
 
Forest based  

biomass energy saved  

880,000 tonnes 
of carbon dioxide in 2018.

In 2019 

€86.78 million 
of capital expenditure 

was invested in forestry 
development.

In 2019,  

exports of all forest products 
totalled  

€467 million, 
a decrease of 2% on 2018. 

Forestry

 4.1 Overview 
The area under forestry is estimated to be 770,020 hectares (ha) or 11% of the total land area 
of Ireland (National Forest Inventory 2017). Forest cover is estimated to be at its highest level 
in over 350 years. Of the total forest area, nearly 391,358 ha or 50.8% is in public ownership, 
mainly Coillte. The forest estate is comprised of three quarters conifers and one quarter 
broadleaves. Nearly half of the stocked forest area is less than 20 years of age. The promotion of 
afforestation and the mobilisation of the private timber resource continue to be key objectives 
of DAFM. 

Source: Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine Forest Statistics 
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 4.2 General Forestry Situation in Ireland and EU, 2019 
Ireland
The third National Forest Inventory, completed in 2017, has shown that the national forest 
estate is still expanding and has now reached 11% of the total land area. The total forest area 
has increased from 697,842 hectares (ha) in 2006 to 770,020 ha in 2017.  This compares to a 
European (EU-28) average of 34%. The 4th National Forest Inventory commenced in 2020 and 
data will be collected over the next 2 years. 

Source: Ireland’s National Forest Inventory 2017   Department of Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine and State of Europe’s Forests 2015 Report   published by Forest Europe

Figure 4.1 Forest cover in Ireland 2017

 

 

Source: Forest Statistics Ireland 2020 Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine  
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Figure 4.2 Forest cover as % of total land area in the EU-28, 2015 

Source: Forest Europe/UNECE/FAO

Long-term afforestation trends, including the change from state-led to private-led grant-aided 
afforestation in the 1980s and 1990s, are shown in Figure 4.3. Private afforestation came to the 
fore in the mid-1980s following the introduction of a grant and, particularly, an annual premium 
scheme for afforestation. 

Key statistics from Forest Statistics - Ireland 2020 

O In 2019, €89.9 million was spent by DAFM on forest activities including afforestation, 
maintenance grants, annual premium payments and grants for forest road infrastructure. 

O During 2019, 3,550ha of new forests were created. Cork had the highest afforestation area 
at 423ha followed by Clare at 352ha.

O Nationally, conifer species are the dominant species present, representing 71.2% of forest 
area while broadleaved species accounted for 28.7%. 

O The proportion of broadleaves in new forests created during 2019 was 25%, which was up 
from 21% in the previous year.

O Over half (50.8%) of forests are in public ownership, with the remainder in private ownership. 
O Farmers have accounted for 81% of private lands afforested between 1980 and 2019.
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Private afforestation 

came to the fore in the 

mid-1980s following the 

introduction of a grant 

and, particularly, an annual 

premium scheme for 

afforestation.
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O Since 1980, over 23,000 private landowners have received grant aid to establish forests. The 
average size of private grant-aided afforestation since 1980 is 8.6 ha.

O Roundwood harvest (including fi rewood) in the Republic of Ireland in 2018 was 3.69 M m3, 
the highest level since records began. The private forest harvest exceeded 1 M m3 for the 
fi rst time. 40% of the wood fi bre available for use was used for energy generation, mainly 
within the forest products sector.

O The construction of 94km of private forest roads was funded during 2019, an increase of 
20km on the previous year. This refl ects the projected increase in timber and wood to be 
harvested which is expected to double by 2030.

O Felling licences were issued during 2019 for the thinning of 47,571 ha and the clear-felling 
of 9,626ha.

O Over half of Ireland’s forest estate is certifi ed by international non-governmental 
organisations to promote good forest practice. The vast majority of this area is in the public 
forest estate, with 11,181ha of private forest currently certifi ed.

Figure 4.3 Annual state and private aff orestati on 1922-2019

Source: Forest Statistics Ireland 2020 Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine   

Afforestation in 2019
Payments were made by the Department in 2019 in relation to the afforestation of 3,550 
hectares of land.  Broadleaf planting, which includes the planting of native woodlands, accounted 
for 25% of this fi gure. Counties Cork, Clare, Roscommon and Kerry had the highest levels of 
afforestation during 2019, with between 300 and 425 hectares afforested in each (Figure 4.4). 
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Figure 4.4 Afforestation by County in 2019 

Source: Forest Statistics Ireland 2020 Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine
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Table 4.1 2019 Planti ng Grants per County

EUROS HECTARES GRANT-AIDED

CARLOW €73,506.95 21.75

CAVAN €483,361.75 167.45

CLARE €973,596.66 352.43

CORK €1,244,127.82 423.40

DONEGAL €165,381.73 44.52

DUBLIN €100,914.30 35.10

GALWAY €830,107.60 278.78

KERRY €1,051,805.74 301.47

KILDARE €97,890.25 24.88

KILKENNY €270,172.08 89.06

LAOIS €153,226.97 49.09

LEITRIM €814,394.10 289.18

LIMERICK €471,560.54 156.49

LONGFORD €189,242.80 62.02

LOUTH €5,207.00 1.27

MAYO €727,761.46 239.07

MEATH €172,635.80 51.33

MONAGHAN €196,210.09 59.28

OFFALY €259,114.62 76.24

ROSCOMMON €921,615.60 315.09

SLIGO €346,225.35 119.35

TIPPERARY €467,992.90 157.84

WATERFORD €141,989.15 49.45

WESTMEATH €264,639.78 77.03

WEXFORD €211,376.20 58.86

WICKLOW €236,936.31 49.46

€10,870,993.55 3,549.89

Source: Forest Statistics Ireland 2020 Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine

