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GROWTH AND ACHIEVEMENT: REPORT ON THE 2006-09 BUSINESS PLAN

Overview

ConFor has become firmly recognised as the principal voice for the forestry and wood-using sector, not just by the government and civil service in each country, but also increasingly by the media.

ConFor can point to a wide range of tangible successes while it continues to build its influence in promoting the need for, and benefits of, self-sustaining and financially-viable forests and wood-using businesses. This success should be measured against a background of very tough market conditions that have put enormous pressure on businesses in the sector. This paper provides an update on key achievements, there are many more.

Markets for wood

As the business plan made clear, ConFor cannot itself influence prices, affect global trends, or create new markets. Instead, ConFor seeks to support, influence and work with others who can have some positive impact. The business plan assumed an upward trend in prices and clearly this was short-lived.
ConFor has been instrumental in driving a refocusing of wood. for good, and it highlighted the importance of linking with the drive to a low-carbon economy, predicting recent government policy announcements. ConFor has pressed for action that supports domestic production, such as that on wood pallets, and is working with the pallets trade association, Timcon, on a programme of influencing politicians.
In 2006/07, ConFor developed and promoted a policy on woodfuel for renewable energy that has had real influence in shaping, in particular, woodfuel strategies in England and Scotland. At its core, the policy is about supporting markets that complement existing businesses and which provide long-term, significant returns up the supply chain. The development of woodfuel markets is not consistent across the UK, but during the recent economic downturn it has shown itself to be an important and durable market. ConFor is now updating its policy in light of new initiatives and developments in particular frequent announcements of new, large-scale electricity generation initiatives.
ConFor has raised concern that the carbon benefits of solid wood have had insufficient attention in public policy and is working on proposals to promote the use of wood following the post-Kyoto meeting in Copenhagen in December.

Maintaining markets for wood is important and this includes ensuring that new standards and regulation do not undermine activity. ConFor is a member of European trade associations representing the forestry and wood-using sectors, as well as co-ordinating support for UK representation in key fora. 

ConFor has been very active in promoting the need for, and benefits from, carbon trading to support new planting and the use of solid wood, against initial government resistance. This work is now being recognised and a Code of Good Practice is being prepared by the FC with support from ConFor. 
ConFor has also co-ordinated industry funding for the Centre for Timber Engineering, as well as making its own contribution to this and to parallel work at the University of Bath.

ConFor has supported networking through its staff, by organising events and meetings and through personal contacts. This service is of increasing interest to existing and potential members, not least as more businesses seek supplies of wood, in particular for woodfuel.

Policy and influencing
This has been a priority area for ConFor, making the case for the sector forcefully and delivering real results. Public policy, in particular in England and Wales, has previously not fully recognised the importance of financially-viable and self-sustaining forestry and wood-using businesses. ConFor is making progress in tackling the increasing burdens and costs that the sector is experiencing along with continued erosion of future supplies of wood.

ConFor has raised awareness of the sector and its key messages around successful businesses considerably, both with ministers and politicians generally, as well as with the trade press and wider media. In the period September 2006-09, ConFor has issued more than 50 news releases, not counting those specifically related to the shows. As a result, ConFor enjoys frequent coverage in the trade press (TTJ and Forestry Journal), as well as in publications of other organisations, such as ICF, RSFS and RFS.  In addition, the shows (see below) provide an opportunity for wider coverage in, for example, Fencing and Landscape News, Landsman and the farming press.  ConFor has made occasional appearances in a wide variety of daily/Sunday national newspapers and on BBC radio and television. 

This has been a vital process, underpinning much of ConFor’s lobbying success. In particular, ConFor has anticipated and led promotion of the sector’s role in a low-carbon economy, including commissioning the only comprehensive analysis of the opportunities and challenges for the sector. Forestry and wood-using businesses comprise one of the few sectors that can both deliver sustainable economic development and reduced carbon emissions. Climate change concerns are expected to endure and this strand of work is expected to be a key feature of ConFor’s ongoing activity.

In England, Scotland and Wales, tangible improvements have been secured to each country’s forestry strategy – without ConFor, these documents would have both downplayed businesses and made operating conditions more difficult. 

This is particularly true in England and Wales, where early drafts effectively dismissed the importance of economic interests and would have further damaged the sector. In Wales, Kath McNulty was key to orchestrating industry efforts to secure fundamental improvements to the strategy. 

In England ConFor, with Caroline Harrison in post, has led resistance to the proposal to deforest significant areas for open habitats and has championed new planting leading to the recent government announcement of an aim to plant 10,000ha a year for 15 years. 

ConFor has also secured support for the principle of deregulation in England and has led industry input to the better regulation process in recent years. Working with James Brown and the Forestry Contracting Association, ConFor has pressed for effective exclusions for the sector from gangmaster licensing legislation.

