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Introduction 

Trees are a vital part of Ireland’s natural heritage. Ireland needs more of them, with the right trees 

planted in the right place for the right reason. For a variety of historical reasons, Ireland has one 

of the lowest levels of forest cover in the European Union. Paradoxically, this means that Ireland 

has a special opportunity to improve its natural heritage, by investing in afforestation in a way 

that is sensitive to its landscape and environment, and that allows citizens to benefit from the 

unique range of public and private goods offered by it.  

The management and creation of new forests, well planned and executed, can make a significant 

contribution to Ireland’s climate change mitigation efforts, can enhance biodiversity, improve 

water quality, provide shade and shelter for farmed animals and amenity opportunities for 

citizens. Harvested wood products are also essential for climate mitigation. Together they also 

support economic development and employment creation in rural areas and provide alternatives 

for fossil fuel-based materials in construction and energy generation. To maximise this 

opportunity, Ireland needs a coherent and broadly accepted Vision and Strategy for the 

development of its forest sector.  

How you can help 

We would like to hear your informed opinions and views on what you see as the role of trees and 

forests of all shapes and sizes in Ireland’s future.  Your input is a crucially important contribution 

to realising a shared national vision for trees and forests in Ireland’s future and a new Forest 

Strategy to implement this Vision. 

This document sets out the proposed Vision and a summary of the guiding principles around the 

right trees in the right places for the right reasons, with the right management that we think can 

help shape the future of trees and forests in Ireland.  

We are inviting you to complete the online consultation questionnaire, which can be 

accessed at the following link: https://foreststrategy.consultation.ie/en/surveys 

The questionnaire will be open for completion until Wednesday 27th April 

We wish to thank you sincerely for taking the time to complete this survey. 

  

https://foreststrategy.consultation.ie/en/surveys
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The Vision  

The vision below has been developed collaboratively through the work of Project Woodland to 

provide inspiration and motivation for action across the public and private sectors to deliver what 

is needed for forests and forestry in Ireland. It represents our initial thinking on where Ireland 

can, and needs to be by 2050 and the rest of the century, for its trees and forests to have a positive 

meaningful and lasting impact. 

 

PROPOSED VISION FOR TREES, WOODS AND FORESTS BY 2050 

THE RIGHT TREES IN THE RIGHT PLACES FOR THE RIGHT REASONS WITH 

THE RIGHT MANAGEMENT SUPPORTING A SUSTAINABLE AND THRIVING 

ECONOMY AND SOCIETY AND A HEALTHY ENVIRONMENT. 

By 2050, Ireland’s forests and woodlands will be seen as a symbol of the transformational social, 

economic and environmental changes that were needed to address the climate, biodiversity, 

housing and health emergencies of the 2020’s.  A much larger and more diverse forestry and 

woodland footprint is being successfully managed to balance and deliver forestry’s multiple 

objectives and benefits for climate, nature, wood production, people, the wider economy and rural 

communities. It is co-existing in harmony with farming, urban and other landscapes and valued 

highly by citizens.  It is also supporting a thriving and growing forest industry, long term quality 

employment, ecosystem services and public, educational and recreational amenities.  

Forestry is at the centre of the circular and green economy with Irish grown timber the material 

of choice for new Irish homes. It is providing a profitable diversification option for farmers, with 

people living in rural, urban and suburban communities feeling a sense of connection and pride 

in their local forests and woodlands, and the many benefits that they provide. Legacy 

environmental issues associated with past forestry practices have been successfully resolved, 

building on the improvements in management evident under the government funded Forestry 

Programmes. The Irish landscape  now features  a rich variety of trees, woods and forests, 

established for multiple purposes and delivering multiple benefits for the environment, economy 

and society on both public and private land.   
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The right trees, in the right places for the right reasons, with the right 

management  

The right trees in the right places for the right reasons, with the right management – referred to 

here as the “four R’s” – captures the overall objective of the vision statement above. However, the 

term ‘right’ can have different meanings for different people. It is important to identify and 

understand what these meanings can be and the values that can be associated with forests in 

Ireland.   

The right reasons 

Clearly defining the objectives and reasons behind the creation of new forests and the 

management of existing forests will help to ensure that their purpose is closely aligned to the 

things we value most about trees and forests. Balancing objectives will help ensure the delivery 

of multiple benefits from new forests.  

