions 
standards for combustion-engine vehicles 

2021 DTTAS 

Greening the Common Agricultural Policy / ‘Farm to Fork’ Strategy 

Examination of the draft national strategic plans, with 
reference to the ambitions of the European Green Deal 
and the Farm to Fork Strategy 

2020-2021 DAFM 

‘Farm to Fork’ Strategy Measures, including legislative, to 
significantly reduce the use and risk of chemical pesticides, 
as well as the use of fertilizers and antibiotics 

Spring 2020-2021 DAFM 

Preserving and protecting biodiversity 

EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030  March 2020 DCHG 

Measures to address the main drivers of biodiversity loss  From 2021 DCHG 

New EU Forest Strategy  2020 DAFM  

Measures to support deforestation-free value chains  From 2020 DAFM 

Towards a zero-pollution ambition for a toxic free environment 

Chemicals strategy for sustainability Summer 2020 DCCAE  

Zero pollution action plan for water, air and soil 2021 DCCAE  

DHPLG 

Revision of measures to address pollution from large 
industrial installations 

2021 DCCAE 

Mainstreaming sustainability in all EU policies 

Proposal for a Just Transition Mechanism, including a Just 
Transition Fund, and a Sustainable Europe Investment Plan 

January 2020 DPER 

DFIN 

Renewed sustainable finance strategy Autumn 2020 DFIN 

Review of the Non-Financial Reporting Directive 2020 DBEI 

Initiatives to screen and benchmark green budgeting 
practices of the Member States and of the EU 

From 2020 DPER 

Review of the relevant State aid guidelines, including the 
environment and energy State aid guidelines 

2021 DBEI 

Align all new Commission initiatives in line with the 
objectives of the Green Deal and promote innovation 

From 2020 All relevant 
Depts 

Stakeholders to identify and remedy incoherent legislation 
that reduces the effectiveness in delivering the European 
Green Deal 

From 2020 All relevant 
Depts 

Integration of the Sustainable Development Goals in the 
European Semester 

From 2020 DFIN  

The EU as a global leader 



EU to continue to lead the international climate and 
biodiversity negotiations, further strengthening the 
international policy framework 

From 2019 DCCAE 

DCHG 

Strengthen the EU’s Green Deal Diplomacy in cooperation 
with Member States 

From 2020 DCCAE 

Bilateral efforts to induce partners to act and to ensure 
comparability of action and policies 

From 2020 DCCAE 

Green Agenda for the Western Balkans  From 2020 DFAT 

Working together - a European Climate Pact 

Launch of the European Climate Pact March 2020 DCCAE 

Proposal for an 8th Environmental Action Programme 2020 DCCAE 

 

Role of forests in delivering on the actions described in Green Deal, general speaking points 

• The role of forests are many and the important impact they have in removing and storing 

carbon dioxide will have direct impacts on contributing to the achievement of EU wide 

targets of reducing emissions.  

 

• Sustainable forest management is important and it is about recognising and integrating 

social, environmental and economic principles in the decisions that we make. Getting the 

balance right is the challenge but is necessary if forests are to be truly sustainable and 

reverse biodiversity loss.  

 
• Increasing levels of sustainable harvesting will require foresters to take into account 

environmental sensitivities and to integrate and implement good forest practice.  

 
• The primary function of some forests is to produce timber and the full range of harvested 

wood products that they provide will be essential if the expansion of the bioeconomy is to 

thrive. The carbon stored in long lived harvested wood products plays an important role in 

increasing carbon stores which in turn has a long term positive impact on reducing global 

temperatures as championed by the Paris Agreement. 

 
• The bioeconomy and the circular economy will encourage businesses and citizens to explore 

ways of replacing a range of materials made from fossil fuels. The Green Deal encourages 

research and innovation and we have much to learn from each other from continued 

collaboration across the EU.     

 



• We must continue to make our existing plantation forests more resilient by increasing the 

range of species planted and ensure that existing areas of biodiversity are incorporated into 

the development of the new forests we create.  

• The Green Deal highlights the development of a revised EU Forest Strategy and the new 

Biodiversity Strategy 2030 which will strengthen forest protection and improve the resilience 

of our forests.  

 
• The next CAP strategic plan also provides opportunities to further improve on measures to 

increase afforestation and provide opportunities to increase supports for forest owners.  

 

• The new Biodiversity Strategy aims at increasing the area of protected forests across the EU 

to over 30% of the land area with strict protection for primary and old growth forests. The 

EU has already an extensive Natura network where many important forests have some form 

of protection.               

 

• However we must also be ready to adapt to the challenges of climate change and the 

impacts droughts, fires and diseases. Although we have not found bark beetle damage in 

Ireland we are very aware of the impacts this is having on European forests. These threats 

are not all that far away. All forests are vulnerable and we have seen at first hand the 

devastating impacts of ash dieback disease.  

 
• Government will be preparing and new Irish Forest Strategy in 2021 which will be aligned to 

the strategies outlined in the Green Deal. This new strategy will set out a vision for the 

development of our existing forests, woodland creation and strengthening the resilience and 

diversity of our forest for the future.   

 
4. Irish Forestry and Programme 2014-2020 
• Forestry is very well supported under the Forestry Programme 2014-20 with 100% 

establishment grants, in addition to 15 year premiums for current afforestation scheme 
contracts and a tax-free asset on maturity for all forests.   

