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Forestry Programme 2014-2020: Follow up to Bilateral – Ireland 

Meeting Notes from Webex Meeting with the EC, DG Env on 18/11/2020, 
15:00 to 16:30 

 

Participants: 

DAFM:   Patricia Kelly (to 15:45) Fergus Moore, Karl Coggins, Linda Morris, Sonja Maurus 

EC -  

DG Env:   Marco Onida, Daniel Nuijten, Sibylle Grohs, Liam-Joseph Cashman, Michael O’Briain, 
Raphael Lelouvier, Daniel –Costin Marin; Eoin Mccullough;Linda Morris 

DG Comp:  Boyan Milanov 

 

The meeting was chaired by Marco Onido from the EC, DG Env. After a brief introduction from 
Marco about the purpose of the meeting, Karl Coggins gave a presentation on ‘Plans for Ireland’s 
new Forest Programme’. This presentation also included information on the current Forestry 
Programme and programme outturns to date. The presentation as well as a note explaining the 
reasons behind decreasing afforestation levels since 2016 was sent to the EC in advance of the 
meeting. 

Following the presentation, questions were asked by EC officials about the current Forestry 
Programme and afforestation in Ireland in relation to compliance with environmental legislation. 

Marco Onida emphasised that the integration between biodiversity and climate was key in any new 
programme. Biodiversity is at the heart of the EC’s climate policy. The aim is to have 3 billion trees 
planted by 2030 in the EU Member States as outlined in the recent EU Biodiversity Strategy. He 
explained that the EC’s focus is on trees, not just forests, and included tree planting in urban areas. 
The EC also put a strong focus on CCF and the EC are in favour of Ireland increasing the rate of 
Native Woodlands planting beyond the current targets. He asked why there is so much focus on SS in 
IE and not more on planting mixed forests? Willow, alder, and birch are also commercial species and 
it is not clear why these are not supported in IE? 

Daniel Nuijten said that the NL have seen a decrease in forest cover in favour of other habitats over 
the last while and asked if IE will also consider a more strategic use of land use, including other 
habitats, and not just forests which have similar climate & environmental effects. 

Fergus Moore responded explaining that DAFM are currently in discussion with Coillte on decision 
options for up to 2000 ha of Coillte forest s planted areas on peatlands in the west of Ireland with a 
view to either re-wetting some of these, reforesting or returning areas to the original habitats. It is 
acknowledged that forests are not suitable for all locations and that there are some legacy 
plantations on unsuitable sites. 

In relation to lack of information provided on afforestation applications, Fergus said that the species 
selection must be provided in the application for all afforestation licences and mapped spatially. 
Diverse species are supported with increased premiums, but there are issues with establishing some 
species due to the presence of deer damage in certain regions. Forest owners typically want to see a 
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forest establish quickly and not incur very expensive costs for fencing. Deer fencing is generally 
expensive and in most cases exceeds the costs of buying and planting the  trees inside the fence. 
Grants provided don’t cover the full costs of fencing. The FP allows for commercial plantations of 
oak, alder and birch. There have been some issues with alder such as diseases and willow is not 
eligible for commercial plantations. Karl Coggins added that every afforestation licence is approved 
with a  a condition that 15% of the trees are broadleaves and another 15% is reserved as bio areas 
and open space. A range of species are planted for environmental purposes and can include species 
such as willow, mountain ash other native species.    

Michael O’Briain recommended that Forestry to join up with an existing LIFE projects which are led 
by the NPWS and includes addressing  legacy effects with planting on peatlands.  

He also referred to agroforestry and that, despite a low ambition in targets, progress to date has 
been very slow. Michael said that agroforestry is promoted by the EC. 

Fergus Moore explained that the take up of agroforestry in Ireland has been slow to date due to 
various reasons: only 5 annual premiums are paid, ash trees cannot be planted anymore due to 
Chalara and species such as oak take a long time to establish. Agroforestry might need to be 
designed differently in the next FP, focusing more on shelter belts and groups of trees supporting 
agricultural production. Farmers have found it difficult to protect small growing trees and at the 
same time have livestock in agroforestry  plantations. 

Liam Cashman and Michael O’Briain raised the following issues: 

- Fresh Water Pearl Mussel: EC is concerned as species is declining. Measures taken for 
protection of species considered insufficient. Forestry is one of main negative pressures on 
species’ habitat. The main issue is about guaranteeing flow rates in critical catchments which 
the current approach does not sufficiently take into account. Removing SS and planting 
native trees instead is also not necessarily consistent with improving hydrology and flow 
rates. Michael O’Briain said there was a way forward on this issue. EC have decided to take a 
court case against IE [Court case was lodged in July 2020 in connection with non designation 
of SACs). 

