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. 
Introduction 
 
There are multiple and various issues related to current forestry policy and activities which are of serious 
concern to the Save Groups around Ireland.  In some places there is a very high cumulative levels of 
afforestation, felling and replanting which is not sustainable. Ongoing inappropriate afforestation and forestry 
activity combined with forestry legacy issues is having an enormous detrimental impact on our areas and 
counties.  
 
The current forestry policies and programmes and forestry model and its implementation by the Forest 
Service is compromising the social and ecological fabric of our counties and areas around the country.  
 
Farming and forestry 
 
Farmers in our save areas in the main are not investors they are trying to make a living from farming the land 
which has in many cases been in their families for generations. They are multifunctional farmers by nature 
combining different activities (including other self-employment part time or even fulltime work) and income 
sources to make that living and to raise their families. The land is generally of high nature value (HNV) and is 
farmed extensively and in many cases organically. These farmers want to farm as they need an ongoing 
income and turnover of cash to continue with their lives and they do not want to plant all of their land but 
unfortunately many come to the end of their careers and lives having little option but to sell their land to 
survive into retirement or through poor health.  The main model of forestry (based mainly low quality timber 
production) and the level of supports for farmer led forestry is not a level to attract farmers to plant up much 
of their land and?. On the other hand, there are plenty of investors who are intensive commercial farmers 
(from other parts of the county) but who don’t and never will farm in our areas and who are buying large 
blocks of land including whole farms to plant up with conifers and these are the same as the investors from 
Denmark, Canada and Clonskeagh. Ireland’s forestry programme should understand and recognise these 
differences between these groups (local farmers and investors), their needs and also how they make 
decision about their resources so as to encourage and support farmer forestry for biodiversity, forestry for 
carbon only and also to allow for forestry for timber. Farmers need much higher grants and for longer to 
deliver these very valuable societal services on the land they own and not just in Cavan Leitrim Wicklow but 
in Cork, Kilkenny and Meath. They do not need tax free returns in 40 years as investors do. Recently the 
CEO of a farmer forestry co-op in the west addressing students in UCD indicated that they work exclusively 
with farmers and have not worked through a single agroforestry application project with a farmer. Some of 
these schemes have very poor uptake and are not fit for purpose or attractive to farmers and need to be 
developed with farmer input from places like Leitrim Clare Kerry Wicklow Cavan Roscommon etc which are 
impacted by high percentage conifer cover.   
 
Ther is a significant distinction between industrial tree plantation forestry and woodlands and the mantra of 
“the right tree in the right place” should not mean all things to all people. Ther is a lack of imagination in 
current forestry policy, programmes and thinking that cannot see commercial opportunities in woodlands –  
too much binary thinking – commercial v non-commercial; conifer v native.   
 
Current clear-fell forestry model is running counter to the EU Forest Strategy. Irish forestry has been painting 
itself in to a corner for the last 30-40 years addicted to the idea that Sitka is the only commercial species. 
Sitka is not guaranteed to be commercial in another 30-40 years when all of the externalities are factored in. 
How is the forest industry of 2050 going to operate without fossil fuels to power it?   
 
Growing trees can sequester carbon (though not always a net gain) but cutting them down involves 
emissions – the forest industry is very vocal in pointing to the sequestration but much more reticent on the 
emissions – it is net figures that count – not gross figures – factor in the loss of carbon from soils at clear fell 
and the gallons of diesel used to power harvesters and forwarders and haulage wagons as a start. Full clear  
carbon accounting is required not selective accounting is the best evidence of what the forest estate in our 
areas is doing. Between 36% and 43% of all Irish forest plantations are on peatlands this is higher at 
approx.. 53% of the Coillte plantations are on peatlands and now being replanted on degraded peatlands 
with negative net carbon values. This makes no sense.   
 
Afforestation is not a blank slate, the small fields with hedgerows that are being afforested are sequestering 
carbon and supporting biodiversity and farm families. Forestry is displacing agricultural activity and farmers 
and Agri-employment and downstream economic activity in our town and villages   
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An example of this from Leitrim is demonstrated in the appendix to this submission.   
 
