Policy Context Statement for FOCUS Question 9: Why are there differences in estimates of stock of woodland cover and changes in woodland cover obtained from Forestry Commission surveys and CS2000 (including LCM2000)?  How are Ancient Woodland Inventory sites represented in the CS2000 field survey sample and LCM2000? What evidence is there in CS2000 for the location and reasons for changes in woodland cover?

[Posted 08/01/03]
The following policy context statement has been circulated and comments from the Forestry Commission have been incorporated:

It can be argued that woodland covers the two most important Broad Habitats as they represent what would be the climax vegetation covering most of Britain if man was not present.  Woodland is managed as a source of timber, wood pulp, charcoal and other assorted commodities, for landscape aesthetics and recreation, and more recently has been recognised as an important sink for sequestering carbon to combat global climate change.  There is a long history of woodland being directly cited in British policy (both through royal decrees and parliamentary acts) for reasons ranging from the needs for timber to build ships, through the desire to manage land for game, to the need to provide green-space for the urban population.  There is an increasing number of international agreements also making commitments to effective management of woodland. 

The British Forestry Act of 1919 established the Forestry Commission (FC)
 to oversee the interests of woodland; the initial intention was to replant ‘wasteland’ and provide reserves of timber.  To carry out its mandate, the FC took its first audit of the nations woodland in 1924; surveys have been carried out at approximately 15 year intervals since.  The surveys show that the area of woodland in the UK increased through the 20th century, from around 5 per cent land cover to over 10 per cent. 

The function and value of woodlands in the landscape may have changed through the years, but their importance is still appreciated.  The British Government targeted policies at further increasing the area under trees in the 1990s stating “the most significant alternative land use in the next twenty years is likely to be forestry”
.  In 1989 the Countryside Agency and the Forestry Commission initiated the Community Forest
 programme, in response to the national need to diversify land-use.  The aim was to use multipurpose forestry to improve the countryside around towns and cities in a variety of ways including restoration of areas scarred by industrial dereliction, creation of sites for recreation and sport, forming new habitats for wildlife and making outdoor classrooms for environmental education. 

The traditional hierarchy of land use, where the most productive rural land is used for agriculture, less productive land for forestry and un-productive land for nature and recreation is breaking down.  There is encouragement to plant trees on more productive land and just over a third of the target for new planting would be on agricultural land sponsored by the Farm Woodland Scheme
.  The changes have economic, social and environmental implications for a wide range of policies.

The United Nations Conference in Rio in 1992 defined a number of objectives to protect the earth’s environment, the details of implementation were further developed in a number of  Conference of Parties (COP) meetings leading to agreements such as the Kyoto Protocol and the Marrakesh Declaration which specifically identify the role of forestry in combating climate change.  Other developments from Rio, such as Agenda 21 had a wider remit.  The 1993 Ministerial Conference on the Protection of European Forests in Helsinki led to the formal adoption of a forest policy to promote sustainability..  In 1998, the UK Government published the UK Forestry Standard
 which defined objectives for and methods of assessing forest management.  In 1999 the Government published its strategy for sustainable development called A Better Quality Of Life
.   Four of the 147 key indicators refer to woodland (see Table 1)

Table 1.  Forests and woodlands in a Better Quality of Life
	Themes, issues and objectives (Sustainable Development Strategy reference in brackets)
	Key indicators 

	Continuing expansion of (UK) woodland area (S10)
	Area of woodland in the UK

	Protecting ancient and semi-natural woodlands (S11)
	Area of ancient semi-natural woodland

	Better management of existing woodlands  (S12)      
	Sustainable management of woodland

	Sustainable (forestry) management overseas (S13)
	Number of countries with national forest programmes


The first two objectives will be assessed by statistics of geographic extent.  The indicator for the third (S12) has not yet been defined, but will cover issues that can be partially addressed by Countryside Survey information; these include forest soil condition, water quality and movement, carbon sequestration, air pollution, commercial value, nature conservation, other land uses and landscape quality.  Other criteria such as workforce skills, rural development, access,  recreation, quality of life for local people, increased awareness and participation, community involvement and conservation of heritage features are beyond the scope of Countryside Survey in its present form.  The fourth woodland theme (S13) is not covered by Countryside Survey.
Statistics describing the extent of woodland are key indicators for monitoring this resource with its wide array of uses. Monitoring is also needed to assess progress and success in the achievement of the aims of different policies. However, changes seen in woodland area can be misleading without reference to turnover and condition.  Not only do the three indicators (S10, S11 and S12) need to be considered together, but also the relationship between woodland (a land cover) and forestry (a land use) must be recognised.  Changes in woodland area do not necessarily mean a change in forestry, as the cycle of ground preparation, planting, felling and restocking may leave a forested area without trees for a period.  
It is important to recognise effects such as the sensitivity of native woodland flora soil quality and relate them to both changes in land cover and land use.  An increase in forest area implies a loss in land cover from other uses.  If the gain is predominantly from intensive agriculture, it may not be harmful in an ecological sense, but other ecologically more valuable habitats may be at risk.  Examination of the pattern, structure and history of the parcels in the landscape should indicate the shifts in land use and demonstrate the success of policy to steer changes in management.  Plans for expansion of woodland area need to take into account possible impacts on soil, water, wildlife, heritage features and landscape aspects.
A variety of organisations produce statistics describing the extent and composition of woodlands:

· The Forestry Commission produces the standard definitive statistics describing woodland in Britain.  Annual reports are produced describing the state of woodland and a national database is maintained (the National Inventory of Woodland Trees - NIWT) and resurveyed approximately every 15 years.  

· Other organisations such as the nature conservation agencies and special interest groups (e.g. the Council for the Preservation of Rural England
 and Woodland Trust
) may occasionally produce estimates on different types of woodland.  

· Countryside Survey records all types of land cover in rural Britain including woodland and publishes statistics that are apparently equivalent to Forestry Commission figures once every six to eight years. The Survey records all elements of the landscape, allowing interpretations to be made about the fluxes between different land uses.  Moreover, it includes valuable information about the environmental condition from vegetation and soil samples which again is set in context of the wider landscape.

The figures from the different organisations do not always agree.  It would be surprising if the estimates were exactly the same, as contrasting methods and definitions are used.  What is important is that the estimates are compared and the differences resolved, so that the information can provide an effective description of all aspects of woodland and identify which figures are most appropriate for different policy development.  For example, research is needed to identify how well the Countryside Surveys can provide data according to definitions of Ancient Woodland, both in terms of quantity and quality.

A recent complication that will involve further policy consideration is the devolution of parliamentary responsibilities to Scotland and Wales.  The targets and goals of woodland management may be generally the same across Britain, but different parliaments may have different priorities and see different driving forces.  The possible need for the FC to be abolished so that its functions can be transferred to national bodies or ministers has been considered but not recommended.  The favoured option has been the decentralisation of the FC with the strengthening of National Offices.  The implications of this is that each National Office may collect its own information to meet the requirements of its own parliament, but these may leave gaps in terms of a full GB dataset.

� http://www.forestry.gov.uk/


� House of Commons 1990 Agricultural Committee second report Land Use and Forestry volume 1 (Session 1989-90) HMSO London


� http://www.communityforest.org.uk/pcrr.html


� http://www.defra.gov.uk/erdp/schemes/landbased/fwps/fwpsindex.htm


� http://www.forestry.gov.uk/website/PDF.nsf/pdf/ukfs.pdf/$FILE/ukfs.pdf


� http://www.sustainable-development.gov.uk/sustainable/quality99/index.htm


� http://www.cpre.org.uk/


� http://www.woodland-trust.org.uk/





