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Executive Summary 
In this report the author seeks to identify the barriers to re-establishing a functional woodland 

creation and management system in Ireland, one which has the support of farmers, as well as 

that of the broader public.  

Irelands first inhabitants were forest dwellers. Their food, building materials, customs, 

alphabets and even legal systems were derived from the woods. Although the clues to this 

arboreal past persist in modern Ireland, the woodlands themselves have disappeared. They 

were cleared to make way for agriculture. Over time the Irish countryside, its economy and 

even the mindsets of its people became shaped by farming, rather than forests. 

Notwithstanding that, a kinship with trees remained, and today there is a broad consensus 

that returning them to the Irish landscape would be a good thing, offering a multitude of social, 

economic and environmental benefits.  

Whilst these benefits are agreed upon, details of how such an undertaking could be 

implemented remain contested, breaking down along social, geographic, and ecological lines. 

Who should grow the trees? Where should they be grown? What species should be selected? 

Who should reap the benefit? And critically - who gets to have a say in the process?  

The lack of a cohesive vision for forestry has rendered successive woodland creation policies 

in Ireland ineffective. Where there have been successes, for example, the creation of a 

significant timber industry, they have often come at the cost of other potential benefits namely 

water quality, biodiversity, or amenity value. 

Now Ireland is at an inflection point; the State must respond to a range of legally binding 

climate change obligations. As well as this, an environmentally aware population is less willing 

to accept a landscape denuded of biodiversity and, in turn, trees. A self-declared national 

biodiversity and climate crisis deepens the imperative for action. 

In this report the author gives a detailed assessment of forestry in modern Ireland, including a 

profile of its key stakeholders, its landuse footprint, and its relevant policy architecture. The 

author outlines the barriers to change and puts forward a suite of recommendations. The most 

significant of these relate to the need to reengage the key stakeholder - the farmer. Farmers 

have withdrawn almost completely from the forestry system, planting just 350 hectares in 

2021. As owners of 70% of the land this situation is incompatible with the Irish states future 

woodland creation requirments. 

The author concludes that the barriers, and the solutions to forestry’s key challenges fall within 

three distinct categories; engagement, incentives, and regulation.  

To research this report the author draws on studies from Irish universities and technical 

institutes, as well as over sixty interviews with farmers, foresters, academics, and government 

officials. The research included an extensive travel programme including destinations such as 

France, England, Scotland, Wales, Belgium, Japan, and California. Before the Nuffield 

scholarship the author had completed investigative trips to Ethiopia, Iran, Tanzania and 

Indonesia, in each place speaking with practitioners, landowners and academics working at 

the interface of agriculture and environmental rehabilitation.  
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Foreword 
I grew up next to a woodland called Currabinny in County Cork. As a child I spend hundreds of hours 

amongst the oak, holly and rowan trees. So familiar was I with native woodlands that I took their 

existence for granted. Later studying environmental science in college, I learned about their history, 

ecology and their tragic disappearance.  

I have been lucky enough in my lifetime to travel extensively within Ireland but also further afield, seeing 

some of the world’s most interesting forested landscapes, from the subtropical jungles of Sumatra, to 

the Ecuadorian Amazon, to the Siberian birch Tiga. These journeys and the encounters I had along the 

way taught me much about the tangible and intangible benefits of trees. I have come to believe that 

have much offer us, particularly in relation to environmental and societal wellbeing. However, the most 

important insights in this report came from my day-to-day work creating woodlands on farms. I believe 

farmers are the critical piece in the jigsaw for future woodland delivery and although there is space for 

other actors in the solution, farmers remain best placed to deliver at the scale required. Furthermore, I 

believe there is a willingness on their part to do so.  To ensure this is harnessed the state must be 

cognisant that afforestation is a significant decision, especially so for people who have grown up in the 

agricultural tradition.  

Collectively farmers are a powerful cultural and political force with the ability to influence decision 

making relating to land use in rural Ireland. However, at an individual level they are forced to grapple 

with complex decisions about their farms with little support. The permanent nature of afforestation 

presents profound challenges for them relating to identity, employment, dignity, and familial or 

community expectation.  

Although the topic of this report relates to social licence, a concept that extends beyond the views of 

any one group, I focus on themes which pertain to farmers. I do so because they are the critical decision 

makers, but also because multiple surveys have shown that what farmers want and what the public 

want are quite similar - diversity, more native trees and a patchwork rather than homogenous 

landscape. 

In the coming chapters I try to tease out the big issues and offer tangible solutions. I hope within its 

pages are seeds which in time will germinate. 
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Aim & Objectives 
 

Aim 

To establish facts and formulate recommendations that support the emergence of a balanced woodland 

creation and management model in Ireland, one that enjoys broad popular support. 

Objectives 

To give broad context to forests and the forestry sector in Ireland   

To identify and profile key stakeholders 

To outline relevant national policy 

To highlight barriers to progress 

To make recommendations on improving current situation
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Introduction 
 

This report was written at a time of significant change for land-use in Ireland. A new common agricultural 

policy was released and adopted by the state. A new national forestry policy was being formulated, the 

first in almost a decade, and Ireland had passed some of the world’s most ambitious greenhouse gas 

reduction legislation, with significant implications on future land use in the state. A national biodiversity 

and climate crisis was also declared by government.  

Trees & forests occupy a space at the intersection of all these events, and yet as the author began his 

research the system tasked with delivering woodlands in Ireland was on the verge of collapse. Planting 

rates had plummeted. The eNGO sector, as well as multiple local activist groups were actively and 

effectively campaigning against the states forestry model. A damning judgement was made against the 

Forest Service in the European Court of Justice. Finally, forestry’s key stakeholder, the Irelands farmers 

had disengaged. 

All the while the increasing unpredictability of the climate itself was giving many cause for concern. Irish 

Forestry was in crisis. 

Nonetheless the fundamental rationale behind establishing woodlands remained sound. Pressure to 

increase carbon sequestration, produce more timber product, stem biodiversity loss, and improve water 

quality all pointed to the need for more afforestation.  

This report sets out to identify the necessary steps required to breathe new life into an ailing sector. 

The author details the current situation, examines where the barriers exist, and explores innovative 

solutions to move this critical issue forward. The findings are based on the authors work, as well as 

research and travel. 

On his Nuffield travels the author observed a spectrum of agricultural production systems from the half-

acre rice paddy on the outskirts of Tokyo, to the Bocage of Brittany, to the six-thousand-acre dairy lot 

in the Californian desert. Common themes emerged – environmental degradation, diminishing 

wellbeing of primary producers, tighter regulatory environment, lack of political support from urbanised 

electorates, labour shortages, and scarcity of essential inputs. This report contextualises the place of 

trees in relation to these big themes, but also in particular to Ireland. 

 

A note on social licence 
Social license is a term that refers to the acceptance or approval afforded to a business or sector by the 

community it exists within. It extends beyond formal legal and regulatory acceptance, or narrow sectoral 

support required to operate.  It is informed by the consensus of the population at large. Such a license 

is typically based on historical precedence, trust and confidence. 

Social licence is a critical element of primary production industries, as they tend to have a broad range 

of impacts on environmental systems, systems which the public also depend on in explicit and implicit 

ways. The loss or diminution of social licence can occur for many reasons including cause of 

environmental, economic, or social harm, but also poor communications. Irrespective of the reasons, 

the withdrawal of social licence poses a major threat to both farming and forestry. 
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Chapter 1 - History and context 
 

Glaciation to plantation 
The land mass we currently understand as Ireland has had many ecological and geological iterations 

over time. To give context to this report, I feel it is relevant to start the journey at the end of the last ice 

age, around 12,000 years ago. As the ice drew back from the Irish landmass, a bare glacial till was left 

behind. Grasses and low shrubs slowly colonised this soil, blown or carried by animals from mainland 

Europe. At the time, Ireland was still attached by a land bridge to mainland Europe. Trees followed soon 

after, small scrubby varieties at first, followed by tall woodlands of oak, elm, and Scots pine. Animals 

such as giant elk, wild boar, bear, and wolf inhabited these woodlands. As the earth’s climate warmed 

further, rising sea levels caused by ice melt severed the link to Great Britain and in turn, Europe. 

Consequently, our native trees number just twenty-five, compared to five hundred plus in mainland 

Europe. 

 
Fig.1 Uragh woods on the Beara Peninsula, an ancient woodland reminiscent of a landscape long since disappeared. 

 

Language, Culture and Religion 
Humans arrived around the same time as Ireland reached maximum woodland cover. The first wave of 

settlers were hunter gatherers. They had no ability to work with metal, nor any need for open space to 

practise agriculture. For thousands of years, they lived in harmony with the great forest. In these years, 

a woodland culture emerged, one which revered the forest and its trees. The Brehon legal system had 

strict laws governing how humans could interact with trees. Damage to certain trees incurred a stiff 

penalty. The markings of the Ogham alphabet were all derived from our native trees. Modern place 

names and even our own names hint towards our arboreal past. We were indeed a forest people. 

 

This began to change around 5,500 years ago when agriculture arrived and the first large scale 

clearances began, primarily in the productive lowlands. This process was accelerated as our knowledge 

of metalwork improved, culminating in the mastery of iron around 3,000 years ago. Renowned woodland 

ecologist Oliver Rackham suggested that most of our original forests were already lost by 1650. Just 

ten percent remained, concentrated within aristocratic estate walls and in the farthest flung valleys of 

the western uplands. Between 1650 and 1900, political plantations, population increase, and the arrival 

of industry saw the remaining trees cut down. By the time the Irish State was formed in 1921, just one 

percent remained. Our transition from forest people to an agrarian people was now complete. 
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Fig.2  Oilean Uí Eadhna in south Kerry, a stark example of how our western uplands would look if grazing pressure was reduced. 

 

Trees in the twentieth century 
The earliest governments of the Irish Republic identified forestry as a potential driver of the rural 

economy and national self-sufficiency. Although policies were put in place, no major progress was made 

until the 1950’s when a large burst of State-led planting occurred, mostly focused on very marginal 

tracts of lands. Land suitable for agriculture was specifically disqualified from afforestation. This planting 

was mostly of diverse conifers such as larch, douglas fir, sitka spruce and Scots pine. 

 

In the late eighties, the State shifted afforestation from public land to private land, with payments made 

to private landowners to create woodlands that they would own and manage themselves. At this point 

the industry was displaying a clear preference for Sitka spruce, a north American conifer which grew 

fast and straight in even the most challenging of sites. 

