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Thank you for inviting Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) to comment on the 
forestry provisions in the Scottish Climate Change Bill.  These would modify 
the functions of Forestry Commission Scotland (FCS) in a number of ways.  
Most notably they would allow Scottish Ministers to lease out parts of the 
National Forest Estate (NFE), with associated cutting rights.  The intention 
would be to use the funds so generated to finance measures designed to 
mitigate or adapt to climate change. 
 
Current FCS Management of the NFE 
 
Afforestation, and the management regimes applied to existing forests, was 
for many years - especially from the 1960s to the late 1980s - one of the most 
environmentally contentious issues in the Scottish countryside.  Although 
many of the most controversial cases related to private sector forestry 
proposals, the Forestry Commission’s own activities also attracted criticism. 
 
It is greatly to the credit of FCS that over the past 15–20 years, this situation 
has been substantially transformed.  FCS’s enthusiastic adoption of multiple 
objectives, and willingness to engage local communities and other 
stakeholders in its decision making about the future management of its 
woodlands, has not only radically altered the way it is viewed in environmental 
and recreational circles but has also delivered very substantial benefits on the 
ground.  These benefits have extended from biodiversity, through improved 
landscape quality to high valued recreational facilities, catering positively for a 
range of activities in a way which goes well beyond the open access 
requirements established by the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003.  These 
enhancements have in turn helped to support an extensive range of rural 
businesses, as became very apparent at the time of the 2001 Foot and Mouth 
Disease outbreak. 
 
Of equal importance has been the lead that FCS has thereby provided to the 
wider forestry industry.  This is a diverse community, the more far sighted 
members of which have long aspired to ideals and standards of multi-purpose 
management at least on a par with those recently embraced by FCS.  But 
overall, private sector forestry has, perhaps understandably given its 
commercial imperatives, delivered far less by way of environmental and 
recreational public benefit than the NFE. 
 
SNH is anxious to ensure that any changes in the management of the NFE 
preserve the gains that have been secured through FCS management over 
the past decade or more.  Indeed, it sees it as important, in terms of the 



Scottish Government’s objectives in the fields of biodiversity, sustainability 
and increased participation in outdoor recreation, that these benefits are 
extended more widely across the country’s woods and forests. 
 
In these circumstances SNH sees it as very important that any leasing out of 
existing NFE land is subject to safeguards carefully designed to secure the 
maintenance of these public benefits.  The aim should be to preserve them 
alongside the additional benefits, in terms of climate change mitigation and 
adaptation, that are sought through these proposals.  The latter should not 
replace the former. 
 
Detailed responses to the Committee’s questions are set out in Annex 1.  I 
hope that these answers of assistance to you. 
 
ANNEX 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? 
 
FCS, with its partners, has committed considerable research effort to help 
clarify the approaches that it should adopt in adapting to the effects of climate 
change.  This includes work on tree growth, disease and stand/landscape-
scale adaptation to changing environmental conditions. This consultation 
relates more to the actions that FCS might take to mitigate climate change, 
including energy production, soil carbon management and products that 
replace less green alternatives (e.g. timber for concrete).  Wise choices need 
to be made, for which a key step is to develop robust ‘carbon accounting’ 
procedures – that is, to understand the contribution of a range of activities to 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and the timescale over which any benefits 
occur.  Work is already underway on this, but until we have this information it 
will be necessary to be cautious about advocating some more dramatic steps 
– for example the planting of new forests on wet, peaty upland soils may 
result in a medium term increase in GHG emissions, as soil carbon is 
oxidised. 
 
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? 
 
SNH is supportive of well designed renewable energy developments and we 
see no problems with FCS being involved in to joint ventures to deliver these, 
particularly as any developments will be subject to the same assessment and 
decision-making procedures as any other renewable development. 
 
The extent to which this proposal enhances FCS’s role in tackling climate 
change will depend on the details of any final proposal.  At present we can 



only set out our view of potential benefits, risks and safeguards against 
these risks. 
 
