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Opening Statement to Joint Committee on Agriculture and Marine 

Attendance by officials of the Department of Agriculture, Food and the 

Marine 

Challenges Facing the Forestry Industry, including ash dieback and 

licensing issues 

27th May 2021 

 

• I would like to thank the Committee for this invitation today and we welcome 

the opportunity to update on developments since our previous appearance 

before the Committee on 29th January 2021.  I would also like to acknowledge 

the work of the Committee in producing a Report on issues impacting the 

forestry sector in Ireland which we have carefully studied. 

• Minister Hackett has already written to the Committee thanking you for your 

detailed and careful consideration of these issues and has responded to your 

observations and recommendations and to outline where they are being 

incorporated into Project Woodland.  Some of what I have to say here will 

reflect what has already been outlined by the Minister. 

• I know Mr. Chairman that you have asked me to address certain issues in my 

opening statement which I am pleased to do below. Before coming to these, I 

would like to bring to the Committee’s attention some important 

developments since my previous appearance, namely; 

o The launch by the Minister of Project Woodland on 25th February 2021. 

The Project aims to resolve the issues now facing the sector and is also 

looking at the wider strategic outlook for forestry in Ireland, in order to 

deliver for all stakeholders and to encourage woodland creation. 

o The setting up of a Project Board to oversee Project Woodland. The 

Board is chaired by the Secretary General of the Department, Brendan 

Gleeson and has three independent members, who bring extensive 
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expertise and knowledge of project implementation and governance. 

They are Jerry Grant previously of Irish Water, Sarah O’Shea who has 

governance expertise in the not for profit sport and pharm/medicines 

sector and Jo O’Hara, who wrote the Implementation Report for the 

Mackinnon recommendations, which gave us the basis and framework 

for Project Woodland. 

o The setting up of four Working Groups to deliver identified tasks under 

Project Woodland. Each Working Group has an independent chair and 

membership is made up of members of the Forestry Policy Group and 

a Departmental representative.  

▪ Working Group 1, which is dealing with resolving the backlog, 

is chaired by Michael Cantwell, a former Director of Enterprise 

Ireland. 

▪  Working Group 2, which is tasked with developing a shared 

national approach to forestry in Ireland and the development of a 

new forestry strategy, is chaired by Dr. Matt Crowe former 

Director of the EPA. 

▪ Working Group 3, which has responsibility for a review of the 

organisational structure within DAFM and the interaction with 

relevant agencies, as well as enhancing communication, is 

chaired by Professor Thia Hennessy (Dean of Agri Economics 

UCC). 

▪ Working Group 4, which is conducting a review of the various 

licensing processes so that they deliver better results, is chaired 

by Michael Layde, former Assistant Secretary in the Department 

of the Environment. 

o The appointment of an external project manager Mr. Eamon O’Doherty 

as per the recommendations of the Jo O’Hara report. Eamon is attending 

this meeting today. 
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o The commissioning of a study, to be conducted by Irish Rural Link, 

who will engage with communities to determine attitudes towards 

forestry. The recommendations from the study will feed into the work 

of Working Group 2 on the Forestry Strategy. 

 

• In terms of licencing, we fully acknowledge the difficulties which delays in 

licencing have caused for applicants. It has been a difficult time for applicants 

who have had to wait longer than they should have to receive their licences. 

We are sparing no effort to resolve this. 

• We are not yet where we want to be on licencing but we are seeing some 

improvements in licencing output with 1,236 licences issued to date this year. 

This is a 15% increase on the same period last year and while I know that 

significant further gains need to be made we are moving in the right direction. 

• Of course, licence output is only one measure of performance and the more 

realistic metric is the volume of material licenced as this is what really matters 

to the sector. In this regard I can update that as of last Friday: 

o Felling volumes are 32% higher than the same point last year 

o Area for afforestation is 26% higher 

o Road lengths licenced are 117% higher. 

• This of course is not to say that the licencing issues are resolved and indeed 

they are not. We are however making progress with substantially more work 

yet to do. I fully expect this progress to further improve as the year progresses. 

• As many of the questions raised by the Committee directly pertain to the 

licensing situation, I will now address it in more detail. As members know, we 

have set ourselves an ambitious target of 4,500 licences this year, which is a 

75% increase on the same period last year.   
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• By the end of this week, I expect we will have reached just under 30% of this 

target. We are absolutely committed to achieving this target and I remain 

confident that we will deliver the number of licences promised. It is a huge 

task to do so but we are ambitious for our output this year and consequently 

for the sector. 

• To achieve this we will likely have to issue over 100 licences per week for the 

rest of the year. Last week we issued 101 new licences and I expect this week 

to also be high. This is largely thanks to some process changes we are making 

which are now coming on stream allied to an increase in resources. While 

April was lower than expected, I expect May to have recovered some ground 

and June looks like it will be the highest month so far this year.  

• The number of licences now on hand is 6,119. This figure is inflated by the 

submission by Coillte in March of 1,842 felling licences to cover their 

production for the next two years. 

• As we all know a significant factor in the licensing backlog has been the need 

for more stringent Appropriate Assessment procedures and particularly the 

number of licences requiring ecology input.   

