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Attendance:    
DAFM:  Minister of State Pippa Hackett, B Gleeson (Secretary General), C Hayes (Asst Secretary 
General), S Dunne, P Kelly, F Moore, A Maguire, S Maurus, J Farrell, C Smith, S O’Mahony, J Casey, S 
Nutty, C Murphy, S Hona, S O’Sullivan, E O’Doherty, J Byrne, K Collins 
 
Chairs of Project Woodland Working Groups: M Cantwell, M Layde, M Crowe, T Hennessy 
           
Stakeholders:  M McAuley (FII), E McGoff (An Taisce), M Carlin (Coillte), M Boyden (SWAN), D 
Houlihan (AIFC), O Duggan (Birdwatch Ireland), D Whelan (ITGA), J Roche (NPWS), S Boland (Irish 
Rural Link), T Ryan (None so Hardy), M Moroney (FCI), B Murphy (FII), A Dunne (ACA), P Purser (Pro 
Silva), N Ni Fhlatharta, (Teagasc), A St Ledger (Environmental Pillar), E Hendrick (COFORD), B Hyde 
(EPA), J Gowran (Woodlands of Ireland), V Nally (IFA), P O’Brien (FII), P Fogarty (Irish Wildlife Trust), 
K O’Donoghue (FOCS), P Barry (IGBC), N Sweetman (IFO) 
 
Apologies from M Conway (FII), A Cunningham (DAFM) 
 
 
Minister Hackett opened the meeting, welcomed all attendees, including the 4 Chairs of the Project 
Woodland (PW) Working Groups. Minister Hackett noted that:  
 

• 3 months have passed since the Forestry Policy Group last met and since then the Working 
Groups (WGs) have been meeting over the summer. The Minister extended her appreciation 
and thanks for the continued attendance, participation and commitment stating that the 
WGs are the engine room of the project. The Minister looks forward to the updates from the 
4 Chairs who are capably steering the Working Groups. 

• The Project Board (PB) published their first Interim Report in July and are committed to 
producing another interim report in October.  It is essential that all recommendations are 
collated and monitored, though not all can be immediately implemented but all are 
considered carefully.  

• Eamon O’Doherty, the Project Manager finalised the project Charter, which was announced 
at the meeting in June, which was published on the Department’s website in July.  

• Seamus Dunne will update on the licensing situation.  A change in terms of public 
consultation impacted licence delivery over the months of July and August. Legislation 
introduced by the Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage at the end of June 
means that all licence applications, subject to Appropriate Assessment, must go to a 30-day 
public consultation with relevant documentation published. This applies to all planning 
application, not just forestry.   

• This interrupted momentum in terms of licence delivery, however in the last two weeks 
momentum has been regained.  An improvement in the licensing situation is only one 
component of Project Woodland but a lot rests on it and is why the regulatory review is so 
important. 

• Afforestation licencing has not enjoyed the same uplift as other categories. A dedicated 
team has been assigned to prioritise afforestation applications. One of the Government’s 
main priorities is the new Climate Action Plan and one of the Minister’s main priorities is 
ensuring that forestry is central to the mitigation measures planned.  

 



• The largest piece of news since the last meeting is the regulatory review. The Minister is 
anxious to move on this as soon as possible as it is a major priority.  

• The Project Board also gave the green light to a public consultation process on the new 
Forest Strategy. The new Forest Strategy is a unique opportunity to determine how Ireland’s 
forests will look like in 50 to 100 years. The Minister is very excited to see the outcome of 
our joint efforts over the next year. Public consultation will give an opportunity to share 
opinions and members are urged to participate as their input is very important in reflecting 
the true shared vision. Implementation of the consultation process has commenced, and the 
Minister encouraged all FPG members to participate in this consultation process as much as 
possible. Member’s input is very important to the group so that the final documents will 
reflect a true shared vision for the future of forests, forestry, woodland and trees in Ireland. 

• A lot of good work has been done and there is of course more to do which can be achieved 
when we continue working together, allowing us to achieve a positive and promising future 
for Ireland’s forests. Implementation of the Mackinnon report and delivery of Project 
Woodland to tackle issues in forestry are key goals for 2021. The Minister remains fully 
committed to this collaborative project, strongly believing that, together, it will be possible 
to achieve a positive and promising future for Ireland’s forests. It is not easy work but 
achieving this kind pf progress is rarely easy. There are no silver bullets. It will require 
sustained commitment and flexibility and the Minister thanked members for their work to 
date.  