There are clearly potential benefits in the raising of funds to meet Scotland’s 
wider climate change mitigation and adaptation aims, which are strongly 
supported by SNH.  One suggested use of such funds is for woodland 
creation; we are very interested in further discussion on the type and location 
of any proposed new woodlands both for their natural heritage impacts and to 
see the assessment of impacts on GHGs in the short/medium/long term.  
Other related actions could be also contribute – especially promoting 
significant natural regeneration from existing native woodlands, and 
increasing the carbon capture/storage ability of peatlands (e.g. reducing 
erosion and drain blocking). 
 
Do you envisage any implications for nature conservation, biodiversity 
or recreational interests from the two proposals, and if so, what are 
they? 
 
The leasing proposal carries with it a number of risks, which collectively could 
jeopardise the gains secured through a substantial investment of public funds 
over recent years. 



These include: 
 

• reduced commitment to biodiversity, landscape and amenity care, 
and recreational and educational provision – restricting future 
provision and possibly resulting in a loss; 

 
• an erosion of the scope for cross-subsidisation within the NFE, 

whereby     surpluses generated on some properties support public 
interest provision elsewhere; 

 
• a weakening of FCS’s credibility as an industry leader, able to 

demonstrate by example how the provision of public benefit can be 
reconciled with commercial, timber production objectives; 

 
• pre-emption of already limited SRDP resources, as operations in 

the leased forest  become eligible for grant support; and 
 
• the possibility that it would become hard to raise regulatory 

standards in an industry which had entered into a financial contract 
with Government on the basis of an existing set of standards. 

 
For any leasing arrangements to bring significant net public benefit it would in 
SNH’s view be important to put in place safeguards against these risks.  SNH 
does not feel competent to advise on precisely how best to achieve this goal.  
We would, however like to suggest some principles that might be followed in 
attempting to do so.  These would involve commitments: 

 
• to maintain for public benefit management an income stream 

comparable to that previously generated by commercial income 
from the leased forests.  One possibility would be to earmark 
income from the proposed “joint vehicle” renewables projects for 
this purpose; 

 
• to fund from lease income new public benefit provision/assets at 

least comparable with any lost as a result of the leasing exercise.  
Moreover, the benefits provided should be of broadly the same 
types, and in broadly the same proportion, as those lost and  
should thus extend across biodiversity, landscape, amenity and 
recreation and should not be restricted to carbon management; and 

 
• to review the lease arrangements at regular intervals (perhaps 

every ten years) to make sure that the terms remained adequately 
protective of public (and specifically natural heritage) interests.  We 
consider this important because the original terms could well 
become increasingly outdated and unreflective of current public 
priorities as circumstances changed. 

 



Do you believe there are any implications for rural employment from the 
two proposals, and if so, what are they? 
 
The proposals are not sufficiently detailed to answer this, nor is rural 
employment an area in which SNH has any particular expertise.  We would, 
however, like to point out that, as technology in the forestry industry itself has 
developed, an increasing proportion of the employment generated by the 
sector has been indirect, relying on the use of forests for other purposes, 
notably recreation and tourism.  This is an aspect of forest management and 
facilities provision where FCS has very much taken the lead.  It has engaged 
in a large number of initiatives designed to ‘add value’ to the forest resource in 
this way.  Many of these have involved partnerships in which SNH has also 
participated, along with other bodies with more specifically economic and 
social objectives.  We would be concerned about the consequences of any 
net reduction in this activity for the rural economy as well as the natural 
heritage. 
 
Do you have any other views on these two proposals from the 
Government? 
 
SNH does not regard the leasing option as the only, or necessarily the best, 
means of raising money to fund climate change-related measures.  One 
alternative particularly appropriate to woodland expansion measures would be 
some form of carbon offset scheme.  There is at present a shortage of 
adequately accredited and policed schemes of this kind, in part as a result of 
the lack of a robust carbon accounting system.  There could in our judgement 
be considerable potential for such a scheme dedicated to the financing of 
environmentally responsible, sustainable woodland expansion in Scotland. 
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