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CONFOR’S THOUGHTS ON HOW FC ENGLAND MIGHT BEST CONTRIBUTE TO THE FUTURE SUCCESS OF THE SECTOR
1. Introduction

ConFor has a clear objective to focus public support to helping forestry and wood-using businesses become and remain self-sustaining, financially viable enterprises. This objective, guides ConFor’s lobbying and policy development. 
It is in this context that ConFor is considering the future purpose, structure and operation of FC England (FCE). FCE through its range of activities has a fundamental impact on the private sector. As a government agency FCE exists to support development and delivery of government policy in forestry. ConFor members, as stakeholders in the sector, have a strong and relevant interest in how FCE operates.

The position that emerges from this exercise could, depending on what it contains, have a fundamental impact on the Forestry Commission in Scotland and Wales.
A draft position has been prepared with the active engagement of a working group of members and is set out at the end of this paper – see Annex A for details of the group. The aim of this paper is to provide members with a summary of the discussion that the group had in order to help members understand how it arrived at the draft position. 

Following feedback on this position from the wider membership, the working group will finalise a statement on how ConFor views the role that FCE could play in supporting the success of the sector. The intention is to produce clear messages for politicians with achievable actions for delivering the sector’s aims. 
2.   Background

FCE is a major player in the forestry and wood-using sector, both in terms of being a de facto business and through its roles in public policy development and delivery. 
FCE is the largest single provider of timber, supplying about 40% of the market, though it is likely that this percentage will be higher in 2009 as private sector growers overall have reduced supply in response to reduced prices. Although Defra has departmental responsibility for forestry policy in England, FCE has significant influence over the development of policy and is largely responsible for its implementation through the regulation of felling licensing, the UK Forestry Standard, grants, etc.
Up until the 1980s, the main focus of FCE was the expansion of commercial, largely softwood, forestry. In the 1990s/2000s, public access and biodiversity issues increasingly began to dominate, and a drive for ‘native woods’ took hold. This fundamental shift in public policy has resulted in a lack of recognition of the value of basic sound woodland management, and the benefits that productive species – hardwood and softwood - can bring. It has also prompted a process of change in the national forest estate to reflect the new policy priorities, and has stimulated reductions in the area of private productive forest in England. 
In general, grants and regulation, within the context of public policy, appear to threaten rather than support self-sustaining, financially viable forestry. 

In the last two years, there has been some rebalancing of policy, for example, in the revised forestry strategy document, England’s Trees, Woods and Forests (ETWF). However, much more needs to be done if forestry and wood-using enterprises are to survive and thrive. The developing climate change mitigation agenda will be key in this, for example, the recent growth in markets for wood for renewable energy has probably slowed the decline in active woodland management, and government has announced plans for an increased new planting programme, principally through carbon trading. The benefit of using wood in place of other materials, for example in construction, is recognised, but has not gained sufficient attention so far in public policy. As a result, using solid wood to lock up carbon or substitute for less carbon-lean materials remains inadequately stimulated or rewarded.

Major challenges remain, as public policy and grant support pursue PAWS restoration and open habitats/deforestation, with further decline in productive management and the supply of wood for downstream business.  This is in stark contrast to the government’s objective of stimulating a low carbon economy and is questionable in the light of the UK Forestry Standard (UKFS) commitment to protecting the timber resource. 
3. A successful forestry and wood-using sector
When considering any future for FCE, ConFor should set it in the context of the future development of the wider sector; how FCE can help support self-sustaining, financially viable enterprises. 
In practice, this would mean that enterprises would not inherently rely on public subsidy in order to be profitable and, in the case of forests and woodland, to be attractive to manage sustainably. If government wished to secure additional, non-paying benefits such as biodiversity or improved public access, then this would be purchased, mindful of the need to ensure the benefits continue to be provided for in the longer-term. Government’s role would then be more of a facilitator than a regulator, helping create the conditions for success rather than trying to actively manage its achievement. 