 

 
Fig.3 The transition from state led afforestation to private, showing the state ceasing to create woodlands directly in in the late 

nineties. 
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The last big surge of afforestation occurred in the late nineties, with record-breaking years occurring 

one after the other. In 2001 over 20,000 hectares were planted, primarily with Sitka spruce which had 

shown itself to be a prolific and resilient crop. The State had reached around ten percent forest land 

cover.  Although Ireland still sat at the bottom of the table for European counties whose forest-coverage 

averaged thirty percent, it had achieved something remarkable – the creation of an indigenous timber 

and wood product industry and a new income stream for rural Ireland. 

 

 
Fig.4 Muckinish. A typical scene in the west of Ireland, clear-felled spruce bordered by small natural woodland 

 

Trouble Ahead 
An understandable desire to plant trees on unproductive ground saw much of Ireland’s upland peat 

being drained and planted. Contemporary satellite images of Ireland show vast tracts of conifers in the 

Slieve Aughties, Slieve Blooms, Mullaghareirks and anywhere else with similar ground conditions. This 

was to have a profoundly negative impact on the ecology of these areas, setting in train water quality 

issues that would further diminish stocks of the critically endangered freshwater pearl mussel and 

salmon, and increase pressure on seriously endangered birds like the hen harrier and the curlew. The 

drainage process also released a huge amount of carbon locked up in the peat, nullifying what was to 

become a key strategic reason for tree-planting. 
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Fig.5 Ireland’s Forest estate by species with the outsize representation of Sitka spruce quite apparent. 

 

 

Japan – A first world country with forests of scale  
Japan is a modern first world country with a GDP similar to France or the United Kingdom. It has a 

population of 110 million, occupying a land base roughly four times that of Ireland. As part of his Nuffield 

travels the author visited Japan in August 2022 and was quite struck with what he found; seventy 

percent of the country is forested. Incredible, given the obvious demands in relation to food production 

and living space. 

The reason for such high forest cover can be partially explained by the stark physical geography – 

steep, difficult to cultivate volcanic mountains dominate the archipelago. The economics of globalised 

trade is another major factor; as a regional powerhouse, it became easier and cheaper for Japan to buy 

in timber from neighbours in the Philippines, Indonesia, or Borneo, than grow it themselves. This meant 

extraction pressure was removed from their indigenous forests. 

In discussion with Kenji, a vegetable farmer from near Tokyo, the author learned of one the more 

heterodoxic, yet compelling explanations for high forest cover was from. Kenji suggested that Shinto, 

the Japanese religion that sees God expressed in every facet of nature, from the air to the water to the 

birds in the sky had a role to play. He felt Shinto extends a quasi-spiritual importance to woodlands 

which ensures their protection.  

Having this level of forest cover is cherished by the Japanese people, however it comes with trade-offs. 

Many of the woodlands are former plantations. These are now causing environmental issues including 

the harbouring of unnaturally high numbers of species such as boar, deer and monkey, all damaging to 

agriculture. Japan’s forests also displace land capable of growing nutrient-dense food. This is an issue 

for a country that is just forty percent food secure, relying on Australia and the USA for huge quantities 

of meat and animal fodder.  
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Fig.6 A rice crop grows on the valley floor beneath Japan’s ubiquitous forested uplands. 

 

Key points arising from this chapter 
 

• The natural state of most parts of Ireland was temperate broadleaf woodland. 

 

• Ireland once had a strong forest culture. 

 

• The state did a good job creating increasing forest cover in 20th century, but mistakes were 

made. 

 

• Irelands current forest model is based around the clear-felling of fast growing conifers 

 

• Modern Irish rural culture remains pastoral in identity 

 

• First world countries can have high woodland cover levels 
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Chapter 2 

 

The Status of Irelands Woodlands & Trees 
 

Native woodlands 
 

Ireland’s native woodlands has changed little since the formation of the State. A small number of large 

woodlands exist, the oak woods at Killarney are by far the largest at 3,000 acres. Aside from that, our 

indigenous woodlands are small and fragmented, with thousands of isolated pockets dotted around the 

country. For the most part they owe their existence to inaccessibility, often occupying steep wetlands 

or steep river valleys. Although they still host species such as long-eared owl, badger, and the pine 

marten, they have lost many of their integral species such as capercaillie, wolf and wild boar. 

Some native woodlands are in good conservation status, but many are severely degraded, suffering 

from overgrazing from wild (primarily deer and sheep) and domestic animals, as well as alien invasive 

species such as cherry laurel, rhododendron ponticum, and snowberry. Most Irelands native woodlands 

feature on no inventory or map and have little legal protection. 

 

Commercial Woodlands 
As previously mentioned, commercial woodlands make up a substantial proportion of the State’s 

forests. The overwhelming majority are constituted primarily of sitka spruce, with minor amounts of 

larch, Douglas fir, western red cedar and lodgepole pine making up the remainder. 

 

Generally, these woodlands can be considered very productive, both in terms of timescale and biomass 

output. They are located primarily on uplands in the west, often on peat soil, and in scattered pockets 

throughout the rest of Ireland. There are however associated with negative environmental and social 

issues. In recent years, news commercial woodlands have tended towards better quality wet mineral 

soils. Around half of Irelands commercial woodlands are owned by Coillte and the remainder are owned 

by farmers, landowners, and investors. 
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Fig.7 Tree distribution by country showing significant differentials in levels between counties. 

 

 

Developing a woodland code. 
The United Kingdom forestry sector has two useful codes of practise that help facilitate socially, 

environmentally, and economically beneficial forestry operations. One is the United Kingdom Forest 

Standard - a document created by a broad stakeholder group including government bodies, landowners, 

foresters and eNGOs. Although it is a code of practise rather than an auditable standard, it is broadly 

viewed as very useful. 

The second is the UK Woodland Assurance scheme. Again, it was created by a broad group of 

stakeholders. This is an auditable standard, and it is required to get access to most UK timber markets. 

It is reviewed every five years. 

Ireland understandably pursued a forest model which delivered economically through timber sales. 

Paradoxically, this focus on timber production has been part of the sector’s undoing, as single species 

conifer forests are no longer popular with farmers or the wider public. Where there are lots of rules 

governing woodland creation, there is not a mutually agreed code of practise.  

Now we are at an impasse with major disagreements on the design of woodlands, their management, 

their potential to displace habitats, endangered species, local heritage and even communities.There 

are also questions around regional distribution and amenity value. All these matters are technical, 

complex and, at times quite subjective. Developing a forest code or standard would address these 

issues and provide the basis for building a national consensus on woodlands creation and management. 

 

Hedgerows and scrub 
Hedgerows are an integral part of the Irish countryside. Essentially they are linear woodlands, some 

are many hundreds of years old. They play an important role in farm management and livestock care, 

although with the advent of electric fencing their importance, and consequently their upkeep has 

declined. The vast majority are now managed by machinery, often in a manner that leads to their 

eventual failure. Ireland is losing around two thousand net kilometres of hedgerows each year. 
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Scrub is a word that describes a wide spectrum of landcover, from bracken and furze, through to thickets 

of blackthorn, whitethorn, hazel, or willow. Scrub is essentially young woodland - ecological succession 

in action - the natural transition of land from an open gras.sy state to tall forest. It is seen by many 

farmers as a nuisance, as it can interfere with production and has historically incurred financial 

penalties. 

 

There have been several landcover surveys in recent years which have tried to estimate scrub and 

hedgerow cover in Ireland, each using different methodology. Most coalesce around 6-8%. 

 
Fig.8 Scrub frequently removed for production perceived production benefits as well as (outgoing) CAP rules regarding ineligible 

features.  

 

Trees & Woodland Policy in Ireland 
Woodland creation and management in Ireland is driven primarily by the Forestry Service, which sits 

within the Department of Agriculture, Forestry, and the Marine. As mentioned in Chapter One, the Irish 

State ceased creating forests through any arm of the state around 2001 and began delivering forests 

through the incentivisation of private landowners.  

 

The mechanism for all licenced afforestation is the same: a landowner applies through a registered 

forester. The State undertakes necessary environmental scrutiny of the application. If successful, the 

landowner gets 100% of the establishment cost of the forest, including fencing and ground preparation. 

Following that they can drawdown a yearly premium of between 440-665* euros per hectare, for fifteen 

years, five in the case of agroforestry. Although there is roughly twenty percent extra premium available 

for those opting for native woodland schemes, in real terms, the prolific growth rates of Sitka spruce, 

coupled with strong demand for its timber, means it's by far the most compelling option from a farm 

enterprise point of view. (*these figure have been increased substantially in recent weeks) 

 

The State is currently transitioning from the broadly ineffective 2014-2020 policy to the 2023 –2027 

policy. Although there were reforms relating to land eligibility, water and road setbacks, open space 

inclusion, habitat protection and the inclusion of the Native Woodland Scheme and the Agroforestry 

Scheme, the outgoing policy ended in crisis, as outlined above.  
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Details of the incoming 2023-2027 policy are still emerging, it is expected that the Green Party’s small, 

yet powerful contingent will exercise influence. Notwithstanding this, it is likely the sector will retain a 

strong emphasis on commercial conifers. Bringing the industry, landowners, and the public together on 

this project is a real challenge. 

 

 
Fig.9. Intensified grassland in the foreground, and an abandoned hillside in the backdrop, now returning to forest. Kilgarvan, Kerry 

 

CAP &Agri Environmental Schemes 
Agri Environmental schemes such as the GLAS scheme, or REAP do have tree planting measures 

included, however they are not considered afforestation and really have a marginal impact in terms of 

tree or woodland cover. Land eligibility rules have had a deleterious effect on potential emergence of 

wild woodlands. GAEC stipulates that land must be kept free of scrub, which is in essence young 

woodland. This has seen farmers, especially on marginal ground, engage in routine scrub clearance 

for fear of losing their payments, often against their own better judgement. 

 

The impact of incoming tree related measures of Eco Schemes and ACRES remains to be seen. There 

are serious reservations from well-respected and measured commentators. Changes in land eligibility 

rules and the cooperation element of the ACRES scheme shows potential.  

 

In recent months, the State has legislated for small scale plots of native woodlands which will not require 

licencing. Although criticised by eNGOS for not having environmental safeguards built in this legislation 

is seen as a broadly positive development.  

 

Policy objectives and Climate obligations 
The Irish State is aiming to reach a national forest cover level of 18% by 2035. Current yearly targets 

are 8000ha, however COFORD, the Department of Agriculture’s advisory body, believes that the 

benefits identified in the climate plan and the Programme for Government will only be realised if the 

sector achieves an annual afforestation programme of 18,000ha until 2050. 