The licensing system  
 
This system is very narrow in its focus and does not assess or allow for appeals in any meaningful way on 
many of the issue of concern to us. There is no currently no limit in any townland, parish or county to how 
much of its area can be planted under afforestation and no way of assessing the implications of planting 
large cumulative continuous blocks of land on the overall sustainability of the community, the local 
demographics, on community services (schools, garda stations, shops etc) and public infrastructure such as 
bridges, roads etc The haulage of timber is having a serious negative impact on local road infrastructure,   
with up to 10 bridges now closed by the council in Co. Leitrim to forestry traffic. Rural proofing was discussed 
a lot in the early 2000’s but was abandoned and we as the Save Groups believe that it has a place now to 
protect our rural communities from an unspoken but clear policy of urbanisation and removing people from 
our most rural communities and closing them down so that they can be used by corporates for fracking, 
plantation mining etc.  
 
EIA 
 
The EIA Screening procedures employed by the Forest Service through iFORIS are outdated and not fit for 
purpose. They date back to 2007/08 (14/ 15 years) and do not adequately reflect the significant changes 
introduced by the 2014 Directive. These changes may be written in to the Forestry Regulations but they are 
not being implemented in practice in any real or meaningful way. 
 
The fact that there have been no EIA’s carried out in our areas and for instance in County Leitrim despite 
over 30,000Ha of afforestation is a good indication that this system of protecting or assessing environmental 
impact is not effective. At 50ha for an EIA there has been a theoretical possibility of over 600 EIA’s being 
required – but there has not been one This is industrial scale change to the Leitrim landscape and 
environment with over one fifth of all of the land of the county, one third of all “available land” planted and not 
a single review of its impact on the environment. We now have contiguous areas running in to hundreds of 
hectares for which there has been no EIA.  
 
Also, it is our Save Groups position, based on legal advice, that Forest Road upgrades come within the 
scope of the EIA Directive and require licencing. This is not happening.   
 
Planning 
 
There’s a greater and greater level of citizen and public resistance in many parts of the county arising 
towards increasing unplanned forestry in our areas. No one seems to have asked the question How much 
forestry cover is enough or too much and how can we find a way of making what is planted better? There is 
a lot of work going on trying to develop better forestry policy and programmes at national level, but this work 
can’t address all the issues facing communities at the local level in Leitrim, Cavan Kerry Wicklow Mayo and 
the many other areas affected by over afforestation. 
 
Subsidiarity in decision making describes the principle that a central authority should have a subsidiarity 
function preforming only the tasks (making decisions) that cannot be carried out at the local level. When 
afforestation was deemed exempted development in 2011, the people of these places lost the ability to plan 
for forestry land use at the local level. We lost the ability to consider if a proposal to plant trees in an area 
was consistent with other competing objectives (like keeping a school open, maintain a sustainable 
population, keeping a level of sustainable agricultural economic activity in the local area) ) as set out in the 
County Development plan. Leitrim County Council states in the CDP “In certain Protected Landscapes, it 
would be the preference of this Local Authority if commercial planting was restricted or prohibited altogether. 
As such commercial forestry is exempted development, there is frustration within the Local Authority that this 
express objective cannot be realised.” 
 
There is no planned led approach to afforestation and it practices. There is no land use plan for any county 
which is specific to local needs and there it is now imperative that at least there must be a way of allowing 
the forestry service of having to incorporate such local and regional objectives and concerns into such 
decision making on afforestation, roads and felling etc as set out by local communities, the local Authorities 
and other important interests and concerns.  
 
It is Save Group’s position that afforestation should not be an exempted activity under the Planning and 
Development Act (as amended). The natural home for such assessment is with the democratic and 



competent local planning authorities with the FS providing technical input on silvicultural and such technical 
matters. It is our understanding that Leitrim County Council supports this view. 
 
Landscape issues 
 
The Forest Service Landscape guidelines (July 2000 22 years old in July) are seriously outdated. They 
predate the Florence Convention on the Landscape and are not fit for purpose. 
 
The Forest Service Inspectorate are not suitably qualified to make decisions on landscape impacts and 
greater regard must be accorded to the views of the local authorities and their landscape character 
assessments and capacity assessments of different land uses etc . 
 
One example is that Leitrim County Council has objected to numerous afforestation and felling applications 
on landscape grounds but has been over-ruled by the FS Inspectorate. It is highly questionable as to 
whether the Minister has the power to over-rule a local authority where the issue at stake (landscape 
protection) is an objective of the County Development Plan. 
    
 
 
Public Participation, Access to Environmental Information and Access to Justice (Aarhus) 
 
The fee to make submission on a licence application should be dropped; they are acting as a deterrent to 
public participation. 
 