• There are schemes available for all types of farming enterprise for example: 
o Afforestation scheme providing a range of options for planting broadleaves and conifers 

with grants with an annual premium for 15 years 
o Agroforestry is an ideal scheme for active farmers as it allows farmers to farm the same 

land that is planted with trees. Animals can graze between the trees or silage can be cut; 
o Forestry for fibre is another planting category which provides the option for farmers to 

grow fast growing timber for fuelwood for domestic supply or for supply into the local 



market. This planting category allows farmers to clearfell after 15 years which is much 
shorter that traditional forestry which is between 35 – 40 years. 

o Forest Road Scheme providing grants for the construction of roads to facilitate the 
removal of timber from the forest 

o Neighbour Wood Scheme – encouraging the development of woods for recreation near 
urban areas  

o Woodland Environmental Fund initiative (WEF) in 2020. Encouraging businesses to 
partner with private landowners in woodland creation. Companies such as Accenture, 
An Post, Microsoft, Aldi, KBI Global Investments, Lidl and Applegreen have all 
participated in the WEF since 2019 and interest is continuing to grow in this initiative. 

Afforestation Scheme – some more information 

  Total planting in ha 

  

2015  
(full 

year) 
2016  

(full year) 
2017  

(full year) 
2018  

(full year) 
2019 

(full year) 

2020 
(to 

7/10/20) 

Conifer 5,029.77 5,229.50 4,374.60 2,932.13 2,656.73 1,325.56 

Broadleaves 1,263.04 1,270.30 1,161.15 1,066.35 893.16 717.81 

Total (ha) 6,292.81 6,499.80 5,535.75 3,998.48 3,549.89 2,043.37 

% Broadleaves (of total) 20% 20% 21% 27% 25% 35% 

 

Afforestation and biodiversity 

• Broadleaf planting is a priority and will be supported generously in 2021 in order that we 
maintain the target of 30% of all new afforestation. The level of broadleaf planting achieved 
in 2020 was 34% of all planting and averages at 24.5% for the full forestry programme, to 
date. All new planting has 15% requirement to plant broadleaves. 

• A key element of the Forestry Programme is the promotion of native trees. The total area of 
native woodlands established under the afforestation scheme has for the first time since 
records began exceeded 400 hectares. Approx. 430 hectares were planted in 2020, totalling 
over 1.4 million individual native trees.  Native woodlands now constitute 22% of all 
planting; in 2015 this was just 2%.  

• Of the 103 individual afforestation contracts in which native woodlands featured over half 
were farmers (234 hectares in total). Since the beginning of the forestry programme in 2015 
1,650 hectares of new native forests have been planted, totalling 5.5 million trees. This 
excellent performance has been achieved despite low overall planting levels in recent years.  

• There are a number of reasons why more landowners are choosing to plant native 
woodlands. Firstly, the highest grant and premium rates provided under the afforestation 
scheme are reserved for establishing native forests; there is also increasing demand 
amongst landowners to make a meaningful contribution to addressing the biodiversity crisis 



and thirdly there is growing interest amongst the business community to help incentivise 
landowners to plant native woodlands. 

Afforestation and Issues Raised by the European Commission 

• There have been a number of issues raised by the Commission in respect of Irelands 
Afforestation programme such as impacts on  

o High nature farmland 
o Bird and habitats e.g. freshwater pearl mussel, curlew and hen harrier 
o Public participation  
o Species diversity 

• DAFM and officials are in contact with DG ENV and have highlighted the significant steps 
Ireland has taken over the last 10 years in improving environmental standards ( See 
Appendix B). Further engagement will take place in 2021 and we are committed to ensuring 
that the management of existing forests and new woodland creation satisfies required 
environmental compliance.   

• DAFM carry out detailed environmental assessments of all afforestation and felling licence 
applications and have detailed guidelines on good forest practice   

 

The New Irish Forestry Strategy and “Project Woodland” 

• The current Forestry Strategy for Ireland (Forests, products and people: Ireland’s forest 
policy – a renewed vision) was published in 2014. This strategy is being reviewed and will be 
updated in 2021/2022. The updated strategy will provide the basis for the new Forestry 
Programme which is required for the new CAP 2021-2027 period and following the 2014-
2020 programming period. The current Forestry Programme 2014-2020 recently received 
approval to be extended to the end of 2022 by the European Commission, in accordance 
with CAP and State aid transition requirements which means that the next Forestry 
Programme should be ready to be launched in 2023. The need for an updated Forestry 
Strategy is shared by Mr Jim Mackinnon, who was commissioned in 2019 to examine the 
process for approving afforestation proposals and the linked issues for other forestry related 
operations. One of the recommendations made in his report was to prepare an up to date 
Forestry Strategy for Ireland. 

 
• The renewed Strategy will reflect both Programme for Government commitments and 

international best practise from an environment, social and economic perspective. 
 

• The updated Forestry Strategy will include a long-term vision to 2050 and a strategic 
framework for the next 10 years to 2030. The strategic framework will contain objectives, 
concrete measures, actions, and targets underpinning the new Forestry Programme and 
which will be implemented during the next CAP period. This approach will ensure that the 
new Forestry Programme will be fully aligned to the new Strategy. The proposed approach 
to developing the Strategy will also facilitate high-level strategic recommendations to be 
identified while at the same time allowing for more specific actions or forestry measures to 



be developed for the new Forestry Programme. The updated Forestry Strategy will therefore 
form the basis of Ireland’s application for State aid approval for its new Forestry Programme. 

 
• A dual consultation process will take place for both the Strategy and the new Forestry 

Programme and this will be a focus of the Department in the coming months. The overriding 
aim of the consultation process is to get those who know the most and care the most about 
developing the forestry sector to engage in dialogue on the Forestry Strategy/Forestry 
Programme 
 

• New initiative called “Project Woodland” was announced last week to increase woodland 
cover, protect biodiversity and recognise the full range of environmental ecosystem services  

 

New Forest Policy Group 

 
The Forestry Policy Group, set up and chaired by the Minister of State, provides a forum for 
stakeholders, state agencies, industry, community groups, farm bodies and NGOs to work together 
with the Minister and the Department to propose improvements to the current operation of forestry 
policy and to input into the development of a new national forestry strategy.  The Group will also 
oversee the implementation of the Mackinnon recommendations through the finalised 
‘Implementation Plan’ presented by Jo O’Hara, consultant, to the Group’s third meeting which took 
place on 25th February 2021. 