 

While initially conceived as a stimulator of rural economic growth, forestry has evolved to provide 

multiple services to the Irish State, none more pressing than its role in helping us reach climate neutrality 

goals. It is the only carbon sink we currently have, as defined by the LULUCF criteria. Passage of the 

Climate Action and Low Carbon Development Act in 2021 enshrined decarbonisation ambitions into 

law. 
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Fig.10 Sean Cronin talks about spruce coming to the Borlin Valley in the seventies. It’s harder to afforest the uplands now that 

there are tighter environmental regulations 

 

Collapse of Licencing  
In the late 1990s, Ireland saw some its highest ever afforestation levels, culminating in over 22,000 

hectares planted in 2001. It has been on a steady decline ever since. Afforestation rates hit their lowest 

levels last year (2021) when just 2,000 hectares were planted, the lowest figure since 1946. Of these 

just 350 hectares were planted by farmers. 

There is no singular reason for the decline.  

Growing landowner and community dissatisfaction certainly played a role. System mismanagement was 

exposed by Peter Sweetman’s 2018 European Court of Justice case. It found that State forestry service 

were not implementing environmental checks appropriately. Since this judgment the forest service has 

recruited over thirty ecologists, a testament to the inadequacy of its environmental checks beforehand. 

The Sweetman case alongside a deluge of public licencing appeals (many of which were found to be 

legitimate, and many more to be spurious) led to an almost complete collapse in planting and harvesting 

licences in the sector in 2019, 2020, 2021 and 2022. Unfortunately, at exactly the time the state required 

a robust and effective afforestation programme, the system tasked to deliver it collapsed.  

 

Ethiopia – punching above its weight 
Ethiopia is ranked as the 161st most vulnerable to climate change out of 181 of the world's nations. It 

scored poorly on this index due to frequent floods, drought, and heatwaves, as well as a generally 

agrarian and food insecure population. The average Ethiopian person produces around eighty-eight 

times less carbon than the average Irish person and the country’s GDP is a fraction of Irelands. 

Notwithstanding this, the east African nation has embarked on one of the world’s most ambitious tree-

planting programmes. In 2020 it planted over five billion trees. A few years earlier on a single day 

Ethiopia planted over 353 million trees. 

How is it that a country of such limited resources, as well as limited complicity in increasing atmospheric 

C02 levels, demonstrates such climate ambition?  
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It’s something countries like Ireland, ranked 20th  in the same vulnerability index, and seemingly 

incapable of producing land use reforms required to mitigate its carbon impact, should reflect hard upon.  

 

 
Fig.11 Hamar lady in southern Ethiopia. Although the country ranks as one of the most vulnerable to climate change, they have 

taken some big steps towards decarbonising 

 

The McKinnon Report 
In 2018 the State tasked Jim McKinnon, a UK forestry professional whose report into the Scotland 

forestry sector was broadly seen to have increased afforestation figures from 4,000 hectares to 11,000 

hectares per annum, was tasked with writing a similar report for the Irish sector.  

In the report released in 2019 he makes a series of findings and recommendations on the sector and 

its stakeholders. McKinnon states there was a “lack of political commitment and priority from the Irish 

Government to woodland creation” and without “a significant and sustained increase in the rate of 

planting, the Government’s commitment to carbon net zero will not be met”. 

McKinnon found internal and external communications by DAFM are not working well – including 

between the Department and other parts of the public sector. This is mirrored throughout the sector 

where he found engagement between different stakeholder groups was not adequately functioning. 

Crucially the report identified that Ireland is not consistent in its view of status of forestry in comparison 

with other land uses. In terms of land availability, he identified a shortage of suitable uncontentious sites 

for planting. He questioned the understood rationale for current regulatory processes and expressed 

concerns about the blinkered and entrenched views held both within industry and the eNGOs. Four 

years on and the lack of progress to implementation of the McKinnon report has emerged as a serious 

point of contention with forest owners and foresters.  Pat O’Sullivan, technical director of the Society of 

Irish Foresters. 

 “Only three of these (recommendations) have been implemented and, crucially, 

none of the recommendations to achieve a viable afforestation programme have 

been carried out.” 
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Fig.12 Lumber stacked near a clearfell site in West Clare. Perhaps socially unpopular, the model can be very productive 

 

Project Woodland 
Upon entering government in June 2020, Minister with responsibility for forestry, Pippa Hackett initiated 

Project Woodland. This was the government’s first major initiative to reform the ailing sector and build 

a consensus-based approach to forestry.  

“Ireland needs a coherent and broadly accepted vision for the development of its 

forestry sector”.  

  Project Woodland Shared Vision Document 

Minister Hackett said of the group “We must both resolve current difficulties in the forestry sector and 

revitalise the creation of woodland in Ireland. I believe that this project with its dedicated project 

management structure will help us do that.” Project Woodland has four distinct working groups, each 

focusing on area of difficulty: reducing the backlog, a shared national approach, organisational 

development, and process Improvement. Undoubtedly building consensus in this area will be difficult 

and tedious, but it is essential. There has already been strong criticisms of the Project Woodland 

initiative, particularly from within the forestry industry.  

 
Fig.13 Mature trees on Bruce Thompson’s Dairy farm in Laois. Dairy Farms have higher levels of tree cover than beef, sheep or 

tillage farms, coming in at around 12 percent on average. 
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Key Stakeholders in Irish Forestry 
 

Farmers 
In the current system, the government wants farmers to plant portions of their land in return for a fixed 

term subsidy, and down the line, benefit from timber value. Historically this has been an effective 

strategy, but now, farmers have lost faith in the system. It will take a major effort from government to 

remedy this situation. 

Foresters and the Forest Sector 
The current system is delivered by private foresters, nurseries and operators working independently, 

supported through state forestry schemes. The products of the industry similarly are dealt with by private 

companies as well as arms of the countries semi-state forestry company Coillte. The decline of 

afforestation, culminating in licencing debacle has been a source of severe frustration and difficulty 

within the industry. Anecdotally many have left or diversified away from the woodland creation and 

management 

Clive Bright – Effortless Integration 
Clive Bright is a suckler beef farmer based in Ballymote, Co Sligo. He directly markets his meat, trading 

under the brand ‘The Rare Ruminaire’. Clive has integrated his entire supply and value chain into his 

enterprise, meaning little or no inputs and all value added gained by his products is captured by himself. 

Clive is passionate about agro-ecological approaches and sees trees as a key tool in grass-based 

systems. The author visited Clive’s farm on several occasions, and believes he has a model for trees 

integration that could deliver financially and ecologically on many Irish farms. 

Wet areas of his farm that were “full of flaggers and rushes in need of constant topping and prone to 

bogging tractors” have been planted in alder. The trees improved the ground’s natural drainage. To 

Clive’s surprise the rushes disappeared, and he grazes cattle under the trees every year now.  

In other areas, forage strips of willow and hazel have been planted. These fenced-off tree lines within 

pasture are designed to allow cattle to browse intermittently. He has also put timber producing trees 

like larch and Scots pine in these belts. 

Throughout the farm, Clive is growing individual trees in pasture, protected by ‘cactus guards’ - sharp 

metal tree protectors. These guards are very effective at allowing trees to ‘get away’ from early browsing 

pressure. These trees will produce shelter from severe weather in future, as well as timber for future 

generations. 

Shelterbelts have been planted, hedgerows have been reinforced, and awkward corners have been 

fenced off and planted. None of this has been done with grant aid or at any significant cost to Clive. He 

undertook the work as he believes there is environmental, production and system management benefits 

to integrating trees. 
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Fig.14 Clive Bright explains the benefits of integrating trees to his farm system. The place he is standing was rush-infested, just 

like the background of the photo, until he introduced the alder trees. 

 

State & Semi-state Bodies 
The Forest Service is the key state institution tasked with delivering woodland creation and 

management. There has been significant reform in recent years, particularly in their capacity to properly 

assess licence applications. Their ecology team has gone from one to thirty-six members in under two 

years. The semi-state company Coillte manages a land bank of over one million acres, totalling seven 

percent of Ireland’s land area. In May 2022, Coillte announced it was going to re-enter the afforestation 

market in some form of joint venture with external investors. This has the potential to deliver on the 

scale required, but is not without political difficulties. Like Coillte, semi-state Bord Na Mona has a very 

significant land bank, some of which has been mined out and is beyond restoration. This may have 

potential for afforestation. Teagasc also have a small role in promotion of forestry at farm level. 

 
Fig.15 A scene from south of Slievecallan in west Clare. Is this a vision of a future landscape? Farming continues, supported with 

productive woodlands and wild woodlands 
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Communities 
Communities have become an important stakeholder in the direction of Irish forestry. Much as they 

have with onshore windfarms, anti-forestry protest movements have sprung up in Leitrim, Kerry, Cavan 

and Wicklow and have received plentiful and often favourable media coverage. The case these 

communities are making, typically revolving around the harmful impacts of mass afforestation has been 

strengthened by environmental litigants such as Peter Sweetman, who has brought some of the key 

issues all the way to the European Court of Justice and won. A key tool in community activism was 

removed in 2021, when the Department introduced fees upon members of the public wishing to make 

planning comments on forestry licencing. Up to that point there had been no cost and anyone from 

anywhere in the country could lodge an appeal against any forestry licence application, including those 

for road building, thinning, or felling. 

 

Investors/ non-farming landowners 
There has been a significant quantity of land bought by Irish and international investors in recent years. 

Every week in the Farmers Journal there are advertisements looking for land and there are agents 

scouring the country for suitable plots. Most of the interest in land relates to productive forestry, the 

associated premiums, and the tax benefits. There is also anecdotal evidence of large farmers from the 

south and east making up a part of this investor cohort.  

 

As mentioned elsewhere in this report, of the 2,000 hectares planted in 2021, farmers planted just 350 

hectares. There is not good data on the remainder, but investors most likely make up a substantial 

proportion of that figure. There is a growing subset of land purchasers consisting of those looking for 

investment, carbon and rewilding opportunities. Although currently a minority, it is the authors be belief 

that these will play a major role in the future of land ownership and land use. 

 

 
Fig.16 Dairy Cattle in John Kelly’s farm in west Wicklow. Although he has found space on his farm, generally the profitability of 

dairy means forestry is a hard sell 

 

Attitudes of Public & Farmers 
There have been several different surveys conducted recently on the attitudes of the Irish public to 

forestry. A study by Irish Rural Link found that most of the population (85%) believe the ‘current level of 

forests in Ireland is too little’. A public attitudes surveys conducted as part of DAFM’s Shared National 
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Vision and Forest Strategy for the Future of Forests found the majority expressed a wish for a landscape 

where ‘forests and agriculture are present and evenly balanced. A total of 72% wanted a mix of conifer 

and deciduous trees. Of the 13% who did not want more forests, 62% were living in heavily afforested 

County Leitrim. 

