
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.
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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:

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.
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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:

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

Forestry Standard delivering their objectives?1 [500 words]

Response:

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

Response:

5. Is independent inspection to verify initial and continuing fulfilment of the Code and Standard

satisfactory? [500 words]

Response:

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

practice? [500 words]

Response:

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:

Based on the experience of the Friends of the Ochils (FOTO), our experience of tree planting in
the Ochils, Sitka Spruce is the tree of choice. The reason for this is that, almost without
exception, tree planting in the Ochils is for commercial forestry and Sitka Spruce is considered
the tree species that gives the greatest profit in the shortest time. Exceptions to this are planting
by Woodland Trust Scotland and the proposed planting on Dumyat by The (Global) Future
Forest Company Ltd. Because profit is the primary driver, when creating these Sitka Spruce
plantations owners only plant other tree species to the minimum extent acceptable to Scottish
Forestry. Based on our experience of closely planted Sitka Spruce in the Ochils, it does not
support a biodiverse environment. Nothing grows under a Sitka Spruce canopy and it only
provides shelter for deer (typically Roe Deer) and roosting and nesting opportunities for a few
birds (typically pigeons).

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.
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The choice of Sitka Spruce is driven solely by timber production (and the profits that generates)
with little regard to biodiversity.

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:

The UK Forestry Standard sets out a guideline that tree planting should not occur on peat that is
greater than 50cm deep and this guideline is followed in Scotland. In England they apply a
guideline of 30cm. A recent paper by International Union for Conservation of Nature asserts
that peat of a depth of only 30cm holds, hectare for hectare, as much CO2 as a tropical
rainforest. The planting of trees on peat 30cm deep destroys these habitats and releases the
stored CO2. In respect of commercial forestry planting, which by definition will be harvested,
it is questionable as to whether the CO2 that is lost and the CO2 the peat bogs would have
captured in the future will ever be replaced.

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

or hinder biodiversity benefits? [500 words]

Response:

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

[500 words]

Response:

It is the experience of the Friends of the Ochils (FOTO) that in recent years applications for which

Scottish Forestry are required to provide a Screening Opinion under The Forestry (Environmental Impact

Assessment) (Scotland) Regulations 2017 have not required Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)

consent. This is the case even when a development greatly exceeds the threshold for an EIA as detailed

in the EIA regulations

For example, a recent application in the Ochils, at Coulshill (ref: 22FGS64266) exceeded the EIA

threshold of 20ha for such a development by a factor of over 30 with over 700ha of planting yet EIA

consent was not required.

It would appear that such developments go through an iterative process with the application passing

between the agent and Scottish Forestry such that, by the time Scottish Forestry is required to provide

a Screening Opinion under the EIA Regulations, they are satisfied that all potential significant effects

have been dealt with adequately and therefore EIA consent is not required.

The attached letter which was made available to FOTO demonstrates that all the significant effects such

as Population and Human Health, Landscape, Cultural Heritage, Biodiversity, Soil, Water etc have been

dealt with for the application in question. Furthermore the reason that is invariably given is that ‘The

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

4

https://forestry.govscot/support-regulations/environmental-impact-assessment


proposed mitigation is compliant with UKFS Requirements and Guidelines for….[Forests and Landscape

and Guidelines for Forests and People, Forests and Biodiversity etc etc]

FOTO has attempted to demonstrate through the attached letter of 21st March 2022 to Scottish Forestry

that we disagreed that the Forestry (EIA) (Scotland) Regulations 2017 had been met. Furthermore, we

believe that by not requiring an EIA, we are denied a report that would address the many crucial

missing issues. However, the case we put forward for an EIA was not accepted and the application was

immediately placed on the Public Register for comment.

Whilst the above relates to a particular application, regular scrutiny of the Scottish Forestry Public

Register of EIAs during 2022 indicates that an EIA has not been required for a single application

throughout Scotland. This must call into question the role that Scottish Forestry are playing in relation

to EIA consent.

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

hinder biodiversity? [500 words]

Response:

12. Are the sources of seed and new trees sufficient to meet national tree planting targets? [500

words]

Response:

13. Do you have evidence that large-scale planting on a regional level leads to negative impacts on
biodiversity? [500 words]

Response:

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

Response:

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:

The Friends of the Ochils (FOTO) believe that significant improvements could be made to the

regulations and practice associated with both tree planting and commercial schemes. We would draw

your attention to the recent report by the Forest Policy Group on ‘Communities’ experience of new

forest planting applications in Scotland’ for which FOTO submitted responses. It contains both

conclusions and recommendations with which we are in agreement.

We believe that communities should be involved far more meaningfully with woodland and forestry

developments for two significant reasons.

