
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.

1

mailto:tree@therse.org.uk


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: The scope of benefits looks about right. What we would say is that these are given

very different weighting in practice and the weighting and practice is applied in different ways

in different areas. Here in the south of Scotland we feel that the main consideration has long

been largely economic with the majority of planting maximising the area of non-native

conifers, particularly sitka spruce. In 2020 for example 88% of all planting in south Scotland

was conifers. Relatively limited attention has been given to diversified or joined up ecosystem

service provision in designing these forest landscapes (and it is forestry on a landscape scale, in
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2019 some 25% of the land was already forest and woodland in south Scotland). So, we would

like to see greater effort made to provide more recreational, biodiversity, social and welfare

provision in the future in south Scotland including retro fitting some of this to existing

commercial forestry at rotation.

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:

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

Forestry Standard delivering their objectives?1 [500 words]

Response: It is clear that woodland and commercial forestry can contribute to carbon

sequestration. The Climate Change Committee (CCC) estimated in 2020 that todays forests

sequester 18mtc pa and that could rise to 22mtc pa if the UK plants 30,000 ha per year up to

2050 (16mtc pa from new trees and 8mtc pa from better managed broadleaved forest). That

compares to UKs current emissions of 452mtc pa. It is clear that tree planting plays a small role

but we have to be careful to not think it solves the problem.

The UK Forestry Standard (currently under review) determines how forestry is practiced

throughout the UK. There is criticism about its performance to date and the optionality

allowed on how biodiversity is treated. So, if the 30,000ha pa target for tree planting is to be

met with public funding to deliver carbon and biodiversity benefits then the UK Forestry

Standard has to be aligned to the ambition. Perhaps Scotland needs to develop its own

forestry standard to drive the greater change required.

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

Response: Clearly one species, sitka spruce, performs spectacularly as a fast-growing carbon

sequester. As a proxy for carbon uptake the CCC gives broadleaves a yield class of 7 and

conifers an average yield class of 13. Sitka does better than this. Products used from fast

growing conifers can add to carbon sequestration if they replace concrete and steel in

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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construction. However, at present it is estimated that only 20% of this fast-growing timber is

captured this way, the rest goes into short term uses or biomass and the sequestered carbon is

re-emitted. In contrast slower growing broadleaves capture more carbon in the longer run

(Woodlands for Climate and Nature RSPB 2020). So, the general consensus is that the new

planting if justified by carbon sequestration should be 60% broadleaves and 40% conifers. That

is particularly desirable because conifers and sitka in particular contribute little to the other

services we want from woodland.

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: The biggest causes of biodiversity loss have historically been overexploitation,

hunting and land use change. Now climate change is an additional cause of habitat change and

species loss. The problem for ecosystems is that biodiversity loss reduces ecosystem

functioning and ecosystems become less resilient. This could make them less able to capture

carbon for example.

It is now increasingly recognised that we have to tackle both of these issues together if we are

to tackle climate change successfully IPBES-IPCC Co-Sponsored Workshop on Biodiversity and

Climate Change | IPBES secretariat).

In order to support and enhance biodiversity we need habitats that are able to function as

naturally as possible and that are as connected to other naturally functioning habitats as

possible. The predominant tree choice we are seeing in southern Scotland are for commercial

forestry. These form extensive dense ecologically impoverished stands delivering on timber

production but little else.

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 practice of commercial forestry seen in south Scotland at present leads to direct

loss of biodiversity and also to fragmentation of habitat. As an example Bush of Ewes, a new

large plantation near Langholm, is a well designed large predominantly sitka spruce plantation
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of over 500 ha. Care has been taken to protect fragments of native woodland along burns and

enhance these and leave hill summits unplanted. Some hillside flushes have also been

excluded from planting. Nevertheless, a very large area of acid grassland and heath has been

converted to a dense plantation and the natural and semi natural habitat has been

fragmented. In doing so at least one scarce plant, Adder’s-tongue fern, has been overplanted

with conifers (BSBI records). The plantation now separates blocks of open hill ground to the

north and south reducing their ecological functionality for species like curlew or black grouse

which require significant areas away from the edge of plantations.

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:

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: Near Eskdalemuir, areas of deep peat have been left within commercial forestry such

as at Loch Rig and Bellstone bottom where interesting bog species like Northern Deergrass and

Tall Bog Sedge occur. But some of these are surrounded by dense plantation and these are

seeding into the bogs threatening the long-term integrity of these open habitats. This spread

of seedlings is a major impact of conifers, particularly sitka, on adjacent habitats almost

everywhere.

