Identifying Land Availability for Afforestation and Examining Constraints and Incentives to Achieving Afforestation Goals.
From: One Million Trees in One Day.

Introduction:
One Million Trees in One Day is a charity, not-for-profit, cross-border, community and environmental initiative which will plant a million young native trees at many different sites across both the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland in 24 hours.  Its true aim however is to establish individual trees and woodlands in both rural and urban areas that will grow for many many years and which will provide valuable resources, beneficial ecosystem services and a lasting legacy for future generations.

The following notes, suggestions and proposals refer mainly to matters of afforestation with native woodland as an alternative to the establishment of exotic conifer plantations.  This is mainly on account of the fact that in the particular areas suggested, native broadleaves are the only truly viable option for afforestation from a social, environmental and economic point of view.   

A - What are the main issues affecting the availability of land for afforestation?
- The natural tension between afforestation and agricultural land, urban and suburban areas and protected habitats.  
Ireland has a high percentage of productive agricultural land and agriculture is an important industry in Ireland.  With increasing growth of urban areas and of land zoned for urban or industrial development in recent decades, there has been a loss of potential in these areas for the establishment of woodlands.  Further to this, the large number and area of protected habitats, heath, bog, moorland and other SACs, SPAs and NHAs and the more recent recognition that afforestation in these areas is in many cases of negative environmental impact, has led to a reduction of land available or likely to become available for afforestation.  
Ireland is a small enough land mass and by acknowledging the competition from the above listed land uses it is easy to see why significant afforestation with either native or exotic species on the island is difficult to implement.  However, as outlined below, there are many ways to increase afforestation in Ireland without conflicting unduly with the areas listed above.  
B - What are the main constraints to achieving afforestation goals?
- Having noted the above broad reason for difficulties in finding available land for afforestation it is necessary to acknowledge that there are many and significant areas of land that currently tend to be rejected for potential afforestation but which have huge potential for increasing tree cover and afforestation in Ireland.  

- There is a marked lack of dedicated research into the values of native woodlands and afforestation with native species in Ireland over the last century.  Whilst their social and environmental value, with good management, is undeniable, the economic value of native woodland tends to be downplayed or dismissed altogether.  
With some ambiguity, due to this lack of research, as to the expected commercial viability of new woodlands being established under schemes such as the Native Woodland Establishment Scheme (NWES), poor land that is perfectly good for establishing native pioneer species is often marked as unsuitable and turned over instead to coniferous forestry.  However, as the current NWES gives some detail for establishment of less commercial species and pioneer species it appears that the problem is not with the scheme itself but with its implementation on the ground.  Foresters and local forestry inspectors need to remain aware that for landowners, there are grants, and in some cases premiums, available for afforestation regardless of species and commercial viability and that the onus falls on them to both encourage and regulate the planting of trees to maximise on ecologically positive afforestation in establishing native trees.  
The significance of this point is related to the suggestions in part C below where the establishment of commercial conifer stands is not an option and where, currently, foresters and forest inspectors tend to dismiss poorer land as unsuitable for afforestation where in fact, with some attention to detail, these areas ought to be of considerable use in raising afforestation in Ireland.  As the introduction of pioneer species begins the process of developing a woodland site and within a number of years leads, most often, to sites being capable of supporting more valuable commercial timber species such as oak and ash, it is a shame not to begin this process at every opportunity and especially where there is a positive social and environmental impact in the meantime.  
C - What incentives would support the achievement of these goals?
Preliminary notes:

- It is crucial that the schemes available for establishing native woodlands, or at least woodlands focussed on broadleaf species, specifically the NWES and Neighbourwood Scheme, are maintained and made accessible for both landowners with good land who are interested in establishing native forestry and for landowners of poorer land or land not ordinarily considered worthy of native woodland establishment. This point links to the suggestions listed below. 
- It is extremely important that the training of foresters and inspectors is geared to achieving the highest standards of knowledge and skills and that ecologists and other experts are readily on hand to consult and help with the design, establishment and maintenance of woodland areas in order to navigate successfully between land that is good for afforestation and that which ought to be left undisturbed for ecological reasons.  This would include ease of collaboration with the correct channels for carrying out and processing of environmental impact assessments and other ecological assessments as appropriate to each individual site, however small.  

