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Consultation closing date 
 Monday 5 December 2022, 23:59 

 
RSE inquiry into public support 
for tree planting and forestry 
 
Respondent form 
 
Respondents wishing to submit evidence should use this respondent form. It is essential that 

submissions are properly evidenced and concise, highlighting the key issues as they pertain to the 

consultation questions. Peer reviewed science is important, but other forms of evidence will be 

considered, including (but not limited to) internal reports, grey literature or photos (georeferenced and 

dated). Respondents should refrain from submitting full-scale reports in their entirety but include 

relevant conclusions in their written response with references to the full report.  

We do not expect that all respondents will submit answers to all questions, and you may wish to 

confine your response to a single section. Each answer should be no longer than 500 words, and some 

may be very short. Please send any additional evidence as an email attachment. 

Please return your completed respondent form to tree@therse.org.uk by 23:59 on Monday, 5 

December 2022. 

Definitions 

There are several different terms used for tree planting. Thus, within the context of this Inquiry and 

subsequent report, we will use Commercial Forestry to cover tree planting that is wholly or in part 

intended for harvesting (some refer to this as productive forestry), and Woodland to cover tree 

planting that is intended to remain as such for the long term. For consistency, we should be grateful if 

you would retain this same terminology in your submission. 

  

mailto:tree@therse.org.uk
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Personal details:  

Are you responding on behalf of: 

☒ An individual 

☐ An organisation 

Full name or organisation’s name: 

 

 

Email address:  

 

 

Phone number:  

 

 

Address:  

 

 

I consent to my or my organisation’s response being published or referenced: 

☒ Yes 

☐ Yes, with no direct attribution (i.e. anonymously) 

☐ No 

Please note the RSE will handle and store your personal information in accordance with our 

organisational Privacy Policy: https://rse.org.uk/about-us/our-policies-and-corporate-

information/privacy-policy/  

Evidence request 

We consider that the desired public benefits from tree planting comprise timber production, carbon 

sequestration, biodiversity enhancement, recreation, water management and reduction in air 

pollution, together with economic and social community benefits. 

1. If you consider there to be other benefits, please provide evidence for them. [500 words] 

Response: ‘Social community benefits’ is a little vague, and I would specifically emphasise 

educational opportunities (many community woodlands are being used for exactly this purpose) and 

building social and cultural cohesion (see, e.g., 1, 2). Cultural and community cohesion is built around 

a shared sense of ownership, management, and use of the woodland resource. This community 

cohesion should not be underestimated, as it is often a core driving force behind the establishment 

of new woodlands – with other benefits perceived as being merely incidental. New and accessible 

woodlands in or around urban communities also offer benefits in terms of physical and mental 

 

 

 

 

https://rse.org.uk/about-us/our-policies-and-corporate-information/privacy-policy/
https://rse.org.uk/about-us/our-policies-and-corporate-information/privacy-policy/
https://www.plymouth.ac.uk/uploads/production/document/path/10/10616/Social_Cohesion_and_Wellbeing__Report_-_FINAL.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/forestry/article/78/4/321/646084
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health, especially to more impoverished regions – an issue that became very apparent during the 

covid pandemic, and which is supported by many recently published studies.  

It is also important to recognise some substantial disadvantages of woodland establishment, of 

which the potential expansion of favourable habitat for deer and small mammals can lead to 

increased populations of ticks and incidence of Lyme disease (MS by Olsthoorn et al. under review).  

We seek to establish the extent to which current practices are delivering these benefits, how far they 

represent good public value in the short and long term, and what more, if anything, could be done to 

improve public benefits in tackling the climate-nature crisis and the economic and social well-being of 

resident communities by tree planting, woodland and commercial forest management.  

 

Carbon sequestration 

2. Scottish Government has set targets for reductions in greenhouse gas emissions of 75% by 2030 

and 100% by 2045 and placed commitments for woodland and commercial forestry expansion in 

this context. What evidence is there that current practices will ensure that all newly planted 

woodland will be a net sink over this period, taking account of both above- and below-ground 

carbon? What impact will the time lag for carbon capture of new plantings and the harvesting of 

previously planted commercial forestry have on meeting the targets? [500 words] 

Response: There is little evidence to date or at least not enough to provide robust estimates and 

projections, and that which exists is either partial or subject to large uncertainties. Belowground 

effects of tree planting on emissions from organic-rich soils is largely unknown, but could potentially 

eliminate any aboveground C sequestration benefits. Management practices of commercial forests is 

crucial in determining above and belowground carbon balance. Risks due to physiological and 

phenological changes linked to climate change are potentially substantial but poorly understood. 