This approach would principally involve deregulation and working with organisations, such as ConFor, to secure market rewards for the products and services provided by the sector, though, it could also include targeted investment and other actions to help enterprises become self-sustaining, for example through rural support. 

The approach would require government to recognise the long-term nature of the sector in policy development and implementation – there is currently an innate discontinuity between policy timescales and operational forestry timescales.  Government needs to provide a longer-term policy framework.
It also requires that government recognises there is a positive future for the sector, especially in the transition to a low carbon economy. In the past, public policy, based on poor research analysis, has categorised the sector as in inexorable decline. This is overly simplistic, inaccurate and unhelpful, especially as carbon opens up many new opportunities.
It is true that some parts of the sector face significant challenges, for example making small woodland management or estate woodland management ‘add up’. However, other parts, such as larger scale softwood growing and processing, and woodfuel enterprises, are proving financially viable. In practice, there is a rich diversity and range of forestry types and wood-using businesses. These have proven durable, often due to the determination of the owner of the enterprise, through some of the worst trading conditions the sector has ever seen. It is notable that in forestry there are a number of examples of profitable enterprises that have taken a long-term view and stuck with sound silviculture, for example Clinton Devon Estates, Duchy of Cornwall Woodlands, Stourhead Estate and Hamptworth Estate, rather than bent with the current direction of public policy. 

There will always be cyclical rises and falls in fortunes, but looking forward there are positive signs. The economy is beginning a slow recovery and the sector is one of the few that can deliver a real low carbon economy, with the sector’s role in mitigating and adapting to climate change highlighted well in the recently published report by Sir David Read. There are clear and tangible benefits available to a government that supports the sector. For example, it can deliver greater benefit for less investment than, for example, agriculture.
This message of a positive future is very important. A policy view that identifies forestry and wood-using businesses in England as in decline makes it easier to promote changes that have negative impacts, for example clearing productive forest and ignoring the impact on the businesses that rely on them. In tandem with that is a need to change negative attitudes towards the active management of forests and productive forestry in particular. 
4. Analysis of FC England’s activities
In order to develop a rounded view on FCE, it is important to understand the key activities of FCE that influence the viability of enterprises in the sector. These activities can then be reviewed against key drivers, both current and future, aiding identification of appropriate action.
In discussion, the ConFor working group identified the following key activities:

· Contributor to the development of forestry policy
· Grants provider
· Forestry regulator 

· Standards

· Influencer of regulation by other public bodies
· Softwood - supplier, competitor and business provider
· Hardwood - supplier and competitor
· Business competitor – FC/FE business units
· External facilitation – RDAs/other departments

· Provider of environmental and recreational services
· Research
And the following key drivers:
· Government policy
· Stakeholders

· Financial pressure

· Climate change/low carbon economy

In the rest of this section there is an analysis of how these drivers will impact on the key activities and what the view of the private sector is on each activity.
4a. Contributor to the development of forestry policy

Defra is nominally responsible for forestry policy, but since its poor attempt with ETWF it has increasingly relied on FCE input. FCE is able to use its position as a landowner with a range of experts and researchers amongst its staff to inform and influence policy. Natural England (NE), as part of the Defra family, also seeks to inform forestry policy. Advice from politicians and civil servants is that NE would be the logical home for FCE if there were a rationalisation of agencies and/or a reduction in FCE’s remit and scale. Such a development would most likely relegate economic interests in forestry even further than previously, and in particular see an aggressive move against softwoods whose benefits appear to be erroneously ignored by NE. 
Note: While it appears unlikely that the Department for Energy and Climate Change (DECC) would take responsibility for FCE it is important there is real benefit in encouraging stronger links between the two. 

Of all the country FCs, FCE has most rapidly moved away from promoting productive forestry to embracing non-remunerative environmental and social benefits under pressure from environmental Non Government Organisations (ENGOs), but also because it has provided a new raison d’être for the public forest estate. This move has led to a significant and continuing loss of productive forest, both in the public and private sectors. Following concerted pressure by ConFor, particularly in the context of open habitats policy, it is hoped that there will be some reining back. 
A general election will take place by June 2010. With the need to tackle spiralling public debt and meet very challenging carbon emissions targets, a greater focus on productive forestry and bringing wood to market is possible under a new administration. 