 
Presentation by Brendan Gleeson, Secretary General, DAFM, Chair of Project Board, Project 
Woodland 

• Echoed the Minister’s thanks to the Working Groups (WGs) and Chairs. A lot of effort has 
been put into their work and the quality of submissions is high. 

• The Project Board (PB) published their first Interim Report in July and received feedback 
which they will meet with the WGs to discuss. Some of the feedback related to reactions to 
suggestions made by the WGs and the rate of progress and this is understandable. 

• The PB also give support to the Minister while handling a lot of moving parts within the 
process with 4 WGs making parallel recommendations. Even with increased resources which 
DAFM have committed to, there are issues with sequencing and timing which the PB needs 
to consider. The PB does not intend to be prescriptive or subvert or frustrate the pace of 
work of the WGs and is fully aware of the urgency of PW. It does, however, expect to have 
exchanges with the WGs on their suggestions.  The PB will be in touch with the Chairs in the 
coming days to arrange meetings. 

• A tender for the Regulatory review was published and the preferred bidder will be submitted 
today. An offer will be made, and the work will take 3 months. Licences need to be delivered 
within the regulatory framework and we can’t and don’t want to depart from that. We do 
acknowledge that there could be better or more efficient ways to deliver licences and the 
review will allow fresh eyes on the process and we look forward to working with the 
successful bidder.  A lot will be determined by this exercise which will look at other Member 
States. We are open to external expertise. The successful bidder will speak to the 4 WGs, get 
a feel for the issues and take these into account when fulfilling the contract.  

• The process review is underway, and Shelley O’Sullivan will submit an interim process report 
in 2 weeks. Shelley will work closely with the regulatory review team.   

• The future of Forestry requires a shared vision so public consultation is key. It would be a 
failure if we don’t agree on a coherent vision and deliver in a specific timeline. 

• PB has accepted the idea of an Environmental Grant and asked DAFM to accelerate its 
consideration of the grant and to report with a proposal for the next PB meeting.  



• PB believes that the introduction of a Pre-application Consultation has considerable merit 
and has asked DAFM to develop proposals. 

• PB looks forward to engaging directly with WG3 on the Customer Charter and internal and 
external reviews. 

• Engagement by the PB with WG members over the next number of weeks will be critically 
important. 

 
 
Presentation by Eamon O’Doherty, Project Management - Project Woodland (PW) 

• Acknowledged that the introduction of SI 293 did have an impact on licence output for more 
than 30 days. A new system had to be introduced, personal information redacted before 
advertising and once the 30 days have lapsed the AA Determination must be finalised. 

• Regarding project management of the PB itself, the PB and senior management in DAFM 
appreciated that the interim report met with criticism and Eamon has been tasked with 
improving how the PB issue future reports. Status of recommendations and actions will be 
highlighted for those that are brought forward from a previous report.  Will endeavour to 
make target dates clearer and highlight any new recommendations and the PB’s response to 
them and communicate this to the WGs. 

• Regulatory review tender took a lot of time as a prequalification assessment was 
undertaken. All 4 bidders passed to the Evaluation Committee stage who ranked bidders 
against criteria, expertise, project planning and cost. A summary report was drafted for 
submission to the Minister and the PB. A 2-week standstill period will be in place. The 
winning bid exceeded the requirements and will consider licensing and single consents. A 
project initiation document will be signed which includes scope and milestones. A meeting 
will be held with the winning bidder, the PB and Chairs of the WGs. A communication plan 
and reporting schedule will be agreed, and the possibility of an interim report will be 
examined.  

 
Questions/Comments: 

1. Member: It would be good to see the criteria for the Environmental Grant and see how the 
spending of public money will comply with environmental law. 
B Gleeson: WG1 have made specific recommendations. DAFM will make a proposal in 
response and this will be discussed with the WGs. 