Although many surveys saw support for more trees, as well as the strong practical utility of trees (fuel, 

building material, employment), this was not expressed in the rationale for having more trees, which 

tended to focus on lifestyle and landscape aesthetics. A Foróige online youth forum also contributed to 

development of a Shared National Vision for Forestry. It showed that young people associated forests 

with peace, fun and a place to escape from the stresses of work, study, and isolation during Covid-19. 

 

Fig.17 Single species blocks of the north American conifer Sitka spruce, planted on drained peat bog have contributed to the 

unpopularity of forestry in Ireland 

 

Key Points arising from this chapter 
 

• Ireland has increased woodland cover in recent decades, with the primary focus on non-native 

commercial woodlands. 

 

• Significant ecological damage has been done by afforestation, and legacy issues persist. 

 

• We have a strong heritage of hedgerows, but they are under pressure. 

 

• Farmers, industry, and the public are unhappy with the current system. 

 

• We are now bound by onerous climate targets, mostly related to carbon reduction with forestry 

tasked with many deliverables. 

 

• Numerous reports have called for change; however little has occurred to date*. 
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Chapter 3 – Rationale for expanding tree cover

  
 

Biodiversity 
Trees are a cornerstone of most temperate ecological systems. They serve as an engine that drives a 

wild food chain from the tiny aphid feeding on sap, to the white-tailed sea eagle soaring overhead. 

Native species like oak and willow have been known to host over three hundred different insect species, 

as well as literally thousands of lichens, fungi and mosses 

With the loss of our native woodlands, we lost a whole range of birds and animals that lived within them 

from wild boar to capercaillie to wolf.  Expanding Irelands native woodland cover would is an important 

step in stemming ongoing biodiversity loss. 

 

Carbon & Climate Change 
Like most plants, trees absorb atmospheric carbon and store it in their leaves and trunks, or 

underground through associations with soil biology. This process may allow humans to mitigate a small 

proportion of the impact of fossil fuel related emissions.  

 

Trees can help us become more resilient to changes which are already locked in. Trees cool urban 

temperatures, buffer flood events, and shelter livestock and crops from sun and storms. Unfortunately, 

climate change itself is going to have real implications for existing woodlands and those yet to be 

created. Unpredictable shifts in temperature, rainfall, pest abundance and fire hazard will impact 

aspects of health, viability, and regional suitability. 

 

These factors are likely to have real implications for a woodland’s ability to store carbon. The LULUCF 

(Land Use, Land-use Change and Forestry) framework identifies Trees and Forestry as Ireland’s only 

land use functioning as a net carbon sink. The State climate strategy which underpins policies to 

transition towards a net zero country depends on this sink to expanding in size. Something it is currently 

not doing. 

 

Whilst there is little clarity on who currently owns this carbon there is no doubt that a ballooning market 

demand for it will provide opportunities for those who hold ownership or are exposed to the benefits of 

ownership. 
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Fig.18 Viewing carbon without adequate consideration of other critical challenges such as biodiversity or community cohesivity 

can lead to distorted and damaging outcomes. 

  

Moral Hazard - Climate Change & Tree Offsetting  
This report is being written over the summer of 2022.  There is strong evidence that our world’s climate 

is rapidly destabilising. Droughts, heatwaves, and flooding are affecting multiple regions of the world 

concurrently. It seems that even if we find the wherewithal to implement the dramatic cuts in greenhouse 

gas emissions now required, we will still be subject to further climate breakdown. The core driver of 

climate change is carbon, which having been locked underground for millennia, is being released today 

through the burning of fossil fuels. 

Trees are frequently referenced as being a potential solution. 

Trees and forest's ability to sequester atmospheric carbon through photosynthesis mean they do have 

a role in decarbonisation. However, they can’t undo the damage caused fossil fuels already burnt, or 

mitigate against those yet to be burnt, and nor should they be expected to. An overreliance on trees to 

deal with the situation will serve as a distraction to the job in hand – ending fossil fuels consumption. 

Previously, in the absence of well-considered regulations, efforts to establish or improve sinks have 

produced damaging social and environmental impacts. Ten years ago, New Zealand introduced a 

carbon cap and trade system putting a firm price on carbon. This resulted in thousands of hectares of 

farmland and communities being displaced by monocultures of plantations of Pinus radiata which also 
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had harmful environmental impacts. We are not immune to this threat in Ireland. A recent industry report 

commissioned by Auxillia and written by Professor Cathal O’Donoghue on behalf of Ireland’s woodlands 

industry, suggested that when a tonne of carbon, currently €41, reaches €100, forestry will be a more 

economic use of land than dairy. These prices can create social and ecological distortions. 

 

 
Fig.19 Western uplands produce are inefficient in terms of food production and are failing to sustain their communities. With the 

price of carbon rising can newly established woodlands and rehabilitated peatbogs provide a lifeline? 

 

Water quality 
One of Ireland’s most pressing environmental problems is poor water quality. This has serious social, 

ecological, and economic impacts. Communities are unable to utilise certain waterbodies for amenities 

or drinking water due to contamination. Fish and invertebrate populations are suffering, and in the 

summertime coastal businesses are being increasingly affected by beach closures. 

 

Deploying trees strategically can be very effective. Planted alongside rivers, they act as a buffer 

between damaging pollution, particularly to diffuse pollution such as is produced by agriculture. 

Although uncommon in Ireland, deploying trees in support of water quality is commonplace in Europe 

where 96.3 million hectares of forests are designated for the protection of soil and water. This 

corresponds to 10% of Europe’s total forest area. 

 

At this scale trees bring the added benefit of mitigating flooding in towns and cities by allowing water to 

attenuate back into the ground in the catchment, rather than skimming rapidly over the surface causing 

“flash floods”. 



33 
 

 
Fig.20 Riparian woodlands can have a positive impact on reducing pollution, particularly sediment and phosphorus 

 

Integration to farm systems 
Seventy percent of Ireland is farmland. If the State wants to hit its target of 18% woodland cover, trees 

will have to displace farmland or be integrated into it. The good news is there are many win-win 

scenarios for integrating trees into agricultural systems. There are countless different systems such as 

silvopasture and silvoarable but most fall within the broad term “agroforestry”. Agroforestry has three 

main configurations - linear, block and scattered. Linear features take the form of hedgerows, 

shelterbelts, forage rows and riparian woodlands. The most familiar linear tree feature to Irish farmers 

is the hedgerow. Forage rows are like hedgerows but designed specifically to be browsed or harvested. 

Shelterbelts are self-explanatory and are in essence widened hedgerows designed to provide respite 

from sun, wind and rain. Riparian woodlands are those which run alongside rivers. 

Scattered tree features are referred to as wood pasture, or savannah planting. This involves trees at 

varying densities scattered through a production area and can have similar benefits to the linear 

features outlined above.  

 

Finally, there can be blocks of trees. These are most associated with timber production. Tree form and 

vigour is improved by growing in groups, where they can compete with, as well as shelter each other. 

In Ireland blocks of fast-growing trees can generate saleable thinnings within 15 years and produce 

valuable sawlog timber in 35 years. Small productive woodlands of this type can be an incredible 

financial asset to a family farm. 

 

There is significant overlap between all these features, with many common benefits. In Ireland shelter 

is the most significant of them. Grazing animals thrive in enclosed paddocks. There is good evidence 

that weight gain is negatively correlated to exposure. The same is true in relation to lamb survival rates.  

Crop protection, timber or food production, landowner wellbeing, livestock diet, diversity, and air/water 

quality protections are some of the other proven benefits of increased tree cover. 
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Fig.21 Jack Browne‘s recently planted silvoarable setup in Country Carlow 

 

Illaun Farm-Forest – A model for farmer engagement  
The Illaun Farm Forest programme is a novel agri-environmental EIP taking place in West Clare. The 

scheme works with twelve suckler farmers and the native-woodland charity Hometree. The core 

intention is to increase the area of native woodland on participant farms. Up to the point of engaging 

with the scheme, none of the farmers had considered forestry as a potential land use. 

The three main principles of the scheme were good communications, fair incentives, and scheme 

flexibility.  After initial discussions participating landowners would get a planning visit from the project 

coordinator, a forester, and an ecologist.  On this visit the farm would be walked and options, 

opportunities and trade-offs of various tree features discussed, with a list of potential suggestions drawn 

up. These are then digitised into a farm plan map and sent back to the farmer. He/she then selects the 

features that work for his/her farm and returns the map for sign off. 

The Hometree team then coordinates the implementation of the plan, using in-house expertise, as well 

as drawing on State schemes (Native Woodland Scheme) for co-funding. The scheme provides free 

trees and labour to the farms, as well as an incentive scheme which rewards results. The more ambition 

the farmers show, the more they get remunerated for participation. 

The results of the EIP have been excellent. All twelve farmers undertook one large tree planting option 

(up to 15,000 trees) and one small option (3,000 trees).  These are taking the form of woodlands, 

shelterbelts, and riparian zones. These trees will bring positive ecological change, sequester carbon, 

create habitat, and protect local water quality, as well as being complementary to these farmers’ 

systems.  

The initiative has also contributed to farmers’ income and work satisfaction. It has increased their 

knowledge levels on topics relating to water quality and biodiversity. In a policy environment that is 

moving towards payments for ecosystem services, particularly for those on marginal land, these are 

invaluable skills. 

The scheme also sought to address the disconnect between farmers and the broader public. It did so 

by running a community engagement programme alongside the farm programme. This saw farmer 

engagement workshops, discussions groups, 6,000 trees planted in non-farm spaces in the 

participating townlands, school visits, guest lectures, workshops, field visits and more. Much of the 

process was documented in a series of short videos. 
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Fig.22 Noel McMahon shows agri-advisors a linear woodland created during his time in the Illaun Farm-Forest EIP 

 

Economics 
In recent decades forestry has developed a significant role in the Irish rural economy, with direct inputs 

ranging from timber production and sales, grant premiums, recreation/tourism, and associated 

employment. These are all areas predicted to experience significant growth. 

 

Although there are no recent figures available, a full economic review was undertaken in 2012. It 

concluded that the direct and indirect value of the forestry sector was €2.3billion, of which €1.4 billion 

was derived from the wood processing sector. We can expect this to be higher now. In terms of 

employment nine thousand full time equivalent jobs supported by the sector. Direct forestry related 

government expenditure in 2020 was €79.2 million, primarily in the form of grants and premiums. This 

is predicted to reach €112 Million in 2023.  

 

From a land use economic efficiency point of view, productive (conifer based) forestry in an Irish context 

makes a lot of economic sense. The same upland site which could sustain just two ewes per year, can 

produce prolific quantities of timber; up to eight thousand kilos of per year. 