4b. Grants provider
FCE delivers grant through the England Woodland Grant Scheme under Axis 2 of the Rural Development Programme for England (RDPE), as does NE through the Environmental Stewardship Schemes.  Further funding is available through Axis 1, 3 and 4 delivered by Rural Development Agencies (RDAs), in line with regional priorities. FCE has played a key role in influencing these.

As recognised above, FCE has moved away from promoting productive forestry to embracing non-remunerative environmental and social benefits. This has resulted in a suite of grants designed primarily to deliver a limited range of public benefits, though in some parts of England these grants are administered in a way that supports longer term sustainable forest management.
Parliamentary support for FCE grants appears to be low and future European support is unknown, meaning that the availability of future grants is uncertain.  

In general, across England, grants are targeted and administered in a way that is not fit for purpose for the majority of woodland owners, and overall they have had, arguably, a largely negative impact on long-term sustainable forest management. If government, Defra and FCE embrace the opportunity to support the transition to a low carbon economy, it may prompt a refocusing of policy that will assist forestry and wood-using commercial enterprises. 

A more targeted package of seedcorn grants to enhance the capabilities of businesses to operate competitively would go some way to achieving a self-sustaining, financially viable sector.  In addition moves such as the idea of a pre-commercial intervention grant would assist the long-term sustainable management of woodlands with all the associated public benefits. 
4c. Forestry regulator

FCE is the relevant or ‘competent authority’ for felling licences; and consents for woodland creation, deforestation, road or quarry operations through Environmental Impact Assessments. It also seeks to work with other agencies and departments to guide and support wider legislation and regulation that impact on the sector.
While experience of FCE varies across England, in general it is seen as the preferred regulating body. Woodland owners often have experience of other regulating bodies such as Defra or the Environment Agency in relation to farming activities, but generally FCE is seen as a facilitating and human organisation. FCE’s practical experience from its own forest management activities makes it a more knowledgeable regulator.
The industry perceives the ENGOs to be unhelpful in their pursuit of single issue policies, that influences regulation, without due regard to the broader concept of sustainable forest management.
4d. Standards

UKFS and its suite of guidelines are the basis of forestry practice in the UK. In exercising its responsibility for UKFS, FCE can utilise experience from its own forest management activities. It has a stake in ensuring that these standards are fit-for-purpose and that all stakeholders’ valid interests are included. 
The UKFS also underpins the UK Woodland Assurance Standard (UKWAS), the voluntary independent certification standard. Currently the UKFS and its guidelines are under review and the industry is concerned that these are becoming increasingly prescriptive and onerous with, implications for UKWAS and the viability of productive forestry. 
As well as being the standard-setter, FCE is responsible for applying the standards to both the private sector and in its own forests. This dual role of regulator and practitioner raises question marks over equality of enforcement between the public and private sectors. 

It is not entirely clear what would happen if FCE (along with FC Scotland and FC Wales) was no longer responsible for the UKFS, for example, because of the removal of FCE or its absorption into NE. However, there is a real danger that a body such as NE would champion changes in future that would have fundamental implications for sustainable forestry and supplies of wood. 

4e. Influencer of regulation by other public bodies
FCE can and does have an influence on other regulating bodies, for example, the Gangmasters Licensing Authority (GLA), and often is aware of developments before the private sector.
At times, FCE has provided a brake on the excesses of ENGOs, or has helped make implementation more effective, for example, with the UK Government’s timber procurement policy.

In the case of the revised regulations on European Protected Species, FCE was proactive in working with NE to provide practical guidance for forestry.  Unfortunately there is still more that FCE could be doing in this respect.
It is likely that the loss or weakening of FCE would mean less awareness of, and a weakening of resistance to, new regulation.