The Forestry Policy Group works on the basis of agreed Terms of Reference as follows: 

• Address the current difficulties with the Forestry Licensing system.  
• Monitor and, if necessary suggest adjustments to the current Forestry Programme.  
• Contribute to the development of a new national Forestry Strategy and Implementation Plan 

so that forestry can: 

 Deliver on its multi-functional benefits from an economic, social and environmental 
perspective;  

 Contribute to wider Government and EU policy on climate, biodiversity, water quality, 
the rural economy and social and community engagement.  

The Group has representatives from  the FII, IFA, Coillte, AIFC, ACA, ITGA, Teagasc, ProSilva, NPWS, 
EPA, Environmental Pillar, An Taisce, SWAN, Irish Wildlife Trust, Birdwatch and Woodlands of Ireland 
together with representatives from the DAFM Forestry Divisions. The first three meetings were held 
on 26th  November, 17th  December 2020 and 25th February 2021 and it is the intention to hold 6 
meetings of the group  in 2021. 

Research and development 

 
The Department continues to support research and development that will examine the important 
role forests play in climate mitigation and adaptation. DAFM are currently funding a number of 
research projects to increase the use of wood in construction as part of the drive to decarbonise our 



economy. For example, engineered wood products can play a significant role in storing carbon in 
buildings and help substitute energy intensive materials such as steel and concrete. The resilience of 
the forest estate and its ability to withstand the impacts of climate change are also the focus of 
targeted research, including projects examining the role of forests and the environment.       

How much CO2 does the total Irish forest estate take in each year? 

Ireland’s forests play a significant role in climate change mitigation by removing greenhouse gases 
from the atmosphere. The national forest estate is an important stock of carbon, estimated at over 
312 million tonnes.   

Ireland’s forests removed an average of 3.8 million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent per year 
from the atmosphere over the period 2007 to 2016. This includes all forests of all ages and species 
found throughout Ireland. This figure changes from year to year as Irelands forests mature and in 
some cases are harvested and are replanted. While some forests are a net source of CO2, overall 
the entire forest estate is a net sink. 

What role does forestry play in the bio-economy? 
 
• The bioeconomy concept has emerged as a response to the global challenges of food security, 

energy security, climate change and the depletion of non-renewable resources. Virtually 
everything that can be made from fossil resources can also be made from biological resources. 

• Forest based materials in increasingly innovative products can be used to displace materials with 
high embedded carbon such as steel, aluminium and concrete. At the end of its useful life, 
sustainably sourced forest based biomass products can be converted into carbon neutral 
thermal energy and used for heating and/or electricity.  

• A strong Bioeconomy also improves economic resilience and has a contribution to make to rural 
economies. 

• The Irish forest sector is well represented as a cornerstone of the developing Irish bioeconomy, 
and a major contributor to climate change mitigation, rural economy and other ecosystems 
services. The gross output of the Irish forest sector is set to double by 2035 against a backdrop 
of increasing carbon constraint and this creates a tremendous opportunity. 
 

What role will forests play in the EU Green Deal? 
 
On 11 December 2019 the European Commission published a communication on a new European 
Green Deal, the centre-piece of the new Commission’s increased ambition on climate action. 
Underpinned by the objective of the EU becoming the world’s first climate neutral continent by 
2050, the European Green Deal sets out the policy and legislative agenda for climate and 
environment in the new Commission’s term and is framed as a new growth strategy that aims to 
transform the EU into a fair and prosperous society, with a modern resource-efficient and 
competitive economy where there are no net emissions of greenhouse gases in 2050, and where 
economic growth is decoupled from resource use. 
 
From a forestry perspective the following points can be made; 



 
• EU will need to continue to engage with Member States and need to reflect on the many 

differences in  forest types across Europe, a one size fits all approach won’t work 
• EU will need to continue to support Member States with appropriate and sustainable 

afforestation policies and provide support for existing forest owners 
• Will need to ensure that Biodiversity strategy, EU Forestry Strategy and Farm to Fork strategy 

are aligned 
• We also need to have a greater emphasis on the bioeconomy and integrate wood more  into 

society 
• We need to better align the new CAP across all land use sectors to ensure synergies  
• Forestry role in sequestration and  storage of carbon in wood products provides many 

opportunities to play a positive role in delivering on the many strategies outlined in the green 
deal.   

 

What is the new EU Forestry Strategy? 

• The existing EU Forest Strategy 2014-2020 provides an important framework for the 
development of national forest policies.   The EU forest strategy covers the three pillars of 
sustainable forest management namely social, economic and environmental and will 
continue to be the cornerstone of national forest policies. The EU Forest Strategy also 
provides an important framework to improve coherence among member states forest 
policies and encourages cooperation and knowledge transfer while recognising the principle 
of subsidiarity.   

 
• The EU Forest Strategy and the review underway will continue to provide a framework to 

ensure that national forest policies continue to support the principles of sustainable forest 
management and recognise the important role of forests in biodiversity. 

• Irelands welcomes the review of the EU Forest Strategy and acknowledges the progress that 
is underway. It is important that natural and plantation forests continue to be recognised for 
the important role they play climate change mitigation and adaptation. Ireland’s forest cover 
is low by European standards and the revised EU Forest Strategy must continue to 
acknowledge the importance of increasing forest cover through sustainable afforestation.  It 
is important that the Strategy recognises the differences in forests that exist across member 
states and continues to support national forest policies which recognising the principles of 
subsidiarity. 