While cumulative total afforestation for the years 2015 – 2019 is some 26% less than the 
target for these years, interest in planting native woodlands has been increasing since a series 
of new measures were introduced following the Mid-term review of the Forestry Programme 
(2014-20). In 2018 payments issued in relation to the new planting of 374 hectares of native 
woodlands, an increase of 38% compared to 2017, while in 2019 the fi gure for new planting 
of native woodlands was 310 hectares.  Although the percentage of broadleaf planting has 
decreased slightly as a percentage of total planting, from 27% in 2018 to 25% in 2019, the 
decrease follows a very strong increase in 2018 caused by the new measures, which targeted 
broadleaf afforestation in particular and included increased grant and premium rates for 
relevant planting categories.  Additional measures such as support for tree guards and fencing 
to protect crops from deer damage, continuous cover forestry and additional supports for 
thinning of broadleaf forests were developed in 2018 and introduced in early 2019. These were 
important schemes for the support of the industry and contributed to maintaining a high level 
of broadleaf planting in 2019.
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EU
At EU level, the State of Europe’s Forests 2015 Report states forest area amounts to 215 million 
hectares in Europe, accounting for 33% of total land area.  In comparison to other regions in the 
world, only South America has a higher percentage of forest cover (49%) than Europe.  45% of 
European forests are predominantly coniferous, 36% are predominantly broadleaved, and the 
rest are mixed, while around 80% of the forest area is available for wood supply. The report adds 
that forest area has continuously increased since 1990, and the rate of increase is fairly stable 
at the European level and within the regions that are analysed in the report.  The forest area is 
expanding according to the defined targets in the countries with low forest cover. Policies on 
forest carbon and carbon balance have gradually shifted from a focus on sequestration capacity 
to a more integrated approach to sustainable forest management. The emphasis is on the full 
chain of sequestration, the production of wood and wood products, and especially, on renewable 
bioenergy. As a result of climate change impacts, other important aspects are the adaptation of 
forests to these changes and the capacity of forests to mitigate climate change.

 4.3 Trade 
In 2018 (the most recent year for which figures are available at the time of publication):

	O Roundwood harvest (including firewood) in the Republic of Ireland was 3.69 million cubic 
metres (m3), the highest since records began. The private forest harvest exceeded 1 million 
m3 for the first time.

	O Coillte is still the largest supplier of roundwood. Total harvested in the Coillte estate was 
approximately 2,658,000 m³, over 72% of the harvest. This percentage figure will reduce 
significantly as more private timber becomes available.

	O Strong demand experienced for wood fibre across all product assortments as detailed below:

	M 1,012,000 m³ of sawnwood softwood
	M 150,000 m³ of roundwood stakes
	M 808,000 m³ of wood-based panels

	O 40% of the wood fibre available for use for use in the Republic of Ireland was used for energy 
purposes. This material was mainly used within the forest products sector, which includes 
production of heat to dry timber prior to sale.

	O The output of the forest-based biomass energy sector declined by 11.1% over 2017.
	O 243,000 m³ of firewood was used in the Republic of Ireland to a value of €35 million which 

provides a good market for forest thinnings.
	O the output from the forest based biomass energy sector resulted in greenhouse gas emission 

saving of 880,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide.

In 2019, exports of forestry products from the Republic of Ireland was €430 million, an increase 
of 1% on 2018 figures. Wood Based Product exports were €36 million in 2019, a decrease of 
31% on 2018 figures.
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Table 4.2 Roundwood available for processing 2014- 2018

Item 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

000 m³ OB

Commercial softwood

Imports less 
exports

68 40 -16 -65 -205

Coillte 2,434 2,377 2,600 2,613 2,591

Private sector  447 646 518 676

Commercial hardwood

Imports less 
exports

Coillte 6 3 5 7

Private sector 0 0 1 11 5

TOTAL 2,955 3,066 3,108 3,242 3,248

Source: Council for Forest Research and Development (COFORD)

Table 4.3 Sources of soft wood fi bre 2014-2018

Fibre source 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

000 m³ OB RWE1

Roundwood2 2,949 3,063 3,102 3,224 3,243

Sawmill 
residues 

925 949 1,007 1,142 1,098

Wood-based 
panel residues3

114 114 115 124 120

Residue 
imports

49 47 144 144 98

Harvest 
residues

60 60 60 60 90

Post-consumer 
recovered 
wood (PCRW)

300 300 300 300 300

TOTAL 4,397 4,533 4,728 4,994 4,949

Source: Council for Forest Research and Development (COFORD)

1 RWE: roundwood equivalent
2 Data are from Table 2. 
3   Includes bark (from the debarking lines at MEDITE & SMARTPLY and sawdust from the sanding of wood-based 

panels).
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Table 4.4 Uses of softwood fibre 2014- 2018

Fibre source 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

000 m³ OB RWE

Sawmilling 1,815 1,867 1,977 2,178 2,084

Round stake 147 169 164 148 165

Wood-based panels 1,377 1,370 1,395 1,505 1,430

Wood for energy use by 
the power generation 
and forest products 
sector4

760 796 844 883 966

Other uses

     Horticultural bark 
mulch

40 30 30 30 40

     Wood chip for 
heating5   

100 114 117 49 42

Export of forest product 
residues

88 36 44 44 139

Pellet manufacture 70 151 106 106 83

Other uses including 
shavings and animal 
bedding

51 51

TOTAL 4,397 4,533 4,728 4,994 4,949

Source: Council for Forest Research and Development (COFORD)

4  Wood biomass is used by the forest products sector for process drying, heating and for the generation of 
electricity (including the use of wood biomass for co-firing by Bord na Móna at Edenderry). 