Similarly, risks linked to the changing profile of pests and diseases under milder future climates are 

potentially substantial, but as yet poorly resolved. Harvesting of commercial forests should not have 

a large effect on carbon emissions as renewed planting is legally required, and areas that have been 

planted in the past decade exceed the area of harvested (and harvestable) timber, so net 

aboveground biomass of commercial plantations is expected to increase over the next two decades 

at least. Native woodland plantings and natural regeneration accumulates carbon more slowly on a 

per hectare basis, and is unlikely to store as much carbon as a mature commercial stand, but is more 

permanent (subject to how harvested timber is used). In short, there are many uncertainties, and I 

doubt there are sufficiently robust data for reliable carbon projections over the time scales 

proposed. 

3. Are the current carbon sequestration requirements specified by the Woodland Carbon Code and 

UK Forestry Standard delivering their objectives?1 [500 words] 

Response: Yes, from what I have seen. 

4. Are these requirements consistently applied? [500 words] 

Response: Not sure 

 
1 We recognise that the Woodland Forestry Standard is currently under revision, with an updated version due to 
be introduced by the end of 2022/2023. Practice indicates the existing Standard (published in 2017) should be 
followed until that time. 

https://woodlandcarboncode.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-uk-forestry-standard
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5. Is independent inspection to verify initial and continuing fulfilment of the Code and Standard 

satisfactory? [500 words] 

Response: Not my expertise. 

6. Do you have evidence that offsetting payments are delivering carbon capture and other benefits in 

practice? [500 words] 

Response: I am not entirely convinced that carbon capture is being delivered in practice, on account 

of the uncertainties described above. Evidence for other benefits is almost absent, and there are no 

widely accepted, transparent, and verifiable standards for assessing biodiversity, hydrological 

services, or other environmental benefits from either woodlands or commercial forests.  

Biodiversity and environmental benefits 

7. Do you have evidence on the role tree species choice and composition have in influencing 

biodiversity, timber production, flood management, and other outcomes? Do the species of trees 

and the mix of species help, hinder or change the balance of the benefits being sought? [500 

words] 

Response: While I have some evidence from our own (rather limited) work in the UK context, it is 

important to note that there is already a substantial body of evidence from the scientific literature 

on the role of tree composition (both in woodlands and commercial forests) in determining each of 

these issues, though with varying degrees of confidence.  Much of this evidence comes from 

continental Europe, where countries such as Germany and Switzerland have invested much time and 

effort in collating such information. While the continental European forests differ somewhat in 

composition and purpose with those of the UK, and Scotland in particular, there is much to be gained 

from commissioning some systematic reviews on these questions that encompass not only evidence 

from the UK but also that from Europe.  

My current understanding of the literature is that biodiversity is strongly affected by tree species 

composition, though with trade-offs across different taxa. Composition affects timber production 

potential in commercial forests, but the nature of this varies according to the management system 

adopted, the objectives of that management, and the post-harvest approach to forest 

regeneration/replanting. Understanding flood management is challenging in respect to the role of 

forest composition, as it is likely to be determined by compositional factors operating at multiple 

scales with interactions across these scales. Certainly, composition plays an important and generally 

beneficial role in contributing to biodiversity, timber production (and its long term resilience), and 

flood management, but there are many uncertainties and contextual issues to resolve.  