First of all, communities often have a strong sense of place in relation to areas for planting and

reflecting that sense of place in design proposals will result in a more positive approach to eventual

schemes.
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Secondly, much of the funding support for grant aided schemes comes out of the public purse and

therefore communities should have a significant influence on what is proposed.

There are a number of improvements that could be made, all of which are detailed in the Forest Policy

Group report on the experience of communities. We would wish to highlight the following as being

particularly significant.

● Prepare and agree guidance for communities and agents and to make what is, at present, a

complex process more easily understood by communities.

● Bring communities into the design stage much earlier and involve them in the initial design. At

present it is the experience of FOTO that we are presented with a worked up planting proposal

which has obviously gone through discussions between other interested parties such as the

agent, Scottish Forestry, the landowner etc but not local communities. Any changes made after

the circulation of a draft design are generally marginal, resulting in a feeling within

communities that the development is largely a fait accompli by the time they become involved.

● Make the application process far more open and transparent which in turn would help to

involve more individuals and communities in the process. At present, documents relating to

forestry applications, including comments by interested third parties such local communities

are not placed in the public domain for all to read and draw upon. The Issues Log goes some

way towards the provision of the required information but it is not sufficient in itself.

Furthermore, the amount of information placed on the Public Register is extremely limited, in

essence only extending to a map outlining the site with no detail on where planting will take

place, the tree species to be planted, access routes through the site, deer fencing etc.

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

forestry schemes? [500 words]

Response:

It is the experience of FOTO that, whilst it is fair to say that the design of forestry schemes has improved

over the years along with the greater involvement by agents of community groups, serious concerns,

detailed above, remain. Communities should have a statutory role in woodland and forestry

developments such that they feel that the social and environmental impacts of new forestry receive

equal weighing along with economic benefits. At present, there is a growing disconnect between

communities and land ownership with more and more estates being sold to corporate bodies,

investment funds or charitable trusts. As recognized in a recent report by the Scottish Land Commission

on Scotland’s Rural Land Market and Natural Capital, “The increase in demand and values for plantable

forestry is a significant shift in the land market, driven by the rise of investors and commercial forestry.”

The extremely generous grants for woodland and forestry which result in the highest level of public

funding, hectare for hectare, for rural land use in Scotland, would seem to prioritise the economic

objectives over all others.

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

words]

Response:

Barriers: Complexity of the application process and a lack of clear guidance for communities and

agents; lack of openness and transparency; powerful economic forces which reduce the role and
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effectiveness of communities; a need for a strategic overview of the development of upland areas to

avoid excessive planting to the detriment, for example, of access, landscape and

historical/archaeological features.

How to overcome barriers: Open and effective discussion/agreements between the interested parties

with a view to overcoming barriers. That places a responsibility on communities to be proactive and

inclusive, recognizing the interests of other parties.

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:

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

the planting? [500 words]

Response:

There are significant differences between woodland and commercial forestry planting as
regards disadvantages to local communities.

Disadvantages related to woodland planting, when done properly, are generally limited to
restrictions on access when deer proof fencing is used but typically this is removed when the
trees are sufficiently established to be able to tolerate grazing by deer.

Commercial forestry results in significant disadvantages for communities local to the planting:
● A reduction in recreational amenity due to the loss of access resulting from the density

of planting and the erection of deer proof fencing
● The loss of visual amenity due to the creation of a monoculture which restricts views

into and out of an area when planting is permitted too close to or over a hilltop
● A loss of biodiversity
● Significant periods of heavy timber lorries on local roads.

The above result in the loss of a sense of place and social wellbeing.

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:

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:

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

land uses? [500 words]
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Response:

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:

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:

In relation to 11. above, these payments were designed to help achieve net zero or zero
emissions, however unless the additionality test is passed then they are at best only assisting in
greenwashing and as such do not represent good value for money. It will take time before
concrete evidence is available on the environmental and financial benefits of carbon credits.

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

Response:

Over the last few years we have seen a significant increase in rural land values in the Ochils, for
example:

● The Coulshill site (circa 1,000ha) sold for, in the region of, £3,000 per acre and was
acquired by a major pension fund

● 110ha at Meikle Seggie (near Milnathort) was acquired by a listed specialist alternative
asset manager

Transactions such as these would not have occurred at these values without the financial
incentives listed under 24 and have the following unintended results:

● a significant disconnect between the land-owner and the local community
● the acceleration of the drive away from hillside sheep farming.

We refer you to Scottish Land Commission - Scotland’s Rural Land Market and Natural
Capital, April 2022

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

disbenefits? [500 words]

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

benefits? [500 words]

Response:

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

words]

Response:

As noted under question 25, yes – See our response to 25.

29. Are the anticipated changes in farming support likely to have any impact upon woodland or

commercial forestry creation?3 [500 words]

Response:

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.

Thank you for taking the time to work through these questions.

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/
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