
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/
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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:

Woodlands and forests deliver a wide range of public benefit: the text above lists some but
others are aggregated within “economic and social community benefits”, including:

● Local economic development through adding value to timber / local firewood processing
and distribution,

● As a venue for volunteering, health and wellbeing and education initiatives,
● Providing a focus for community cohesion and development, as epitomised by Scotland’s

200 community woodland groups1

The most significant (and immediate) additional benefit of tree planting (from the perspective
of tackling climate change and the biodiversity crisis) is the potential to remove land from
damaging land uses and forms of production (especially extensive ruminant grazing and
muirburnt grouse moors).

It must be stressed that whilst some benefits accrue directly from tree planting e.g:

● jobs in establishment operations,
● an immediate climate change benefit (if ruminants are removed and/or muirburn stops)
● a longer term biodiversity benefit (depending on species);

many / most of the economic and social benefits from woodlands derive from or are optimised
by long term woodland / forest management and this is to a large extent independent of
species: it is worth noting that the most active community woodland groups, from Abriachan2

to Carsphairn3 and Dunnet4, are generally operating in low-quality conifer plantations.

The fundamental problem with the current systems and practices of woodland and commercial
forestry creation is not so much that it is producing the "wrong" type of woodland in the
“wrong” place (although this is clearly an issue locally/regionally in S Scotland) but that too
much woodland creation is being carried out for the "wrong" reasons (short term financial
gain, with no expectation of or consideration / support for long term management) for the
benefit of the few, not the many.

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

4 https://www.dunnetforest.org/

3 https://carsphairn.org/CCWL

2 http://www.abriachan.org.uk/

1 https://www.communitywoods.org/map-of-woodlands

3

https://www.dunnetforest.org/
https://carsphairn.org/CCWL
http://www.abriachan.org.uk/
https://www.communitywoods.org/map-of-woodlands


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:

The question is rather disingenuous: whilst the climate targets are for 2030 and 2045 the need
for ongoing sequestration does not stop in 2045, whilst as noted above carbon sequestration
is not the only objective of woodland creation.

As the RSE is obviously aware, all woodland creation projects have a characteristic profile, with
some carbon loss at establishment through soil disturbance and embedded emissions in
fencing, production of seedlings, a decade or so of slow initial growth followed by rapid
juvenile sequestration which gradually tails off into steady state maturity (if not interrupted by
harvesting) where above ground carbon uptake is level but soil carbon may still increase.

Faster growing species get through the growth curve (both the rapid sequestration and the
decline) quicker than slower growing species. Woodland creation by natural regeneration may
have lower initial emissions, but is still likely to need fencing, deer control inputs, etc.

The scale of carbon losses at establishment, and thus the overall carbon balance through the
rotation varies according to soil type and cultivation technique. As Vanguelova et al5 report “it
remains very probable that moderate and high productivity forests planted on shallower peat
soils6 with limited disturbance provide a substantial net carbon uptake over the forest cycle."

If it was considered necessary that “all newly planted woodland will be a net sink over this
period” then all woodland creation would have to cease a few years before 2045, as all
projects, regardless of species etc, have some initial emissions and would not be a net sink in
that time frame. (This doesn’t seem a credible suggestion)

However, such accounting ignores the most significant impact of woodland creation: the
removal of land from damaging forms of production. Reducing cattle / sheep / deer numbers
and/or ceasing muirburn has an immediate positive impact on climate (and often on
biodiversity) which in almost all cases will far outweigh soil carbon losses from cultivation.

6 shallow peats defined as  <40/50cm

5 Vanguelova et al 2018 “Afforestation and restocking on peaty soils – new evidence assessment”
https://www.climatexchange.org.uk/media/3137/afforestation-and-restocking-on-peaty-soils.pdf
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3. Are the current carbon sequestration requirements specified by the Woodland Carbon
Code and UK Forestry Standard delivering their objectives?7 [500 words]

Response:

As with a number of questions it’s unclear what’s being asked, specifically what’s meant by
“carbon sequestration requirements”.