4f. Softwoods - supplier, competitor and business provider
FCE underpins the infrastructure of contractors and hauliers across England, and provides the large majority of the requirements of the processing sector. In doing so, it has provided ‘security of supply’ of timber, and increased security of activity for many small businesses, though this does also result in additional competition for labour and resources at busy times. 
Recent changes to FCE long-term contract arrangements in north England may see some erosion of security of supply and activity as the guarantees provided in the new arrangements are weaker. 
Traditionally, many private woodland owners have seen FCE as a competitor in the marketplace, driving down prices, especially at times of weak demand. In 2003, a Jaako Poyry study was undertaken to understand better the influences on timber prices and it concluded that the dominant factor was the price of imported timber. Nevertheless, concern has remained over local impacts caused by FCE’s activities.
There have been calls from the private sector for FCE to withdraw completely from providing direct labour, for efficiency reasons. 
Much has changed in the last few years with the growth in wood-burning installations and predictions of significant further growth. If this is combined with the continuing ability of domestic millers to capture market share then there is a very real possibility of demand beginning to outstrip supply. In that context, it is notable that as a public body directed by politicians there is the potential for pressure to be applied to FCE to divert supply to support the growth of large wood-burning installations irrespective of commercial considerations. 
There is scope to increase the supply of wood for market, but the current direction is to reduce the productive capacity of the public forest estate (PFE). This reflects public policy’s indifference to forestry businesses, as well as concerted lobbying by ENGOs, which attach little or no importance to producing wood.
The need for FCE to ‘work its assets harder’ in a time of declining public finance could see a greater focus on producing timber, though it could also see a focus on, for example, renewable energy projects (wind and hydro) and mineral extraction – activities that are already reducing productive forest area. 

The Treasury is currently reviewing how to secure better value from the PFE and this may prompt change, with perhaps an increased focus on wood production. 

4g. Hardwood - supplier and competitor

FCE has significantly reduced its supply of hardwood, in particular following the closure of St Regis. From 117,000 green tonnes in 2003, it was supplying just 40,000 tonnes in 2007. Meanwhile supplies from private woodlands have partially rebounded with woodfuel and, in particular firewood, providing an expanding market.

As demand for wood for fuel escalates, there is scope for FCE to bring more material to market, especially if it changes its management approach to ‘native woods’. This would support increased supplies of wood to meet growing demand. Given the supply/demand situation, such action would appear not to raise issues of competition. 

However, it is not clear how much FCE is prepared, or able, to increase the supply of wood from its own forests in response to growing markets.

4h. Business competitor - FC/FE business units 
FCE, through its ‘partnership’ in FC business units with FC Scotland and FC Wales, is a competitor with the private sector in a number of areas.
The Plant and Seed Supply Branch (PSSB) supplies FC in each country from three sites, Delamere, Newton and Wykeham, while there is also a seed processing plant at Alice Holt.
PSSB only supplies to the FC. However, if there is an over-supply situation, stock will be sold on to the members of the ConFor Nursery Producers Group and the Horticultural Trade Association’s Tree and Hedging Group. If this is not taken up, the material is destroyed, leaving the tax-payer to absorb the costs. The PSSB accounts, which have only recently been made available, reveal that it has been running at a loss over the past four years. 

Running a loss-making operation that is displacing the private sector is hard to justify, especially as public sector finances come under pressure. 

Mechanical Engineering Services (MES) provides a machine and vehicle hire service to internal customers in the FC. It also provides external mechanical engineering services to the private forestry sector, where resources permit. This includes general advice to service providers, other government departments and the private forestry sector.
Radio and Electronics Branch provides a range of electronic and communication services to both the FC, and where resources permit, external customers GB-wide.

Forestry Civil Engineering is part of the Forestry Business Unit and provides a civil engineering service to the FC and external clients throughout GB. 
The FC also operates an in-house electronic timber sales system.
While it is understandable that FC should wish to provide machinery and other services internally, this could be outsourced.  Over the years, MES has acted as agent for various machinery and equipment suppliers and this effectively excludes the private sector from taking on these roles. 