 

 
1 An-Analysis-of-Abatement-Potential-of-Greenhouse-Gas-Emissions-in-Irish-Agriculture-2021-2030.pdf 
(teagasc.ie) 

Forests for 

Climate 

 

Over the coming decade and beyond, forestry (and forest products) 

will be the single largest land-based climate mitigation measure 

available to Ireland, while forest creation is the single most effective 

land-use change for meeting Ireland’s carbon emission targets1.  

As trees grow and mature, they take up carbon dioxide by 

photosynthesis and storage of carbon in biomass and soils. The carbon 

stock in forest soils is the dominant component, accounting for 79.1% 

of the carbon stock in Irelands forest estate.  

Forests for 

Nature 

 

Biodiversity is at the very foundation of our environment and forests 

are among the most biologically diverse ecosystems on earth. It is 

estimated that European forests transpire approximately half the 

rainfall on the continent. Ireland’s remaining natural forests are 

fragmented across the country and often degraded. However, planned 

correctly, both planted and semi-natural forests can complement and 

enhance the important biodiversity that we have, both within their 

boundaries and serving as wildlife corridors and refuges in the wider 

landscape. 

https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2018/An-Analysis-of-Abatement-Potential-of-Greenhouse-Gas-Emissions-in-Irish-Agriculture-2021-2030.pdf
https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2018/An-Analysis-of-Abatement-Potential-of-Greenhouse-Gas-Emissions-in-Irish-Agriculture-2021-2030.pdf
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2 The European Forest Institute – Key Questions on Forests in the EU - https://efi.int/publications-
bank/key-questions-forests-eu  
3 COFORD, (2022). Employment and economic impact associated with the forest sector. COFORD, Kildare 
St. Dublin 2. (Currently in draft, expected 2022). 
 

Forests for 

Wood 

 

For the majority of forest owners selling timber is the primary source 

of income from forests. It has been estimated that by using just 1 tonne 

of wood in construction instead of concrete or steel it is possible to 

avoid 2.4 tonnes of CO2 emissions on average2. This highlights the 

importance of using wood as a building material to mitigate against 

climate change. Softwoods (wood-derived from conifers) are essential 

in providing us with wood products. The Irish hardwood resource is 

currently very limited but as broadleaf forests mature it is expected 

that the volume of hardwood will increase. This will create new 

opportunities around this supply.  

Forests for 

People  

 

Visits to Coillte-owned forests increased by nearly 40% during the 

Covid-19 pandemic, with 2.2 million people visiting Coillte’s top 50 

forests between March and December 2020. There is an ever-

increasing demand for activity-based pursuits in Ireland's forests but 

significant opportunities also exist around their potential use as 

centres of learning, wellness and outdoor education.  

Increasing access to forests will be needed to connect people even 

more with this vital resource. Coillte has an open forest policy, while 

the decision to allow access to privately owned forests rests solely with 

the forest owner. Potentially, public access could be considered and 

agreed upon in a planned way through the development of forest plans 

for larger areas, such as at a catchment level, ensuring that public 

access develops in tandem with other forest objectives and the 

legitimate rights and expectations of private forest owners.  

 

Forests for 

Economy and 

Rural 

Development  

 

Trees and forests are part of our natural and cultural heritage and can 

support a strong and sustainable economy and thriving and resilient 

communities. Forest creation can provide opportunities for income 

and enterprise diversification, particularly in rural areas and for 

farmers.   Total employment generated by activities in the forest and 

wood products sector was estimated at 9,000 full-time equivalents3.  

Since 1980, nearly 23,500 private landowners have received grant aid 

https://efi.int/publications-bank/key-questions-forests-eu
https://efi.int/publications-bank/key-questions-forests-eu
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The right trees 

Between the arrival of Neolithic farmers to Ireland (approximately 6,000 years ago) and the 

1600s, it is estimated that Ireland’s forest coverage went from 80% to 20% and by the early 20th 

Century it had been reduced to 1% but the trend began to reverse. Early planting programmes 

were carried out by the State, with the initial objective of creating a resource that would rapidly 

yield a sustainable supply of timber and reduce dependence on imports. As there are a limited 

number of native tree species in Ireland, and a more limited set again suitable for timber 

production, foresters looked to non-native conifers to rapidly replace an over-exploited resource. 