 

• Ireland proposed new Forest Strategy in 2021 must also align with the overall objective of 
the EU Forest Strategy, including other relevant strategies outlined in the Green Deal e.g. 
biodiversity strategy, Circular Economy Action Plan 

 

 



Farm to Fork Strategy – general note 
As part of the Green Deal, the Farm to Fork Strategy, published in May 2020, sets a vision for the 
future evolution of the European food system.  The EU Biodiversity Strategy, published alongside 
Farm to Fork, includes an ambitious action plan to halt biodiversity loss in Europe. 
 
The Farm to Fork Strategy proposes a transformation of the food system right across the supply 
chain. It covers production and processing, transport and distribution, sales and marketing through 
to retail and consumption. There is a particularly strong focus on human health and diet, and on 
empowering consumers to make healthy, sustainable and nutritious food choices.  
 
A series of ambitious targets are proposed, these include:   

• a reduction by 50% in the use and risk of chemical pesticides by 2030 
• a reduction of 50% in nutrient losses, while ensuring no deterioration on soil fertility.  
• a reduction of at least 20% in fertiliser use by 2030 
• a reduction  by 50% in the sales of antimicrobials for farmed animals and in aquaculture by 

2030 
• an objective to achieve 25% of total farmland under organic farming by 2030 

 

These are European Union level targets and each member state, including Ireland, will be expected 
to play its part in achieving them.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix A: Letter to VP Frans Timmermans 

Frans Timmermans  

Vice President, European Commission  

20 January 2021  

By email, via Permanent Representation of Ireland to the European Union  

REF: Forestry and Ireland’s new Programme for Government  

Dear Vice President Timmermans  

I am writing to you today to update you on the Programme for Government in Ireland and to outline 
the work we are doing to deliver on environmental commitments and in particular in the area of 
forestry.  

The Green Deal, which you have been tasked to drive forward, provides an ambitious framework for 
the EU and member states to examine existing policies, and recognises the important role that 
forests can play in decarbonising economies. The EU and its drive to be the world’s first climate 
neutral continent will require stepped up ambition in all sectors, and Ireland recognises these 
challenges, and that we must do more to make this happen.  

As Minister of State with responsibility for land use, biodiversity and forestry, I will be working to 
deliver on the commitments in our Programme for Government which focus on implementing a 
range of climate measures across all sectors. This Government, which includes my own Green Party, 
is working hard to raise awareness of the importance of climate action and biodiversity, but also the 
need to increase our ambition to deliver a more sustainable future. The Green Deal and the 
strategies announced last year provide a framework for member states to take that journey to 
deliver a better future for all of our citizens. I would have liked to have updated you in person since I 
took office, but perhaps we can arrange to meet virtually in the coming months?  

Ireland will soon embark on developing our next Forestry Programme post 2020, and we will do this 
in consultation with our stakeholders and the European Commission. Ireland has made significant 
progress by increasing the area of forests from just 1% in the 1900s to over 11% today. While this 
forest area is low by European standards, it demonstrates the journey we have travelled. The 
volume of timber produced from these forests will now double in production over the next 15 years, 
mainly coming from forests planted by over 23,000 individual farmers. These forests will play a 
crucial role in providing harvested wood products and helping replace materials made from non-
renewable resources. The Green Deal provides many opportunities to build on the importance of 
forests and will play a significant role in growing the bioeconomy. ….. 2  

 

Ireland’s Forestry Programme 2014-2020 has built on previous programmes over many decades and 
has increased the amount of forests in all rural regions. We acknowledge that we must continue to 
develop our forest policy to reflect the needs of society. We must continue to build sustainable 



forests that are resilient to the impacts of climate change while recognising the importance of 
biodiversity.  

I have listed below a range of measures under our existing forestry programme and these will be 
further developed as we prepare our next programme following public consultation. I have also 
written to Commissioner Sinkevičius highlighting some of our achievements todate and we will 
develop our programmes in consultation with the European Commission.  

Some highlights include;  

• 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  

 

• Funding research into the characterisation of Irish grown timber and developments in 
engineered wood products such as cross laminated timber  

 

The next Forestry Programme will be informed by and aligned with the Green Deal, and will take into 
account its many cross cutting strategies. I have established a Forest Policy Group here in Ireland 
which will assist me in shaping existing forest policy and in the preparation of the next forestry 
programme. This group’s membership is drawn from across the full range of stakeholders which 
includes foresters, NGOs, nurseries and forest owners. Full public consultation will take place and 
will ensure that all views are considered.  



I can assure you that this Government is committed to playing its part in delivering the EU wide 
ambition of building a sustainable future where growth is decoupled from increasing use of 
resources. The Green Deal is ambitious but if we all act collectively we can deliver on that ambition 
and create the conditions that provide the next generation with future and hope for a better life. I 
wish you every success in your role and look forward to Ireland playing its part in the years ahead.  

Yours sincerely  

Senator Pippa Hackett  

Minister of State 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix B: DAFM Response to European Commission letter 

 

12 February 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: State aid scheme SA.39783 (2014/N) - Forestry Programme 

Dear Ms OLAZABAL 

Thank you for your letter of 26 November 2020 in connection with current and future Irish forestry, in 
the context of continued State Aid approval and apologies for the delay in responding to you. 

Firstly, let me say that we very much welcome your support for our aim to significantly increase 
native woodland establishment in the future, and we are confident that we will deliver on this 
commitment. As to your question on how we intend to secure an overall goal of 30% broadleaf 
planting, it is acknowledged that in the earlier years of the programme the level of broadleaf planting 
was much less than anticipated. As discussed at our meeting Ireland did introduce a number of 
significant policy measures following the midterm review to improve on this performance indicator. 
These changes to the forestry programme have had the desired effect and in 2020 the level of 
broadleaf planting in fact reached 34%. 

