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1. Do you envisage that the Forestry Commission could play a greater 
role than it does at present in reducing greenhouse gas emissions or in 
alleviating or responding to the effects of climate change?  If so, what 
suggestions would you make? 

 
Currently, because of environmental constraints the Forestry Commission 
replants only 70% of the woodland area it fells. The rest is open space, 
natural regeneration, ecological areas, slow growing hardwoods.  In order to 
just maintain the existing forest cover large areas of new planting are required 
every year.  The most effective carbon capture trees are fast growing conifers 
in plantations.  If you are serious about carbon capture you have to embrace 
this idea, or we will end up with low density hardwood scrubland with little 
carbon capture potential. 
 
This idea is unpopular but it must be faced that at the present time, because 
of environmental constraints, the Forestry Commission (and the Private 
sector) are losing productive forest and releasing more carbon from this sink. 
 
How can new planting (and proper replanting) be stimulated? If the 
government attempts this it will be expensive and controversial. Current 
priorities are for environmental concerns, access, community woodlands, 
woodlands around towns etc.  None of these issues aid carbon capture and 
have no direct benefit in what is, after all, a Climate Change Bill.  It would be 
difficult and contentious for the government to buy large areas of land for 
planting.  The solution has to be in the private sector where large areas of 
land are available for planting, and given the right incentives estate owners 
will be ready and willing to create new forests.  This would have a direct and 
rapid effect with less controversy. 
 

2. Do you consider that either of the Government's consultation proposals 
(on entering into joint ventures and on leasing cutting rights) would 
enhance the Forestry Commission's role in dealing with greenhouse 
gas emissions and climate change? 

 
With regard to joint ventures we welcome any activity which will increase the 
viability of the Forestry Commission without impinging upon its normal 
commercial customers.  Income from these sources should be put to use in 
maintenance and expansion of the national forest estate. 
 
We have grave reservations on Forest Leasing.  Handing 25% of the Forestry 
Commission estate to one leaseholder would seriously jeopardise investment 
in the timber processing industries currently supplied by these woodlands.  In 



the event of leaseholder default there would be no guarantee of proper 
replanting after felling and the carbon sink would be depleted.  Rather than 
hand over woodlands to the private sector we feel the Commission should 
retain its productive woodlands and the Private sector should be encouraged 
to plant new woodlands. 
 

3. Do you envisage any implications for nature conservation, biodiversity 
or recreational interests from the two proposals and, if so, what are 
they? 

 
It would be harder for the Commission to regulate a leaseholder to comply 
with their environmental standards etc than it would be for them to retain 
control of the woodlands so, yes, these aspects would all suffer. 
 

4. Do you believe there are any implications for rural employment from 
the two proposals and, if so, what are they? 

 
The leasing idea would remove the need for local employment in the areas 
under question.  The work would be done by contractors and city based 
managers with fewer people on the ground.  There can be no guarantee that 
the leaseholder would continue to cut in hard times when sales are 
unprofitable.  This would lead to discontinuity of employment rurally, and 
worse could precipitate the decline and collapse of wood processing 
industries in small towns and rural areas. (We are in Dingwall) 
 

5.   Do you have any other views on these two proposals from the 
Government? 

 
We believe Forest Leasing is a bad idea for several reasons: 
 
From the processors point of view it would lead to one leaseholder holding a 
huge area of Forest, effectively gaining control of the roundwood market in 
one particular area.  The effect would be to stifle investment (who would 
invest with no security of log supply?) and to starve processors of raw material 
when times are hard and the roundwood price is low.  Remember the UK 
timber industry is very much a commodity market and with only a 20% market 
share UK producer selling prices are set by import prices.  If the leaseholder 
refused to sell for a period because of low prices the industry would collapse.  
It would be impossible to create terms that would force the leaseholder to sell 
in bad times.  If the leaseholder were a foreign investment corporation it could 
export roundwood leaving the UK industry to sink without trace.  If the 
leaseholder were an energy company (such as Drax or E-on) it could burn the 
total output of the forests and destroy the existing processors.  If the 
leaseholder were a processing company it would have a virtual monopoly and 
destroy all competition in the industry.  These and other points have all been 
eloquently made in a recent letter from Tom Bruce-Jones to the Minister, of 
which we were a signatory along with the majority of Scottish processors. 
 
 



From the monetary point of view it is a massive gamble.  Who knows what the 
price of timber will be over the next 75 years?  Any leaseholder will take a 
conservative estimate of likely returns and bid accordingly.  Therefore it is 
inevitable that the lease will generate less return than normal sales practice.  
Future generations will look back with anger at any government that leases an 
asset for so long a period for such a short term gain!  Current long term 
contracts with the Forestry Commission are subject to constant price 
negotiation ensuring the maximum possible return at any one time.  Thinking 
you can forecast and fix the price for 75 years would be foolhardy. 
 
From the legal point of view it is fraught with danger.  Attempts to ensure 
continuity of supply to processors would be very difficult as price would have 
to be negotiable and this would negate any conditions imposed on the lessee.  
Sanctions against the lessee for failure of contract on matters such as access, 
environment and replanting would be a minefield – and too late if breaches 
have occurred.  And in hard times how could the lessee fulfill conditions if no 
income is available to do it?  What happens if the lessee goes bankrupt or is 
subsumed into another organization, possibly abroad.  There is a huge devil in 
all this detail and no obvious way to circumvent it. 
 
From the timing point of view it is inopportune.  Apart from all the above 
reservations there could not be a worse time to lease assets than the present.  
Our currency is on the slide; our economy is in recession.  You will get the 
worst possible price.  This is the time to hold non-monetary assets that will not 
devalue.  What could be better than standing timber?  Remember Gordon 
Brown selling off our gold reserves at the worst possible time?  Do you want 
to be cast in the same light?! 
 
Munro Sawmills Ltd 
28 January 2009 