This was influenced by the relatively poor land types available for afforestation at the time with 

a reluctance to plant on what was considered good quality and productive agricultural land. In 

more recent times forest practice in Ireland has been guided by the principles of Sustainable 

Forest Management. This, coupled with more productive land types becoming available through 

 
4 DAFM. Annual Review and Outlook for Agriculture, Food and the Marine, 2021. Department of Agriculture, 
Food and the Marine, Dublin, Ireland.  
5 COFORD. 2021. All Ireland roundwood production forecast, 2021- 2040. COFORD, Dublin, Ireland.  
6 EPA (2020) Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry emissions and removals 1990-2019, Available at: 
https://www.epa.ie/our-services/monitoring--assessment/climate-change/ghg/lulucf/#   

to establish forests, the majority of which were farmers4.  In 2019 over 

€64 million was paid in forest premium payments to forest owners. 

This has driven an increase in the availability of timber for harvest. For 

instance, the roundwood harvest (including firewood) in 2020 was 

3.91 million m3, the highest level since records began, 1 million m3 of 

which came from the private sector. While it is forecasted that 

production will increase to 7.9 million m3 by 2035, the increase again 

largely driven by the availability of timber coming on stream from the 

private sector5.   

 

Setting 

targets 

appropriately  

 

Under the Climate Action Plan 2021, a target has been set to achieve a 

minimum of 8,000 hectares of newly planted forest per annum but we 

are currently far from reaching this target with just 2,016 ha of newly 

planted forest in 2021.  Low planting rates in recent years have been 

identified as a future risk in terms of our forests continuing to act as a 

significant carbon sink6. If targets are to be meaningful, realistic and 

achievable then it is essential that they are set with the support of 

society; the people who will be creating new forests and living with 

them in their communities. 

http://www.coford.ie/news/allirelandroundwoodproductionforecast2021-2040.html
https://www.epa.ie/our-services/monitoring--assessment/climate-change/ghg/lulucf/
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farmer participation in afforestation, has resulted in an increased focus on native and 

broadleaved species, whilst also recognising the importance of non-native conifers to the forest 

sector economy. 

 
7 Green, S., Martin, S., Gharechelou, S., Cawkwell, F. and Black, K., 2019. BRIAR: Biomass Retrieval in Ireland 
using Active Remote sensing. Research Report 305, EPA, Dublin. 
8 Fossitt, J.A. A Guide to Habitats in Ireland, The Heritage Council, October 2000. 

Non-native and 

naturalised tree 

species 

 

Non-native conifers such as Sitka spruce remain the most common species 

planted in Ireland, occupying 44.6% of the forest area. The species thrives 

in the wet and mild conditions of Ireland and has proven itself to be one of 

the most productive and commercial species grown in this country. 

However, there are some negative perceptions associated with forests of 

single species, from both a landscape and biodiversity perspective. 

Furthermore, there are sectoral vulnerabilities associated with large scale 

use or reliance on a single species, regardless of their origins. 

 

Native tree 

species 

Native forests or native woodlands range from ancient oak and ash forests, 

some of which are over 400 years old, to naturally emerging woodlands 

such as birch wood colonising cutaway bog, to recently established 

plantations. The cover of native forest in Ireland is relatively low, currently 

comprising about 1.8% of the land area. Our native forests tend to be small 

in size and are highly fragmented which indicates the need for a continued 

effort to create new native forests that can be connected across the 

landscape. In addition to this, it is estimated that there is approximately 

689,000 km of hedgerows nationally7. As habitats, these features are 

considered linear woodland in Ireland8. While not exclusively, these tend 

to be dominated by native tree species. Hedgerows have an important role 

to play in enabling biodiversity processes, they provide connectivity 

between habitats, provide valuable wildlife corridors, shelter for livestock 

and also have a role in controlling surface hydrology as well as in carbon 

sequestration.  

 

Looking to the 

future – climate 

adaptation, 

diversity and 

resilience 

Key to mitigating the risks of climate change is more diversity. This can be 

genetic diversity (increasing the number of tree species we plant and 

ensuring that they are adaptable to the location in which they are planted) 

or diversity of forest management practices, using a broader range of 

silvicultural practices appropriately e.g. continuous cover forestry and 
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The right places 

Planning appropriately for more diverse forests that connect to existing trees in the landscape 

can help provide multifunctional benefits; creating networks of habitats that support 

biodiversity, water quality, whilst also improving the quality of life for local communities and the 

economy. 

 
Matching 

species with 

site  

 

The health of the forest, its adaptability and consequently its productivity all 

stem from correctly matching species with the site.  Much of the science 

behind forestry is devoted to this subject and a key job of the Forester is 

getting this decision right. There are a range of additional environmental, 

cultural and social considerations to take into account when planning a new 

forest, however, at the core of forest practice is that the site must be able to 

support the species planted and provide conditions for them to thrive. 