• We have, as noted, invested heavily in ecology resources, training and more 

recently a streamlining of procedures in order to address the backlog in 

ecology. There are currently 1,860 private files on the ecologists workload for 

afforestation, road and felling files.  

• I know members have questioned the output from ecology in view of the 

investment in resources but  we have seen gains in output this year and expect 

this to increase as more efficient procedures and familiarity with the process 

improve turnaround times in addition to our continued investment in 

resources.  

• On average, the weekly output for licence with ecology input since June 2020 

is 38 licences.  Over 1,050 files have come off the private ecology worklist of 
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which 900 have already issued as licences. When combined with the 

ecologists working on Coillte files, this means 1,745 licences have issued.  

• We continue to focus all efforts on improving the licensing situation. The 

difficulties created for those involved in the sector are clearly understood and 

our foremost objective is to resolve the situation.   As already mentioned, two 

Working Groups in Project Woodland are fully engaged with the backlog and 

improving the process.   

• Between them these Groups have had 15 meetings so far. Working Group 1 

has focussed on defining the backlog and as I understand it intends to make 

recommendations in the near future on the process to reduce the backlog.  

Working Group 4 is examining the process in detail and this covers the 

regulatory process, an end-to-end process review and consideration of the 

introduction of pre-application discussions and a planning grant. A Business 

Analyst started with the Department yesterday to focus on the end to end 

review of processes. I understand a proposal on the pre-application discussions 

is near completion. 

• The question has been raised as to how many licences the Department must 

issue annually in order to satisfy the needs of the private forestry sector in 

Ireland and specifically the quantities to keep the mills running. The targets 

for the sector are defined not by number of licences but by metrics relating to 

targets set for afforestation and forest road and, in the case of felling, the 

forecasted harvest. 

• The Climate Action Plan 2019 sets the target for afforestation at 8,000 ha per 

annum and the target of forest roadworks at 125km per annum. While there 

are no specific targets for felling, the COFORD Roundwood Forecast predicts 

a  harvest of 4.1 million cubic metres in 2021.  

• While individual targets for each type of licence are not set, we estimate, based 

on the proportion of licences issued in 2020, approx. 65% of these will be tree 

felling licences, 20% will be for afforestation and the balance for forest roads. 
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These figures, of course, must be treated as an estimate of how output will 

break down across the licensing categories. 

It’s worth looking at our progress to date measured against these targets: 

o The Department has already issued forest road licences for 115km so far 

this year which is 92% of the target of 125km set out in the Climate Action 

Plan 2019.  It is, therefore, expected that the road licences issued for the 

remainder of the year will well exceed this target.  

o Regarding afforestation, based on the above estimate, we would expect to 

issue licences for over 5,000  hectares, with 2,236 hectares licensed to date. 

In addition there are 4,300 hectares already licensed and ready for use.  It 

is up to landowners to decide to plant, once they have received approval to 

do so. It is a matter for all stakeholders to utilise the licences available and 

I would encourage all stakeholders to do so.  Of course, improved 

turnaround times for licences will play a significant role in this and 

converting what is licensed into planted area must be everyone’s priority. 

We remain concerned by the continued low conversion rate and I have 

written to sectoral representatives to invite them to discuss this in more 

detail.  

o As regards felling, we have issued just over 2.2 million cubic metres year 

to date which is 54% of the COFORD Roundwood Forecast. The 

breakdown so far this year is that Coillte have received 58% of the licenced 

volume and the private sector has received 42%. We are very confident 

that last year's output of five million cubic metres will be exceeded.  

• I would also like to update the Committee on the issue of appeals on forestry 

licences. The situation with appeals is progressing extremely well with only 

48 cases remaining to be scheduled. In total, there are 130 cases on hand with 

the FAC from approximately 1,100 received by them to date. We are advised 

that come September the turnaround time for new cases will be in the region 
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of 2 months. This is a very welcome development and testament to the work 

of the FAC, the new committees and Departmental staff.  

• The planting of native woodland on Bord na Mona bogs is, I understand, of 

interest. This initiative, which is a collaboration between Coillte and Bord na 

Mona, is a very specific project aimed at restoring native woodland habitats 

to industrial cutover peatlands. We have developed a specific pilot to facilitate 

this native woodland regeneration and the pilot consists of trials to explore the 

most effective silvicultural techniques. The scheme is focussed on former 

industrial cutaway bogs and is therefore not suitable or appropriate for any 

other types of land. It will be funded on the basis of costs incurred and will 

not enjoy premiums of other afforestation schemes.  

• Looking to the future, Mr. Chairman let me outline our priorities for the rest 

of 2021 on forestry. In summary these are: 

• The issuing of 4,500 new licences for afforestation, roads and felling; 

• The implementation of Project Woodland and all of its many 

recommendations; 

• The significant advancement of a new long-term Forestry Strategy for 

Ireland; 

• The development of a strong CAP Strategic Plan and to an ambitious 

successor to the Forestry Programme, both of which will deliver for 

farmers, rural communities and for society as a whole.  The focus is on 

better integration between both of these policies, as envisaged in the 

Programme for Government. 

 

These are enormous challenges which will require an intense focus if they are to 

be achieved. It will require the cooperation of all stakeholders and we are 

committed to working together with them in the achievement of these targets.  
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Thank you for your attention and we are happy to answer any questions.  

 

 

 




