SUBMISSION AGRI-VISION 2015 COMMITTEE – Forestry Assessment Companies

This is a submission from the forestry assessment companies who are the main service providers to the afforestation management programme of the private forestry sector.

As stated in the covering letter our basic interest is in the expansion of the productive forestry area, in the development and management of a competitive and efficient production base and in contributing to income and employment in rural areas. 

The Committee will be aware of the recent announcements by Minister Walsh, TD including the Review Strategy of the Development of the Forestry Sector announced earlier this week and to be carried out by Dr. Peter Bacon and Associates.

The expansion of the forestry cover has traditionally taken place on land that was marginal for agricultural production or on land retiring from agriculture due to its lack of competitiveness.  Much of this land is ideally suited for growing timber.  The 1996 document "Growing For the Future" set out in some detail the strategy for the forestry sector and it is that strategy which is now being reviewed.

It is our firm belief that forestry is the only potential alternative large-scale land use that can contribute productively to rural development.

This requires clarity and consistency in policy and a significant ongoing investment by the State to reach critical mass.  This process will need to learn from other agricultural sectors and to avoid the mistakes of some.

Rationalisation and restructuring of forestry, unlike dairying, is not physically possible and there are other inherent differences such as that the forestry enterprise can be independently managed.  Unlike other agricultural enterprises there is significant non-farming ownership, the biggest example being the State forestry company.

We appreciate that the focus of the Agri-Vision 2015 Committee is on a vision for the agriculture and food sector and we put forward our views not as a contribution to the development of the agri-food sector but by way of illustrating the opportunity that is available to those farmers who are likely to exit production due to changes in the external environment.

Vision

We believe that the committee's vision for the future of agriculture can now encompass a dynamic forestry sector complimenting the dynamic agricultural sector and so help to ensure the viability of farm households, ongoing integration of the wider rural economy and making a positive contribution to the environment.

The recently announced changes in relation to single premium entitlements provide a great opportunity for increased land mobility - in the sense that land can now move from agriculture to forestry with a farmer retaining a reasonable income.  Forestry provides a particular opportunity for part time farmers and there should be no obstacles in the qualification for farmer premium.  In this context the 25% income requirement should be reconsidered.  Many farmers now have off-farm income which in combination with low or no profitability on agricultural activity can disqualify for farming forestry.  Other barriers include social welfare regulations and issues in relation to the early retirement scheme, as well as constraints arising from issues which might be broadly classified as environmental, although not always founded on sustainable or scientific principles.

Consideration should be given to regional forestry policy drawn in parallel with regional agricultural policy so that there is targeted take up of forestry.

Many of the points identified by the Agri-Food 2010 Committee could also be valid as an Agri- Forestry Programme if substituting the word timber for food.

The details of forestry seem to be outside of the remit of the Agri-Vision 2015 Committee.  However we believe that the committee can be confident that in relation to any proposals relating to restructuring and exit from traditional agricultural activity that there is a viable replacement through afforestation.
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