 

Connecting 

People with 

Places 

 

To meet our current targets under the Climate Action Plan forests will have to 

be established on a much larger scale than currently exists. This could provide 

opportunities for greater co-operation between local landowners, 

communities and other stakeholders.  However, the creation of new forests 

can also be a cause for concern for people in some communities. Planning for 

the future expansion of our forests at the catchment, landscape or local 

authority/ regional level could provide opportunities for greater cooperation 

and collaboration between local landowners, communities and other 

stakeholders. Establishing, building and developing local partnerships and 

collaborative structures in this respect could be used to identify the most 

appropriate places for new trees. 

 

 agroforestry (see Right Management). The impact of climate change means 

we need to develop a greater understanding of the adaptability of the tree 

species we use to potential future growing conditions. Management of 

diverse forests will require investment in the generation of knowledge as 

well as training for forest owners and practitioners.  
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Health and 

Well Being  

 

Forests are multifunctional spaces that can provide people with physical, 

mental, social health and well-being benefits. For example, the Woodlands for 

Health programme was developed by Coillte and has been prescribed by 

medical professionals for adult patients who experience mental health 

challenges to engage them in forest activities to enhance their quality of life. 

There is an opportunity under the new forest strategy to benefit a significant 

proportion of the Irish population, providing accessible spaces for recreation, 

exercise, and promoting physical and mental health and well-being. 

 

Urban and 

Near Urban 

Areas 

 

The majority of our population now live in urban areas. It is important that 

their needs are considered in the vision for trees, woods and forests and the 

Forest Strategy. Forests can become as much a part of the natural fabric of 

urban areas as they are for rural communities, enabling people to experience 

the multiple benefits that these areas can provide. We need to reimagine our 

urban spaces in our cities, towns and villages as ones that can support forests 

at a scale that works for these spaces and for the people living within them.  

 

Our urban areas can also be transformed into carbon sinks by substituting the 

use of climate unfriendly materials such as concrete, steel and cement with 

wood-based products, reducing carbon emissions and storing carbon for 

longer periods. Cross-sectoral cooperation between urban developers, public 

health professionals, local businesses, communities and others could facilitate 

a transition away from concrete and steel to wood as the building material of 

choice for homes and buildings. 

 

The right management 

Forest practice in Ireland is guided by the principles of Sustainable Forest Management9 (SFM), 

as defined by the Ministerial Conference on the Protection of Forests in Europe (Forest Europe). 

There is a growing appreciation of the multifunctional role of forests at both the national and 

European level and a greater understanding of the range of ecosystem services that forests 

 
9 “The stewardship and use of forest lands in a way and at a rate that maintains their productivity, biodiversity, 
regeneration capacity, vitality and their potential to fulfil now and in the future relevant ecological, economic 
and social functions at local, national and global levels and that does not cause damage to other ecosystems." 
Forest Europe.  

https://foresteurope.org/foresteurope/
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provide. Nevertheless, there are associated risks for biodiversity if good practice is not followed, 

this is especially associated with tree felling and ground cultivation activities.    

 

Even-aged 

forest 

management 

Most forests in Ireland have been established and managed under an even-

aged management structure. Trees are planted at a high density and thinned 

over the lifetime of the forest before the final crop is felled and the timber used 

to generate forest products. The forests are then replanted and the cycle starts 

again. The Forest Service of the DAFM operates policy and procedures in 

relation to tree felling which is underpinned by the provisions of the Forestry 

Act 2014 and includes significant ecological input in the assessment and 

granting of felling licences.   

 

Continuous 

Cover 

Forestry  

 

Continuous Cover Forestry (CCF) is an alternative forest management 

approach, where the forest canopy is retained, and individual or small groups 

of trees are removed at appropriate times to allow light to reach the forest 

floor and new seedlings to grow naturally. The result is a multi-layered 

structure that closely mirrors that of a natural forest. The approach is 

considered “closer to nature” as it is generally associated with delivering a 

greater range of ecosystem services. CCF can be an option in forests that have 

suitable appropriately deep rooting soils and in lower windthrow risk areas 

and where CCF management interventions are undertaken with relevant 

silvicultural expertise. Many exposed, elevated or poorly drained sites may 

have CCF limitations and appropriate silvicultural advice is required. 

 

Agro-

forestry  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Agroforestry is a system of forestry that allows the growth of trees on land 

being used for farming. The system gives the landowners the flexibility to 

graze and cut hay/silage while growing trees for timber. It provides multiple 

benefits for the owner and supports additional ecosystem services such as 

supporting biodiversity and protecting soil and water quality. Agroforestry 

can take place at a range of scales, from home garden level to farm and 

landscape level.  