Ireland, as you know, faces many challenges in increasing its overall forest cover, which is low by 
European levels at 11%. Farmers have disengaged from planting, and some commentary would 
suggest that one  contributory factor has been the necessary and comprehensive changes we have 
introduced to the consent system, which have resulted in delays (which I will address below) and 
which some consider burdensome for an applicant with a small plantation  We urgently need to avail 
of the opportunity that forestry offers to supplement farm incomes, provide rural jobs, tackle climate 
change, enhance and increase biodiversity, protect water and provide sustainable biomass in line with 
EU de-carbonisation plans.  We are fully committed to doing so in a manner that promotes the multi-
functional benefits of forestry, that complies with EU and national regulatory obligations, and that 
supports sustainable forest management.   In this regard, we look forward to working in partnership 
with the EU in achieving those aims. 

Your letter specifically addressed the issue of compliance with EU environmental law, and we would 
like to reassure you that the robust processes and procedures that Ireland has in place for forestry 
licensing fully respect such legislative requirements.  



Implementation of the Forestry Programme 2014 -2020 

In terms of our current implementation of the Forestry Programme 2014 – 2020, I would like to draw 
your attention to substantial developments in relation to our licensing process which have occurred 
over the last 18 months. We have reformatted our entire forestry licencing process to take account of 
European Court of Justice environmental judgements and their interpretation by the Irish courts and 
by Ireland’s Forestry Appeals Committee.  These changes are in relation to compliance with Article 
6.3 of the Habitats Directive, in relation to the Appropriate Assessment (AA) process. The most 
significant ‘driver’ of this change was the ECJ ruling in relation to Case C-323/17 People Over Wind 
and Peter Sweetman v Coillte Teoranta, which effectively ruled out any reliance on published 
environmental guidelines and standard forestry practices as the basis for a screening out decision.  
 
This now means that a significant proportion of forestry applications are screened in for Appropriate 
Assessment and are therefore referred to a pool of in-house Ecologists. The individual Ecologist 
allocated the file can either stipulate a Natura Impact Statement (NIS - prepared by the applicant) or 
compile an Appropriate Assessment Report (AAR). Based on the NIS or the AAR, the Ecologist then 
arrives at the required Appropriate Assessment Determination for the project, regarding whether the 
project (typically with mitigation), will have an adverse impact on the integrity of a Natura site, either 
individually or in-combination with other plans or projects. 
 
 In order to deal with the substantial increase in the number of applications referred to Ecology, the 
Department has significantly expanded its ecological resources. At the beginning of 2020, the 
Department had two Ecologists working on forestry applications. It now has 16 (FTE) Ecologists 
engaged in the process, including 8 full-time in-house Ecologists based within the Forestry 
Inspectorate, and 8 Ecologists (full-time equivalents) on a consultancy basis. This number is set to 
increase further. 
 
The Department has invested heavily on system changes to fully integrate the above ecological 
resource directly into the assessment process, and the process is subject to continued review. 
Additional Forestry Inspectors have also been recruited to service what is a comprehensive and robust 
assessment process for all afforestation, forest roads and felling applications. 

This complete revision of our assessment procedures has had consequences for the processing of 
licences. It has taken, and continues to take, time in terms of training, guidance and resources, for 
example, in the form of a webinar for private sector Ecologists working on forestry projects, held on 
the 8th February.  This has delayed the issue of licences and we now have a backlog of files which has 
had a negative impact on the sector. It has led to serious difficulties for people involved in the forestry 
industry, affecting sawmills and threating jobs.  We are addressing these delays through a systematic 
project plan, while ensuring that all licences issued meet legal requirements and the tenets of good 
forest practice, regarding the protection of the environment and the delivery of eco-system services. 

The following relate to specific concerns raised regarding Hen Harrier, Freshwater Pearl Mussel, High 
Nature Value Farmland and Curlew. 

Hen Harrier 

Firstly to say that Ireland is fully committed to the conservation of the Hen Harrier. We have made it 
a priority to fund farmers under the Rural Development Programme 2014 -2020 in pursuit of this aim. 
Under the GLAS agri-environment scheme, all participants in  Hen Harrier areas receive payments for 
specific actions that promote suitable breeding and foraging habitats for the bird. In addition, as you 
are aware, we are also co-funding the Hen Harrier European Innovation Partnership Project, the total 



budget for which is €25 million. This project aims to work in partnership with farmers from both the 
forestry and farming perspective, to deliver a quality habitat for the Hen Harrier. 

Furthermore, the Department is actively engaged in the development of the Hen Harrier Threat 
Response Plan (HH TRP), inputting into the drafting process which itself is overseen by the National 
Parks & Wildlife Service (NPWS). The measures for forestry set out in the draft TRP released for 
stakeholder consultation in 2020 indicates the tasks set for the sector and largely focus on 
restructuring existing forests (including selected deforestation and the introduction of strategic 
corridors to link habitats). Also included are measures to enhance the existing procedures regarding 
disturbance to breeding birds arising from forestry operations, and measures to address the protection 
of populations outside of SPAs. 

However, the timeframe for the release of the Threat Response Plan, in draft or final form, is matter 
for the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS). This Department is still continuing to implement 
the disturbance operations procedure, based on datasets from NPWS incorporating annual survey data 
from the Hen Harrier EIP Project, and periodic updates involving newly-discovered breeding sites. 
The Department and NPWS are also reviewing initial results from a project initiated by Coillte and 
involving Bird Watch Ireland and environmental consultants MKO, undertaken to gauge the 
effectiveness of the current ‘Red Area’ procedure and to propose improvements. This is in keeping 
with the proposed measures set out in the draft TRP. 

All forestry applications within and around Hen Harrier SPAs are subjected to the reconfigured 
assessment processes described above, are typically screened in, and undergo Appropriate Assessment 
by an Ecologist. 