5  Primarily used for the production of space or production heat.
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Exports of Forestry 

products increased for the 

fourth year in a row, with 

forestry exports reaching a 

high of over €430 million 

in 2019, a 1% increase in 

value terms on 2018 fi gures 

and an increase of 13% in 

volume terms.
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Figure 4.5 Woodflow for the Republic of Ireland in 2018 (000 m³)

Breakdown of 2018 wood products (ooom2)
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An approximation of the full economic value of the forest sector in 2012 was €2.3 billion, when 
both indirect and induced effects were taken into account. In 2019, according to the CSO, 
Forestry products were exported to over 50 countries worldwide. Exports of Forestry products 
increased for the fourth year in a row, with forestry exports reaching a high of over €430 million 
in 2019, a 1% increase in value terms on 2018 fi gures and an increase of 13% in volume terms. In 
2019 81% of Irish forestry exports were to the United Kingdom. The other export destinations 
completing the top 5 destinations for Forestry products were, the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Germany and France. Forestry imports increased by 10% (+€32 million) on 2018 fi gures to 
€352 million. 

Figure 4.6 Top export desti nati ons for Forestry exports in 2019

Source: Central Statistics Offi ce, Trade Statistics 2019
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Exports of Wood Based Produce totalled €36 million in 2019, a 31% decrease in value on 2018  
figures. This decline is largely due to a 93% decrease in the exports of Wood Articles. Ireland’s 
top 5 export destinations for Wood Based Produce in 2019 were; the United Kingdom, the 
Netherlands, Cuba, Norway and Germany. Ireland’s top 5 export destinations accounted for 
93% of total Wood Based Produce exports.  Imports of wood-based products totalled almost 
€253 million with 23% coming from the United Kingdom, 15% coming from the United States 
and 15% from China. 

Figure 4.7 Top export destinations for Wood Based Products exports in 2019

Source: Central Statistics Office, Trade Statistics 2019

  United Kingdom 79%

  Netherlands 11%

  United States 1%

  Germany 1%

  Norway 1%

  Cuba 1%

  Other 6%

 4.4 Financial Supports 2019 
Financial support schemes are provided by the Department to assist in the management of the 
current forest estate and for the creation of new forests.  

In 2019 €86.78 million of capital expenditure was invested in forestry development, 92% of 
which went towards afforestation grants and premiums. An additional €6.63 million was spent 
on other forestry support schemes for forestry and woodland reconstitution and development 
projects.

Table 4.5 Annual capital expenditure on forestry schemes 2012 – 2019

Total Expenditure 
                                             €m 

Total Afforestation 
Programme €m 

Forestry Support 
Schemes 

€m 

2012 108.2 101.6 6.6 

2013 106.5 100.8 5.7 

2014 108.1 102.5 5.6 

2015 102.7 98.7 4 

2016 102.2 98 4.2 

2017 99.6 93.6 5.9 

2018 92.8 86.4 6.4 

2019 86.8 80.2 6.6

Source: Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine
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Schemes under the Forestry Programme 2014-2020
Under the current programme, the Afforestation Scheme pays forest owners a guaranteed 
annual premium for 15 years for new planting. These payments are up to €680/ha per year, 
depending on the species and area planted. The cost of planting and maintaining the trees is 
covered by a grant paid by the Department. Supplementary support measures under the 
Programme include:

O Woodland Improvement Scheme which provides support for thinning and tending of 
broadleaves 

O Native Woodland Conservation Scheme 
O Continuous Cover Forestry Scheme for existing woodlands
O Forest road construction 
O Forestry Knowledge Transfer groups
O Reconstitution schemes (Ash Dieback, Windblow, Drought)
O Neighbourwood Scheme, which supports recreational community forests
O Support for the development of wood products and increasing the use of timber.

Some of these support measures and recent changes made are described in more detail below.

Forest Roads
The Forest Road Scheme provides an important support for timber mobilisation with grants 
paid in 2019 in respect of the construction of 93 kilometres of new forest roads. In addition, 
37km of non-grant aided roads were built in 2019 bringing the total to 130km, slightly above 
the annual target set in the Climate Action Plan for 2019 of 125km.
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Promoting greater species and habitat diversity
Certain measures and schemes within the Forestry Programme were amended in early 2018 
following the completion of the Mid-term Review.  For example, higher grant and premium 
rates have been introduced to encourage more broadleaf and diverse conifer planting. The 
minimum mandatory requirement per site has been increased from 10% to 15% broadleaves, 
with additional support for broadleaf management in the form of a second thinning grant. 
Tree guards and deer fencing grants have been introduced as part of a new “Forest Fencing 
and Tree Shelter Scheme” to reduce the risk of deer damage for existing broadleaf forests. A 
continuous cover forestry measure has been included as part of the Woodland Improvement 
Scheme which will generate more diverse habitats for wildlife by creating forests with a more 
varied age structure. A higher grant rate is being offered to publicly-owned native woodlands to 
initiate the participation of this sector in the Native Woodland Conservation Scheme which will 
enhance biodiversity and generate wider ecosystem services in these forest types.

Knowledge Transfer
In line with recommendation from the COFORD Mobilisation Working Group, measures are 
being introduced to support private forest owners to help manage their forests in a productive 
and sustainable manner. As well as support for forestry groups that may want to amalgamate 
to create larger groups, the Forestry Knowledge Transfer Group Scheme was launched in 2018.  
This scheme aims to increase the level of forestry management activity amongst participating 
forest owners through peer-to-peer learning at group meetings and outdoor events. 

Encouraging farmers to consider forestry as part of the farming mix 
Improved grant and premium rates for Agro-forestry and Forestry for Fibre have been 
introduced which may encourage farmers to consider forestry as a possible option on their farm 
alongside other farming activities.