8. Do you have evidence that planted woodland and commercial forestry impedes the balance 

between itself and the biodiversity value of other landscapes, habitats or other biodiversity 

interests? [500 words] 

Response: As formerly mentioned by Dick Balharry, ‘balance’ is not a useful word to use, as the 

appropriate ‘balance’ depends on context and values. The question makes no sense without context 

or clarity on values. Of course, there are trade-offs between different land management objectives, 

and across land covers, and these trade-offs need to be negotiated and managed across different 

interest groups. This is a question of politics. Native woodlands and commercial forestry can be 

established and managed in ways that favour biodiversity and alleviate cross-habitat impacts, but 

this will require alternative management systems that will incur new costs.  A prioritisation of forest 

establishment has knock-on effects in terms of increasing land prices that negatively impact 

agriculture. There are also trade-offs in terms of biodiversity, with woodland expansion potentially 
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being detrimental for some upland bird communities. Woodland expansion might also favour larger 

populations of deer (red, sika, and roe) which will be more difficult to control, and might also 

facilitate the spread and incidence of Lyme disease (subject to rather complex pathogen-tick-

mammal interactions). Woodland expansion might also facilitate the spread of some important 

species (e.g. pine marten) at the expense of other species of conservation interest (e.g., capercaillie).  

9. Do you have evidence that woodland and commercial forest design and creation practices support 

or hinder biodiversity benefits? [500 words] 

Response: This is not my specific area of expertise, but commercial forest design (to the best of my 

knowledge) takes account of the variety of biophysical local site conditions to ensure that planting is 

done to the best advantage for tree growth while avoiding sensitive habitats, and the landscape 

context, including landscape aesthetics and landscape scale habitat considerations for a variety of 

species. The UKFS design principles specifically takes account of biological diversity and the diversity 

of habitats and landforms in the area. In principle, therefore, commercial forest design should take 

account of biodiversity. That said, by their very nature, plantations composed of few mostly exotic 

species will never be comparable to native woodlands in terms of their contribution to biodiversity, 

so the question posed is one of relative costs and benefits. There is evidence in the scientific 

literature indicating that large scale commercial plantations are detrimental to biodiversity, but this 

is in any case obvious to any casual observer. Commercial forests can be designed to deliver much 

greater benefits to biodiversity than is currently the case, but this will come at some cost to short-

term commercial efficiencies. There are strong arguments for rethinking commercial forest design 

anyway, to build resilience to pests, diseases, and stresses arising from a changing climate, and such 

designs will likely benefit biodiversity. Yet strong industry inertia needs to be overcome to achieve 

this, at least with respect to the large-scale commercial forestry sector.  

10. To what extent are Environmental Impact Assessments2 carried out prior to design and planting? 

[500 words] 

Response: Not my expertise. 

11. Do you have evidence that woodland and commercial forestry management practices support or 

hinder biodiversity? [500 words] 

Response: There are many ways in which commercial forest management can be improved to favour 

mixed age structures, mixed species plots, and more diverse habitat and landscape structures, which 

would tend to favour biodiversity. Implementing such actions is challenging on account of the impact 

on the business model. The commercial sector in Scotland is constrained by a supply chain that is 

structured around a very narrow raw material input, and diversifying forest management practices 

requires wholesale restructuring of the supply chain. So, current commercial plantations do not offer 

much for biodiversity, and while this can be substantially improved drawing on current knowledge, 

this is very unlikely to happen without substantial changes to the supply chain. A alternative is to 

monetize biodiversity, but this too is unlikely to happen given the private sector reluctance to invest 

in public goods, coupled with the lack of transparent and universally agreed biodiversity assessment 

protocols.  

 
2 An Environmental Impact Assessment (EIAs) is intended to identify and mitigate the potential impacts of a 
proposed development and is required for planning consent. Within the context of forestry, EIAs can apply to 
afforestation, deforestation, forest roads and forestry quarries. More information on forestry EIAs can be found 
here: https://forestry.govscot/support-regulations/environmental-impact-assessment  

https://forestry.govscot/support-regulations/environmental-impact-assessment
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12. Are the sources of seed and new trees sufficient to meet national tree planting targets? [500 

words] 

Response: Not really my area of expertise, but my answer would be clearly not, given the current 

high demands on seed and dependency on imports from Europe. This becomes an even grater issue 

when we recognise the importance that seed are harvested locally to preserve regional genetic 

identities of species and communities, and maintain locally adapted varieties.   