The fee for lodging an appeal against a decision of the Minister is excessive and is acting as a deterrent to 
the public’s Access to Justice and is contrary to the Aarhus Convention. Successful appeals should have 
fees refunded – a successful appeal is a public service as it has identified errors made by a public authority. 
The public should not be charged for this. 
 
The 28-day appeal window must be restored. The 14-day window (which in reality is not even 14 days) does 
not allow sufficient time for acquiring all relevant information, due consideration and the construction and 
submission of a fully detailed appeal. The reduction of the window to 14 days is one of the most egregious 
acts of the Minister during her period of office.   
 
The Department needs to end the parallel and unfavourable regime for Access to Information on the 
Environment (AIE) requests. Members of the public who are prepared (or able) to pay a fee can access 
environmental information related to licences more quickly than through the AIE. This is not consistent with 
European Law. 
 
Public Consultation is inadequate, especially in relation to notices for felling licences. The Forestry 
Regulations should be amended to require a Site Notice informing local Stakeholders of an application for a 
Felling Licence (as is already the case for Afforestation and Forest Roads). Local people often only find out 
about felling licences after they have been awarded and it is too late to have their say. Most people do not 
have the time to monitor the Forest Service Website just in case something comes up in their area. 
 
DAFM should publish consolidated details of forestry applications and decisions 
 
We are also calling for notifications of applications and decision to be published weekly in the local 
newspapers.  
 
The Forest Licence Viewer is not fit for purpose; it is a second rate product. DAFM should provide a public 
level access to iFORIS to enable the public make more informed input in to the licencing process and have 
access to a comparable level of information to the Department.. 
 
DAFM should provide a notification system which allows members of the public to be given a notification of 
any additional information added to a particular licence application. 
 
 
Coillte   
 
Our Save Groups are calling for a full review of the 1988 Forestry Act and changes to Coillte’s statutory 
mandate to provide for the proper consideration of climate change, carbon accounting and biodiversity 
protection, enhancement and restoration and also for full community engagement and related social issues 



to be key objectives of the Company. Coillte’s mandate from taxpayers / citizens through Government needs 
to be changed from purely profit and brought more into line with all of the Sustainable Development Goals. 
Coillte own 7% of the land of the State and is operating to a mandate that is rooted in the last century not the 
current one. We are doing our children and grand-children a massive disservice by not addressing this as a 
matter of urgency. A review of Coillte is in the PfG but there seems to be more concern for licence outputs 
than there is for the future of the planet. The Forest Industry is currently cutting down trees faster than they 
are growing – sustainable?   
 
Peat 
 
Based on the logic and rational for Government decisions related to the just transition for the bogs in the 
midlands, the minister and Forest Service should not be licencing for the afforestation or re-stocking / 
replanting of peat-based lands, especially deep peats. There are significant climate /carbon decisions being 
made every week in relation to replanting peatlands which will no doubt be “legacy issues” in 30 years’ time 
when they are due for harvesting. Government and the Minister needs to leave a positive legacy and stop 
replanting these degraded mainly upland peatlands by rehabilitating, rewetting, restoring and rewilding them 
with positive consequences for our carbon capture and storage for the next 30 years.  
 
Water Framework Directive  
 
The Forest Service should act consistently with the judgement in the Hyland Case and not issue consent to 
any projects which have the possibility of impacting on the water quality of any waterbody which has not 
been given a formal Status by the EPA under the Water Framework Directive. The Forest Service is aware of 
this issue but continues to act as though it doesn’t exist.  
 
State Aid Decision 
 
Our Save Groups are very concerned that there seems to be scant regard in Ireland for compliance with the 
conditions of the State Aid Decision especially as regards the planting of peatlands, wetlands and areas of 
High Nature Value Farming (of which West Cavan East/ North Kerry and Leitrim, has one of the most 
extensive areas of HNV lands of all counties in the country as defined and mapped by Teagasc.) These 
conditions are derived from Rural Development requirements. The FS gave approval in Leitrim for a 17 ha 
coniferous afforestation of a part of a semi-natural grassland complex rated the sixth best in the country on 
conservation score.  
 