There is also significant value outside of timber production and woodland creation/management. A 2014 

report by Craig Bullock in UCD ascribed an economic value of €247 million to Ireland’s native (non-

productive) woodlands. Most of this value is derived from the estimated 29 million woodland visits 

undertaken by Irish people per annum.   

Historically Forestry has been able to compete with some agricultural land uses, without showing 

financial advantages especially when the devaluation of land was factored in. New afforestation rates 

release in November 2022 should make the prospect of planting significantly more appealing to 

landowners. 

Farmer Quality of Life  
The author’s sense is that most farmers have an innate appreciation of nature and natural processes. 

Certainly, those the author interviewed who have welcomed trees and nature back to their farms feel 

very positive about the experience. 
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However, generally farmers have been encouraged to go down a path of efficiency seeking and cost 

saving, which has previously resulted in the clearance of trees, scrub, and hedgerows. This has led to 

a biodiversity loss, with tidiness and functionality being prioritised over ecological health.  

Based on many discussions and interviews, the author believes paying more attention to the natural 

world (a historical prerequisite) can bring very real benefits to farmers’ experience of life. Just through 

paying a little attention a hedgerow ceases being a task associated with cost or time, and transforms 

into the habitat of the blackbird, the source of sloes or the explosion of mayflowers in spring. 

With the acute issues facing farmers’ mental health, as well as succession there is a case to be made 

that trees can improve the day-to-day experience of the farmer. 

 

Trees for Joy and Health; Dermot Doran & Gerard Deegan 
It’s hard to quantify the day-to-day quality benefits that trees give to citizens and landowners. For that 

reason, it is difficult to create policies that deliver on such intangible benefits.  

Many of us instinctively gravitate to the woods on a Saturday morning because something in us says 

“this is a place I love to be”. Through many of his interviews, the author heard farmers say the same. 

Dermot Doran, from County Kildare recounted his love for a woodland at the back of his farm. He said 

“It was such a joy to be in, but I hadn’t reason to be there often, so we created a woodland up at the 

side of the farm where we did most of the work, so I could experience that feeling every day.” 

Gerard Deegan in Co Westmeath created a woodland which give him similar joy. After a health scare, 

he put 50 acres of the farm into woodland. It’s a unique and remarkable woodland, consisting of a 

wonderful mix of native and exotic species, both broadleaves and conifers, all designed by Gerard 

himself. It has financial benefits to the farm, but he maintains the most important benefit is what it gives 

to him as a person. He says “If our mind is not right, and our physical being is not right, we’re at nothing. 

The peace and tranquillity the woodland brings is huge. Each tree is like a calf or a chicken to me.”   

 

Health & Wellbeing 
Although intangible, there is more and more evidence emerging around nature’s role in our individual 

mental and physical wellbeing. Millions of recreational trips to Ireland’s forests each year are a 

testament to a subconscious awareness of this benefit. 

 

While the benefits of nature exposure may have been cautiously accepted as a disease prevention 

measure up to a few years ago, there would have been scepticism regarding their role in a curative 

sense. Recent empirical evidence has swept this scepticism aside and there are now trials from across 

Europe of the value of nature in helping us to heal. The RSPB in Scotland is conducting one such trial: 

“It’s a simple idea: get our most trusted health professionals (GPs), to recommend 

that people seek nature as a way of feeling better. As a result, people form deep 

connections to nature through an association with better health.”  

Karen MacKelvie, RSPB Scotland 

 

Part of this wellbeing piece, although perhaps more difficult to define, is the restoration of cultural 

connection with the forest. Woodlands are a profoundly important part of who we are as a people. Aside 

from the financial rewards and the benefits for personal wellbeing, there is also value to be found in 

connecting with the natural and cultural heritage of our landscape. Is it so difficult to imagine that Irish 

people, like the New Zealand Māori, could once again speak about their association with their local 

forest/mountain, river, or lake? 
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Fig.23 An Choill Beag by LEAF – these are small community native woodlands approximately twenty metres by twenty metres. 

Suitable for almost any setting Urban or rural. 

 

Forest Outreach – Pro Silva & LEAF 
A major issue, identified in several reports on Irish forestry is ineffective communications, both internal 

and public facing. Public faith in forestry has been badly damaged. The reforms required must be 

accompanied by credible and truthful communication.  This is a real challenge for the industry. As 

Scottish forestry consultant Andy Heald told the author “foresters prefer being in the woods with their 

dogs, rather than at PR events”. Perhaps understandable, but when foresters don’t tell their own story, 

others tell it for them.  

Some organisations in Ireland are doing the communications and outreach piece well. Pro Silva is an 

organisation focused on advocating for close-to-nature continuous cover style of forestry. They hold 

regular field days, site visits and events and crucially, are an inclusive organisation. These events are 

open to all, and the organisation has a diverse membership consisting of farmers, foresters, nature 

lovers and artists. Western Forest Co-op also has been actively seeking to engage the broader public. 

For citizens from a non-farming/ forestry background, this type of engagement which allows access to 

a sector usually quite closed off, is invaluable. 

The LEAF program, operated by An Taisce’s Environmental Education Unit is a woodland education 

program. Its objective is to educate young people on the multifunctional benefits of forests. It has many 

initiatives, from small-scale tree planting in schools, to woodland visits and classroom education 

initiatives. It has been running for 7 years in counties Limerick and Cork and is extremely popular 

amongst schools and students who participate. The LEAF programme is an excellent template and is 

ready to expand, but to date, is subject to funding limitations. 

 

"Best day of the year by far" 

Aileen Mannion, Teacher at Scoil Mhuire Gan Smal, Limerick 
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Fig.24 Students from Limerick Educate Together take part in the LEAF programme 

 

Key points arising from this chapter 
 

• Trees have significant and proven potential to provide social, environmental, climatic and 

production benefits. 
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Chapter 4 -Barriers  

 

Culture & Farmer outlook 
 

Multiple studies (Ni Dhubhain and Gardiner, 1994; O’Leary et al, 2000; Flechard et al, 2007) have 

shown that farmers hold a distinctive, and often negative, view towards forests and forestry compared 

to other members of the public in Ireland. At one level this is understandable given trees and forests’ 

capacity to displace agricultural activity. The idea of taking land out of ‘production’ is one that that can 

profoundly challenge those brought up in the farming tradition.  

“Farms that get planted with trees are discussed in the pub like a death in the 

community”. 

County Clare Publican 

This mindset is not something that was cultivated by state agencies but is an innate aspect of Irish 

farming. There is a satisfaction and pride that’s goes along with increasing output, especially from land 

that was previously unproductive. Land reclamation, be it from wildwood or wetland, is still part of the 

lore in some farming families. Farmers spoken to for this project recounted days off spent pulling willow 

stumps by tractor from old, wet woodland converted over years to pasture.  

“One more Cow and one more Sow and one more Acre under the plough”.  

Patrick Hogan, Irish Minister for Agriculture 1922  

Stories inherited from family and community about who we are, what we do and what we stand for are 

important factors in our decision making. Currently we lack a broadly understood and coherent story of 

the “forest owner” in the same way there is with “farmer” or “fisherman”. This contributes to a paucity of 

lore, and that in an indirect way, influences landowners’ decision making. Whatever the reasons, it is 

the authors strong impression that forestry is viewed at best as an unorthodox land use, and at worst a 

signifier of farm failure in rural Ireland. Interestingly, there is a paradox between this general resistance 

to trees and the actual experiences of forest owners. All of whom the author met were very satisfied 

and proud of their forestry. 

The best thing we ever did is plant this forest. Anyone I know who has forestry 

absolutely loves it. 

Olive Leavy. Forest owner 

This paradox between the perception and the reality is also evident in the economic data which 

suggests many farms would be better off financially with trees. A recent report by Professor Cathal 

O’Donoghue suggested that 50% would have a higher income from planting Sitka spruce and about 

30% would have a higher income from planting broadleaves.”  Of course, it’s more complicated than 

money and I hope to address that in following chapters.   
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Fig.25 Suckler cow in south Kerry uplands. There could be a practical role for trees and cattle in our uplands, but tradition has 

moved firmly in favour of lower maintenance sheep, which are more damaging to trees. 

 

Uncertainty, Bureaucracy & the Forestry Licencing System 
The current afforestation system depends on landowners deciding it is in their best interest to enter a 

long-term contract with the State. Sadly, the State has proven itself an unreliable partner, both in terms 

of establishing and maintaining this contract. In chapter two the author outlined the difficulties in 

licencing (the process of beginning the contract). It is hard to understate to the damage that has been 

done by the failure in the forestry licencing system, particularly in relation to landowner confidence in 

forestry - a land use already viewed with some scepticism. Current uptake of afforestation by farmers 

suggests that the uncertainty, bureaucracy, and cost now associated with planting trees has been close 

to fatal. 

 

The current system has also lost the support of the environmental sector, albeit for different reasons. 

They argue that notwithstanding reforms, forestry in Ireland does not deliver for the environment. 

They maintain that sectoral norms are incompatible with European environmental directives, and that a 

combination of ongoing poor licencing decisions and legacy issues present existential threats to 

endangered species.  

 

Forest industry figures also voice deep frustration with the system. Many who spoke with the author 

were quite disillusioned, with some having clients waiting years for forestry licences to be granted or 

denied. The forestry inspector system has been flagged again and again as an area of real frustration, 

with inspectors in different regions seeming to take divergent interpretations of a common set of rules. 

 

Restoring faith in a failed system and preventing future collapses. 
As a group, farmers have lost faith in the forestry system. Their role in woodland establishment has 

collapsed, with planting sitting at just 350 hectares last year.  

Inability to get timely thinning, felling, or planting licences, not fit-for-purpose ash dieback schemes, 

inadequate premiums, and uncertainty over the ownership of carbon have all created major issues. 

Many who made the leap into forestry have been hurt financially and psychologically. The author 

interviewed farmers who were deeply upset about what happened to their woodlands, and how they 

were treated by the State in the aftermath; no support, no solutions, no timelines, and not allowed to 

deal with the issues themselves. 
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To ensure that farmers see a role for themselves in Ireland’s strategic woodland creation plans, the 

reputational damage needs to be remedied, and assurances given that the same mistakes won’t be 

repeated.  

Clearly, there is a need for effective assessment of potential damage to water quality, habitat, and 

heritage sites arising from forestry practices, but also there is a need for those willing to engage with 

forestry to be able to do so in a fair and expedient fashion. As Wicklow dairy farmer John Kelly put it, 

“Technicality and bureaucracy can do a lot of damage to people who are inclined to do the right thing” 

Where issues arise, remediation needs to be swift and effective.  When there is no avenue for 

remediation, or when certain activities are not permissible, it is important that farmers who entered a 

land-use change in good faith aren’t forced to bear the financial burden. This is necessary to ensure 

critical stakeholders are not further dissuaded from engagement. This is the very spirit of the “Just 

Transition”, which has been notably lacking to date, a remarkable fact given the hardships endured by 

ordinary farmers. 