2. Member: Native Woodland Conservation Scheme (NWCS) approvals are not reported on 
and staff have been told not to process. Could a monthly target be introduced? 
S Dunne: NWCS files are sent to the District Inspector and to Ecology. Licences are the 
priority for Ecology so NWCS files are not being acted on at the moment.  

3. Member: Is this fair? Applicants have to pay for Ecological reports for NWCS applications. 
This is not acceptable. The scheme has not been mentioned in Project Woodland. 
Minister Hackett: We will take a note of this and look into the matter. 

 
 
Presentation by Michael Cantwell, Chair of Working Group 1 - Reducing the Backlog, Project 
Woodland 

• Objectives and membership confirmed. The Group has met on 17 occasions for 34 hours in 
total, a sizeable effort. 

• Work programme of the Group since the last meeting was discussed. The impact of SI 293 on 
the Group cannot be overstated. Efforts needed to be refocused which caused difficulty and 
had a significant impact. The reduction of licence output was very disheartening particularly 
the low level of afforestation. S Dunne presented to the Group about the issue.  Group 
reviewed the PB’s interim report and has provided written feedback. At the request of the 



PB, the Group has refined the “backlog dashboard “and it’s now ready for use by DAFM. At 
the request of the PB, the Group has reconsidered the Backlog definition, and by adding a 
footnote is now addressing the Collite issue. A summary of the backlog dashboard was 
given. 

• The backlog now stands a 5,087 and this has increased rather than decreasing. All of the 
WG1 recommendations were made with the sole purpose of reducing the backlog. 

• Members were commended for their dedication as all are very committed and already 
looking to their next piece of work. They will prepare to work on the regulatory review and 
may take a fresh look at the Mackinnon report to ensure they haven’t missed anything and 
confirm if there are other recommendations they could make. Many members are 
disheartened and frustrated on the basis of the numbers of licences issuing, particularly for 
afforestation. 
 

WG1.pdf

 
 
Minister Hackett: It is sobering to hear the number of licences in the backlog. On the definition of 
the backlog, the farmers charter and customer charter would generally relate to farmers and 
landowners and would not normally include a State Agency. 
 
Questions/Comments on M Cantwell’s presentation: 

1. Member: Are all 5,087 licences in the backlog for private landowners? 
C Hayes: 2,000 of these are for Coillte. 

2. Member: Regarding SI 293, the enactment came about as a result of a 2016 court ruling and 
Ireland took no action for 5 years. The Government should stay on top of European Court of 
Justice rulings and implement them quickly. 
Minister Hackett: I agree. 

3. Member: There is a duplication of effort with the first and second public consultation. 
Planning and Aquaculture don’t have this. The Forestry system is not the most efficient. 
Minister Hackett: I will ask my officials to look into this. 

4. Member: Dashboard and the definition of the backlog do not include the NWCS 
applications. All of these applications would have a felling licence application so they should 
be in the backlog and there should be a monthly target on the dashboard. For anyone trying 
to promote the Scheme if they tell potential applicants the truth about the status of these 
applications they won’t apply. 
Minister Hackett: We can look at working towards this. 

5. Member: In what order will licences be dealt with? The private sector would prefer if they 
were handled chronologically. 
M Cantwell: There hasn’t been a decision on this yet. SI 293 took a lot of time, but this is 
back on the Group’s agenda. 
 

 
 
 
Presentation by Michael Layde, Chair of Working Group 4 - Process Improvement, Project 
Woodland 

• The overall approach of the Group was introduced, and it was noted that the Process Review 
is very thorough, and Shelley O’Sullivan is working closely with the Group. 



• 2 papers were submitted to the PB. The Group understood that these would be endorsed, 
rejected or endorsed with modifications and if endorsed would pass to DAFM for work with 
the Group. This has not happened, and the Group is concerned. 

• Environment Report/Grant – proposal with PB. It is thought that good inputs at the start of 
the application could expedite the process. Proposal should be read with the proposal on 
pre-application consultation as the two could work together. 

• Pre-application Consultations – proposal with PB. Desire of the Group is for universal 
application to maximise impact. Group has kept it to a simple and straightforward process 
which they hope will lead to early implementation. 

• End to end process review – The work that Shelley is completing will be complimented by 
the regulatory review.  Taken together these analyses should permit the Group to arrive at 
recommendations for both early administrative improvements to the licensing system and 
potentially more invasive changes, such as the possibility of a single licence, requiring 
legislation. 