Other achievements in England include:

· ConFor has led efforts to achieve increased rates of grant under EWGS;

· Helped to postpone the revision to waste exemptions from environmental permitting until April 2010;

· Helped to secure forestry’s improved position in the Rural Development Plan for England.
ConFor also provides specific support at the regional level, where staff and volunteer members are often the only people representing member interests in a wide range of fora, in particular in regional forestry frameworks and development plans. Specific examples of regional activity include the South West Woodland Show and organising a successful event with FC in the northeast to raise awareness amongst local politicians and decision-makers of the important role of forestry and timber in climate change mitigation.

In Scotland, ConFor has delivered major achievements in lobbying, first for an additional £6m for Scottish forestry and most recently, for fundamental changes to the grant scheme to free up funding. With Jamie Farquhar leading for the sector, the current forestry strategy has set a higher target for timber supply thanks to ConFor lobbying. There is also now a commitment for 15,000ha of new planting, 9,000ha of which should be productive conifer, following ConFor promotion in the recent climate change legislation.

ConFor has also successfully lobbied for a 50% increase in forestry grant support since 2006 to an all-time high of £40m per annum and secured cross-party support for forest expansion.
In Wales, ConFor secured financial support from the Wales Forest Business Partnership to help employ a full-time representative, Kath McNulty in 2008. This has transformed sector representation. ConFor has now:

· Ensured the government strategy supports forestry and wood businesses

· Mapped the supply chain to open up European funding opportunities.
· Convinced the Department of Transport to take timber haulage seriously and to invest in infrastructure.

· Built relations with key partners, in particular the WFBP, to co-ordinate and better target existing resources at the sector.

In Northern Ireland, ConFor has led industry liaison with the Northern Ireland Forest Service and is co-ordinating input to an update to the 2009 Forestry Bill. It has also been tasked by the Agricultural Stakeholder Forum on Renewable Energy (ASFRE), to review the DARD Renewable Energy Action Plan (2007) and provide advice on a revised Departmental Renewable Energy Strategy for the Agricultural and Forestry Sector, for July 2009.  It is expected that the ASFRE report will be published in autumn 2009.
ConFor is also in a position through its membership of CEPF and CEI-Bois to influence directly developments in the EU. These bodies are focused on forestry and wood-using businesses and are seen by the EU institutions as the key bodies to consult. As well as working through these bodies to influence such things as proposed legislation to control illegal logging and on green public procurement, ConFor sits on advisory groups to the European Commission. ConFor has led efforts in the EU to raise awareness of the impact of European Protected Species regulation on forestry.

ConFor is a key member of UKWAS and has pressed for a standard that supports woodland owners and managers as much as possible within the parameters of UKWAS’s activity. ConFor still believes that certification, as required by the international certification schemes, is not ‘fit-for-purpose’ for smaller woodlands and will take this up directly with them. 

It is important to note that ConFor is the only body in the sector with the scale and member support to respond effectively to the vast number of consultations that impact on the sector, for example the current one on the UK Forestry Standard and guidelines – a vital role given the fundamental impact the UKFS and associated guidelines have on the sector.

Economic development
This is primarily delivered in partnership with development agencies and FC. These partnerships – England Forest Industries Partnership, Scottish Cluster, Wales Forest Business Partnership, Timber Transport Forum – have delivered real benefits for the sector, though these are not always tangible and certainly there is scope for greater impact. ConFor is the principle representative of the sector in each of these. 

Membership

Against an historical trend of decline, as well as recent trends elsewhere in the sector and amongst trade associations generally, ConFor has increased its membership. Unfortunately, it is not possible to identify numbers accurately due to the previous poor quality of the records in the member database. A key task has been to ‘clean’ the data so that reliable records and reports can be produced, and this is now largely complete. Financial records, however, indicate that membership numbers have risen.

The ConFor magazine, Forestry and Timber News, is produced six times a year (previously four) and Jane Karthaus works with staff and members to strengthen its content. It is now recognised as the leading, authoritative source of information and industry comment.  Country newsletters are now included three times a year (previously twice). FTN sales to non-members have increased and advertising revenue has proven surprisingly resilient, given the tough market environment. An email newsletter is delivered in the months between FTNs and the revamped website receives approximately 10,000 unique visits and 150,000 ‘hits’ a month. 
After many years of remaining fixed, a new subscription agreement has been set for forestry and small wood-using and related businesses. This will deliver an inflation plus 2% increase for these members in the three years from 2008/09 to 2010/11. 

Existing and potential services for members are kept under review, and work is ongoing to develop a new service for technical matters like harvesting and standards, as well as for businesses in the woodfuel supply chain. 

ConFor’s subsidiary company that organises the APF Exhibition delivered another exceptional event in 2009 in the face of a recession. It delivers so many benefits for the sector, including being the major meeting place and showcase for the sector, and of course somewhere to do business. ConFor staff continue to do their best to support both it and the South West Woodland Show, which takes place in alternate years. ConFor members continue to enjoy free entry to both events.

As a not-for-profit business, a small deficit last year follows a small profit from the year before, and the balance sheet remains very strong. 

Within the same staff complement, significant resource has been refocused on working with and representing members. ConFor has full-time staff in England, Scotland and Wales, and recently appointed Rupert Pigot as head of policy significantly strengthening ConFor’s capacity for political lobbying. 
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