
Assessment of Attitudes by Communities and 

Interested Parties on Forestry and Woodlands 



Purpose of Study

➢The main purpose of the study was to gather the views and 
attitudes of people and communities towards forests and 
woodlands to inform a ‘Shared National Vision’

➢The study builds on the work done by University College Dublin 
in 2019 which assessed the social and economic impacts of 
forestry. 

➢Irish Rural Link engaged with its members and communities to 
determine feedback on the important role forests can play, 
including the beneficial and potential adverse impacts of forests 
and trees in communities.



Outline of the Study

➢The first chapter of the report gives an introduction to the study and 
looks at recommendations in the Mackinnon report and outcomes of the 
UCD report.

➢ The second chapter looks at Forestry policy in Ireland. It gives a brief 
history of forestry in Ireland as well as current Government forestry and 
wider policy. 

➢The third chapter looks at EU policies on Forestry and examine practices 
in other jurisdictions (Scotland and Finland)

➢Chapter 4 includes the methodology of the study with the results of the 
survey were analysed in Chapter 5. 

➢The Final two Chapters looks at the main outcomes of the Focus Groups 
with the final chapter looking specifically at the outcomes of the Save 
Group Focus Group. 



Survey Methodology

➢Survey distributed to over 6,000 recipients. 

➢IRL and National Rural Network members invited to participate.

➢Also sent to Farm and Forestry Advisors, ENGO’s, members of 
Project Woodland WG4 as well as Save Leitrim, West Cavan and 
Kerry groups.

➢Survey done through SurveyMonkey with a total of 35 questions.

➢Survey opened for four weeks. 

➢Total of 641 responses to the survey, with an 81% completion rate.

➢Important to note that the Save Groups did not participate in the 
survey. 



Survey Findings

The first section of the survey gathered information about the 
respondents such as age, where they lived and what was their 
interest/involvement in forestry. 

➢Good geographical spread of respondents with 30% in the 45-55 age 
cohort. There were 23% in the 55-65 year old; 22% in the 35-45 age 
bracket. 

➢39% were not directly involved in farming, planting of forestry or in the 
sector but were interested in forests and woodlands, interested in 
planting in the future. 14.7% were Forestry Org Rep and 14% was a 
Timber Business Employee

➢52% identified themselves as a landowner and 48% stated they do not 
own land.

➢Those who were landowners were asked to complete the next section 
on how they used their land. 



Survey Findings

➢There was an even split between landowners and non-landowners with 
31% of landowners using their land for both farming and forestry.

➢The average amount of land used for forestry was 30%.

➢Just 6% of those who received a licence for afforestation in the past did 
not go ahead with planting. 

➢Some reasons included amount of red-tape, negative public perception 
towards forestry, difficulty in getting felling licence, land not suitable, 
native woodland scheme too short, leased the land or used it for 
something different.

➢Respondents were then asked if they were interested in or considering 
forestry in the future. 600 participants answered with 55% saying they 
were interested and 21% saying they were not interested. The remainder 
24% were not sure. 



Survey Findings

➢54% of respondents felt that 
forestry was the best use of 
land to mitigate Climate 
Change.

➢25% felt there was better use 
of land such as restoration of 
peatlands. Others included; 
mixed tree plantations, 
rewilding, ecological farming. 

➢‘The Right Tree in the Right 
Place for the Right Reasons’ 
approach should be followed 

25.66%

53.56%

20.79%

Q12. Are there other alternative land uses you 
would prefer that provide the same 

benefits? Please explain.

Yes No Don't Know



Survey Findings
Q13. Regarding existing and future Forests your local area, how do you see 
these forests integrating into the local community?

➢494 respondents to this question

➢Majority of respondents felt there were more opportunities for existing forests 
to better integrate into the local community. Including;

➢Recreation; Used by schools for educational purposes; Protection of wildlife 
and other biodiversity; Creation of jobs; Become a bigger part of the local 
community’s culture and heritage.