The use of State Aid exemption is distorting a number of elements in Ireland including land price and the 
land market, the decisions of farmers and landowners on leasing or sale, the entry of young farmer to 
farming and to accessing land in these areas. It also distorts decision making by farmers on participation in 
environmental projects and programmes. It is also now contributing to and sealing in significant demographic 
decline in areas where the cumulative planning is pushing people out or discouraging others from moving in 
as the investor push for larger and larger combined cumulative plantations proceeds.  The use of state aids – 
grants, premia payments and tax breaks is favouring investor led afforestation over more balanced and 
diverse forestry land uses which can equally tackle biodiversity and carbon issue and be socially sustainable. 
 
Non compliance with Article 5 of the Birds Directive 
 
Within the forestry sector there is no general system of protection for the nests and eggs of all wild birds from 
damage and destruction during the period of breeding and rearing. In particular, permitting clear-felling 365 
days a year with no formal procedural or practical oversight is not only completely inconsistent with the need 
to protect and enhance biodiversity in a biodiversity emergency it is not consistent with European Law. 
Similar issues are seen in other species including the protection of badgers and their setts, the hen harrier, 
curlew and others.   
 
Monitoring and Enforcement  
 
DAFM’s monitoring and enforcement regime is not commensurate with the extent of licencing. What happens 
on the ground is more important than what is on paper. The FS does not even have a Standard Operating 
procedure (SOP) for carrying out post-licence environmental inspections. The rate of post licence 
inspections of felling licences is derisory.  
 
By way of example, DAFM cannot evidence that all of the mitigation in the many hundreds of AA’s is either 
correctly implemented or effective. Our Save Groups want to see a properly developed and implemented 
SOP for the monitoring and enforcement of the licences (and conditions) that it awards. We would see less 



environmental damage if forestry contractors could not get away with cutting corners due to low inspection 
rates. 
 
It is also Save Leitrim’s position that the Interim Standards for Felling and Reforestation are not fit for 
purpose and need to be reviewed and agreed by Stakeholders. This would necessitate a public consultation 
and participation process. Introduced, without consultation in October 2019 with a view to finalisation in 
December 2019 they are still in operation. Described by industry as unworkable how is it that they are still in 
operation? 
 
Appropriate Assessments  
 
The screen-out distances used in the Habitats Table used by DAFM do not have an adequate scientific basis 
to be valid in the context of Article 6 (3) of the Habitats Directive. Save Leitrim is calling for an independent 
scientific review of these screen-out distances. For example Bog and Heath habitat are screened out if over 
200m from the project area but Sitka Spruce can and does spread by natural regeneration over much 
greater distances – over 1300m in one SAC in Leitrim. The forest industry is having an serious negative 
impact on a number of Natura 2000 sites as a result of natural regeneration. This regeneration is also 
impacting on water quality as trees are colonising the buffer zones left beside rivers and streams. If these 
area s shouldn’t be planted they should not be allowed to colonise. 
 
The Forest Industry has to be accountable for its externalities. 
 
It is Save Leitrim’s position that the start date for the Hen Harrier breeding season begins on the 1st March, 
not the 1st April. This would be consistent with recent decisions of the FAC which were based on 
independent ornithological advice. However, the FS (and its inspectors and “ecologists”) continues to issues 
AA Determinations and licences with the 1st April date.   
 
FAC 
 
It is Save Leitrim’s position that the FAC, a body whose membership is appointed by the Minister and 
includes members of the Minister’s staff cannot be considered to be an independent and impartial body for 
the purposes of hearing appeals against the Minister’s decisions. 
 
Potential Conflicts of Interest 
 
A number of members of the FS Inspectorate formerly worked in the forest industry. There is no evidence of 
any declaration of potential conflicts of interest from these Inspectors in relation to project areas or 
applications that they previously had a professional connection with or interests in. Many may be dealing 
with former colleagues. It is our position that this situation needs to be addressed in a fully transparent 
manner and that independence of the licensing system is clear and allows for a just and equal system of 
oversight and decision making. 
 
Forest Roads Audit 
 
The Save Groups have grave concerns regarding the absence of auditing of the Forest Road Scheme. We 
are of the view that there has been systematic over payment for Forest Roads based on both erroneous 
measurements and also on features which have not been constructed to the Standards detailed in the 
COFORD Manual. We are calling for an independent audit to be conducted through the Public Accounts 
Committee. This should also include an assessment of the degree of public access to publicly funded 
infrastructure as required as a condition of licencing.  
 
Our Save Groups also wants to see the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) examine the issues 
associated with addressing stormwater discharges and runoff from the significant increasing area of forest 
and its impact on and under the Water Framework Directive.  
 