The WCC and UKFS have very different roles: WCC is the voluntary standard for UK
woodland creation projects where claims are made about the carbon dioxide they sequester,
providing robust and generally conservative carbon prediction tools, with monitoring
protocols developed by Forest Research and audited by third-parties.

A number of technical concerns have been expressed about the WCC, e.g. whether it
adequately accounts for soil emissions during ground preparation, but the most significant
issue was, with the timber market so buoyant, whether or not projects, particularly those
involving commercial conifers, genuinely met the additionality test (i.e. that income from
carbon credits was required to make projects viable). WCC additionality rules were
significantly tightened earlier this year, with the key impact being that there is effectively no
carbon funding for straightforward Sitka spruce plantings in most situations. Obviously
however these new rules cannot be applied retrospectively.

UKFS is the reference standard for sustainable forest management in the UK. The only specific
requirement in UKFS to reference carbon sequestration is:

● Where woodlands are managed for timber production, maximise carbon sequestration
through efficient management, consistent with the output of durable products.

There are several other requirements concerning managing existing soil and above ground
carbon resources, again mostly about woodland / forest management rather than woodland
creation, e.g.:

● Conserve and enhance forest carbon stocks in the medium and long term

Broadly speaking these requirements say the right things, but there is very little guidance as to
how they are to be interpreted / quantified / monitored / delivered – and they are often
over-ridden by other management objectives (e.g. where deforestation or reduction of long
term stand volume is undertaken on environmental grounds).

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

Response:

WCC rules appear to be reasonably consistently applied, although there is no facility to
retrospectively apply the new, tighter, additionality rules.

7 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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UKFS requirements are generally not well applied – in part because as per the answer above,
whilst well-meaning, they are generally vague and unquantified.

Responsibility for compliance with UKFS (by both public and private sector forestry) in
Scotland lies with Scottish Forestry (SF) and is primarily discharged through supervising grants
& felling permissions, however there are widespread concerns that the level of oversight is
inadequate (this is especially an issue for on-going forest management, as SF’s focus is almost
entirely on woodland creation).

In practice it is very easy to find breaches in the UKFS and its guidelines in both public and
privately owned forests: common examples are unsuitable crossings of watercourses by
harvesting machinery, diffuse pollution from harvesting sites, dumping of waste (fencing
materials, treeshelters, etc).

The process for investigating breach of regulations is incredibly weak, being based on third
parties reporting suspected breaches rather than proactive spot-checks. Where breaches are
discovered, the sanctions are derisory, often just an advisory letter, with only the most
egregious cases of unauthorised felling attracting sanctions or being taken to court.

There is also an increasing tendency for forestry agents to claim ‘commercial viability’ as a
reason not to adhere to UKFS guidelines, e.g. to justify felling an entire forest in one operation
rather than using the felling to diversify the age structure of the forest as required by UKFS.
Scottish Forestry allowed this, undermining the credibility of UKFS if ‘economics’ effectively
provides an opt-out to the Standard.

This is partly a cultural issue, with some Scottish Forestry staff being too accepting of (public
and private) forest owners’ claims of sustainability and good practice, but it is also a political
issue as Scottish Forestry’s (and its predecessor’s) budget and staff numbers have been
declining in real terms even as the amount of forestry activity has increased – staff are simply
spread too thin to carry out appropriate oversight.

It also doesn’t help that in recent years SF has been under extreme political pressure from
Ministers to deliver Scottish Government planting targets, with staff on occasion being accused
of obstructing industry when trying to uphold UKFS standards.

5. Is independent inspection to verify initial and continuing fulfilment of the Code and
Standard satisfactory? [500 words]

Response:

It is unclear whether you are asking whether or not there should be independent inspection?