 

Natural and 

artificial 

regeneration 

Natural regeneration is the establishment of new trees from seed arriving 

naturally (by animals, wind, water, etc.) from adjoining or nearby seed 

sources. Most forests in Ireland are established artificially. Seed is collected, 
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sown and grown on in a nursery, and later transported to the forest where it 

is planted in the ground. This approach gives the landowner choice, whether 

that be species, its provenance, or the use of improved planting material, that 

may have been selected for traits of biological and economic importance, such 

as improved growth and survival, quality, and resistance to stresses such as 

disease or drought. 

Natural regeneration on the other hand results in the seed germinating in-situ 

and is considered part of a closer to nature approach to forest management.  

However, the results can often be unpredictable and sporadic. With strong 

vegetation competition, there is no certainty of when or if the trees would 

regenerate. However, as our forest estate matures and systems such as CCF 

are adopted at a greater scale, opportunities for natural regeneration will 

increase. This will bring into greater focus the appropriateness of the 

regeneration method, taking into consideration the objectives of the 

landowner, site conditions and likely adaptability of the in-situ genetic 

resource.  

 

Food Forests There is growing interest in ‘Food Forests’ throughout Europe which often 

refers to ‘agricultural ecosystems with a layered structure and diverse species 

composition’. A ‘food forest’ can include perennial plants, trees and shrubs, 

which can provide edible and other products for society. In the past in many 

parts of the world, small-scale, intensively managed food forests were 

cultivated through managing these areas as their forest 'garden', by harvesting 

various foods and products. Plant foods were harvested in the form of edible 

fruits, nuts, seeds, leaves, shoots, stems and roots. Other products from these 

areas can include fodder, firewood, flowers, medicines, honey, mushrooms, 

etc. 

 

Synergies and trade-offs in Sustainable Forest Management  

Forests are complex natural systems, some are highly modified such as plantation forests with a 

commercial focus, others less so, such as the planted native woodlands using naturally associated 

species. Nevertheless, all forest types have the ability to deliver benefits for the economy, 

environment and society. However,  the choice of silvicultural approach used will result in trade-

offs between the types and range of benefits. Each will have its advantages and disadvantages 

depending on the objectives and purpose of the forest. For example, if improving biodiversity is 
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the main goal then this means increasing the amount of light reaching the forest floor to improve 

the diversity and abundance of species of flora and fauna present. However, managing the forest 

in this way can reduce the carbon stock of that forest. It also means waiting longer for potentially 

lower volumes of marketable wood products. Part of the Vision for Trees, Woods and Forests 

presented in this document aspires for a much larger and more diverse forest footprint being 

“managed successfully to balance and deliver forestry’s multiple objectives and benefits for 

climate, nature, wood production, people, the wider economy and rural communities”.  This will 

mean applying the most appropriate forest management approach for the objectives set for a 

forest - even age stands, continuous forest cover, agroforestry, natural regeneration etc - but 

within the overall framework of sustainable forest management.  

Effective processes  

Having effective processes in place will ensure that actions supporting the shared vision are 

implementable. By processes, we mean the approaches used to achieve the objectives and future 

strategic actions.  For example, administrative processes and support structures for grant-aided 

forestry schemes should not become a disincentive for those interested in planting trees or those 

seeking support for essential forest management. Improving the efficiency and effectiveness of 

the various forestry licensing processes and application procedures should deliver better results, 

fully address legal and regulatory requirements and deploy resources effectively10. For processes 

like this to be effective, they need to be streamlined, efficient and user friendly.  An examination 

of how these processes can be improved is currently being conducted under another workstream 

of Project Woodland. A regulatory review of forestry licensing will also be carried out and will 

involve wider expertise on both EU and domestic legislation aspects.  

Effective communication, cooperation and collaboration will be key across the entire forest sector 

and the general public. Project woodland will be engaging with communities and stakeholders 

from across the country and it is hoped that this consultation will be the first step toward 

establishing new channels for dialogue and a basis for building effective processes, confidence 

and trust.  

 

 

 
10 O’Hara (2021) Implementation of the Mackinnon Report, Advice to the Minister of State for Land Use and 
Biodiversity on improving the delivery of forestry licensing processes. Available at: gov.ie - Forestry 
(www.gov.ie)  

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/642e6-forestry/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/642e6-forestry/