Figure 4.8 Estimate of Employment in the Forest Sector by County 

Source: Annual Forest Sector Statistics 2019, Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine
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Figure 4.9 Labour Force Survey esti mates (1998-2017).

Source: Annual Forest Sector Statistics 2020, Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine
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 4.5 Forestry Health & Afforestation Programme 
Forest Health
The Plant Health Regulation EU 2016/2031 and Official Controls Regulation EU 
2017/625
The Plant Health Regulation EU 2016/2031 and Official Controls Regulation EU 2017/625 
came into effect from the 14th December 2019. Regulation EU 2016/2031 replaces Council 
Directive 2000/29/EC (commonly referred to as the Plant Health Directive) and modernises 
the EU plant health regime while providing more effective measures for the protection of 
the European Union’s territory and its plants from destructive pests. The new regime adopts 
a more co-ordinated, risk-based approach to plant health and requires greater stakeholder 
engagement on the part of national plant protection organisations (NPPOs). Ireland’s NPPO is 
the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM). 

It is the responsibility of DAFM’s Forestry Inspectorate to implement the forestry aspects of 
these new Regulations which include;

	O Import controls to prevent the entry & spread of non-indigenous quarantine pests and 
to control regulated pest outbreaks through enactment of containment or eradication 
measures.

	O Requirements for the implementation of traceability systems (Plant Passporting Systems), 
for example the movement of coniferous wood with bark from forest to place of processing. 
Other commodities which require a Plant Passport include wood chip, bark and coniferous 
plants for planting.

	O Mandatory EU wide forest health surveys and contingency planning for listed organisms and 
the compilation of yearly survey results and reports for the European Commission.

	O New requirements arising in relation to the operation & implementation of the production 
of Wood Packaging Material (WPM) to ISPM 15 Standard.

The new Plant Health Regulation has a very wide-ranging scope and brings with it a variety of 
changes and responsibilities across the forest industry.

Forest Health Status
Ireland’s forest health status overall is relatively good. Ireland does not have the range of forest 
pests and diseases that is endemic on the Continent and further afield and which have in recent 
years caused enormous damage. 

However, a number of outbreaks of organisms harmful to trees and forests have been identified 
in recent years. Hymenoscyphus fraxineus (Ash Dieback disease), Phytophthora ramorum disease 
outbreaks in Japanese larch, Dothistroma septosporum (Dothistroma Needle Blight DNB) and 
Lecanosticta acicola (Brown Spot Needle Blight BSNB) on pine species continue to be monitored 
by DAFM. 

DAFM also continues to monitor developments following the finding in the wider environment 
of the eight-toothed spruce bark beetle Ips typographus in Kent in England. As the presence of 
the pest in England increases the level of risk of its introduction into Ireland, DAFM continues 
to carry-out additional risk based surveys in Ireland to provide added assurance that the pest is 
not present or introduced. 

Forest Health – Activities and Events
The Forestry Inspectorate was centrally involved in the development of DAFM’s newly launched 
Plant Health Strategy, incorporating the ‘Don’t Risk It!’ campaign. The Plant Health Strategy 
was identified as a priority action in DAFM’s Statement of Strategy 2016- 2019. 

The United Nation’s Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) has nominated 2020 as the 
International Year of Plant Health (IYPH) to raise global awareness around plant health and 
how crucial plants, trees and forests are to our existence.
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On the 15th of January 2020, President Michael D. Higgins planted a native sessile oak (Quercus 
petraea) in the Phoenix Park to launch the IYPH in Ireland. The protection of Ireland’s native 
species of fl ora & fauna and biodiversity is essential to the quality of life for the citizens of this 
island and for future generations. 

Forest Reproductive Material
The Forestry Inspectorate is also responsible for implementing Council Directive 1999/105/EC
on the marketing of forest reproductive material. Forest reproductive material is a collective 
term to describe seeds, plants and cuttings, which are important for forestry purposes. The aim 
of the legislation is to ensure that forest reproductive material is from approved suitable sources 
and is clearly labelled and identifi ed throughout the entire process from tree seed collection to 
processing, storage, forest nursery production and delivery to the fi nal forest user.

 4.6 Biodiversity
EU forests are diverse and comprise a wide range of different species providing many different 
types of habitats. Over 42% of the EU land area is forest and they provide a range of ecosystem 
services which includes carbon sequestration, water protection and recreation. Forests act 
as key reservoirs of biodiversity and make up over half the area of the Natura 2000 network 
across the EU. The most recent national forest inventory found that native and mixed forests 
comprise 31.7% of Ireland’s forest area. Ireland is committed to maintaining biodiversity and to 
the principles of sustainable forestry management. 

DAFM has published a range of guidelines targeted at protecting the environment when new 
forests are created and when existing forests are harvested. The Forestry Programme 2014
-2020 remains a major contributor to forest policy and continues to make a number of important 
contributions to the economy, environment and society in Ireland. An Environmental Report
and Strategic Environmental Assessment were undertaken to evaluate the environmental 
consequences of the Programmes to ensure environmental issues were fully integrated and 
addressed at the planning stage, with a view to promoting sustainable development.   

Ireland’s forests are important and must be carefully managed to ensure that they have a positive 
contribution to the environment. In 2018, DAFM published “Forests and Water” setting out 
how the forest sector will help to achieve the objectives of the Water Framework Directive and 
Ireland’s River Basin Management Plan for 2018-2021. Associated fi nancial support through 
the Woodland for Water measure, explores how new native woodland can be used to deliver 
meaningful ecosystem services that protect and enhance water quality and aquatic ecosystems. 