There is independent validation and verification of WCC projects, which appears to work well,
although it is of course early days for projects with a 100-year lifespan. Inspectors are also
limited in the extent to which they can assess soil carbon losses.

There is however no independent inspection of UKFS (NB UKFS should not be confused with
the slightly higher standards required by the UKWAS accreditation process for sustainable
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forest management which does have independent assessment) and this should be introduced as
one of a range of measures:

● Greater clarity as to what is required of forest managers to meet UKFS requirements
● More resources for SF to enable adequate oversight of grants and licenses
● Greater political support for SF to effectively enforce UKFS requirements
● An independently managed process for investigating breaches of UKFS

6. Do you have evidence that offsetting payments are delivering carbon capture and other
benefits in practice? [500 words]

Response:

The question is poorly framed.

New woodlands can be demonstrated to be sequestrating carbon, although few if any of those
where WCC applies have yet to reach the age of most rapid growth and sequestration.

However the rationale for offsetting is that the buyers of carbon credits should be working to
ensure that all other emissions are reduced, with credits only used to offset unavoidable
emissions: unfortunately there is very little evidence of this, even in the case studies on the
WCC website8.

Formal accreditation of the purchaser (end-users) of voluntary carbon credits to ensure that
they are only offsetting genuinely unavoidable emissions should be mandatory.

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:

It’s complicated.

It’s true that certain species are valued more highly for timber production, but Sitka spruce’s
pre-eminence in Scottish forestry is more to do with its unpalatability to deer and ability to
grow well on the poor / exposed upland sites to which forestry has largely been banished than
any particular virtues of the timber itself.

National and international experience demonstrates that different regions & nations value
different species and that timber processing and utilising industries develop around the
available material: e.g. historically in GB industries have developed around sweet chestnut in
Kent/E Sussex, beech in the Chilterns and Scots pine in NE Scotland.

8 https://woodlandcarboncode.org.uk/buy-carbon/what-other-companies-say
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Even with biodiversity there no simple answers. Native species are often presented as
“superior” to non-native, on the basis that oak supports the most other species, but the
species which supports the least number of other species is the equally native yew. It’s also
worth noting that GB’s palette of native species is rather arbitrarily restricted: no Norway
spruce or European larch, and with Scots pine and beech, amongst others, only considered
“native” in some regions.

Critically, most biodiversity benefits come not from planting specific species, but from the mix
of species, appropriate ground flora and over time, in the development of a varied age
structure.

More generally, what’s needed to deliver the mix of desired public benefits is much greater
diversity of woodland species and structure at all scales: within individual forests, as well as
locally and regionally. As noted previously, tree planting by itself is not enough, ongoing
management is required to optimise benefits.

Broadly speaking, establishment and restocking by natural regeneration and continuous cover
management are likely provide the greatest benefits for both native woodlands and commercial
forests.

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:

9. Do you have evidence that woodland and commercial forest design and creation practices
support or hinder biodiversity benefits? [500 words]

Response:

Good and bad examples can be found of both native woodland and commercial forest design.

Woodland and commercial forest design practices have a tendency to be too simplistic, where
complexity of design / species mix would be preferable.

Planting targets and FGS processes tends to favour planting over natural regeneration,
although the latter is usually preferable if there are appropriate seed sources.

10. To what extent are Environmental Impact Assessments9 carried out prior to design and
planting? [500 words]

9 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
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Response:

The evidence from SF’s public register10 of environmental impact assessments is that they are
rarely required. “Consent not required” is noted for all the 19 schemes currently (5
December 2022) listed, including two of 1400ha and 900ha.

11. Do you have evidence that woodland and commercial forestry management practices
support or hinder biodiversity? [500 words]

Response:

This is an overly simplistic question given the wide range of woodland and commercial forestry
management practices. Usually the main problem is lack of management, whether that is lack
of silvicultural intervention or lack of control of herbivores and invasive non-native species.