13. Do you have evidence that large-scale planting on a regional level leads to negative impacts on 

biodiversity? [500 words] 

Response: The answer to this question is similar to those given above, but it depends on whether the 

question is referring to native or commercial planting. Large scale commercial planting will very 

likely affect biodiversity, as any large-scale habitat cover change will do, especially when plantations 

are dominated by a handful of exotic species. Biodiversity responses to extensive native woodland 

planting will be more complex, as many woodland species will clearly benefit, while many species of 

open areas (e.g. wading birds, hares) will likely suffer. Much also depends on the patterns of 

planting, in terms of distribution of planted regions and their spatial dimensions and shapes. There is 

substantial evidence on the effects of patterns of forest land cover on different kinds of biodiversity 

(a topic that has been repeatedly reviewed over the years), and several spatial models for projecting 

changes in biodiversity with changing land covers given different species traits.  

14. Do you have evidence of any practices, good or bad, that you wish to highlight? [500 words] 

Response: Business as usual in the commercial sector, with continued dependence on Sitka spruce, is 

not sustainable over the long term. At some point, it is almost inevitable that a pest such as the great 

spruce bark beetle, will become established in the UK and the consequences of this for the domestic 

commercial forestry industry could be devastating. Changing climate, e.g. drought, is placing new 

stresses on commercial tree species. The failure to diversify and experiment on a large scale in the 

commercial forestry sector is detrimental not only to biodiversity and other environmental benefits, 

but could also be self defeating in undermining the resiliency of the production system and supply 

chain. There are, however, strong industry constraints to change, and these occur not only at the 

level of forest management and timber production, but also further downstream in the supply chain 

where processing mills are designed to take a very narrow specification of timber types and sizes. 

This constraint is further reinforced by the market structure, in which standards and specifications 

for timber products limits diversification. Changing the less-than-ideal current practices requires 

wholesale systems change, which is precisely why there has been very little change.  

Community benefits: 

15. Are there potential improvements that could be made to regulations and/or practice that could 

improve the recreational, employment or other community benefits of tree planting or commercial 

forestry schemes? [500 words] 

Response: Community engagement in design and planning processes is commonplace, but it is not 

necessarily done well. Public consultations are usually very prescribed, which means that issues that 

are most relevant to a community are not discussed or even acknowledged. Training in public 

engagement, dialogue, and negotiation is limited, and the resulting outcomes can be more 

conflictual than consensual. Improvements can be made through the use of better facilitation and 

negotiation tools and approaches, but this requires training, time, and money, and brings with it the 

assumption that the remit of issues to be discussed is widened, with consequential risks for tree 

planting operations. This applies to both commercial and native woodland planting. There are 

several effective tools and approaches that could resolve many of the difficulties that arise from 
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woodland planting (which is often set in a wicked problem context), but these are very rarely applied 

for the reasons given above.  

16. Are local communities sufficiently involved in the development of tree planting or commercial 

forestry schemes? [500 words] 

Response: No. When they are involved it is often only superficially and in highly proscribed ways.  

17. If not, what are the barriers and how might they be overcome; if they are, what works well? [500 

words] 

Response: Local communities have little power to influence decisions. If they are to be truly more 

involved such that they feel well consulted and engaged, then trust and transparency neds to be 

built across the different actors, and responsibility assigned to communities by allocating more 

power over decision making. This is very difficult to instigate because those currently with the power 

– the landowner, forestry companies, conservation NGOs etc, are loathe to devolve decision making 

in this way. Equally, they are loathe to loosen their control of the narrative, but failing to do so 

creates the divisions that we see everywhere in the Scottish (and UK) landscape.  

Another issue is the simple lack of capacity, expertise, and time of local communities (for more detail 

we have a paper on this by Sharma et al. that is in review). There are many public consultations, 

village hall meetings etc., so much so that few individuals or community-based organisations have 

the resources or stamina to engage. Communities also lack the financial resources to engage 

properly, including collating their own evidence base, or contracting experts to provide information 

on their behalf. There is also a lack of organisational and governance skills, such that discussions are 

often very personal and localised. 

Resolving these issues requires a comprehensive rethink of the consultation and public engagement 

process, and this needs political will and support. The Regional Land Use Partnership schemes was 

one such concept which held much promise (I was involved in the development and contribution of 

ideas towards this concept), but its subsequent piloting and the allocated funding has been wholly 

insufficient to make this work in practice.  