• Current position of WG4 – disappointed with the PB report and response to the proposals on 
the Environment Report/Grant and Pre-application Consultations. Concerns have been 
communicated to the PB as the Group felt their report was sub-optimal. The Chair of the PB 
responded and indicated a willingness to accelerate approach. DAFM will need to put flesh 
on the bones of proposals. The Group has asked to meet with the PB and have been assured 
that will happen. There is a common purpose, and the next report should be better. The 
Group would like to advance things more quickly. 
 

WG4.pdf

 
 
Minister Hackett: Thanks, we don’t want frustration in Groups so appreciate the honesty. We need 
to be as productive and positive as possible. 2 of the 4 WGs, WG1 and WG2 are external facing and 
WG3 and WG4 are internal facing and the work of all Groups is very important 
 
 
Presentation by Dr Matt Crowe, Chair of Working Group 2- A Shared National Approach, Project 
Woodland 

• A change has been made to the membership of the Group. Thanks to Sadhbh O’Neill 
for her contribution and welcome to Pat Barry who has replaced her on the Group. 

• Reminder of why we are here – once in a generation opportunity to reset the future 
of forests and forestry in Ireland. The decisions we make in the next year will have 
long lasting impacts. 

• Focus for 2021-Early 2022 – Shared Vision and Coalition Building. 

• Output so far – Proposed vision, this will have linkages to the SEA/AA process and 
the new Forestry Programme.  

• The Forestry Programme will be the main implementation vehicle of the vision and 
strategy. 

• Draft vision statement for 2050 - will include the main deliverables needed by 2050 
if not before. Forestry could be a symbol to other industries. Feedback to the draft 
statement will be considered and it will be refined further.  

• Updated work plan dependent on public consultation timings was presented. 

• Public consultation as approved by the Minister was explained – this will require 
external expertise with procurement needed. A balance of the right type and scale 
needs to be achieved. 



• Next for the Group –  

o Outputs are being socialised, shared and discussed with the PB, FPG and 
DAFM.  

o Wider public and stakeholder engagement commenced with the DAFM team 
managing this work.  

o Complete work on draft vision for wider consultation having regard to 
feedback from FPG, PB and DAFM.  

o WG to act as an oversight/steering group to DAFM team for Phases 3 and 4.  
o Deep dive into the 4 R’s – would like a workshop with the FPG to discuss.  
o 100/200 year Vision – will really challenge us to think about what Ireland 

could and should look like in the far future.  
o Background work for strategy development (what, who, how, when) – while 

proposed Vision (why and the visionary what) is out for wider consultation 
and assessment 

• Final reflections – we must acknowledge there are major issues in the Sector but 
there are also huge opportunities in this area. 

WG2.pdf

 

Minister Hackett: The work of the Group is appreciated, and it is good to see their ongoing 
engagement with other WGs and the FPG. 

 
Questions/Comments on M Crowe’s presentation: 

1. Member: I have had positive engagement with Matt. We should not lose sight of the 
landscape; we have a Western temperate climate, our native and ancient woodlands are not 
part of PW’s objectives but need to be. Natural regeneration should be considered – the 
right tree that wants to be in the right place. On the vision and looking back at the 
environmentally damaging practices of the past. This is happening now with breaches of law. 
Ensuring that this is addressed, and these practices are in the past is fundamental to the 
vision. We are working from interim forest guidelines. There is no consultation with 
communities and NGOs, only Coillte are consulted. Interim guidelines are temporary and not 
fit for purpose. Certification has to be linked to governance. SFM needs solid rules that 
won’t change as this undermines all work. We need national standards that are robust and 
there is no timeline on full consultation. AIEs are showing that breaches are still happening, 
they are not just in the past. We can’t move forward until this is resolved. 
Minister Hackett: I agree that this needs to be resolved and we will work to do so. 

2. Member: Very little focus on what ‘right tree’ means, I look forward to this conversation. 
How do we protect and restore the wild bird population? We haven’t looked at the effects 
of afforestation on ground nesting birds. In the last 10 days, 3 PW documents have been 
provided for review in a short timeframe and capacity to respond is stretched.  