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

Response:

There is widespread concern in the forestry sector about whether nursery capacity is
adequate to meet demand not just for new planting but also for restocking felled woodlands,
and in recent years it has been challenging for some woodland creation / restocking projects to
source planting stock of appropriate species / provenance.

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

Response:

It seems inevitable that “large-scale planting on a regional level” will have some negative
impacts on biodiversity, but less clear whether or not these would be outweighed by the
positive impacts – some of which come directly from the trees/woodland, some from the
removal of previous damaging land uses and management practices (unlike gamekeepers and
farmers, foresters are likely to encourage rather than slaughter raptors such as Goshawks).

A larger potential problem is where large scale planting on a regional level is predominantly of
a single species, as is happening in S Scotland. (It’s obviously too soon to have evidence that
current round of schemes, many of which are not in the ground yet, have actually had negative
effects)

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

10 https://forestry.gov.scot/publicregistereia
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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 most significant improvement would be for more of the new planting to be undertaken by
communities, on community-owned land.

Large commercial forestry schemes often deliver few local benefits to communities.
Establishment is typically carried out by outside contractors; a clearfell regime requires little
ongoing management which again provides little local employment; and finally harvested timber
is usually processed a long way from the community that grew it. Large native woodland
schemes are often no better, with outside contractors carrying out the planting and then little
or no ongoing management or investment.

16. Are local communities sufficiently involved in the development of tree planting or
commercial forestry schemes? [500 words]

Response:

No. Unfortunately much large scale woodland / commercial forestry creation is undertaken by
large-scale, often absentee landowners

The UKFS is very week on community involvement and engagement. Scottish Forestry
guidance is stronger but is still inadequate for large scale new planting. It is worth noting that
consultation requirements are stronger for management of existing woodlands, although new
woodland creation has more dramatic impact.

The Forest Policy Group report11 on “Communities’ experiences of new forest planting
applications in Scotland” demonstrates very mixed practice with respect to community
engagement, often reflecting landowner’s attitudes. Unfortunately as there is no general
culture of community involvement in land management decision making (e.g. for agriculture,
shooting, etc), some landowners are resentful of the “imposition” when it comes to woodland
planting.

The other side of this coin is that there is often no experience or understanding amongst
individual respondents as to what the engagement process is intended to deliver.
Unfortunately, whilst many comments are well informed and constructive, experience of

11

www.forestpolicygroup.org/blog/communities-experiences-of-new-forest-planting-applications-in-scotland-the-fi
nal-report/
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carrying out public consultation and involvement exercises (for planting and management)
shows that there is often also considerable nimbyism.

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

Response:

Clear processes are required for community engagement and involvement in land use change
and management decisions for all types of land-use, not just forestry.

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:

As noted previously, tree planting by itself delivers few benefits – it’s ownership and long term
management of woodlands that matters

Forest ownership and management has led to quantifiable short and long term economic and
social benefits for Scotland’s community woodland groups. Local control of the resource and
local processing of products is the best way to increase local benefits.

19. Do woodland and commercial forestry planting result in any disadvantages to communities
local to the planting? [500 words]

Response:

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:

The FGS has minimum size thresholds for woodland creation, and the validation/verification
costs of WCC tends to discourage very small projects, so these mechanisms are not
particularly supportive of urban woods, however, such projects can often find funding (at much
higher rates) through other mechanisms12.

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:

12 https://www.nature.scot/climate-change/nature-based-solutions/wee-forests-part-tinyforest-global-family
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There is widespread concern in the industry with respect to the apparent labour / skill
shortage in forestry: this affects management and harvesting as well as planting.

22. Do you have evidence of any conflicts between public financial support for tree planting
and other land uses? [500 words]

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:

1 Grants for tree planting

Grants for tree planting are intended to provide a substantial contribution to the costs
involved in woodland establishment, with different rates available for different types of
woodland. The percentage contribution depends on the site and inevitably changes over time:
recently costs of trees, fencing materials and labour have all risen considerably.