Certification 
 
The Forest Service (and DAFM) needs to take a more proactive role in the development of forest 
Certification Standards. We are of the view that the public is currently under a number of misapprehensions 
regarding how certification standards are set and audited.  
 
 
Legacy Issues 



 
Our Save Groups are calling for all legacy issues to be fully and completely addressed. In particular Ireland’s 
failure under the EIA Directive resulting in an adverse finding by the ECJ in C392/96 means that there is a 
significant amount of land in our areas Leitrim, west Cavan Wicklow and Kerry) that was afforested without 
proper assessment under the EIA Directive. The Minister cannot just draw a line in the sand under past 
mistakes; they need to addressed. (Derrybrien is an example of this and just the tip of the iceberg.) 
 
 
Summary 
 
Afforestation in our areas is creating rapid and significant changes in land use and it continues to have a 
very significant and mostly negative impact on the environment and is very destabilising for our communities 
particularly those which are vulnerable, most rural isolated and already stressed by decline. A more 
considered approach to forestry policy, planning and licensing is necessary to address this in a reasonable, 
just and fair way.  
 
Our Save Groups and people are not opposed to trees, but we want to see trees that enhance the life of our 
areas in its widest context. We already have in these areas a traditional and well established sustainable 
agri-Forestry model of small fields with hedgerows, natural mixed species ground cover and hedgerow trees 
–but industrial largely investor led forestry is eradicating this culturally and ecologically-developed landscape 
with the homogeneous dark green of commercial invasive monocultures of conifers. We are trying to get 
across the message that inappropriate plantation forestry is not welcome, must stop expanding now and that 
we need a much better and wider vision for the future of our areas and our people. 
 
Our Save Groups will continue to take all actions locally, Nationally and in Europe, politically, legally and 
systematically across the range of interests and sectors including agriculture, forestry, environment, 
biodiversity, climate, social and community to raise our concerns and to find solutions to change things in 
Ireland for the better and for all of us.     
 
We are asking you as members of these houses and of this committee to listen to us and to take head of our 
messages and to work with us for better communities for sustainable farming and forestry as parts of our 
communities and for a better future for our environment biodiversity and climate. We ask you to be 
courageous and show leadership in taking steps and developing policy and programme which are proactive 
in all these matters.    
 
 
 
 
The members of  
 
Save Leitrim  
Save west Cavan  
Save Kerry  
Save Wicklow 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Appendix 1  
 

Jobs Jobs in Forestry a myth - an Example from Leitrim   
 
The Socio-Economic Impact of Forestry in Co. Leitrim Report dated 2019 stated that, in total, 309.3 full-time 
jobs were associated with forestry/wood processing in Co. Leitrim in 2017. The figure of 560 in the draft CDP 
would represent an 81% increase in job numbers between 2017 and 2018, and therefore seems unlikely to 
be correct.  
 
Of the 309.3 full time jobs referred to in the 2019 Report, only 41% (127 full time jobs) related to Leitrim 
residents working on Leitrim plantations. 
 
The draft CDP also ignores the number of jobs displaced in Leitrim as a result of agricultural lands being 
afforested.  
 
The data below is taken from the Census of Agriculture 2010 - Final results: 
 
https://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/releasespublications/documents/agriculture/2010/full2010.pdf  
 

- Average size of farm in Leitrim - 25.1 ha (Table 1) 
 

- Total number of farms in Leitrim - 3,673 (Table 1)  
 
Average labour input per Leitrim farm: 1.05 (Table 38) - Based on an Annual Work Unit ('AWU') (i.e. around 
7 hours a day x 5 days a week) - which appears to be similar to the definition of Equivalent Full Time (EFT) 
job used in The Socio-Economic Impact of Forestry in Co. Leitrim 2019 Report. 
 
31,000 ha of forestry is the equivalent of 1,235 Leitrim farms (31,000 / 25.1). 
 
Based on the 2010 figure of 1.05 AWU per Leitrim farm, this equates to 1,297 Leitrim farm jobs lost to 
forestry (1,235 x 1.05). 
 
As noted above, in 2019 there were 127 EFT forestry jobs for Leitrim people working on Leitrim plantations. 
 
Therefore, the total net loss to Leitrim jobs (in Leitrim) by converting farmland to forestry is: 1,297 minus 
127 = 1,170 jobs. 
 
 

https://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/releasespublications/documents/agriculture/2010/full2010.pdf