3. From chat: Reform Forest Policy, Restore the relationship between communities and forests, 
Reform the Coillte 1988 Forestry Act not fit for purpose, regenerate our Primary Ancient 
woodland fragments and connect them. 4 R's 

 
4. From chat: The European Commission has very significant concerns relating to the Irish 

forestry model in particular hen harrier and fresh water pearl mussel as expressed by 
Commissioner Sinkevicius this week at the IIEA webinar https://youtu.be/TQjKBcmkavs 

https://youtu.be/TQjKBcmkavs


5. From chat: Minister I also asked that presentations from EPA and NPWs be made in relation 
to water, biodiversity and climate and strategies re same to support this Vision document 
work.  

6. Member: I challenge the view on current forestry practices. The industry is so well regulated 
that 25% of the afforestation target has been reached. Despite climate change mitigation we 
aren’t planting land because the Sector is over regulated. A lot of effort has been put into 
standards and we have more constraints that any other country in Europe. Current practices 
are particularly environmentally friendly. Look at the biodiversity of other agricultural 
practices and look at forestry and see the benefits it can bring.  

7. From chat: Responding, there are numerous forestry license appeals being upheld and sent 
back to FS, the main forestry activity is Reforestation by Coillte involving massive clearfelling, 
90% Sitka spruce, not much change there from the legacy issues and Reforestation is not 
being looked at by Project Woodland. 
Minister Hackett: This is one of the reasons that the regulatory review has been initiated 
and in 3 months we will have more answers. The differing opinions on this issue highlight the 
weight and necessity of this review. 

8. Member: Why does the Minister not ask DAFM Officials to respond to the criticism of 
regulatory practices and defend what we do in forestry? DAFM should be more on the front 
foot defending accusations like that. 
Minister Hackett: I see DAFM’s role as ensuring forestry is done correctly and not to defend 
one element over another.  
M Crowe: Comments reflect the complexity of land management, forming a strategy and the 
benefits it can have socially, environmentally and economically. It is a principle of the Group 
to base decisions on facts, science and evidence. We need to bring facts to the table and 
strive for common ground. 
B Gleeson: I look forward to engagement on this. Discussion shows the spectrum of opinions 
and that is why we need this process and a common vision, but it will be difficult. I 
acknowledge the contribution of DAFM staff who are working on the licensing crisis and this 
strategic process. Staff are working extraordinarily hard, and I would like to put my thanks 
on the record to staff and to the Chairs. I am very appreciative of all the feedback as robust 
engagement shows a healthy process, the PB will talk to all Chairs. 
 



 
 
Presentation by Professor Thia Hennessy, Chair of Working Group 3, Organisational Development 
and Communications, Project Woodland 

• Remit and objectives introduced –  
o Organisational Development –  
o Suite of KPI’s and targets to be developed, published and reported to Minister 

quarterly. Customer charter to be developed and published.  
o Conduct a review of DAFM organisational structure, roles, responsibilities and 

capabilities. Conduct a training needs analysis.  
o Communications - Agreement with forestry representatives on combined approach 

to promotion of sustainable forestry. 

• Customer Charter – Group examining the scope for legislative basis similar to the planning 
system with fixed timelines once the backlog has been addressed. This has been added to 
the regulatory review. Who is the customer? The Group sees the landowner as the customer 
and would like to see all communication between DAFM and the forester including the 
landowner. DAFM has confirmed that they are looking into the technical feasibility and cost 
benefit of IForis accommodating this, which it does not at present.  

• Internal Review – Terms of reference finalised – “A review of the structure, skills and culture 
across the combined forestry teams relative to the outputs sought is urgently required”. 
Expert consultants are needed for this work to examine how fit for purpose the culture and 
structure is. This will need sign off by the PB. WG4 could also be making decisions that effect 
this piece of work. Some of Group felt that public consultation was needed on the internal 
review and others thought it would delay the work. The Group would like guidance from the 
PB on this issue. 

• External review of DAFM, Teagasc, Coillte & COFORD – very broad. Terms of reference 
finalized. Mapping of existing roles and responsibilities and identification of duplication and 
gaps on-going   

• Focus on future role of COFORD – next stage. 