No afforestation has been licensed within any of the Hen Harrier SPAs since August 2013.  Regarding 
the HH population in the wider countryside, it is difficult to apply the same restrictions regarding 
afforestation (i.e. no afforestation) and felling (i.e. seasonal restrictions) over wide areas. However, 
where Hen Harrier is raised as an issue in relation to any individual application received within the 
wider countryside, this is addressed within the assessment process, again, with referral to an 
Ecologist. The Department is also committed to measures set out in the draft TRP in relation to Hen 
Harrier populations within non-designated areas. 

Freshwater Pearl Mussel 

As you are aware the Department is also co-funding the Pearl Mussel European Innovation 
Partnership Project, under the Rural Development Programme, the total budget for which is €10 
million. This project aims to work in partnership with farmers from both the forestry and farming 
perspective, to protect and enhance the conditions of the freshwater pearl mussel rivers. 

We are fully cognisant of the sensitivities surrounding Freshwater Pearl Mussel (FPM) and the 
pressure this species faces from a range of natural and anthropogenic factors, including poorly sited 
forests and inappropriate forest management. However, there is potential for appropriately sited and 
managed forests to contribute to the achievement of favourable conservation status for this species, 
and the range of options now available to facilitate these approaches – through policy changes and 
support schemes – has increased significantly in recent years, particularly since work started on the 
Plan for Forests & FPM in Ireland.   



We have been actively involved throughout the multi-year KerryLIFE Project, which has 
demonstrated sustainable land-use management for the conservation of the FPM.  The project ended 
in August of last year, and we are inputting into the final project report and various technical outputs.  

The Department also released its draft Plan for Forests and FPM in Ireland for consultation. As the 
Commission will be aware, this has been a long process, partly due to the work needed to construct 
policy and support components to provide context for how the plan would operate, in particular, the 
Felling & Reforestation Policy, the Native Woodland Scheme package (under the current Programme) 
and the Woodland for Water model, all detailed previously.  The Department released its draft plan, 
draft NIS and draft SEA in July 2018, and completed its assessment of stakeholder feedback in early 
2019. We have serious concerns regarding the positions expressed by certain stakeholders that suggest 
a minimal role for any afforestation (even that involving native woodland) within the Top 8 
Catchments, and the widespread deforestation of existing forests and reversion to open habitat. 
Opinions expressed also assumed that this Department can direct forest owners to undertake felling. 
We can influence activities through support schemes, and through the assessment of applications for 
licences (e.g. for tree felling) as and when they are received, but the decision to fell is a matter for the 
individual forest owner. The views expressed indicated a severely limited role for forestry as a land-
use activity in these catchments, with the sole focus on habitat restoration for FPM, and this runs 
contrary to the balanced approach set out in the Habitats Directive, i.e. “Whereas, the main aim of this 
Directive being to promote the maintenance of biodiversity, taking account of economic, social, 
cultural and regional requirements, this Directive makes a contribution to the general objective of 
sustainable development; whereas the maintenance of such biodiversity may in certain cases require 
the maintenance, or indeed the encouragement, of human activities;” 

The Department’s proposed approach, as set out in the draft Plan, is to clearfell areas with heightened 
attention on ensuring no (or minimal) release of sediment or nutrients, the restructuring of forests at 
reforestation stage to include substantial water setbacks to develop into restored habitats, augmented 
by zones of native woodland managed under CCF, plus limited reforestation with commercial 
conifers, where deemed appropriate. Selective deforestation is also a component of the Plan, 
facilitated under the Felling & Reforestation Policy (see Section 5.2 Overriding environmental 
considerations of the Policy document). Afforestation using native woodland may also be an option, 
for example, where proposed on farmland as part of on-farm mitigation, and subject to the outcome of 
appropriate assessment.  While the applications received within the Top 8 Catchments were to be 
subject to a specific assessment stream (as set out in the July 2018 draft), the increased availability of 
ecological resources within the Department now makes this unnecessary, and focus can turn to 
ensuring that those Ecologists overseeing such areas receive the necessary upskilling and training to 
be able to deal with those applications that are submitted.  

Work on the draft Plan has not progressed since early 2019, due to the diversion of resources to deal 
with the licensing restructuring. Since then, minimal activity has been licensed within the Top 8 
Catchments. This delay has and will benefit the next stage of the Plan’s development, given the level 
of ecological scrutiny that now forms part of the assessment process. Furthermore, the experiences of 
the now-completed KerryLIFE Project can be incorporated, as appropriate. 

However, the Department remains concerned at the position adopted by key stakeholders, which in its 
view focuses solely on the FPM and fails to recognise the wider context and practicalities involved. 
The Department also foresees difficulties with even the most carefully-controlled felling operation 
being able to ‘pass’ appropriate assessment, due to the possible inability to rule out minute releases 
which, given the status of the populations, may be regarded by some as having an adverse effect. This 



foregoes managed clearfelling and restructuring and opens up aging forests to windblow and 
catastrophic releases. It also foregoes the long-term delivery of relevant ecosystem services by the 
restructured forests, which will include significant areas of natural habitat – both open habitats and 
native woodland – in these catchments, which would otherwise improve current conditions (include 
those relating to terrestrial food sources for young FPM, and hydrology), thereby contributing to the 
restoration of the species to favourable conservation status.  The Department is therefore keen to 
explore the possibility of such works as being regarded as being necessary for the management of the 
European Site, in order to create a space to advance towards the vision outlined in the draft Plan. 

High Nature Value farmland 

Regarding HNV Farmland, while there exists an indicative map produced by Teagasc (Finn, 2016), 
there is no official designation of such farmland in Ireland. However, the Department operates various 
measures that combine to afford such areas a high level of protection against inappropriate 
afforestation. 

In particular, the Department highlights the Land Types for Afforestationi procedure (introduced in 
2017) and the Environmental Requirements for Afforestationii (published in late 2016), which 
together contain a range of measures that deflect planting from HNV farmland, or which stipulate 
various measures to retain and protect HNV farmland features. For example: 

• By focusing on meeting a minimal timber productivity threshold, the Land Types for 
Afforestation procedure excludes a variety of sensitive habitats (including Annex I 
habitats such as wet heath and dry heath), soil types, headwaters and scenic landscapes 
from this landuse change. 