4i. External facilitation – RDAs/other departments
FCE, primarily through its Regional Forestry Frameworks (RFFs), has helped to inform regional agendas, government bodies and other key stakeholders of the important economic, social and environmental roles that the forestry and wood-using sector plays.  Although RFFs are ‘steered’ by a mix of public sector organisations’ with private sector input, a lack of private sector capacity to engage and influence priorities and funding has resulted, in some regions, in FCE effectively being left to put over its own view, or interpretation of what is required. 
In some situations FCE puts over its own views without properly engaging with the private sector. One example of this is work on forestry and climate change where FC/FCE participates in a range of fora ostensibly ‘on behalf of the sector’.

While the sector’s interests would be better served in the RDAs and other departments if FCE were more open and inclusive in its activities, without FCE’s engagement, a number of forestry opportunities would not have been secured. 

4j. Provider of environmental and recreational services 

The changing focus of FCE and its policies over the last twenty years towards providing environmental and recreational services has seen costs rise and revenue decrease, both in public and private forests. 

The change in policy has been a reaction to the commercial planting programmes of the mid-late 20th century, the increasing influence of an effective environmental lobby and a belief that FC will not become self-sufficient through timber sales. FCE has travelled furthest down this path. 
Concern has been expressed in the private sector that by providing recreational opportunities on its own estate, FCE undermines private forests’ capacity to secure income from these activities. On the other hand, some feel that FCE acts as a buffer for the private sector against demands for access and for biodiversity. However, others, such as the Woodland Trust and the National Trust, currently provide many of these services and could increase their capacity to do so. 
FCE is currently at a crossroads. Does it focus on environmental and recreational services, concentrating on woodland close to centres of population? Does it continue to phase out commercial forestry on the PFE? Or does it attempt to change its focus again as a deliverer of a low carbon economy to help the government achieve the climate change targets set out in legislation? 

4k. Research

Forest Research comes under the umbrella of Forestry Commission GB and is funded through the same ‘vote’ as FCE. It has operations across GB and provides research into the development and promotion of sustainable forest management, as well as timber products. Forest Research provides an invaluable resource of information and recommendations to the industry. 

In recent years, an increasing element of FR’s activities has been on, for example, social research, that has less relevance to supporting self-sustaining, financially viable enterprises. 
If FCE were to disappear, there would be a larger question mark over the continued existence of FR and its research direction.
5. Options for the future of FCE
In order to provide a framework for discussing options for the future of FCE, the following section examines how FCE’s activities (as set out in section 4) could be affected by various possible routes forward: 

· the removal of FCE;

· the sale of significant assets;

· a lease of significant assets or joint venture;

· a greater role for the private sector in managing assets on behalf of FCE;

· a clearer commercial remit, more independent from the Defra family, with non-executive input from forestry and timber professionals;
· the status quo. 

These are not intended to be ‘either/or’ options. A position could be reached that took elements of more than one option.

5a. The removal of FCE
Even if FCE did not exist many of its activities would still continue, but be delivered differently. For example, significant areas of forest would probably remain in public hands (such as NE); there would still be standards-setting and regulatory activities (perhaps by Defra); and grants (public finances permitting) would still be paid (perhaps by Defra). The role in influencing forestry policy would be lost, as would influencing others and facilitation. FR would most likely be amalgamated with another body, and the FC GB element lost or downgraded. 

A few years ago, under the banner of ‘Modernising Rural Delivery’, the various countryside departments and agencies were reviewed. For a while, it looked as if FCE would be subsumed under NE. This would have had far-reaching consequences, including the probable break-up of FC into the three countries leading to reviews of FCS and FCW. As noted above, the removal now of FCE would most likely see it subsumed into NE. 