Finally, it is important that schemes are designed which don’t pitch farmers into crises further down the 

line. This means building resilience into afforestation schemes. Resilience in nature is found in diversity. 

Ash growers who had mixtures of sycamore and oak had a backup when dieback (chalara) struck. 

Those who didn’t were simply wiped out. It looks like the next forestry is going to continue the facilitation 

of pure blocks of Sitka spruce (up to seventy percent of total site) despite imminent threats posed by 

pests such as pine weevils and spruce beetles.  The author suggests this is questionable silviculture 

informed by short term thinking. 

 

Economics 
The current woodland creation model incentivises landowners to plant forests on their land. 

Notwithstanding the grant support, the retention of basic payments, the exemption of timber sales 

revenue from tax, and the comparatively low income derived from alternative land uses (typically sheep 

and suckler farming) there remains a question, both real and perceived about whether forestry is a 

sound economic decision for a landowner. As previously mentioned, most suckler and sheep farmers 

would be better off in forestry, but when land “sterilisation” i.e. the inability to return land to farming (see 

below), as well as the serious devaluation afforested land undergoes (between 50%-80%), the 

incentives become less appealing. 

 

This negligible financial benefit is particularly true with native woodland creation, which due to it slow 

growth rates, takes far longer to produce valuable products desired by the market. A 2022 report by 

consultancy firm Auxillia made the excellent point that it was not enough for forestry income to simply 

match the income achievable by the prevailing land use, it must be enough to dislodge a system or 

culture which has deep roots.  

 

Permanent land use change - land sterilisation 
Grant aided forestry in Ireland is subject to a permanent land use change. It cannot be reverted to 

farmland. This presents a major obstacle, as parents will be concerned that they are affecting their 

children's autonomy on how to run the farm. 

Where understandable in terms of the government not wanting to see total afforestation backsliding, it 

is potentially unnecessary. 

Of the many farmers and forest owners interviewed for this report none had expressed regret with their 

decision. In fact, most had come to see forestry it as an integral part of their farm’s system, despite all 

the licencing difficulties. 
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Fig.26 Forest harvester in west Clare. Unpopularity of the current forestry system is fuelled by the contentious clearfell system 

 

Land availability  
Land availability presents a very significant barrier. Land can be unavailable to forestry for many 

reasons, some economic, biophysical, or legislative.  

 

2.2 million acres (roughly 10%) of Ireland is under environmental designation (hen harrier species-rich 

grassland, acid sensitivity). It can be extremely challenging to acquire forestry licences on these lands. 

Vast areas of the west are ineligible due to being “unenclosed”. This usually refers to peatlands which 

should not be planted but can also apply to mineral soils in Irelands uplands which would be suitable 

for trees. Overly conservative high elevation limits also rule out large areas of land from afforestation. 

Other land is functionally excluded as there is currently no economic rational to plant trees.  This is 

primarily the case in the south and east where dairying and other more profitable land uses dominate.  

 

Mass planting years like the late nineties saw 20,000 hectares a year afforested, often on awkward 

fields or out farms. The planting of this ‘low-hanging fruit’ further reduced the availability of suitable, 

uncontentious sites for planting. So, now a limited pool of land suitable for afforestation remains, mostly 

found in the marginal uplands. This reality has seen afforestation focus on counties such as Cavan, 

Clare and Leitrim. 

 

The Potential of Ireland’s Uplands 
On travels within Ireland, both for work and for Nuffield, the author had the chance to meet with many 

uplands’ farmers, primarily along the west coast. A common theme emerged; the current system is 

failing communities. Young people are not staying around, and farmers are getting too old to farm. 

There is no business case for investing in farming in these areas as profits are so low. Meanwhile 

environmental outcomes from upland sheep farming are not good with degradation of peatlands, 

grasslands, and native woodlands commonplace. 

In the authors opinion, these farms and in turn communities, are vulnerable to wealthy funds with an 

eye on the future speculatively buying land as a natural capital investment. They are also vulnerable to 

large farmers from other parts of Ireland looking to benefit from subsidies/achieve regulatory 

compliance. And from so-called ‘rewilders’ such as Ed Sheeran who has committed to buying “as much 

of the UK” as he can. 
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The author is of the opinion trees have a role to play in helping these communities become more 

resilient, through timber, tourism, sales of natural capital, and in support of high nature value farming.  

Culturally, this will require a managed transition from pastoralists to a broader interpretation of land 

managers or custodians.  

 

Human Capital & Industry Infrastructure 
There are a lot of excellent people working in forestry in Ireland, but most industry people would agree 

that they are aging and there are diminishing numbers of new entrants. This is partially related to 

bottlenecks in routes into forestry, but also relates to an industry with a poor public profile and 

perception. 

Notwithstanding that, the author believes there is interest in working in land-based sectors such as 

forestry from professionals with broad skillsets, including science, communication, education, or IT. 

There are currently no postgraduate courses that facilitate career transitions into forestry. This makes 

it difficult to attract would-be foresters, ecologists, planters, and machine drivers into the sector. 

Alongside the human capital issue, there is a system capacity issue in Irish forestry. To deliver on future 

afforestation plans, the country needs the back-end logistics in place, the most important of which is 

sapling supply. Just this year, Ireland ran out of native saplings. Remarkable given the very low planting 

rates achieved. 

 
Fig.27 Native tree Nursery. Sapling capacity issues have emerged in the last year, despite depressed planting rates 

 

Contradictory policies 
Some of the States land use policies are contradictory and are inhibiting afforestation goals. For forestry 

to succeed it must be viewed by landowners as an economically beneficial long-term use of land. 

Multiple studies have shown it can do this. However other state policies provide safe agricultural long-

term land-use options which compete with forestry. Landowners can lease out land tax free for up to 

fifteen years. The market returns on this land are equitable to forestry premiums. However, unlike 

forestry which comes with a permanent land use change, leased land comes back to the owner without 

any restrictions.  

 

Another policy which has done significant damage to the natural ability of woodlands to expand has 

been the GAEC rules around land eligibility. On farms across the country naturally regenerated 
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woodland would emerge in unused areas, wet corners etc, however the policy of incentivising scrub 

clearance is effectively inhibiting this potential. 

 

Natural Threats & Climate (deer, pathogens, and weather) 
Contributing to the apprehension around woodland creation are a whole range of natural challenges 

which have emerged in recent decades. Pathogens like ash dieback or phytoptera have decimated 

woodland owners’ life's work. Pine weevil presents huge challenges, striking right at the heart of the 

monoculture/clear-fell system. Bark beetle is not here yet but is causing havoc in mainland Europe. 

These have all added to the perception of forestry as a risky land use. 

 

In several areas of the country, deer presenting in unnaturally high numbers have emerged as a major 

obstacle to diverse forestry (the type communities want to see). Unfortunately, they have a strong 

preference for feeding on native species and some of the more diverse conifers, leaving foresters with 

little other choice than recommending the less palatable Sitka spruce.  

 

There is currently no effective natural or human system to regulate deer numbers. 

“At the risk of sounding like a broken record - deer are making this type of diverse 

planting design increasingly difficult to implement across the country.” 

Manus Crowley, Registered Forester & Ecologist 

 

 
Fig.28 A woodland on the Iveragh peninsula, severely overgrazed and close to disappearing. 

. 

Leadership and the role of the press 
Woodland's creation is a fundamental land use change. Farmers need to believe they are doing the 

right thing and look to leadership figures for guidance. Leadership, at all levels has been slow to 

recommend forestry or tree integration in a full-throated way.  

Trees are routinely presented by farm representative organisations and politicians as something 

onerous, which if undertaken would (rightly) require compensation. We rarely hear trees spoken about 

with regard to opportunity. 
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The author is of the belief that farm representative organisations believe that they cannot in good faith 

recommend or promote forestry to members, in its current dysfunctional state.  

Nonetheless, there are areas where farm leadership could and should have lent more support to small-

scale low-cost measures such as small-scale planting, riparian trees and hedge cutting. It didn’t. Not 

strongly encouraging this type of action was short-sighted. Native trees form an effective bulwark to one 

of Irish (and global) agriculture’s key threats - the diminution of its social licence. 

The current minister for Land-use and biodiversity Pippa Hackett has been one of forestry’s more vocal 

advocates and from a policy and legislative point of point of view, the most dynamic minister in some 

time. However, she remains unpopular amongst farmers and farm organisations, and treads a narrow 

path between Green Party aspirations, and forestry industry realities. 

The lack of support for woodlands creation at high levels trickles down through the press, leading to a 

general malaise around the whole forestry sector. 

In England (also underdelivering on afforestation targets) academic Ashley Hardaker undertook an 

analysis of woodland creation coverage in the farming sector press and found consistently unfavourable 

discourse. 

“A determined scepticism of the economic dimensions of tree planting is maintained within the farming 

press. Rather than seeking ways to bring farmers together with foresters and other tree-focused 

stakeholders, much current coverage builds on historical legacies to engender an angry defensiveness 

or, at best, a resigned scepticism towards trees in the farming sector.”  

According to forestry consultant Andy Heald good communication with farmers and landowners was 

widely seen as a key facilitator in Scotland’s successful scaling-up of afforestation levels over the last 

two decades. 

Absence of Natural Capital Framework 
Historically Irish forestry has had one just one economically valued output – timber products. 

Unsurprisingly, this led to a forestry model which pursued maximum timber output at all costs, often at 

the expense of other non-market goods such as amenity, biodiversity, or water quality, for example.  

There is an emerging demand for non-timber forest products, including carbon, water quality, 

biodiversity, amenity and more. However, there is no legal framework currently in place to allow 

landowners to benefit financially from this “natural capital”. This kind of framework is already in place a 

in countries such as New Zealand and America, with landowners reaping the benefits. 
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Fig.29 Currently farm woodlands like these are of no financial benefit to farmers, even though there is increased interest in the 

public goods they provide by investors. 

 

The Nature Trust – The Potential of Natural Capital 
A rapidly growing voluntary corporate carbon market has emerged in recent years, with businesses 

looking to offset their impact by supporting carbon sequestration projects. 

Carbon trading fits into the broader picture of payments for “natural capital”. Natural Capital is a 

relatively new way of framing the abundance and benefits of various natural processes, such as 

pollination, carbon sequestration or water filtration Quantifying the stocks of natural capital has allowed 

it to be priced and traded. Whilst in its infancy this concept and its real-world applications are primed 

for very serious growth. 