In 2019/20 DAFM further strengthened its processes and revised its Appropriate Assessment 
procedures under the EU Natural Habitats and Birds Regulations (2011). This enables a more 
rigorous assessment of potential impacts of forestry licence applications on protected habitats 
and species in designated conservation areas (Natura 2000 sites) and the implementation 
of appropriate mitigation measures to avoid any such impacts.  The planting of new native 
woodlands continues to increase and encouraging a range of species in commercial plantation 
will improve forest resilience to climate change and adaptation. 

DAFM continues to work closely with a range of project partners such as KerryLife, the EIP Pearl 
Mussel project and the Local Authorities Water Programme (LAWPRO) to share information 
and expertise and ensure forests contribute to biodiversity within the wider landscape.
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 4.7 Sustainability 

SDG goal Role of Forests

3.  Good health and 
well being

Forests provide the ideal ‘venue’ for outdoor recreation, with a beneficial 
impact regarding physical health and mental well-being.

6.  Clean water and 
sanitation

Well-sited, designed and managed woodlands and forests benefit water 
quality and aquatic ecosystems significantly, by delivering a range of 
‘ecosystem services’ such as the prevention of sediment and nutrient 
runoff, the protection of banks from erosion, ‘food drop’ of insects and leaf 
litter into the aquatic ecosystem, the shading and cooling of water, the 
overall restoration of riparian habitats, and helping floodwater control. 
Ireland’s approach to using forests to improve water quality is set out in 
the “Forests & Water Achieving Objectives under Ireland’s River Basin 
Management Plan 2018-2021”. Through combining tree planting with 
their other farming activities, farmers can actively create buffer zones to 
protect water streams from farm pollutants and riparian erosion.

The Agricultural Sustainability Support and Advice Programme (ASSAP) 
is an important targeted measure in the second River Basin Management 
Plan published in April 2018. This joint Government/Industry initiative, 
running from 2018 to 2021, is a well-structured collaborative programme 
involving all stakeholders to facilitate improvements in water quality. The 
ASSAP involves a resource of 30 Agricultural Sustainability Advisors, 20 
of whom are funded by Government and 10 by the Dairy Industry.   These 
Advisors will promote on-farm best practice to farmers in 190 ‘Areas 
for Action’, which have been identified by the EPA, where the status of 
water quality is at risk of regressing. The planting of native woodlands 
is one option in the toolbox of measures that has been promoted by the 
Department in these vulnerable areas.

7.  Affordable and 
clean energy

Firewood and biomass can be used for domestic fuel or can be sold into the 
local market.

8.  Decent work and 
economic growth

Forests provide multiple opportunities for value added products and 
services, supporting local employment and economic development. These 
include sawnwood and panel boards for construction, high-value timber 
products from rustic craftwork to bespoke furniture, and non-timber 
products such as mushrooms and foliage. Forests enhance the landscape 
while also providing the venues for visitor centres, holiday accommodation 
and adventure sports, thus contributing to our domestic and international 
tourism economy.

13.  Climate action Forests and the wider woodland ecosystem, including the soil, sequester 
carbon from the atmosphere to provide carbon sinks while wood products 
continue to store carbon after harvesting.

15.  Life on land Forests provide a semi-natural environment that provides a home for a 
wide range of plants and animals, including woodland specialists, woodland 
generalists and ‘ruderals’ (or opportunists). Native woodlands in particular 
can be used strategically to augment existing ancient woodland and to 
create linkage throughout the landscape between other semi-natural 
habitats, including rivers, species-rich grasslands and upland heaths.

These biodiversity functions, further explored in the publication 
‘Management Guidelines for Ireland’s Native Woodlands (2017)’, 
contribute in a meaningful way to the overall richness of wildlife in our 
countryside.
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4.8 Forests and Climate Change
Forests are important sinks and stores of carbon and are recognised internationally as being 
central to meeting the goals of the Paris Agreement. Forests generally sequester more carbon 
dioxide than other land uses thereby directly reducing greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. 
When they are managed sustainably for wood production, carbon continues to be stored in 
the harvested wood and forests will continue to remove carbon dioxide when the trees are 
replanted. This ensures that the level of carbon storage is maintained over the long term. 

The role of forestry in climate change mitigation is well recognised in the Government’s Climate 
Action Plan 2019 and as a pathway to reducing greenhouse gas emissions in the land use sector. 
The Climate Action Plan highlights a number of key high-level actions which include;

O Afforestation target of 8,000 ha /year 
O 125 km of new forest roads constructed / year
O Progress Mid Term Review/ CAP
O Increase number of Knowledge Transfer Groups (KTGs)
O Identify barriers to afforestation and timber mobilisation
O Promote forestry generally through DAFM/Teagasc/Industry initiatives
O Assess potential of state-owned land for afforestation
O Continue tree breeding programmes improving resilience and adaptation
O Monitoring and protecting the forest estate
O Promotion of timber products and renewable energy.

The Land Use and Land Use Change and Forestry (LULUCF) Regulation and 
Ireland’s national forestry accounting plan
The importance of forest and their role in climate change mitigation and adaptation has 
been recognised in the Paris Agreement and Ireland’s forests are accountable in the national 
inventory of green house gases. In recognition of the historic investment in forestry and the low 
mitigation potential in agriculture, Ireland has been provided fl exibility under the Effort Sharing 
Regulation to mobilise carbon credits to a limit of 2.68 Mt CO2 equivalent per annum over the 
2021 to 2030 period (or 26.8 million tonnes over 10 years). It is expected that the majority of 
existing forests already established will provide up to 20 million tonnes of CO2 on a rolling 30-yr 
basis (net of deforestation) over the 10-year period 2021- 2030. The balance of the fl exibility is 
expected to come from cropland and grassland and soil carbon increases relative to a reference 
period. It is important to note that afforestation levels now, from 2019 onwards, will have a 
signifi cant impact on carbon sequestration rates post 2030 but relatively little impact during 
the 2021-2030 period. However, it is essential to continue to increase afforestation now to 
ensure that the national forest estate continues to be an important carbon sink. 