➢Some challenges to this included the type of forests in some communities too 
dense and dark with little or no biodiversity and issue of insurance for 
landowners to open up their forests to public access

➢“I would love to integrate our forest into the local community but the cost of 
insurance makes it impossible”. (Farmer who owns Forest)



Survey Findings
Q13. Regarding existing and future Forests your local area, how do you see 
these forests integrating into the local community?

“Funds could be used to purchase land along waterways or close to 
the urban centre whereby they provide multiple benefits to the 
community (mainly recreation) and have the community involved in 
the project. Many small towns and villages have land that is unused 
within the vicinity that could be purchased with state funds to 
develop woodland and help contribute to local regeneration and 
climate targets. It could be developed through the likes of tidy towns 
whereby the local community is central to the woodlands 
development and protection”.   



Survey Findings

➢Almost half (45%) of respondents commented that they felt the 
minimum set-back requirements were appropriate.

➢Other, mainly farmers felt some were too restrictive and also the 
type of trees should have different requirements. 

➢Some felt that set-back requirements should not be in place for 
native woodland and broadleaves. 

➢In areas where there is a lot of plantation of Sitka Spruce and Firs it 
was felt that 60m from a dwelling should be extended possibly to 
100m



Survey Findings

➢Overall, respondents to this question 
found all three public consultation 
practices as adequate.

➢67% of respondents found ‘Site Notice’ 
as adequate with 21% stating it was 
somewhat adequate. 12% said that it 
was not adequate. 

➢59% found the Forest Viewer was 
adequate with 23% saying it was 
somewhat adequate and 18% finding it 
not adequate. 

➢56% found Notice in Local Newspaper 
was adequate, with 25% saying that it is 
somewhat adequate and 19% saying 
that it is not an adequate form of public 
consultation. 
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Survey Findings 

➢Information on websites was shown to 
be the most beneficial form of 
engagement with 39% strongly agreeing 
that this would be most beneficial and 
41% agreeing.  Just 3% and 4% disagreed 
or strongly disagreed with this form of 
engagement.

➢Community Forum/Information 
Evenings was seen as the next most 
beneficial form of engagement people 
would like to see. 

➢Door-to-door engagement was seen as 
the least beneficial form of engagement. 
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Survey Findings

➢Section 4 looked at the level of knowledge on Forestry in Ireland and 
its uses.

➢89% of respondents considered themselves to be somewhat or very 
informed about Forestry in Ireland with just 11% not informed. 

➢Almost 50% considered they had a moderate amount of knowledge 
on forestry management practices used in Ireland. 34% a great deal of 
knowledge with 16% saying they had none at all. 

➢85% would like to see more wood used in the construction sector with 
72% would like to see more wood used in the energy sector. 



Survey Findings

Section 5 of the survey looked at people’s attitudes and views on 
current Forestry practices in Ireland.

➢85% of respondents felt that there was too little forestry happening at 
the moment with just 4% saying there was too much. 

➢77% of respondents said that they were not satisfied with the current 
forestry licencing system in Ireland, with 19% selecting Don’t Know and 
just 4% saying they were satisfied. 

➢In Q.27 respondents were asked if they felt forestry had a positive or 
negative impact on a list of areas – Communities, 
Landscape/Aesthetics, Local Employment, Timber Production, 
Biodiversity and Carbon Storage.  Respondents could select for each 
one and an option of selecting no opinion for each was also included.   



Survey Findings
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Survey Findings

➢59% would like to see more 
native woodland created. 

➢62% would like to see more 
diverse woodland with a mix of 
tree species.

➢39% would like to see 
Commercially managed forestry 
for wood production created

➢Some respondents expanded 
on their answers and the types 
and percentage of coverage. 
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Survey Findings

➢“Community native woodlands managed by trained local people using the co-
operative model and also use of fencing to allow natural regeneration where there 
are adequate seed sources and expansion of ancient and semi-natural woodlands 
adjacent to natural regeneration which is the only way to ensure the right tree is in 
the right place”

➢“Better opportunities for farmers to plant commercial forestry.  Role for native 
woodland planting, also tree line, hedges, etc. under new CAP.  Greater appreciation 
of trees and forestry among rural communities.  Need to get away from harmful, 
negative and often uninformed narrative on commercial forestry”. 

