Nursery Producers’ Group (from FTN September 06)
This special interest group exists to deal collectively with issues confronting the trade.  The members are nurseries which grow trees and shrubs for the forest industry, as well as for amenity and landscape purposes.  

As we all know, it can take up to three years to produce nursery stock for forest planting, but who knows at the time of sowing what those requirements will be?  Foresters know that they have to order large-scale requirements in advance, but only rarely do they have these contract-grown.  In recent years, the nursery trade has had to deal with changing grants and incentives, along with sudden closures of schemes in England and Scotland, resulting in cancelled orders.  In Scotland, generous locational premiums have now initiated sudden demand for specific material (such as native broadleaves in the Borders) without warning.
Foresters, contractors and woodland owners of course also suffer when grants unexpectedly close.  Nurseries can face cancelled orders and may end up destroying unwanted stock.

By raising these issues collectively with FC, the NPG  raises awareness and hopes to avoid unnecessary problems.  FC Scotland, for example, points out that there is more grant money distributed than ever before and therefore there must be more business, but some of these schemes have been expensive per tree, resulting in fewer trees being planted.  FC statistics show the decline in planting in GB, from 18 100ha in 2001 to 11500ha in 2005.
Representatives from the group met FC staff, including the head of FE plant and seed supply, a senior FE nursery manager and plant supply business unit officers, to discuss long-term business planning of nurseries and the roles of FE. FE nurseries currently produce 28m plants and employ 90 staff, with a turnover of £4m per year.  These nurseries supply all FE forest districts, but do spot purchase a small percentage (generally, less than 10%) from the private sector.  FE nurseries had suffered too from some policy changes such as the ancient woodland policy in England and possible ways of dealing with such uncertainties were discussed.  The FC considered, for example, that the private sector is better equipped to supply specific provenance requirements.
The NPG asked if there were other government departments procuring from their own production, but nobody was able to identify another example.  It was suggested that internal procurement was likely to result in the public sector failing to contribute towards an improvement in competitive conditions, a risk identified in a recent Office of Fair Trading report.  FC confirmed that it follows government procurement policy and regularly checks to ensure that internal procurement gives best value for money.  The NPG remains to be convinced that the market-testing process is as rigorous as it could be. There was discussion about the definition of costs and how they compare with private sector nurseries.

NPG chairman, Chris Inglis, concluded: “The market for nursery stock has become increasingly difficult to predict and this presents profound problems for a production process with such a long lead time.  The NPG is determined to find ways to improve their programming and production, to achieve more certainty of future planting and restocking forecasts, and will have further meetings with FC staff aimed at achieving this objective.”  