• Training needs analysis - Thanks to Tom Houlihan of Teagasc who met with members 3-4 
times over the summer and shared his expertise in this area. Previous needs analyses 
reviewed. Template for new analysis finalized. External assistance required to progress the 
analyses – terms of reference and proposal to the next project board. 

• Communications – chaired by Meg Laffan, DAFM - Reviewed current communication 
activities within the sector. Assessed needs from various stakeholders around promotion. 
Working on progressing a communications strategy. 

• Conclusions – concern about the pace of progress, interdependencies with other WGs and 
the endpoint when PW will be delivered. PW is being resourced by DAFM staff who are also 
dealing with their daily workload and they are stretched so external help will be needed. 
 

WG3.pdf

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Questions/Comments on Professor Hennessy’s presentation: 
1. Member: There should be public consultation on the internal review of DAFM. The Forestry 

Act 1988 (Section 37) (Coillte Teoranta) bye-laws 2009 predates the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development 1992 in Rio de Janeiro and sustainable 
forestry principles. Forests when managed properly have social, environmental and 
economic benefits. 1988 Act is not fit for purpose. The Environmental Pillar presented to the 
Joint Oireachtas Committee on Climate informing them that the Act is obsolete and should 
have been included in the review of all forestry legislation. The Forestry Act 2014 should 
have included a review of the Coillte Act. It was included in the 1990s list of Acts for review 
but was omitted. 1988 Act doesn’t mention SFM, biodiversity or ecological principles and 
can’t deliver in current form. It is primacy of profit for Coillte; timber production and land 
development. 
T. Hennessy: There isn’t consensus with the Group as to whether public consultation is 
needed. We will check whether the 1988 Act will be looked at under the regulatory review. 

2. Member: Information flow stops and starts with foresters. There is a major gap in the IT 
system structurally in assisting with information. This needs to be addressed and shouldn’t 
need procurement. 
T. Hennessy: Shelley has taken this issue on board. 

3. Member: What is meant by culture? This is very broad and needs to be more specific. We 
need to take greater cognisance of the legislative process for timelines. In some respects, 
DAFM could be more flexible and learn from the bottom up and top down to meet in the 
middle. 
T. Hennessy: Culture came from Jo O’Hara’s report – teams should be structured around 
what strategy should deliver. Expert guidance is needed. 

4. From chat: training needs analysis should include operative and technician level training in 
woodland conservation and management, in co-operation with NPWS, IFI and EPA, Teagasc 
etc 

Presentation by S Dunne DAFM - Update on licencing 

• Presentation given of the forestry dashboard from April to September 2021. 

• Reiterated that licences need to be legally robust and DAFM are careful with every licence. 

• Happy to talk to anybody about the AA Assist process which takes some of the heavy lifting 
from Ecologists. Initially used for Coillte and in May was extended to private felling and is 
now being used on Forest Road applications.  

• 10 Ecologists and 4 Forestry Inspectors now assigned to afforestation currently and AA Assist 
will be used from tomorrow. 

• Asked that forestry companies review their priority files and supply DAFM with any ecology 
information that they have available for them. 
 

S Dunne.pdf

 
 
 
Questions/Comments on S Dunne’s presentation: 

1. Member: Is there a policy in place to keep afforestation rates low? 
S Dunne: There is no policy to keep afforestation rates low. The plan was always to develop 
AA Assist for afforestation once it was being used successfully for felling. There will now be a 
prioritisation of afforestation applications. 



2. Member: You said that DAFM are depending on a good NIS from applicants, but you recently 
said DAFM would do this work. Is a NIS needed? 
S Dunne: Circular 8 of 2021 advised that for felling and road applications harvest plans are 
needed and a NIS should only be provided when asked for. Afforestation is a land use 
change so habitat map, pre-screening report and NIS will help DAFM to process the 
application. If not supplied, then DAFM can do this work but if the applicant provides it does 
speed up the process. 

 
 
Minister Hackett concluded the meeting by thanking all participants for their time and effort, 
informing the group that at the next FPG meeting Irish Rural Link will give an update on their 
Community Engagement work. The Minister extended her appreciation for the commitment of FPG 
Members, WG Chairs, the Project Board, DAFM leads, Eamon and Shelley to Project Woodland.  
 
 
END 
 
 

 

 