➢“Balance is the operative word.  We need more commercial woodland for housing, 
employment and climate management but need a balanced biodiversity management 
to this too.  Diversity in tree species need management too but only within the reality 
of balanced needs.  Our coniferous forests absorb Co2 faster.  Climate is an emergency 
and need the most of what is the fastest”.



Survey Findings

Section 6 of the survey looks at people’s knowledge and attitudes to 
what Government Supports and schemes for Forestry are available. 

➢66% of respondents were aware of the supports and schemes 
available while 34% had no knowledge.  

➢Over half (51%) of respondents found the funding and supports for 
the schemes were not adequate with 16% saying they were adequate.

➢Two –thirds felt that Govt schemes should encourage a wider mix of 
tree species.  21% said No and 12% Don’t Know. 

➢ Q34 asked participants what % of land they would like to see under 
forest?



Survey Findings
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Focus Groups Methodology

➢Respondents of the survey were asked if they would be 
interested in participating in a Focus Group

➢208 respondents expressed an interest.

➢A total of 7 Focus Groups were put together with max of 
12 participants in each.  - 5 General groups, one 
reference group and one for the ‘Save Groups’ 

➢The Focus Groups ran over two weeks in November. 

➢Took place online via Zoom.  All Focus Groups were 
recorded and transcribed by an external transcriber. 



Main Outcomes from 
Focus Groups 

➢Community Engagement 
➢Consultation welcomed but cannot be end of 

conversation
➢Divide in opinions was acknowledge and importance 

of getting all stakeholders to sit down and talk 
respectfully with each other. 

“It would be nice to see that divide getting a little bit 
closer, that everyone is working along to the same goal”.

➢Planning
➢Felt there often one rule for the large foresters and another for 

the small local forester/farmer. 
➢Ireland seen as ‘one site’ and can plant one type of tree in one 

part of country
➢No involvement by Local Authority and not included in Local 

Development Plans – conflicting measures



Main Outcomes from 
Focus Groups 

➢Clear Felling
➢Delays in licencing

➢Aesthetics on local landscape 

➢Damaged to environment, water quality, biodiversity. 

➢Education and Awareness Raising 
➢Education and awareness on the uses of forestry, different 

trees and biodiversity, economic, social, environmental and 
wellbeing benefits.

➢Needs to happen at all levels – primary education to adult 
life long learning

➢Can help to change the narrative and negative perception  



Main Outcomes from 
Focus Groups 

➢Better Integration of Forests into Communities
➢ Mixed views on the use of forests by local communities 
➢Many opportunities and benefits but not all are accessible 

esp. dense plantations 
➢“Trees can enhance the spirit; they can depress the spirit 

as well”
➢For small private foresters and farmers issue of insurance 

was a main concern for not allowing access to their forests.
➢Need for a  payment to support farmers to open up their 

forests for locals to enjoy this would be made much more 
feasible. 

➢Small foresters/farmers are planting to earn a living or extra 
income and this needs to be understood by local 
communities. 

➢When farmer wants to change land use to forestry it seems 
to become everyone’s business compared to using it for 
anything else. 



Main Outcomes from 
Focus Groups 

➢Type of Trees planted 
➢ Shared view that a mix of tree species should be planted 

but not always possible or financially viable.
➢ For the small forester/farmer, the right tree for the soil and 

their needs comes first for those working with them. 
➢“We need to look at tweaking economic systems 

so..…..decisions are beneficial for the environment and 
beneficial socially, as well as just purely on the basis of 
business as usual forestry”. 

➢Sitka Spruce was needed for timber production and used in 
the energy and construction sector to reduce carbon 
emissions.