Member States are required to submit national forestry accounting plans (NFAP), including 
forest reference levels (FRL), to the European Commission. The FRL represents an estimate of 
the average annual net emissions and removals resulting from managed forest land (MFL) within 
the territory of a Member State in the periods from 2021 to 2025, based on the continuation of 
sustainable forest management practice, as documented in the period from 2000 to 2009, with 
regard to dynamic age-related forest characteristics, using the best available data. The MFL 
area includes all forest lands established before 1990 and afforested land which will transition 
to the FRL area following a transition period of 30 years. The MFL area represents 54% of the 
total forest area in 2017, increasing to 66% by 2025. 

Long term projections up to 2050 show that net removals (including Harvested Wood Products) 
of the total forest area declines from 5.5 MtCO2 in 2017 to 0.62 MtCO2 by 2034. This trend 
is reversed over the period 2036 to 2050, where the forest net removals increase to 3.17 
MtCO2eq by the middle of the century.  The total forest estate remains a net forest sink.
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 4.9 Case Study

Woodland Environmental Fund

Coordinator – Kevin Collins and Karl Coggins
Collaborating Institutions – Greenbelt and Natural Capital Partners 
Corporate Finance Raised so far – €53,000 
Duration – Land remains under forest cover in perpetuity  

The Woodland Environmental Fund (WEF) is unique in terms of schemes run by the Department. 
Instead of distributing exchequer and EU funding to farmers, the WEF creates a third source 
of finance to support their farming enterprise. Under this initiative, funding from the business 
community is given directly to farmers to establish native woodlands. Native woodlands are 
an integral part of Ireland’s natural heritage, history and culture, and are unique in terms of 
their biodiversity. These forests are home to a host of specialised woodland animals and plants, 
including red squirrel, pine marten, great spotted woodpecker, narrow-leaved helleborine and 
wood millet, to name but a few. They provide numerous ecosystem services, including the 
protection and enhancement of water quality, wider habitat linkage, landscape enhancement, 
opportunities for outdoor recreation and interpretation, and carbon capture. Thousands of years 
ago Ireland’s landscape was covered in oak, birch, ash, alder and Scots pine and over time as a 
result of climatic and political upheaval these forests largely disappeared. By participating in the 
WEF businesses are helping to recreate the landscape that once existed throughout Ireland. 

The WEF ties in with DAFM’s existing Afforestation Scheme which covers 100% of the cost of 
establishing native woodlands and also pays an annual premium to the landowner of up to €680 
per hectare payable each year for 15 years. The WEF involves an additional top up of €1,000 
per hectare by the business as a once-off payment for farmers and other private landowners. 
Businesses taking part in the WEF are able to demonstrate their corporate social responsibilities 
by funding projects that are good for the environment and society as a whole.

CASE STUDY
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Companies participating so far in WEF include Lidl, Aldi, Microsoft, Accenture, An Post and KBI 
Global Investment. While carbon neutrality is one driver for participation in the scheme, DAFM 
sees huge interest amongst the business community in general to get involved in projects that 
address the fall in biodiversity. While the WEF is only up and running two years, it is encouraging 
to see businesses embracing the potential of the WEF; An Post are planning to establish hives on 
their native woodland to produce honey and several companies have organised planting days for 
their staff. You can imagine how these staff will enjoy bringing their families out to see the forest 
as it grows in the years ahead. Since DAFM’s WEF Breakfast briefi ng in November 2019, the 
business appetite for WEF has jumped signifi cantly and a strong pipeline of businesses interest 
in now in place for the foreseeable future as more and more businesses move towards multi-
annual commitments to WEF.  

Since the introduction of the WEF in 2018, the amount of native woodlands planted as a 
percentage of total planting has increased from 2% to almost 10%, while fi gures so far in 2020 
are also very positive. While signifi cant announcements are expected later in 2020 and demand 
for native woodland projects is exceeding supply, it is likely that the COVID 19 crisis will impact 
on take-up as businesses shore up their fi nances and focus on more pressing matters, in the 
short term at least.
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Forestry Promotion

DAFM announced, in April 2019, support to the value of €830,000 for 15 innovative 
forestry promotional projects, to be run by various stakeholder organisations throughout 
2019 and 2020. They include a woodland festival, open days for native woodland 
establishment, promotion of hardwood in the bio-economy and numerous school-based 
initiatives; these take school children out of the classroom and into local forests to learn 
about nature and trees. 

Other promotion activities undertaken during 2019 included the Teagasc Forestry 
Department’s promotional campaign operated by a team of advisors through: events and 
publications; the broadcasting of forestry videos at marts and shows; advertisements and 
articles in both the national and regional press; as well as trade publications and increased 
engagement through social media. There were also a number of Forestry stakeholder 
groups facilitated through COFORD and DAFM including the Forestry Programme 
Implementation Group and Forestry Promotion Group, both established following the 
Mid-term review and chaired by at Minister level, comprising representatives of the 
forestry sector, state organisations and the Environmental Pillar.

Knowledge Transfer Scheme

The Knowledge Transfer Scheme re-opened in 2019. There was considerable interest 
amongst private forest owners who wish to learn how to better manage and mobilise 
their forest asset, in a group setting, led by a professional forester.  DAFM funded 35 
such groups catering for 614 participants.  The operation of the Scheme was reviewed in 
order to gauge the effect of participation on decision-making by owners. The results were 
very encouraging and showed that almost all participants are now managing their forest 
differently as a direct result of experience gained from their group meetings. The review 
also highlighted some improvements that have been included in the 2020 Scheme. In view 
of Covid-19 restrictions, the Scheme is open to applicants on a conditional basis in 2020, 
and will be conducted in accordance with Government recommendations on health and 
safety.