NE, and to an extent Defra, is only interested in environmental/biodiversity issues with some focus on the recreational elements of forestry. NE has been a major champion of the RSPB’s deforestation policy. It is highly likely that these bodies would push hard for any forestry policy, and the management of any public forest, to be solely environmental with a leaning towards provision of urban access. A similar approach would be taken towards standards-setting, regulation and facilitating/influencing other departments and agencies. 
In terms of security of supply and activity, it is likely this would be much reduced and decline further over time, though this might be mitigated to an extent if productive forests were sold. In some local areas there might be a strengthened demand for private supplies of wood, in others the loss of supply could damage current wood-using businesses leading to a loss of market. 

The removal of FCE would raise question marks over the future of a number of the business units.

5b. The sale of significant assets 
The nature and distribution of the PFE in England is very varied. Generally speaking, the forest holding is dispersed, with a few large forest blocks that have a strong productive function.
In a recent presentation that ConFor facilitated to a Treasury review group looking at options for working FCE’s assets harder, only the larger commercial forests such as Kielder and North York Moors or Thetford, looked to have a potential market for a sale or be leased or managed by the private sector, perhaps as part of a joint venture.

The two main political parties have been ideologically split on sales, though even then, under the present Labour government, small sales do take place. While it is likely that there would be a public backlash to proposals to sell significant areas of forest, in particular, those that have a high recreational and/or biodiversity value, intense pressure on public finances in the coming years will most likely prompt further evaluation of options.
The potential for sale and lease-back of properties is limited. PSSB could be closed or sold, making little difference to the operation of FCE, though there may be a desire to maintain supply to the FC in Scotland and Wales.
Selling significant assets would raise fundamental issues over the future of FCE. There has been little political will to finance FCE’s activities. Significant forest sales would see operational costs of the remaining woodland rise, through reduced efficiencies and scale. (Note: in the upcoming climate of pressured public finances, it is almost certain that any sale income would be used to fund non-forestry activity). 
In terms of the impact on security of supply and activity, much would depend on who bought the forests and how they managed them. The large forests could attract commercial interests looking for an investment in timber, as well as likely campaigns by Woodland Trust and RSPB to buy them ‘as a once in a lifetime opportunity’ for transformation. There is a real risk that such bids would be politically favoured as they are in Scotland. 
While any commercial interest would wish to secure income, and therefore bring timber to market, real concern has been expressed that the recent downturn has seen such interests withdraw from the market as prices have fallen leaving FCE to supply demand. It is not clear that England has a functioning supply/demand market that could operate in the short term if the FCE withdrew. 

5c. A lease of significant assets or joint venture
Leasing forests is another option, with much of the impact dependent on the nature of the lease (revenue or capital driven) and who purchases the lease. In the current climate, it is likely to be capital-driven (The recent investigation into leasing in Scotland was capital driven). As with sales, it would be expected that any money raised would not be spent on forestry – something that was strongly opposed by ConFor in Scotland. It is unlikely a lease would be of interest to the Woodland Trust or RSPB.
Under a lease there would be a clearer imperative to bring supplies of wood to market on a continuous basis, though again medium and long-term regular wood supply and activity would not be guaranteed and question marks would remain over supplies of wood in a downturn if flexibility over timber sales was built into the lease agreement.
Leasing would raise fewer questions over the future of FCE and its range of activities than sales as FCE would still secure money from the PFE and have an interest in the management of productive forests to generate income. Though there would also be fewer staff with experience of, and interest in, understanding how multi-purpose forestry can be delivered, supported by income from the forest. 
Note: Large-scale energy generators

In recent months, there has been an upsurge in interest from large-scale, Renewable Obligation Certificate-driven energy generators looking to buy forests and secure supplies of wood. Recent estimates show planned demand far outstripping the capacity of the domestic sector to supply wood and ConFor is working with partners to better understand the potential impact on the sector. 

As well as sales these generators are likely to be interested in leases. There is real potential for such companies to fundamentally change the dynamics of the sector and existing supply chains in the market. It is difficult to quantify what this impact could be, but in terms of the PFE there is real potential for wood to be diverted to these generators. This would have a devastating impact on existing wood-using businesses and leave private woodland owners with reduced markets for their wood, the largest one buoyed up by the time-limited impact of the Renewable Obligation Order. 