➢If did not grow here, would need to be imported – adding to 
carbon emissions. 

➢“I think it’s probably a balancing act between trying to meet 
our national demand but also not growing too much of the 
one type”. 



Outcomes of Save Group 
Focus Group

➢Wanted to note that see the good and the need for forestry and trees 
but over-plantation and monoculture of trees is the problem.

➢Felt there is an unwillingness at national level to engage with them and 
to hear the concerns.  

➢ “Nobody is listening; nobody will give us a voice”. 

➢They continue to object but no-one comes to see if there are actual 
problems. 

➢Concerned that this Focus Group was only another tick-box exercise

➢Lack of Local Authorities involvement in planning of forestry was also 
raised.



Outcomes of Save Group 
Focus Group

➢Speaking about opportunities from forestry for local community to 
date

➢“There have been very few opportunities from forestry in the area 
and all the promises made years ago that there would be jobs for 
local people such as management of forests and milling etc. never 
materialised”. 

➢The type of involvement in forestry was also discussed.

➢Large investor companies seen as absent landlords with no 
connection to local area and make no effort to have any connection 
with it. 

➢Young farmers from the local area are outbid for land by these 
companies



Outcomes of Save Group 
Focus Group

➢Conifers are the main type of trees planted in these 
communities. 

➢The groups feel this isolates people and blocks natural light.

➢They would like to see other uses of land being introduced and 
not just for forestry and woodland. 

➢“We would hope and expect that woodlands and forests can be 
developed to serve local communities in a much different way 
than that. Rather than having a reaction like that when we raise 
concerns we want to see some positive interaction with the policy 
makers, with the industry that is destroying our communities”.



Outcomes of Save Group 
Focus Group

➢See opportunities for forestry – recreation, education, eco-
tourism but not in its current state. 

➢More trust needed in the local farmer/landowner by the 
state – result in higher quality forestry.  

➢Better to give state supports, that the large investors 
receive to local farmers and communities to plant mixed 
forests. 

➢ Example given of where the local community have worked 
with a local farmer and a Coillte forester to develop walks in 
the area -More of this needs to happen.  

➢Having a model of forestry that enhances the landscape of 
the areas would be a more welcome approach.



Recommendations

➢Continued Stakeholder Engagement – The Government 
should facilitate a comprehensive stakeholder engagement 
plan to ensure all relevant stakeholders. – at Development and 
Implementation phases of the new Forestry Strategy. 

➢Forest Advisory Services – Government should immediately 
establish a ‘Forest Advisory Service’ whose advice is available 
to all stakeholders. 

➢Local Authority Engagement – Each Local Authority should 
develop a suitable land use policy which includes the 
promotion of forestry in line with current EU and national 
directives. 



Recommendations

➢NeighbourWood Scheme - We recommend a thorough review 
of this scheme should take place to ensure it is fully subscribed.

➢Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) to prevent over-plantation -
We recommend a series of KPI’s be established to monitor 
over-plantation.

➢Mixed Tree Plantation – We are recommending that the 
policy of mix tree plantation should be adopted by all 
stakeholders.



Recommendations

➢ Payments for Native Woodlands and Biodiversity – A 
comprehensive review of payments for native woodlands and 
biodiversity should take place with a view to making them a 
more attractive enterprise. 

➢Licencing and Clear Felling: This study recommends that 
where possible, feasible alternatives to clear-felling be 
explored.   

➢Engagement with Communities – We are proposing that a 
comprehensive community engagement process be 
established in each local community affected by plantation 
proposals where large plantations owned by private investor 
companies and public forests and woodlands occur.  



Recommendations

➢ Education and Raising Awareness – We recommend that 
through the Department of Education together with DAFM an 
education and raising awareness exercise be undertaken 
around forestry and woodlands. 

➢We recommend further alignment with International Best 
Practice on sustainable forestry management practices. 

➢Community Ownership – We recommend a pilot feasibility 
study be done which would develop community ownership of 
forestry models. 



Thank you