Three years ago, Coillte Nature teamed up with Irish Tech Goes Carbon Neutral to create a joint venture 

called the Nature Trust. This not-for-profit entity sought to generate revenue by the creation and sale of 

natural capital, primarily carbon, biodiversity, and amenity uplifts on specific sites. It released its product 

to market in 2021. The entire first tranche of €2 million was bought immediately by a single customer- 

AXA insurance.  

 

Legacy woodlands, woodland design, and public perception 
Mistakes in woodland location and design from bygone decades continues to negatively inform the 

public conversation. From the fifties right into the nineties, intensive forestry was planted right up against 

rivers, lakes, houses, and roads, resulting in a range of social and environmental issues. Whole farms 

were bought and planted, displacing potential young farmers from land. Roughly half of Ireland’s Sitka 

spruce is planted on inappropriate peat soils. These continue to be replanted after each harvest, 

including those in Special Areas of Conservation, a practise which remains legal. 

Many of our most endangered ground-nesting birds have had their numbers further reduced by 

inappropriate conifer forestry.  

Although woodland policy has shifted considerably since, particularly in the last two decades, the legacy 

of these plantations has cast a long shadow, one that continues to undermine confidence in future 

woodland schemes, on the part of the public and the farmer. This impact is compounded by the 

unwillingness of the State to assertively tackle the legacy plantations. 
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Fig.30 Gerard Deegan’s beautifully designed woodland in County Westmeath 

 

Key points arising from this chapter 
 

The most significant barriers to achieving a broadly supported forestry system in 

Ireland are as follows 

 

• Lack of natural capital framework 
 

• Unaddressed legacy plantations 
 

• Limited land availability 
 

• Permanent land use change 
 

• Farmer attitudes & knowledge 
 

• Lack of scheme flexibility 

 

• Reputational damage from licencing  
 

• Natural threats such as disease or deer 
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Chapter 5 – Discussion & Policy 

Recommendations 

  
This section sets out the key actions required to create a multifunctional forest sector which operates 

with a strong public mandate. Whilst this references the critical short-term issues relating to licensing, 

the authors focus is primarily on long-term strategic planning for the sector 

 

Creation of forestry agency with full executive function 
Increasing woodland cover from its current level to 18% is a significant land use shift, necessitating 

careful consideration of ecologies, economies, and cultural values. If Ireland continues to pursue a 

farmer led afforestation model, it must fundamentally reform the mechanisms through which it delivers 

this change.  

Political prioritisation must be given to the creation of an adequately resourced Forestry agency 

with executive oversight. 

The key actions for such an agency would be 

• Put in place meaningful incentives and offering flexible and empowering ways of achieving 

them. The remuneration for landowners needs to represent a clear economic benefit over the 

incumbent land use. The author recommends frontloading the benefits to act as a positive 

disrupter.  

• Resolve the chronic issue of licencing. The government has given clear signals that the 

licencing system is here to stay, so it is imperative that it be made timely and efficient. 

• Work at an interdepartmental level to remove contradictory policies. Policies which allow land 

sit in long-term agricultural use tax free, or the incentivise of the clearance of emerging scrub 

woodland needs to be removed. 

• Address human capital and logistical shortfalls through apprenticeships, accessible 

postgraduate programme and industry supports. 

These reforms must occur promptly. 

“The last thing the industry needs is a report on the implementation of the O’Hara 

report on the implementation of the Mackinnon report”  

Irish forestry Owners Group 

 

The Mission Approach 
Economist Mariana Mazucattu proposes a mechanism to ensure that large and strategically important 

change not only occurs, but does so in ways that are positively transformative, rather than inhibiting. 

It is called the “Mission Approach”.  

“Complex problems require more attention to ways in which social issues interact with political and 

existing technological issues, the need for smart regulation, and of critical feedback processes” 

Mazucattu sets out her five principles of a Mission approach 

1. They should be bold and address societal value 

2. They should have concrete targets — so you know when you get there 
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3. They should involve research and innovation with technological readiness over limited time frame 

 

4. They should foster cross-sectoral, cross-actor, and cross disciplinary collaborations 

 

5. They should allow multiple competing and bottom-up solutions 

 

I believe the government could apply this kind holistic approach to both achieve its goal and avail of 

unforeseen opportunities 

 

Land-use Planning & Woodland design 
To acquire a true social licence the state must find a forestry model that appeals to landowners and is 

acceptable to the public. There are numerous studies showing that the type, structure, and management 

systems of forests play a role in public perception. In the absence of good planning, financial incentives 

will invariably focus extemporary afforestation on a limited number of areas, creating social and 

ecological distortions which damages public perception, as has happened in County Leitrim. 

The author recommends Ireland expedites the publishing of its national land use plan and allow 

it to inform woodland design and management regulations. 

These regulations must be cognisant of species, soil type, climate (past and future), strategic food 

production concerns, regional equity, and environmental sensitivity. They must also be tailored to suit 

different farm systems. Currently Ireland has just one woodland for water scheme which is hugely 

undersubscribed. New Zealand on the other hand has over thirteen different riparian planting guides 

for different areas and farm systems. 

 

Fig.31 Country Leitrim has already exceeded the national landcover target of 18%, leading to local dissatisfaction.  

 

State led delivery of large-scale projects 
The state will continue to pursue a conifer based commercial forestry model despite consultation 

indicating the favouring a native woodland model. To counter the bias towards commercial forestry the 

author recommends the government takes or facilitates a leadership role in delivering large-scale 

flagship native woodland projects, just as they do in relation to transport or energy infrastructure. 

In other jurisdictions these projects have captured the imagination of the public and provided a 

necessary counterweight to production-focused forestry systems. 
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Delivering these large-scale woodlands is not possible through the current farm integration model which 

struggles with scale and cohesive design. 

This is where the state can positively intervene. Large commonages in the west of Ireland could provide 

suitable sites for such woodlands. There will be understandable apprehension about the State “buying 

out” farmers. This is legitimate but can be addressed. The demographics of upland farming are shifting 

quickly, seeing fewer and fewer active farmers working. So, although there may be a displacing effect 

on agriculture, good consultation and careful site selection can mitigate the social impact. There are 

other ways to explore these landscape scale forest options which may not require land purchases. 

These could take the form of long-term land leasing or conservation easement on land titles. These 

would obligate (with compensation) a landowner to maintain a certain quantity of woodland cover. If the 

state does not have the capacity to deliver on such projects, it should have a competitive process to 

find interested parties with the right credentials, ie community owned, charitable or trust structures. The 

authors research suggests such entities exist. 

There are historical precedents for ambitious state-agency-led woodland creation initiatives here in 

Ireland (see Glengarriff case study). 

 

Fig.32 Carrifran, in Scotland is an example of landscape scale rehabilitation. 1622 acres of upland retuning to wildwoods 

 

Establishing wild woodlands at scale - Glengarriff 
Glengarriff Nature Reserve is a 700-acre oak woodland nestled at the foot of Bantry Bay. Situated at 

the edge of Europe, the maritime influence of the Atlantic results in a mild climate and relatively high 

rainfall, producing a unique and globally scare habitat, called temperate rainforest. Luxuriant mats of 

bryophytes, lichens and ferns thrive in this hyper-oceanic woodland, with epiphytic vegetation growing 

on every tree and rock face.  

However, it was not always like this. 

While local placenames such as Derrynafulla/Diore na fola—oak-wood of the blood or 

Crossterry/Crosdoire—cross-shaped oak-wood hint to Glengarriff’s forested past, most of those old 
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woods were gone by the time the State bought the land in the 1950s. Upon purchase a programme of 

land drainage and conifer planting was initiated, as was the norm at the time. Around 1970, it was 

decided this was an inappropriate course of action and the area was designated a nature reserve. A 

plan was put in place to rehabilitate the remaining pockets of oak and expand the woodland size through 

acquisition of adjacent lands. 

When the conifer plantations reached commercial maturity in the late 1990s and early 2000s, they were 

felled. A decision was made to leave most of the clear-felled areas to regenerate naturally. The scale 

of tree growth that has occurred since the removal of the conifers twenty years ago is remarkable. From 

bare ground sprung an abundance of native broadleaved trees, downy birch and willow but increasingly, 

dotted through the dense young woodland, oak saplings pushed through. 

To date, around 140 hectares of coniferous forest have been converted to broadleaf woodland through 

this process, with almost no intervention. This impressive feat was possible due to a combination of 

ecological circumstances: the clear-felling operations effectively created a tilled ‘seed bed’; the 

surrounding semi-natural woodland provided an abundant seed source; and grazing levels—by deer 

and feral goats—were not high enough to impede natural regeneration. 

Far from the perception of woodlands as a displacer or depressor of economic activity, the woods at 

Glengarriff have become a driver of growth in the area. 

Cased study based on conversations with and writings by Clare Heardman, NPWS 

 

Build a national framework for natural capital 
Building a national framework for valuing and trading natural capital could see financial incentives 

become available for woodland creation, particularly native woodland creation which currently struggles 

to compete with conifer afforestation on traditional market values.  

Although money is not the only obstacle to woodland creation, it is relevant, particularly in relation to 

farmers. Sustained dilution of CAP funding and downward price pressure from supermarkets means 

there is less money in the pot for facilitating environmental change necessary on the Irish landscape. 

Meanwhile, there is an undeniable appetite amongst investment funds and corporates to back nature-

based projects. At the recent National Biodiversity Conference, a UK investor representing AXA 

insurance spoke about the “billions, maybe trillions” of euros about to enter this space.  

There is currently no framework in Ireland to allow landowners to quantify and trade the natural capital 

they can produce. Notwithstanding this, there are Irish organisations buying land, creating native 

woodland on it, and selling on its natural capital. They are using verification standards and metric from 

other jurisdictions. This model will undoubtedly see land assets moved out of community ownership. 

 

There is no reason why Irish landowners, particularly in areas unsuitable for intensive food production, 

and with huge carbon and biodiversity resource potential, cannot avail of this opportunity. However, 

they need a system to operate within. One the ideas that excites the author most is the potential for 

Natural Capital Farm Cooperatives. Professional organisations collectively owned, navigating the 

complexity, and managing the marketing, and on behalf of its shareholders. The potential for rural 

regeneration if this were executed correctly, would be enormous, facilitating innovation and opportunity 

on a scale not seen before.  