The Forestry Grant Scheme is well established, has been improved somewhat over time (e.g.
reduced rates where cultivation is by ploughing) and has in recent years delivered a substantial
hectarage of both native woodland and commercial forestry, however there are a number of
ways in which the scheme could be amended to significantly improve public value for money
(the forthcoming FGS review provides an opportunity to make these changes):

● The current system does not adequately account for economies of scale: there is some
grant reduction in grant rates for the very largest schemes but no capping or means
testing, so the largest /wealthiest recipients have the most profitable schemes.
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● The scheme bureaucracy may discourage smaller projects (although nearly 60% schemes
are <20ha) which are more likely to be undertaken by smaller landholdings and/or deliver
integrated land use.

● The scheme does not adequately incentivise diversity, either within specific landholdings or
at a regional level, leading to huge local and regional disparities in dominant woodland type.

● The balance of grant rates does not adequately incentivise the types of woodland that
would deliver the greatest levels of public benefit (productive broadleaves, diverse
conifers): the great majority of applications are for the “lowest common denominator”
options of conifer and native broadleaves, often on relatively poor sites.

(FGS statistics published by Scottish Forestry illustrate the regional variations between
woodland types and the numbers of schemes at different scale, although this specific stat has
been discontinued since July 2021)

A related issue is that woodland creation absorbs ~85% of the Forestry Grant Scheme budget
(and a corresponding amount of Scottish Forestry’s time and focus), with only limited support
available for woodland management, although it is woodland management rather than creation
that delivers the majority of public benefits.

2 Carbon offset and investment payments by government, charities or the private
sector

It is unclear what “Carbon offset and investment payments by government” means as
woodland carbon units are sold directly (or indirectly, via intermediaries) by growers to
companies to compensate for UK-based emissions, and the Scottish Government does not
make any such payments. (The Woodland Carbon Code Guarantee13 which offers a base price
for carbon units applies to England only). Similarly whilst there may be charities buying carbon
credits, they seem to be mostly involved as growers/seller (e.g. Trees for Life) and
intermediaries (e.g. Woodland Trust)

“Public financial support” from the Scottish Government is therefore limited to the costs of
developing and managing the WCC via Scottish Forestry. Given the very significant volume of
private money leveraged into woodland creation by this relatively small public investment it is
likely that this is considered by Government to be very good value for public money.

The WCC does impact on species choice and management regime, and thus on the delivery of
wider public benefits. Whilst fast-growing conifers sequester more carbon in a shorter
timescale than new native woodlands, the WCC heavily favours the latter, which generate
more units per hectare because future harvesting plans greatly reduce the long-term
sequestration impact from commercial stands and WCC calculations do not include any
consideration of material substitution impacts from harvested timber.

13 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/woodland-carbon-guarantee
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Analysis of registered WCC schemes14 demonstrates that the majority of units derive from
new native woodland schemes where no harvesting is intended. This may in some respects be
beneficial for biodiversity but severely limits the potential for delivery of wider benefits from
the woodland, and is a disincentive to future management: the concern is that many of these
woodlands are being created purely to maximise short term financial gain by landowners and
their carbon credit brokers.

The most significant concern with carbon offsetting is not really “value for money” but that
whilst offsetting schemes go some way to regulate the claims of sellers, there are no equivalent
processes for the buyers of carbon units. Effectively, the only driver is price: for many buyers
“unavoidable” is synonymous with “more expensive than purchasing offsets. Formal
accreditation of the purchaser (end-users) of voluntary carbon credits to ensure that they are
only offsetting genuinely unavoidable emissions would go some way to restoring
confidence.