- Hen Harrier: Habitats are impacted negatively by Forestry. There is a very good EIP project 
which should be considered. A court ruling from 2007 found a breach in relation to the 
implementation of the Birds Directive. In 2012, IE committed to create a response plan 
under the Wildlife Act. The plan has not been seen by the EC, yet. It is difficult to understand 
why the Threat Response Plan has not been completed.  

- Curlew: Species is also in decline (95% decline since 1980s) without sufficient measures 
being taken to save habitats. Targeted action is required to avoid planting on HNV Farms. 

- Areas of High Value for Nature: The FP SA approval makes reference to Areas of High Value 
for Nature.  There are now over 60% of the Hen Harrier population found outside SPAs. 
These areas are at risk of being lost due to forest planting. NPWS has undertaken a survey of 
semi-natural grasslands. Screening process has improved, but there is room for further 
improvements. There is no definition for Areas of High Value for Nature in IE – this results in 
a lack of clarity in an operational sense. The last ‘State of Nature Assessment’ published by IE 
has identified semi-natural grasslands as a main area of pressure 

- Aarhus Convention: EIAs are a vehicle for allowing people to voice concerns. Almost no EIAs 
are carried out as part of forestry licence applications. Recently introduced new legislation 
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(Forestry Misc Act 2020) may be in breach of Art. 6 (public is entitled to participate) of the 
Aarhus Convention. The new legislation is very vague on when decisions are published and 
this needs to be discussed further. 

Any extension of the State Aid approval for the current FP is in the context of full compliance 
with environmental law. DG Env have detailed proposals in relation to ensuring that people have 
access to information for free and that decisions are published.  

Sibylle Grohs (DG Env Environmental Enforcement Division):  

Concerns about the lack of EIAs in forestry were raised at the last ‘Package Meeting’. It is difficult for 
people to see how cumulative environmental impact is assessed. New legislation appears to have 
made public access to information more difficult and expensive. 

How does funding under the Just Transition Fund fit in with the restoration of peatlands and water 
quality? What effects will afforestation on peatlands have from a climate point of view? Who pays 
for peatlands planting projects?  

Fergus Moore:  In relation to access to environmental information, every forestry licence application 
is published and a new portal (FLV) is nearly ready to be launched which will provide information on 
licence applications in a spatial map viewer. 

It is acknowledged that the Hen Harrier response plan has been under development for a long time. 
We will contact our colleagues in the NPWS to further discuss how this will be progressed. 

DCCAE and EPA are taking the lead on GHG emissions and climate related issues. DAFM are 
contributing to these discussions. The afforestation target of 8,000ha per year is a target set out in 
the National Climate Action Plan. 

There is an ongoing project for planting of native trees on  former industrial cutaway boglands which 
cannot be re-wetted. There are 80,000 ha in total on the Bord na Mona complex, but only about 
1,500ha will be suitable for planting with native trees.  There will be no commercial aspects to this 
project and will result in the establishment of a large native woodland. There is currently an EIA 
being prepared which will also examine carbon balances.  

It would be beneficial for DAFM and COM to organise further meetings allowing IE demonstrate the 
full screening process and show exactly what safeguards have been put in place. This would also 
allow for further discussions on required improvements.  

Marco  Onida  

A list with detailed questions for which further information is required will be sent to Patricia Kelly 
who is leading the next Forestry Programme. 

Karl Coggins enquired if the block prolongation application that was submitted in October has been 
received by the EC. The FP 14-20 SA approval ends at the end of Dec. 2020 – will the discussion 
around issues raised impact on this SA extension approval? Karl expressed concern that SA approval 
ends on 31 December 2020    

Michael O’Briain: Forestry should connect with the new LIFE integrated project that BnM is leading 
in relation to tree planting on peatlands. 
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Boyan Milanov: The block prolongation application was received in time and is currently being 
processed. No delays are expected from a DG Comp side at the moment.  

Marco Onida: The request for extension of the SA approval for the current programme is a good 
opportunity to further discuss the issues identified. The level of public attention in relation to these 
issues is very high. Issues identified need to be addressed pro-actively. If not sufficient clarification 
can be provided, an infringement procedure might have to be started. It is not known at the 
moment if the discussion around issues raised will impact on the SA extension approval. The original 
SA approval was issued with conditions and these will be looked at during the extension assessment 
process. The EC is taking these issues very seriously. It is hoped that discussions won’t delay the 
approval, but this will depend on responses provided by IE. The EC sought a meeting much earlier in 
the year from DAFM. Evidence for compliance will need to be shown. A letter detailing all issues 
raised will be sent shortly. DAFM will need to respond quickly to the EU correspondence to follow in 
order to avoid any delays in getting prolongation. 

The EC is in support of forestry. The new approach is that any new forestry planted should ‘mimic’ 
nature as much as possible. Mimicking of nature and biodiversity will be the main areas for 
investment going forward. 

The EC acknowledged the participation of Ireland in the Forest and Nature working group 
which is developing biodiversity friendly afforestation guidelines. 

 


