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OUTCOME OF CONFOR’S REVIEW OF THE ROLE OF FCE

(covering letter)

ConFor has undertaken a review of the role of Forestry Commission England in the future development of the sector. The result of this work is presented in the attached document.

The review exercise has been extremely useful, contributing to ConFor’s discussions with politicians – government and opposition, leading up to the general election. It has also guided ConFor in its role as part of a Forestry Commission working group set up to advise government on the review of the public forest estate (PFE) in England as well as informing ConFor’s input to a Treasury led exercise seeking to make government assets, such as the PFE, ‘work harder’.

ConFor would like to thank those members who participated in a ‘Task and Finish Group’ on this issue as well as those who responded to the draft position paper that was circulated in December 2009.

Introduction

As part of its activities, ConFor seeks to focus public support to help forestry and wood-using businesses become and remain self-sustaining, financially viable enterprises. In that context ConFor has consulted with members on developing a position regarding how best FC England (FCE) might contribute to the future success of the sector.

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.

Member’s responses
Generally speaking, members felt the focus of FCE’s activities, whether in the operation of its own assets or in grants and regulation, should have a stronger commercial focus. There was recognition that FCE provided a valuable service, for example in research and in understanding and providing forestry management standards, and that overall the sector is better served by having a Forestry Commission than the likely alternatives. There was also a strong view that ConFor should focus on the (many) big issues of the day and not become too distracted by focusing on what FCE is doing, or not doing.

Based on the feedback from members, the following are set out as the key points ConFor will take forward.

1. It is vital that ConFor seeks to shape government policy and supports the development of forestry and wood-using businesses, and does not become overly focused on FCE. ConFor has been established to provide a voice for the sector and should focus on that. 

2. FCE is part of the sector. ConFor should define what it wishes to achieve and then look at what role FCE can provide in helping to deliver that, along with other departments, agencies and partners in the sector.

Note: This message has fed into ConFor’s lobbying for the election where it has set out a strong case for any new government to focus on supporting forestry and wood-using businesses through a ‘Fresh Approach’. This Fresh Approach would focus on four key actions:
· Stimulating the market for wood, recognising its carbon benefit;

· Simplifying the bureaucracy around planting or managing a woodland;

· A new look at grants and public policy to support self-sustaining, financially-viable management.

· Facilitating private finance to support new planting of productive forests.

The Fresh Approach would see government looking to work with ConFor and others to promote the use of wood, reward and encourage woodland owners for actively managing their woodlands and ensure that there are future supplies of wood and business opportunities to support the many upstream and downstream businesses that rely on it.

3. FCE can contribute through the management of its assets, in particular the PFE, through the policy advice it gives to government, through facilitating rather than regulating woodland establishment and management, and through key activities like research and training. 

4. In managing the PFE, FCE should work with the private sector to ensure that there is confidence in future wood supply and business activity – this is vital to support the significant investments that businesses, large and small, need to continue to make. At present FCE underpins that confidence. No action should be taken which threatens that without first consulting with ConFor.

5. FCE through its grants, regulation and the PFE needs to act to protect and enhance England’s productive resource, whether that is in state or non-state hands.

6. In particular, it is vital that FCE recognises the importance of protecting and enhancing the softwood resource, both in the state and non-state sector, and reverses the current decline. 

7. FCE should seek further opportunities for the private sector to deliver activity. In particular, serious consideration should be given to closing down the nurseries business unit, and further consideration given to increasing the outsourcing of forest management and harvesting.

8. There is an important role for FCE in providing recreational opportunities directly or through support for others. This can take significant pressure off the private sector, though care is required not to distort the market, either by crowding out private sector providers or through the provision of free services that could destroy a potential market. Furthermore, the drive to promote recreation should not be blind to the need to balance recreation against other elements of sustainable management.  FCE should consider how its provision fits with NGOs and possible partnerships, e.g., could the Woodland Trust provide these services better in some localities, such as, urban fringe?

9. Overall there should be a clearer remit to run FCE on a commercial basis, supported by people with appropriate business experience. Note: many members felt that FCE could improve its financial performance by putting greater emphasis on balancing income and expenditure and seeking to tap into external expertise. 

10. Defra currently is responsible for forestry policy. Responsibility should be given back to FCE, and FCE should seek to strengthen links to DECC. FCE should also retain its role in standard-setting and promoting the sector’s interests in public circles, though with greater involvement of the private sector.
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