There are, nonetheless, tools and approaches (e.g. Companion Modelling and other participatory 

modelling approaches) that can substantially enrich discussions and which help to resolve the 

inequities in power and access to information etc, leading to more informed discussions across 

NGOs, landowners, industry, government, specific interest groups, and communities, but current 

work on these in Scotland are, to the best of my knowledge, rather inadequate and somewhat 

superficial as they do not translate to a re-balancing of decision making influence or power.  

18. Do you have evidence of tree planting leading to quantifiable economic and social benefits, short 

and long term, for communities local to the planting? [500 words] 

Response: Evidence for this is very mixed. It remains very challenging to generate economic benefits 

from native woodland planting, although social benefits are often realised. The business model for 

commercial forests is well established and is low risk (for the time being), and communities can 

generate income from such investments, but this is not, generally what communities want (plenty of 

publications on the latter in the scientific literature, which could probably benefit from systematic 

review). Based on my experience, communities want local jobs, and a wide variety of amenity, social, 

and some economic benefits. There is not, however, any single community voice – many disparate 

views is more typical. Realising these various benefits in a manner that is commercially viable (and 

not entirely dependent on public subsidy) is clearly challenging, so much so that several community-

based organisations tasked with doing this have become bankrupt or have fallen apart.  
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Scotland needs to be much more realistic about some of the challenges of delivering the multitude of 

long- and short-term benefits of woodland planting (native and commercial) to communities. We 

need much more creative and entrepreneurial thinking, concerning the development of local 

economies that draw on a variety of land-based resources, as well as rethinking the design and 

structure of supply chains in, for example, the construction sector. There is, potentially, much to be 

gained by rural communities by tree planting schemes, though these schemes need to be better 

integrated with transformative changes across supply chains and sectors, including rural to urban 

connectivities, if they are to be realised. Currently, we fall far short of such potential (in my view).  

19. Do woodland and commercial forestry planting result in any disadvantages to communities local to 

the planting? [500 words] 

 

Response: Yes, many, and often repeatedly expressed by communities through the very many 

consultations that have been conducted. Many complaints relate to local inconveniences (e.g. noise 

and disruption, and infrastructure damage caused by heavy forestry equipment), and landscape 

aesthetics. Others relate to perceived change of access to land, and the changing nature of land 

cover. Failure to recognise culture, traditions, and historical aspects of how landscapes have been 

managed (and by whom) creates conflicts. There can be disruption to resources that are locally 

valued, such as fisheries or deer. Many of the disadvantages are more psychological, relating to a 

feeling of disempowerment over decision making in the landscapes in which people live. Another 

disadvantage that is less certain, but for which there is some evidence, is of exposure to ticks and 

Lyme disease in certain woodland types (Olsthoorn et al., in review).  

 

20. To what extent does current financial support for tree planting enable planting in urban areas, 

including in streets/roadsides and other urban settings? [500 words] 

 

Response: Not my expertise. 

21. Does Scotland have sufficiently skilled people to deliver/continue to deliver the desired benefits 

from woodland and commercial forestry? If not, what changes are needed? [500 words] 

Response: Yes, but skills are not distributed uniformly or matched to need. Community woodlands 

particularly suffer from lack of access to the variety of skills needed for woodland management. This 

includes forestry and woodland management, business development, entrepreneurship, data 

collection and evaluation, contractual and administrative skills, etc. 

There are major skills gaps in how to do effective public engagement, and the tools by which this can 

be done effectively. 

There is immense potential to improve data acquisition, from a variety of sources, and to improve 

the integration and interpretation of such data, and making data transparent and accessible and thus 

usable by almost anyone with access to a smartphone or computer. This requires the development 

of new skills and approaches across many sectors relating to woodland and forestry, and while some 

of these skills exist among some people, they have certainly not been mainstreamed.  

22. Do you have evidence of any conflicts between public financial support for tree planting and other 

land uses? [500 words] 

Response: I don’t have evidence I could refer to directly, but there is much anecdotal concern about 

how public support for tree planting can directly or indirectly drive up the price of land, causing 

problems for farming interests. More of a problem is the substantial interests in land for tree 
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planting from the private sector, often responding to policy nudges, and the resulting market 

distortions that can result.  