- Further to the point above, it is vital that in both coniferous and native forestry, Ireland works to turn over both existing and new woodlands to maintenance under continuous cover and moves away from the current crop and clearfell systems that are common particularly in commercial coniferous forestry.  As continuous cover systems maintain both social and environmental value at all times and reduce significantly the costs of restocking of woodlands and remove entirely the costs of reforestation at clearfell sites whilst maintaining a steady flow of income over the years through thinning, coppicing and harvesting of selected mature trees, it would seem sensible that this management system allows for the areas listed below to become significant both in terms of raising afforestation levels and maintaining their value over the years.

Suggestions:
- That areas currently overlooked as having afforestation potential, for native woodlands, be given more attention.  


- Community areas.  Small areas, often of less than an acre, and some much larger areas of communal land in housing estates and in public spaces and currently costing fairly significant amounts of money to maintain as open grass be looked into as future afforestation sites.  It goes without saying that these sites are only suitable for native woodland establishment as outlined in the points in the text above.  
Given the number of housing estates and other industrial and commercial developments built over recent decades and the number of open areas planted with a few trees by developers, there is genuine scope for significant afforestation in both rural and urban areas through these small sites.
Further to this it is important that communities be educated as to the value and usefulness of native trees and woodlands and be given the skills to make use of these woodlands in ways that are of benefit to the local community and that will not cause damage to the structure and ecosystems within the woodlands.  Examples of this are the creation of coppice areas for local community wood fuel supply and of orchards for local supplies of fruit and nuts.  

- Small areas on agricultural land too small or too narrow to be eligible for NWES or other affrestation schemes.  These are often overlooked as they fall outside of afforestation grant and premium scemes.  Suggestion to create a new scheme focussing on small areas of afforestation or of improved tree-cover aimed particularly at creating small woodlands in areas that are otherwise ignored.  Whilst the reps 4 scheme and the AEOS scheme encourage and aid financially planting on farmland there is further scope for raising tree cover on agricultural land to benefit local biodiversity, to interrupt rainwater runoff and improve soil structure around cultivated fields without interfering with ongoing agricultural activity.  It is important that schemes run to target these areas take into account the need to protect existing habitats and to screen sites to mark out those that are best left unplanted.


- Riparian zones and flood plain planting.  More research needs to be carried out into the best ways to establish trees and woodlands in riparian areas and flood plains and to move forward existing schemes and the accessibility of these for landowners.  


- Woodland wildlife corridors.  Currently the restrictions on grant aid and subsequent premiums for woodland areas that fall below the required width for woodland planting are discouraging the planting of areas that could significantly raise afforestation if a scheme were developed for this sort of planting.  The planting of narrow woodlands to join existing habitats and to provide wildlife corridors would be of great benefit in Ireland where many important habitats are currently isolated form each other and could easily be joined up whilst at the same time increasing tree cover and helping to increase afforestation.
Conclusion.
Ireland is a small island with large areas of valuable habitat that ought to be protected and carefully monitored.  With competition between agricultural land and land zoned or already developed in urban and suburban areas, there is and always will be competition for land use which will restrict the planting of large areas of commercial forestry.  

However, with some dedicated attention to detail in both the development and implementation of schemes to increase afforestation and tree cover through innovative and environmentally sensitive schemes, there is no reason why Ireland cannot significantly increase its tree cover in ways that are of social, environmental and economical value to both landowners, communities and to the state.  

Examples of some of these ideas may be found on the One Million Trees in One Day website at www.onemilliontreesinoneday.com.  The Farmers’ Scheme and the Council and Community Scheme should to be of particular interest.  
In addition to the suggestions above and to the schemes being run by One Million Trees in One Day, the One Million Trees in One Day team are keen to highlight that there is potential for research into many areas of native forestry to be put in place during the establishment of the trees planted by the project.  The team has both the capacity to manage and the willingness to collaborate with either COFORD or Teagasc, or both, in developing new research programmes into many aspects of native forestry.  We currently have over 300 landowners working with the initiative, all of whom are willing to work with our team to plant the trees and in monitoring their establishment and progress both in the short and long term.  Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions regarding the notes and suggestions here or regarding the One million Trees in One Day project. 
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