Single Consent for Forest Roads

Forestry (Amendment) (No. 2) Regulations (S.I. No. 39 of 2020) were signed on 7th February 
2020 and provide for DAFM to act as the single consent authority for applications for 
forest road works licences, where the forest road provides access to a public road (other 
than a national road) or there is material widening of an existing entrance. Forest road 
projects that provide access to a national road still require planning permission from the 
relevant Roads Authority. 

 4.10 Highlights 
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Mackinnon Review

In July 2019, Mr. James Mackinnon CBE (former Chief Planner with the Scottish 
Government) was commissioned to review the forestry licensing process. During the 
review, Mr. Mackinnon met with various industry stakeholders, administrative and 
technical personnel of DAFM, other State agencies, landowners and interest groups. The 
results of the review, linked here, was published on DAFM’s website on 29 November, 
2019.  The report made various recommendations or “Ways forward”, aimed at improving 
the effi ciency and effectiveness of the licensing approval process, as well as dealing 
with broader issues relating to encouraging woodland creation. A comprehensive 
Implementation Plan, outlining actions which give effect to the recommendations in 
the report, is under development and will be monitored by the Forestry Programme 
Implementation Group.

 4.11 Challenges 

BREXIT
The Irish timber industry is uniquely exposed to BREXIT, with almost 80% of its output, and 
100% of future growth, seen as dependent on ongoing access to the UK market. Over 89% of the 
output from the panel board sector in Ireland along with almost 60% of Irish sawmill output is 
exported. There is, in effect, an all-island market for industrial roundwood. Cross-border supply 
chains have been established by large and small-scale sawmills on both sides of the Border and 
down to the Midlands Region. 

EU Timber Regulation/FLEGT (Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade)
There are potential impacts to industries involved with import of timber or timber products if, 
following the BREXIT transition period, full regulatory alignment of the Timber Regulation and 
FLEGT-licensing no longer applies.

O Irish importers’ Due Diligence obligations will extend to imports of timber/timber products 
from the UK.

O UK buyers may seek more extensive supply chain information from Irish exporters if a UK 
timber regulation comes into force.

Covid-19
The current pandemic sweeping across Europe and the subsequent country-wide lock downs 
will impact on construction activity with a consequential impact on supply and demand for 
timber products. This is particularly the case in the UK which is experiencing reduced activity 
in house constructions, which will impact on sawmill activity in Ireland. Potential impacts on 
the supply of sawmill residues also has the potential to impact on biomass supplies to facilities 
which use biomass feedstock for heat and electricity.  Coupled with an oversupply of logs from 
Europe due to bark beetle damage, sawmills will experience challenging market conditions in 
the short to medium term. 

Falling Afforestation levels
The target for afforestation now contained in the Climate Action Plan 2019 is 8,000 hectares of 
new planting per annum.  This represents a signifi cant challenge as afforestation levels over the 
last number of years have steadily decreased.

This emphasis on planting targets is vital to the further development of the forest processing 
and wood fuel industry in order to maintain a level of roundwood production which is forecast 
to reach close to 8 million cubic metres by 2035, about double the current level. 
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The target for afforestation 

now contained in the 

Climate Action Plan 2019 

is 8,000 hectares of new 

planting per annum.   
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Tackling falling afforestation levels will require re-engagement by private land-owners, 
particularly farmers, as well as engagement from public bodies with land-banks suitable for 
afforestation. DAFM is looking at ways of convincing farmers that farm forestry represents 
a valuable and complementary income stream to an active farming enterprise. Improved 
alignment between agricultural support schemes and afforestation, to remove any barriers to 
planting, is also a focus.

Forestry licensing and changes to Appropriate Assessment Procedure (AAP)  
2019 was a record year for the issuing of felling licences with 4,100 tree felling licences being 
issued, up 16% from 2018 levels. However, from the latter months of 2019 onwards, the issuing 
of licences for afforestation and felling have been experiencing delays and these delays are 
posing diffi culties for forest owners and sawmills. 

The current licensing diffi culties have arisen because of unavoidable changes to the DAFM’s 
internal Appropriate Assessment Procedures in relation to impacts on sensitive sites.  These 
changes are substantial and were introduced in response to important Court of Justice of the 
European Union (CJEU) decisions and their subsequent interpretation by the Forestry Appeals 
Committee and others.  Since 2017 all licences are subject to a statutory public notifi cation 
system and anyone dissatisfi ed with a decision to approve a forestry operation may appeal to 
the independent Forestry Appeals Committee. 

DAFM is taking decisive steps to implement and resource this new assessment system, by 
means of the following:  

O 11 more Forestry Inspectors will be recruited in 2020. 
O A total of 6 additional staff to be assigned to the Ecology Unit.  
O External ecological expertise has been recruited to deal with the fi le backlog.  Four ecologists 

have been contracted to provide extra support while, in addition, 5 full-time ecologists have 
been contracted to work on licensing fi les.

O Additional administrative staff have been assigned to the Agriculture Appeals Offi ce to assist 
with the increased workload of the Forestry Appeals Committee.  

O Three planning offi cers have been contracted to work with the Forestry Appeals Committee.
O A specialist mapping expert has been assigned to forestry issues.

A project plan, to maximise the effectiveness of these additional resources and deliver on targets 
set out, is now in place. This will take advantage of identifi ed effi ciencies and will provide for the 
distribution of work and the tracking of progress.  In addition, there is ongoing and intensive 
consultation with stakeholders to discuss the progress being made and to identify solutions to 
any issues arising.