• The Environmental Requirements for Afforestation prohibit the afforestation of 
undesignated Annex I habitats. As stated in that document, “at a site level, the Forest 
Service will not approve the afforestation of a non-designated Annex I habitat that is 
deemed to be a favourable condition, based on an assessment of its area, structure and 
function, and future prospects. Such habitat must be excluded from the application or 
incorporated as a retained habitat. In both cases, an appropriate habitat setback will also 
be required so as not to impact on future prospects.” The policy was supported by the 
rollout of a number of mandatory training days for Registered Foresters in the recognition 
of Annex I habitats. 

• Table 2 of the Environmental Requirements for Afforestation (entitled "Various scenarios 
that may apply regarding protected habitats and species, and the likely outcome 
regarding the proposed afforestation.") sets out other legal requirements regarding 
particular habitats and species, and a series of questions drive the consideration of these. 

• All individual afforestation projects must include at least 15% broadleaf content and up to 
15% open space, to provide for setbacks along watercourses, hedgerows and other 
habitats, archaeological features, dwellings, public roads, sightlines, etc. Therefore, even 
in the most productive softwood plantation, up to 30% of the project area will comprise 
elements that can be used to retain important biodiversity features and habitat linkages. 

 

In addition to the above, the Afforestation Scheme offers 12 different Grant & Premium Categories 
(GPCs), each representing a specific forest type. Some of these are particularly compatible within the 
HNV farmland setting, with appropriate design. In particular, GPC 9 and 10 offer funding for native 
woodland creation, following an ecologically-focused approach developed with, and supported by, 
Woodlands of Ireland, NPWS, Inland Fisheries Ireland, the Heritage Council and others. Native 
woodland is a highly threatened habitat in Ireland, and the expansion of this resource through planting 



is a valid option within HNV farmland landscapes, especially where there is the potential to create the 
basis for future Annex I woodland habitat. 

Furthermore, a 20% cap per application was placed on unenclosed land in 2010 in addition to grant 
and premium reductions. 

The Department also operates various pre-approval procedures regarding specific species, to avoid 
impacts. Two of these procedures relate specifically to Curlew and Small White Orchid and are 
therefore of particular relevance within the context of HNV farmland. 

We require a considerable level of detail in the application itself, regarding Biodiversity Maps, and a 
recent Circular (18 / 2020) stipulates the current requirements in this regard. Where applicants opt to 
commission a pre-screening report, they must provide an associated current Environment & Habitat 
Map which provides further information (see Circular 13/2020). These Circulars may be viewed on  

https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/c04fb-forestry-grants-and-premium-schemes-2014-2020-
circulars/#2020-circulars. 

Since mid-2019, the Department operates a Directory of Professional Ecologists to support Registered 
Foresters in compiling any ecological information sought, and as mentioned above, the Department is 
engaging with this professional grouping directly, using the webinar platform.   

Finally, the Forestry Inspectorate, themselves trained in the recognition of Annex I habitats, have 
access to a considerable resource comprising c.16 professional Ecologists (full-time equivalents), and 
the majority of afforestation applications now undergo internal ecological referral. This process 
results in the resolution of a wide range of ecological issues, through the stipulation of additional 
protective measures, redesign, exclusions, or indeed refusal. 

These measures provide the basis for the ecological evaluation of applications and the protection of 
HNV farmland in relation to proposed afforestation. 

Curlew 

The Department recognises the drastic decline in the breeding population of Curlew in the Irish 
countryside and supports farmer under the Rural Development Programme 2014 - 2020 to maintain 
and increase the breeding success of curlews by halting habitat loss and enhancing habitat availability 
and suitability. Payments are made under GLAS to farmers who undertake suitable actions to achieve 
this. 

In addition, the Department was an active member on the Curlew Task Force. In response, an interim 
procedure was put in place (6th June 2017) in relation to afforestation within 1 km of known Curlew 
nesting sites, and 250 m of former Curlew nesting sites, based on centre points provided by NPWS. 
Where overlap occurs, applicants were required to engage an ornithological expert. This is prescribed 
through the addition of a condition, as follows (for current sites): 

“This afforestation application is within 1 km of a current Curlew Nesting Site. Therefore, to inform 
its continued evaluation of the application, the Forest Service requires the engagement (by the 
applicant) of a suitably qualified and experienced ornithologist with relevant knowledge of Curlew, to 
undertake the following: 
 To review background information on the status of breeding Curlew in the locality of the 

application site. 
 To undertake a walkover habitat survey and to map the habitats of the application site, based 

on A Guide to Habitats in Ireland by J.A Fossitt (2000), with links made to habitats listed 
under Annex I of the EU Habitats Directive, where appropriate. 

https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/c04fb-forestry-grants-and-premium-schemes-2014-2020-circulars/#2020-circulars
https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/c04fb-forestry-grants-and-premium-schemes-2014-2020-circulars/#2020-circulars


 To carry out an assessment of the suitability of habitats on the site (within the context of the 
surrounding area) for breeding and foraging Curlew. 

 To assess the potential impacts arising from the proposed afforestation in relation to breeding 
and foraging Curlew, with reference to the potential loss of nesting and foraging habitat, 
habitat fragmentation, disturbance and predation, and the identification of mitigation 
measures to avoid such impacts. 

 
The ornithologist will prepare a report for submission to the Forest Service documenting the above 
and including a declaration regarding whether or not the overall afforestation proposal (with 
mitigation measures, if required and as detailed in the report) is compatible with the conservation of 
the species. This report will also list the qualifications and relevant experience of the ornithologist. 
Any ornithologist engaged by the applicant to undertake the above work may contact the Forest 
Service for further details.” 
 