NB It is possible that the question is intended to refer to the £50m investment in the Gresham
House Forest Growth & Sustainability Fund15 by the Scottish National Investment Bank,
although SNIB is operationally independent of the Scottish Government. It is difficult, as yet, to
evaluate, the forestry impacts of this investment but there is a consensus that it will have
contributed to the rapid rise in land values. More generally, it is difficult to see how SNIB’s
investment in a land acquisition and commercial forestry scheme aimed primarily at minimising
tax burdens of high net worth investors contributes to delivering a just transition or the
principles of the Land Rights and Responsibilities Statement.

3 Tax allowances for land used for tree planting and commercial forests

Again, it is unclear what this question refers to: it would have been helpful to clarify which tax
allowances RSE considers apply specifically to “land used for tree planting”.

Agricultural and forestry landowners do however benefit generally from a number of tax
exemptions, including:

● Agricultural Property Relief (APR) from Inheritance Tax for agricultural land.

● Commercial woodland (land and trees) qualifies for 100% Business Property Relief (BPR),
subject to a two year ownership period.

● The gain in value of standing timber, whether from the physical growth of the trees or rises
in timber prices, is exempt from Capital Gains Tax.

15
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restry-fund
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● Exemption from inheritance tax and capital gains tax is also available under the Conditional
Exemption Tax Incentive Scheme.

● The income and profits from timber sales in woodlands managed commercially are free
from both Income and Corporation Tax.

● Agriculture and forestry businesses are entitled to use red diesel (which is taxed at a much
reduced rate cf. road fuel).

● Agricultural and forestry land is exempt from non-domestic rates (unlike other rural
businesses).

● Land and Buildings Transactions Tax for non-domestic properties (including agricultural and
forestry land) is payable at lower rates than for residential properties

These exemptions have been widely analysed and criticised (see Land Reform Review Group16,
Scottish Affairs Committee17,) on a range of grounds

● They collectively contribute to the inflated land market as the exemptions are capitalised
into land values and buyers are attracted by the opportunity to “manage” their tax burden;
indeed, these tax exemptions are often a key selling point to investors.

● They are very poor value, providing little or no apparent public benefit in return for
income foregone. Some conditional exemptions from IHT are based on providing public
access, despite the rationale for this being removed by the 2003 Land Reform Act.

● They reward ownership not management, and can have perverse implications (selling
unprocessed timber to distant markets avoids tax, but processing it yourself is taxed)

● The greatest benefits accrue to the richest (and community owners cannot benefit)
● The red diesel entitlement has direct negative climate impacts

There is a clear need for wholesale reform of the tax system as it applies to agricultural and
forestry land – not just “land for tree planting”. The need for such fundamental reform has
been recognised by the Scottish Land Commission.

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

Historically it has proved challenging to persuade farmers to create new woodland as this
would entail loss of agricultural subsidy. Allowing farmers to retain basic payments on
afforested land could be argued to have been successful, in that it has encouraged more
planting on farms, but whether it is a good use of public funds is an entirely different question.

However, a more important question is not whether farm payments should be applicable to
land planted with woodland or commercial forest, but why the agricultural sector continues to

17 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmscotaf/877/87702.htm

16 https://www.gov.scot/publications/land-reform-review-group-final-report-land-scotland-common-good/
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receive ~£500m annual subsidy based on historic entitlement and the delivery of little or no
public benefit.

Radical reform of basic payments (going much further than the very modest proposals in the
current Agriculture Bill consultation) is required, to reduce the proportion of the budget
allocated to direct payments and to ensure that all subsidy payments are contingent on
delivery of public benefits.

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

Response:

These payments have a number of negative results, both in terms of the type of woodland
created (mostly either monocultural spruce or low density plant-and-forget native
broadleaves) and by the way that the suite of grants, subsidies and tax exemptions drives up
land prices and build and protects private wealth. Whether or not this is unintended is
unclear: it’s certainly the case that the main beneficiaries of this public largesse are lobbying
hard for its retention.