23. Are there evidenced wider societal community benefits that arise from woodland and commercial 

forestry creation?  If there are, should these benefits be formally required or financially supported? 

[500 words] 

Response: There is plenty of evidence (from UK as well as elsewhere) showing that access to outdoor 

habitats, woodlands included, benefit mental and physical health, for which public expenditure 

might be justified.  

Finance 

24. Do you have evidence that the following forms of public financial support for tree planting provide 

good value for money: 

 

I. Grants for tree planting? [500 words] 

II. Carbon offset and investment payments by government, charities or the private sector? 

[500 words]  

III. Tax allowances for land used for tree planting and commercial forests? [500 words] 

IV. Farm payments applicable to land planted with woodland or commercial forest, e.g. Basic 

Payment Scheme? [500 words] 

Response: How do you define ‘value for money’? This needs to be set against particular targets such 

that each policy can be appropriately compared in relation to its outcomes and costs. To my 

knowledge, no national data have been compiled on tree planting outcomes from each of these 

approaches, making it difficult to evaluate value for money.  

25. Do you have evidence that any of these payments have unintended results? [500 words] 

Response: I don’t have my own evidence on this, but I strongly suspect that all approaches have 

unintended results. The financial allocation to trees, driven primarily by a carbon offset imperative, 

is driving up the price of land in many areas, and making such land out-of-reach to many erstwhile 

buyers. The desire to offset carbon could also be driving land cover changes that, in the long run, 

might be detrimental to carbon balance through changes to the nature of the soil (evidence on this 

exists, but highly contextual).   

26. Do you have evidence that the interaction of these payments has any public benefits or 

disbenefits? [500 words] 

 

Response:  

27. Do you have evidence that the structure of payments or allowances supports or hinders the public 

benefits? [500 words] 

 

Response: Accessing public payments is challenging to most people, as it requires an understanding 

of the payment systems and their requirements, and often substantial expertise just to fill in the 

forms. The transaction costs are therefore often high, and this represents a barrier to uptake by 

many people. (We have qualitative evidence on this). 

28. Do you have evidence of any impact on land values as a result of payments/allowances? [500 

words] 

Response: Not directly, and only anecdotally. 
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29. Are the anticipated changes in farming support likely to have any impact upon woodland or 

commercial forestry creation?3 [500 words] 

Response: Yes, but difficult to know until there is further clarity on the anticipated changes in 

farming support. 

This is a complex field and the questions above are not prescriptive. We should be pleased to learn of 

any other benefits, or disbenefits, you consider are brought about by public financial support for tree 

planting and commercial forestry in Scotland and if you consider that public financial support could be 

redesigned to provide greater benefits. 

General comments (not strictly about public support for tree planting): It is my view that forests and 

woodlands, land use and agriculture, the rural economy and connectivity to urban regions, 

community engagement, climate mitigation, biodiversity, etc., across Scotland needs substantial 

rethinking on a much longer time scale than most governments, industries, and communities are 

willing to envisage. Transformative cross-sectoral changes will be needed, particularly if we are to 

deliver on governmental goals on circular bioeconomy, native woodland and commercial forest 

expansion, biodiversity recovery, and rural development. Current policies are generally favourable 

for woodlands, but set in the context of system constraints that are difficult to overcome. Scottish 

Forestry’s long-term vision for the next 50 years is reasonably, but to realise some of the longer-term 

challenges that Scotland as a country will face will require much more creative thinking that 

intersects across sectors from policy to business, and environment to society. My concern is that tree 

planting and forestry approaches are being designed on a time frame of up to a decade without 

broader considerations being taken into account. I think we are missing substantial opportunities for 

Scotland’s environment, economy, and society as a result.  

 

 

 

 

 
3 It is relevant to mention that Scottish Government is currently consulting on proposals for a new Agriculture Bill 
which will have implications for farm payments in practice. More information on the Agriculture Bill can be found 
here: https://www.gov.scot/publications/delivering-vision-scottish-agriculture-proposals-new-agriculture-bill/  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/delivering-vision-scottish-agriculture-proposals-new-agriculture-bill/