A good example of a more diverse woodland at Selcoth took account of the known location of

scarce and rare species like Frog Orchid and Field Gentian and excluded these areas from the

planting so they remain within the extensively grazed hill pasture. This required careful survey

and consultation with local experts with knowledge of the site, something that should be more

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
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normal practice on new schemes. This mixed plantation looks likely to enhance the biodiversity

of the hill including long term carbon storage and contributing to slowing water flows. The

nearby Carrifran plantation of native species has taken similar care to deliver greater

biodiversity and ecological functionality. The Carrifran project by Borders Forest Trust is an

example of a community led project and alongside other BFT projects is an example of what

community led approaches can deliver.

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: There remains considerable concern in communities in south Scotland about a lack

of meaningful influence on the increased pace of new planting they are witnessing in and

around their communities (see SUP position statement on Forestry and SUP presentation on

Communities and Forestry Position-Statement-on-Forestry-in-South-Scotland-Final-5.pdf

(sup.org.uk)

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

forestry schemes? [500 words]

Response:

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

words]

Response:

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: Communities of place and interest can deliver significant new woodland that can

help meet several ecosystem service needs. The Carrifran project in Moffatdale has inspired

many others in its approach to creating a native woodland based on ecological principles.

They are extending this concept at Talla and Corehead. At the latter there is greater

community engagement (Borders Forest Trust/wild heart) . The Langholm Community have

also recently acquired a large part of the Langholm Moor through raising £6m with the

intention of creating a large nature reserve that will include peatland restoration and tree

planting (Tarras Valley Nature Reserve | Langholm | The Langholm Initiative). Both examples

illustrate what inspired groups based in the community can achieve. It also illustrates the

challenges. Not only has the group to raise very significant funds to acquire the sites. They

have to have the structures in place to deliver very long-term goals.

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

the planting? [500 words]
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Response:Where extensive afforestation happens close to communities this is usually a change

of landuse from farming to commercial forestry. This can result in the loss of a local family, the

loss of familiar local landscapes, loss of wildlife and loss of the land for recreation. It can also

have an impact on remaining agricultural viability, with fewer farmers available to help each

other and management issues such as fence maintenance (forestry fences tend not to be

maintained after establishment).

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]

Response: At present in southern Scotland it is not obvious that public funding for afforestation

is supporting wider public benefits as the planting we are seeing is largely what has gone

before ie large scale commercial forestry. There are exceptions as mentioned but a greater

shift towards more mixed plantations, longer term retention woodland to lock up more carbon

in woodland and greater emphasis on delivering biodiversity, recreational benefits and other

ecosystem services related to the water regime would temper the suspicion that south

Scotland is missing out on the positive outcomes of the governments’ target for new tree

planting. These public benefits could be maximised if meaningful dialogue takes place between

communities and forest designers at an early enough stage.

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: One possible way forward is for communities to receive community benefits from

the forest industry along the lines of those received from Windfarm Companies. These are

discretionary payments that allow local community investment. It recognises the burden on

communities of land use change and extra activity such a vehicle movement that they have to

live with but which help the national targets to be achieved. This could help communities to be

more engaged and able to respond to proposals for new tree planting in their areas.

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]
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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:

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

Response: A concern we at SUP have is that so much economic dependency is now placed on

one or two species. The forestry sector must know how vulnerable that leaves it to disease.

There are already spruce bark beetle attacks on spruce in southern England and on the

continent. More diversity is the only way to avoid a major disruption to forestry from disease.

A further concern of relevance in south Scotland is that the very extensive areas of forestry

make it vulnerable to large scale fire outbreaks. In the warming climate with extreme events

this is a growing risk. Current forestry design does not look likely to give resilience to major

fires.

With both issues there is a risk that the benefits from public funding for commercial forestry as

currently applied could be wiped out.

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:

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

words]

Response: The key issue is that the financial incentives driving land use intensification or

change greatly outweigh the benefits of established or more diverse land management. The

economics are driving investment largely into commercial forestry but sometimes into

woodland and away from farming even in some lower ground situations. Ironically one of the

drivers for this is carbon sequestration or credits investments by large polluting industries. The

way the economics work against established land management was underlined in a study SUP

commissioned from SRUC (Budget Plan (sup.org.uk).

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

commercial forestry creation?3 [500 words]

Response:

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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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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