26. Do you have evidence that the interaction of these payments has any public benefits or
disbenefits? [500 words]

Response:

In addition to the payments noted above it is important to recognise that the increase in the
value of timber has also had a significant impact. The timber price increase is due to a
combination of post Brexit currency fluctuations, increased global demand, supply disruption in
Europe, as well as the perception that demand will continue to grow.

The interaction of the various payments and the rise in timber price has had a number of
impacts: the most obvious has been the considerable increase in woodland creation in recent
years. This undoubtedly brings some public benefits in terms of future carbon sequestration
and biodiversity enhancement, whilst the removal of land from agriculture, if accompanied by a
reduction in ruminant numbers / cessation of muirburn, delivers an immediate reduction in
greenhouse gas emissions.

Unfortunately the nature of the woodland / forestry being created also brings some disbenefits

● Increased demand for land for planting (and reduced area released by existing owners
carrying out tree planting and peatland restoration) has contributed to rapid rise in land
prices – a windfall for existing landowners and those farmers selling up, but a problem for
communities seeking to acquire land for sustainable development projects

● Huge regional disparities in woodland type, with planting in S Scotland dominated by Sitka
monocultures, with minimal productive planting in the Highlands.
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● A general focus on the cheapest and most basic woodland creation options: basic conifer
and low density broadleaves, with very limited commitment to ongoing management or
long term delivery of wider public benefits.

● Limited involvement by or benefit to local communities.

27. Do you have evidence that the structure of payments or allowances supports or hinders
the public benefits? [500 words]

Response:

As with answers to previous questions, the structure of grant payments and tax exemptions
favours large scale projects delivered on behalf of the wealthiest in society, whether existing
landowners or new external investors. Whilst this facilitates woodland creation, which does
deliver some public benefits, it also excludes most of society from participating, and tends to
favour woodland creation types - monocultural spruce or low density plant-and-forget native
broadleaves – on sites which constrain the delivery of wider economic and social benefits.

As with other income streams, there is widespread concern that the availability of carbon
payments, especially for these native woodland schemes, is driving large scale land acquisition
in the Highlands by companies (Brewdog18, Standard Life19) seeking to offset corporate
emissions, a process which is fuelling rapid increases in land prices, further excluding
communities from participation in the land market20 21.

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

Response:

There is clear evidence of a rapid increase in land values in recent years, as evidenced by
regular market reports produced e.g. by Strutt and Parker22. Whilst there are other factors
contributing to rising prices, commentary by market experts is clear that “increased demand
for estates is coming from a rise in green investors whose interest in buying a Scottish estate
comes from its potential for afforestation, carbon capture and rewilding, rather than traditional
field sports”23.

23 https://rural.struttandparker.com/article/record-sums-invested-in-scottish-estates-during-2020/

22 https://rural.struttandparker.com/article/scottish-farmland-market-review-winter-spring-2021/

21

https://www.landcommission.gov.scot/downloads/628dea082d087_Land%20Lines%20Nat%20Cap-Carbon%20M
arkets,%20Public%20Interest%20and%20Landownership%20in%20Scotland.pdf

20

https://www.communitylandscotland.org.uk/?resources=green-finance-land-reform-and-a-just-transition-to-net-z
ero

19 https://www.swfinstitute.org/news/88304/standard-life-investments-property-income-trust-buys-1447-

18

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/mar/05/lost-forest-why-is-brewdog-green-scheme-causing-con
troversy

17

https://rural.struttandparker.com/article/record-sums-invested-in-scottish-estates-during-2020/
https://rural.struttandparker.com/article/scottish-farmland-market-review-winter-spring-2021/
https://www.landcommission.gov.scot/downloads/628dea082d087_Land%20Lines%20Nat%20Cap-Carbon%20Markets,%20Public%20Interest%20and%20Landownership%20in%20Scotland.pdf
https://www.landcommission.gov.scot/downloads/628dea082d087_Land%20Lines%20Nat%20Cap-Carbon%20Markets,%20Public%20Interest%20and%20Landownership%20in%20Scotland.pdf
https://www.communitylandscotland.org.uk/?resources=green-finance-land-reform-and-a-just-transition-to-net-zero
https://www.communitylandscotland.org.uk/?resources=green-finance-land-reform-and-a-just-transition-to-net-zero
https://www.swfinstitute.org/news/88304/standard-life-investments-property-income-trust-buys-1447-
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/mar/05/lost-forest-why-is-brewdog-green-scheme-causing-controversy
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/mar/05/lost-forest-why-is-brewdog-green-scheme-causing-controversy