 4.12 Ireland & EU Outlook  

Ireland Outlook for 2021-2022
Irish forests continue to supply increasing amounts of wood fi bre for sawmilling, panel board 
mills and the wood energy markets. Signifi cant increases in potential timber supply are forecast 
over the medium term to 2025 which will exclusively come from private forests. The doubling 
of roundwood output forecasted by 2035 will create many opportunities for forest owners. The 
Irish sawmilling sector is well placed to process this increased production in supply with the 
majority of products exported to markets in the UK and further afi eld. 

This increased production will require increased mobilisation of timber with signifi cant increases 
required in the construction of forest roads. The lack of independent forest certifi cation within 
the private forest estate needs to be addressed if timber supply is to access existing markets, 
both home and abroad. Initiatives by DAFM such as Knowledge Transfer groups and forest road 
grants will facilitate the mobilisation of timber. 
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EU Outlook for 2021-2022
The European Commission’s publication of the European Green Deal in December 2019 set out 
aims regarding several forest-relevant initiatives. Already the European Climate Law proposal 
has been submitted the European Council to be considered by Member States and to the 
European Parliament. The European Commission will also prepare a new EU Forest Strategy. 
Building on last year’s ‘Communication on Stepping up EU Action to Protect and Restore the 
World’s Forests’, the Commission has announced that it will investigate potential measures to 
promote products and value chains not involved in deforestation and forest degradation.

DAFM continues to participate at international level and is active in global forest policy 
development at both the United Nations Forum on Forests and at the UN Food and Agriculture 
Organisation’s (FAO) Committee on Forestry. The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals are 
central to discussions in these fora.

Ireland is a signatory to the pan-European political process Forest Europe and contributes to its 
development of common strategies for the protection and sustainable management of forests.

DAFM is the competent authority for the implementation of the EU Timber Regulation and the 
FLEGT Regulation (Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade). These measures tackle 
the issue of illegal logging by prohibiting first placement of illegally harvested timber on the EU 
market (and mandating due diligence) and by establishing import licensing schemes (FLEGT) 
with exporting partner countries to ensure legality. Currently, imports of timber and timber 
products into the EU from Indonesia are subject to this FLEGT border control, with work on-
going between the EU and other partner countries to also reach licensing stage.
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 4.13 Decade review: 2010-2019  

The last decade has seen signifi cant increases in production from Ireland’s forest estate in line 
with forecasted projections. In 2018 the private forest harvest exceeded 1 million cubic metres 
for the fi rst time, representing an increasing trend that is set to continue in the decades ahead. 
Irish forests continue to supply increasing amounts of wood for the sawmilling, panel board mills 
and the wood energy markets. Signifi cant increases in potential timber supply are forecast over 
the medium term, which will exclusively come from private forests. It is estimated that there will 
be a doubling of round wood output on an all-Ireland basis from approximately 4 million m³ in 
2018 to nearly 8 million m³ by 2035. During the last decade the development of the forest sector 
was underpinned by signifi cant government supports. In 2015 DAFM announced Government 
funding for the Forestry Programme 2014 – 2020 of almost €0.5billion. Achievements so far 
under this programme include the establishment of 26,000ha of new forests, the construction 
of 380km of new forests roads and the introduction of a new knowledge Transfer Group Scheme 
for private forest owners. Other initiatives such as the launch of applications such as the Felling 
Decision Tool, tree volume calculators and the Geospatial Forecast tool help forest owners in 
the management of their forests. 

The biggest impact in this decade was the fi nancial crisis in the national economy in 2008 which 
saw a signifi cant collapse in construction activity and left Irish sawmillers and panelboard 
manufacturers without a domestic market. While panelboard producers could rely to a certain 
extent on exports, sawmillers relied almost exclusively on the local market to sell their product.  
By 2010 the domestic market for sawnwood had fallen by 46%.  However, 2010 saw a signifi cant 
turnaround for the Irish timber industry as Ireland became a net exporter of sawnwood for the 
fi rst time since 1961, the fi rst year in which forest products statistics were kept by the FAO. 
This was achieved by sawmills investing heavily in new equipment and producing new products 
lines and increased penetration of the UK market.  This was a highly successful strategy with the 
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latest figures available showing that of the €430 million exported in 2019, €350m went to the 
UK. Even with BREXIT the UK is likely to remain the principle market for Ireland’s sawn wood 
into the future.  

Significant legislative changes also took place in this period with a particular focus on forests. In 
Ireland the Forestry Act 1946 was revised and now provides for regulations which will facilitate 
the development of the sector which is consistent with the objectives of environmental 
protection. The Forestry Act 2014 came into force on the 24th May 2017.  Other developments 
in the EU had a particular focus on reducing deforestation globally including the introduction 
of the European Union Timber Regulation (EUTR), which came into force in the EU in 2013. 
Changes to planning legislation to provide a single consent system for the construction of forest 
roads and entrances was also enacted in 2019. 

From a plant health perspective disease such Hymenoscyphus fraxineus (Ash Dieback disease) 
and Phytophthora ramorum in Japanese larch has had significant impacts on Irish forests. Ash 
dieback disease was first identified in Ireland in 2012 and is now present in all counties. Breeding 
for tolerance to Ash dieback disease is ongoing. 

The Climate Action Plan was published in 2019 setting out an all-of-Government approach to 
delivering changes across all sectors. Reducing greenhouse gases and transitioning to a low 
carbon economy will require significant actions in the way we go about our daily lives. The 
important role that forests play in climate change mitigation and adaptation is recognised in the 
plan and a series of actions are in the process of implementation. 

The last decade has seen the importance of long-term investment by the State in forestry and 
the 22,000 landowners who have planted since the 1990s. These forests will continue to deliver 
multiple benefits in the form of timber, employment and ecosystems services now and into the 
future.
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