A joint venture arrangement could differ from a lease in that it might operate over shorter time scales and it could involve the FCE retaining a more active interest in the forest subject to the JV arrangement

5d. A greater role for the private sector in managing assets on behalf of FCE
Outsourcing is an established, proven mechanism in other areas where the public sector has a presence. Forestry services, such as harvesting and woodland establishment, could be provided by the private sector more flexibly and efficiently than direct labour. Outsourcing of forest management is less tested in the UK and much would depend on the exact nature of the arrangement, in essence, how much of the responsibility for making decisions would be ceded to the private sector manager. 
Comprehensive outsourcing could prompt a stronger focus on the commercial management of the PFE. 
There may be a negative impact on standards development as FCE steps back from actively managing forests, though this would be offset by a continuing role in agreeing management plans and objectives with the private sector manager of the forest.
5e. A clearer commercial remit
FCE is a multi-faceted entity pulled in many directions by various stakeholders while it tries to deliver a wide-range of activities, for example, production/revenue raising timber sales versus non-commercial/expenditure-heavy environmental and biodiversity management. Being part of the Defra ‘family’ with Defra having responsibility for forestry policy has been largely negative for sustainable forestry, as set out above.
Comments are made frequently in the sector regarding FCE’s lack of commercial ability. These increase as more staff resources and expertise are focused on non-commercial activities.
After the next election, the new government will face the mammoth challenge of balancing the public books while reducing carbon emissions. Forestry and wood-use is an obvious contributor to that, and this could prompt a whole new approach to running FCE and to forestry policy generally.
One approach would be to provide a clearer commercial remit to FCE, backed up by a greater role for business-minded non-executives, who would sharpen FCE’s thinking and activity. How this would influence FCE’s impact on the wider sector is difficult to define. It would probably be more ‘business-friendly’, with a better understanding of the needs of private enterprises and delivering grants, and administering its regulatory function, in a more efficient and customer-friendly way.
This approach would sit more closely with supporting a low carbon economy and yield operating efficiencies. It would also work well with a closer link to DECC as opposed to simply Defra. 
5f. The status quo
FCE is constantly adapting as political masters change and issues come and go meaning that the status quo is hard to define. With financial pressures and rising costs, the operation of the PFE will probably need to adapt to balance the books better and reviews of FCE’s status will resurface periodically.
It is better that the private sector considers how it wishes FCE to develop, and lobby for that, rather than leave it to others to take the lead and press their own agendas.
6. Suggested ConFor position
This section brings together the various strands of discussion and sets out a suggested position that ConFor can push for in its future activities. It is hoped that by setting out in the previous sections a summary of the thinking that the working group went through it will be easier for members to understand how the group came to the shared view below. Based on feedback from members the group will revisit and refine the position.
Draft position

The group felt that a blend of “5d: A greater role for the private sector in managing assets on behalf of FCE” and “5e: A clearer commercial remit” best reflected the outcome of their discussions, while not discounting the possibility of an element of sales or leasing, though further discussion of those should be undertaken before anything is agreed.
In essence, ConFor’s position would be that:

· there should be a clearer remit to run FCE on a commercial basis, supported by people with appropriate business experience. Balancing income and expenditure would receive greater priority, and staff would be expected to understand better, and respond to, private business needs, whether in administering grants and regulation, or in providing wood and other products and services;
· linked to this, FCE would move towards increased outsourcing, in particular of forest harvesting and establishment; with consideration given to outsourcing forest management. The PSSB would be shut or sold and consideration given to a greater role for the private sector in the provision of services provided by the other business units;
· FCE would retain its principal function of supporting the development, and delivery of, forestry policy in England, while looking to strengthen links to DECC. It would also retain its role in standard-setting and promoting the sector’s interests in public circles, though with greater involvement of the private sector;
· the issue of sales/leasing will be considered further in the context of the above, while recognising the importance of enabling FCE to carry out its modified functions effectively.
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