High land prices limit the number of people who can afford to buy land, and also favour those
who already own land by providing an incentive for them to continue to hold on to their land,
reducing the supply to market – this makes it more difficult for communities to acquire land
for sustainable development projects.

It is important to note that whilst concerns over the impact of green finance and green lairds
are relatively new, the role of tax exemptions and agricultural subsidies in inflating land values
have long been recognised and was analysed in detail in 2014 by the Land Reform Review
Group24 (LRRG) and the Scottish Affairs Committee Inquiry on Land Reform in Scotland25. As
the LRRG noted, between 2003-13 Scottish farmland increased in value by 204%, compared to
increases of 32% in UK house prices and 55% in the FTSE 100 Share Index over the same
period.

Land values not only reflect current rewards but also factor in the expectation of future
rewards. As Professor Paul Cheshire told the Scottish Affairs Committee: “land markets are
amazingly efficient at capitalising almost everything. By ‘capitalising’ I mean that the price of
land reflects everything about its value and use. If you try to help poor farmers by giving them
subsidies, it gets capitalised into the price of land. If you give inheritance tax reliefs to farmers
to try to keep family farms going, it gets capitalised into the price of land and squeezes family
farmers out.”

Additionally, the market is driven by the belief that the uplift in land values will continue
forever: as Professor Jim Gallagher told the same committee “One of the striking things about
land … is that in the UK, for as long as I can remember, it has been a speculative asset. People
buy land and buildings in order to have land and buildings because they think they are going to
go up in value.”

The detrimental impact of high land prices on communities was noted by Highlands and Islands
Enterprise: “With respect to the purchase of large tracts of rural land (forestry, estates,
islands) it is our experience that the contemporary value of such land is disproportionate to
the return on investment that such assets typically generate. This could be shown as a direct
legacy of the economic context and fiscal environment of land ownership over time in Scotland
and a legacy which presents a barrier to diversified land ownership patterns in Scotland today.”

29. Are the anticipated changes in farming support likely to have any impact upon woodland or
commercial forestry creation?26 [500 words]

Response:

This is difficult to answer without a clear view of the likely future shape of agricultural and
forestry support.

26 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/

25 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmscotaf/877/87702.htm

24 https://www.gov.scot/publications/land-reform-review-group-final-report-land-scotland-common-good/
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The draft proposals which are the basis of the current consultation are effectively a
continuation of the status quo are unlikely to deliver any meaningful action on climate change
and biodiversity, and would effectively represent an abandonment of SG net zero targets.

Without radical change it is likely that:

● Significant financial support in the form of grants and WCC income will continue to be
required to incentivise woodland creation

● The structure of financial incentives will continue to favour large-scale projects delivered by
large-scale landowners (new and existing)

● Land values will continue to be highly inflated

If a more radical set of proposals are adopted, with e.g.:

● all subsidies contingent on meaningful action on climate change and/or biodiversity,
● a much greater focus on small-scale production and integrated land use.
● measures to cap and means test direct subsidies and grants for large beneficiaries.
● greater FGS focus on supporting high-quality woodland creation projects (productive

broadleaves, diverse conifers, etc) and woodland management.

then there is potential to deliver a much more diverse (in terms of woodland types and
woodland owners) pattern of woodland and commercial forestry creation, with much greater
focus on woodland management and the delivery of wider public benefits.

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.
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