Once received, the report forms part of the Department’s assessment of the application and is 
reviewed by an Ecologist. This procedure is set against the backdrop of the Land Types for 
Afforestation, which rules out (albeit on silvicultural grounds) various habitats of relevance to 
Curlew. These procedures do not target Curlew habitats, as suggested. Furthermore, as set out in 
relation to HNV farmland, sites that do meet the Land Types for Afforestation requirements are 
subjected to further scrutiny regarding existing habitats and biodiversity features onsite. 

A follow-up measure was also put in place regarding felling, and this involves the addition of a 
condition to clearfelling and thinning licences, where sites overlap a Curlew breeding territory buffer 
(both current and former), as follows: 

CONDITION FOR CLEARFELLS: 
“The proposed clearfell is situated within an area important for breeding Curlew. In general, the 
clearfell operation must take place outside of the Curlew breeding season 17 March – 17 July 
inclusive, in order to avoid potential disturbance to breeding birds. However, clearfelling can 
proceed within this period if a buffer of existing forest that is 30 m or greater in width and located 
between the clearfell area and adjoining non-forest land, is retained during this period, to screen 
potential disturbance. Also, the forest should not be accessed using unpaved ground across non-forest 
land (including fields and bogs) during the above breeding season, as this may lead to disturbance / 
nest destruction.” 
 
CONDITION FOR THINNINGS: 
“The proposed thinning is situated within an area important for breeding Curlew. There is no related 
restriction on thinning activity during the Curlew breeding season 17 March – 17 July inclusive. 
However, the forest should not be accessed using unpaved ground across non-forest land (including 
fields and bogs) during the above breeding season, as this may lead to disturbance / nest 
destruction.” 
 
The Department is intending to revisit the recommendations of the Task Force with a view to 
reviewing current practice. 

Public participation and access to information. 

Public participation in decision-making on forestry is of paramount importance to us and, as we 
understand it, 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.  



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 SI 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.  In addition to 
this, an online portal known as the Forestry Licence Viewer (FLV) is available since, 1st December 
2020, which may be viewed at  https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/642e6-forestry/#forestry-licence-
viewer.  As you will see the portal is easy to navigate and provides transparent and easily accessible 
information to interested third parties on forestry licence applications. 
 
This portal is a project that will enable and support greater participation in the decision-making 
process and has been delivered in phases. Phase 1, which is live since December 2020 displays high 
level site information, such as the boundaries, the proposed operation, area, species (for afforestation) 
and the status of an application.  Phase 2, which went live on 11th January, 2021 will provide 
application documentation, along with the reports, assessments, used to arrive at the decision on those 
applications published from the go-live date (for reasons of privacy). Phase 3 will provide an online 
facility for making a submission on an application.  
 
Any interested third party may make a submission within 30 days of advertising and appeals on 
decisions may be made to an independent appeals body, the Forestry Appeals Committee. There is an 
administrative cost of €20 for making a submission on these applications as there are costs associated 
with dealing with a submission and a cost of €200 associated with dealing with an appeal.  These fees 
are 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 and when they receive notification of the decision, they receive documents 
associated the decision. Those that make an appeal will also receive all documentation relating to the 
appealed licence. There is no charge for these documents and going forward, all documentation for 
new cases will be openly and transparently available on the FLV. 
 
In the case of legacy files that will not have documents on the FLV, and those documents are 
requested outside of a submission or appeal, there is a small administrative charge in providing those 
documents (€20 per hour, €4c per 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. 
 
We are satisfied that the fee provisions do not restrict the application of the Aarhus Convention in 
forestry matters. All 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. 
 
Future Plan for Forestry in Ireland 

Ireland’s new Minister with responsibility for forestry, Senator Pippa Hackett has started the process 
of developing a new vision for forestry in Ireland.  A Forestry Policy Group (FPG) has been formed 
and has had two meetings to date.  The group includes representatives from the Environment Pillar, 
NPWS, Birdwatch Ireland, An Taisce, Irish Wildlife Trust, SWAN, Woodlands of Ireland and other 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/642e6-forestry/#forestry-licence-viewer
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/642e6-forestry/#forestry-licence-viewer


groups representing landowners, the community and forestry businesses.  The group provides a forum 
for stakeholders to work together and with the Minister and the Department to propose improvements 
to the current operation of forestry policy and to input into the development of a new national forestry 
strategy. This strategy will reflect both Programme for Government commitments and international 
best practise from an environmental, social and economic perspective. It will be fully aligned with the 
objectives of the European Green Deal encompassing a shift towards a clean and circular economy 
which aims to realise the EU’s climate, biodiversity and economic ambitions.  We intend to develop 
the new forestry strategy this year and anticipate that it  will deliver a transformational vision for 
forestry in Ireland. It will be a shared endeavour with input from all stakeholders government, public 
bodies, landowners, the forestry sector, communities and environmentalists.  It is in this spirit of co-
operation that we wish to work with the Commission in developing a healthy forestry sector into the 
future and to rebuild interest in afforestation in Ireland. 

I hope this clarifies the issues of concern to you and I would like to suggest that we have a follow-up 
meeting in the near future to discuss our plans for a new Forestry Strategy and indeed  to discuss  any 
aspect of this response that needs further expansion, or any new issue that arises.  
 
We have committed significant resources to satisfying environmental requirements and to improving 
access to information in the past 18 months and would hope that this indicates our absolute 
commitment to full compliance in these matters. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
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 

 

    

 

 

 
i https://wayback.archive-it.org/org-
1444/20191020023400/https://www.agriculture.gov.ie/media/migration/forestry/grantandpremiu
mschemes/schemecirculars/2018/LandTypesForAfforestationOct17030118.pdf 

 
ii https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/642e6-forestry/#environmental-requirements      
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