 

 

Rebuilding a broad woodland culture through education & engagement 
Increasing woodland cover is one part of a critical balancing act we need to strike between ecological 

integrity and sufficient primary production. The author recommends putting in place communication 

and educational reforms to restore a balanced relationship with nature. The author believes this 

is key to finding the space on our landscape for diverse woodlands.  
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Farmer must be the central focus of Irelands woodland creation strategy. The evidence tells us that for 

them the barriers to afforestation run deeper than money alone. It’s about family, social standing, dignity 

of work, culture, and even our expectation of how the land should present itself. 

“The sheep don’t make much money but at least they keep the mountain in good 

order”. 

Joe Joyce, Connemara 

There needs to be a culture shift in farmers’ view of place and utility of trees and woodlands. In Austria, 

where there is a longstanding tree culture, forests are viewed by their owners not as an obligation but 

as a resource, to be enjoyed in good times, and as a source of stability when times are more difficult. 

How can we come to collectively see woodlands as an opportunity, and not an obligation? 

Firstly, forestry must be promoted through trusted networks of influence. I believe that farm advisors, 

knowledge transfer groups and peer-peer networks have a key role to play. 

Agricultural advisors are particularly important. Like the leaders mentioned earlier, it is currently difficult 

for them to promote forestry due to obvious shortcomings of the system. Once these have been 

addressed and a suite of appropriate schemes put in place, The author believes agricultural advisors 

should form a key part of their dissemination and promotion.  

At agricultural higher-level education settings, where production has traditionally been prioritised, 

ecological literacy needs to be mandated. It’s currently either not available or is an unpopular elective. 

Peer-to-peer platforms like discussion groups, knowledge transfer groups, or online initiatives such as 

Farming for Nature, are important at creating cultural capital and disseminating messages, without 

leaving people feeling hectored. This should be supported to expand and diversify their offering. 

There is also a need to build dialogue with the non-farming public. As society becomes more urbanised, 

as well as digitalised, it becomes more detached from the natural world and its processes. This can 

eventually result in political decision making that impacts primary producers. 

The withdrawal of forestry’s social licence in Ireland has been legitimate. The sector strayed too far 

from what the public deemed acceptable and caused real environmental damage. However, in some 

quarters, particularly environmental campaigning, the pendulum has the other way, with calls for an 

industry solely made of native tree species, or a banning of deer culling. These actions are unrealistic 

and well as unnecessary, and speak to a naïve view of our relationship with the natural world  

We need a range of education initiatives for children and adults to promote a love of the natural world 

as well as an understanding of the trade-offs involved in providing for a growing world population.  

Schools must be the primary focus. Environmental awareness must be woven through every aspect of 

the curriculum, matching, or even surpassing the emphasis of STEM. This would require a significant 

retraining effort for teachers, to give them the confidence to go outside and talk about nature.  

For adults, more support for industry outreach including site, farm and forest visits and inclusive events 

which allow the public to participate in conversations usually the preserve of “insiders”. 

 

Natural regeneration - Embrace nature-based solutions 
For Ireland to achieve its woodland creation targets in a manner satisfactory to the public and to critical 

stakeholders it must embrace a wide range of woodland types and creation approaches. One of 

those woodlands should be wild native woodlands. The public have clearly stated their preference for 

these. 

We have fallen into a mindset whereby we see ourselves as the sole entity responsible for creating 

woodlands through the planting of trees, but trees have been planting themselves for millions of years 

and will do so again if we make a few key changes. 
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Firstly, the State must remove contradictory land eligibility rules which see large areas of emerging 

woodland grubbed out each year, whilst the woodland creation is incentivised in other areas. 

Second, the state must implement controls on the large numbers of unrestricted sheep, goats and deer 

grazing our uplands. These herbivores currently heavily supress natural woodland expansion. Fencing 

off or reducing grazing animals’ numbers is essentially afforestation in slow-motion. Reducing wild 

herbivores would also be a major bonus for conventional tree planting approach to afforestation. 

Implementing these steps would allow the State to ethically sidestep some of the more irrational rules 

which govern woodland creation schemes.  

Natural regeneration is not a panacea, especially when landowners have a specific woodland outcome 

in mind, but for creating resilient and diverse woodlands for nature, there is no better approach. 

Facilitating natural regeneration at scale would be a transformational action the government could 

undertake to achieve large scale afforestation.  

 

Fig. 33 How do we move forestry policy from a being document on a shelf to something living and breathing, being discussed 

and debated by advisers, agents, and friends in farmyards around the country? 
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Recommendations 
 

Creation of well-resourced forestry agency with executive function. 

• Create effective financial incentives and frontload at point of contract initiation 

• Farmer centred approach - reform & resource state/landowner point of contact  

• Develop national, regional land-use  plans and schemes tailored to farm types 

• Irish state must lead or support key strategic native woodland projects 

 

Irish State underwrites a framework for Natural Capital 

• Establish clarity on natural capital ownership 

• Facilitate emergence of a cooperative system for verifying, managing & trading flows 

 

Ensure supportive policy infrastructure conducive to woodland creation and management 

• Remove tax-free long-term leases for agriculture. 

• Remove artificial incentives to clear young woodland. 

• Address legacy forestry issues which damages sectors reputation 

 

Rebuild a broad woodland culture through education & effective communications 

• Fund knowledge transfer and engagement 

• Change curriculum in schools, third level & agricultural training. Empower educators 

• Improve state communication with stakeholders 

 

Embrace nature-based solutions 

• Create a scheme tailored to allow pockets of native woodland expand 

• Reduce herbivory to facilitate woodland emergence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



55 
 

References 
 

Books 
O’Rourke & Finn (Ed) 2020. Farming For Nature. The Role of Results Based Payments. 

Dublin:Teagasc/NPWS 

Peterken,G. 1993. Woodland Conservation and Management (2nd ed). London: Springer. 

Ó Foghlu & Smith (Ed). 2021. Under Summer Pastures. Ennistymon: Hometree 

Blakely & Buckley. Woodland Creation in a Changing Climate. Newbury: Pisces Publications 

Rackham, O. Trees and Woodland in the British Landscape (2nd edition). 2020. London: 

Orion 

Neeson, E. 1991. A History of Irish Forestry. Dublin: Lilliput Press. 

Fogarty, P. 2017. Whittled Away. The Collins Press: Dublin 

Lucas, O. 1991. The Design of Forest Landscapes. Oxford University Press: Oxford 

 

Papers 
Wales Rural Observatory. 2013. The Pontbren Project Review. Aberystwyth Univerisuty 

Bullock, C. 2014. The Natural Capital Values of Ireland’s Native Woodland. Woodlands of 

Ireland. 

O’Hara,J. 2022. Implementation of the Mackinnon Report. FutureArk. 

Ní Dhubháina, A. 2014.  Are Forest Attitudes Shaped by the Extent and Characteristics of 

Forests in the Local Landscape? School of Agriculture and Food Science, University College 

Dublin. 

O’Donoghue, C.  2022. The Economics of Afforestation and Management in Ireland: Future 

Prospects and Plans”. Auxillia Consultancy 

Unknown. 2021. Forest Statistics Ireland. Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 

Wexford 

Gowran,J. 2020. A Review of the Native Woodland Scheme Emergent Woodland measure. 

Woodlands of Ireland. 

Bonsua, O. 2016.  Evaluating the use of an integrated forestland-use planning approach in 

addressing forest  ecosystem services conflicting demands: University College Dublin. 

Nijnik, M. 2010. A study of stakeholders’ perspectives on multi-functional forests in Europe 

Forests, Trees and Livelihoods, Vol. 19,  A B Academic Publishers: Great Britain 

Redmond, J. 2017.  Irish National Forest Inventory. Department of Agriculture, Food and the 

Marine. 

Leys, A. 2010.  Land-use change conflict arising from plantation forestry expansion: views 

across Australian fencelines. School of Environment & Science. Southern Cross University 



56 
 

Mazzucatu, M. 2018. Mission-Oriented Research & Innovation in the European Union. 

Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.  

Ní Dhubháina, A. 2007. Stakeholders’ perceptions of forestry in rural areas - Two case 

studies in Ireland. Centre for Policy Studies, National University of Ireland 

Cesaro, L. 2008. The Multifunctional Role of Forests. European Forest Institute 

 

Websites  

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/forestry-policy-and-strategy/Forestry licencing 

https://www.forestryfocus.ie/home/society-of-irish-foresters/ 

https://merrionstreet.ie/en/news-

room/news/public_consultations_on_irelands_draft_forestry_programme_and_strategy_ope

n.175038.shortcut.html 

https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/a9d3c-forestry-in-ireland/ 

https://forestryservices.ie/climate-change/ 

https://www.gov.ie/en/organisation/department-of-agriculture-food-and-the-

marine/?referrer=http://www.agriculture.gov.ie/ 

https://www.coillte.ie/coillte-nature/coilltenature/ 

https://www.forestry.ie/information-links/forest-valuation-guidelines 

https://www.teagasc.ie/crops/forestry/advice/general-topics/history-of-forestry-in-ireland/ 

  

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/forestry-policy-and-strategy/Forestry
https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/a9d3c-forestry-in-ireland/


57 
 

Plain English Compendium 
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Project Title: 

 
Name of project 
 

 
 

 
 

 Scholar:  Ray Ó Foghlú 
 Address:  

 
 Phone: +353872249226 
   
 Email:  
 

raycico@hotmail.com 

 
Objectives 

 
To understand the key barriers to implementing a socially 
accepted, economically viable, and environmentally sustainable 
forestry system for the Republic of Ireland 
 

 
Background 
 
 
 
 
 
Research 
 
 

 
Ireland has lost 99% of its native woodlands, mostly to 
clearances by humans. There is now consensus that restoring 
some of these woodlands would have deliver social, 
environmental, and economic benefits, however woodland 
creation rates in Ireland remain stubbornly low. 
 
The author travelled extensively within Ireland, visiting farms, 
universities, and technical institutes where he conducted 
interviews and surveys. The author also visited several 
European countries, as well as Japan and America to deepen 
his knowledge. To complement this the author undertook desk 
research in areas relating to land use, farm culture and 
woodland history in Ireland. This focused on research from Irish 
and British Universities as well as technical documents from 
state agencies. 
 

Outcomes The author identified four primary obstacles to progress in Irish 
forestry- negative perception of trees in Irish farming culture, 
lack of trust by key stakeholders in state forestry schemes, poor 
communications with key stakeholders, and insufficient 
incentives. The author had five key recommendations - the 
need for a single autonomous forestry agency, the need for 
new payments streams for non-timber forest products, a new 
education and communications strategy, the embracing of 
nature-based approaches, and the removal of contradictory 
policies which impede woodland creation and management.  
 
 

Implications To succeed, significant structural changes will be required at 
policy level and as well as a broadening of the perceived and 
actual role of the farmer. 
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