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Indentifying land availability for and constraints to further afforestation
Thank you for the opportunity briefly to opine of this matter.  I manage the Lough Bawn woods, am twice winner of the RDS medal for forest biodiversity, have been on the committee of the ITGA and RFS (NI), and have published in Crann, QJF and Woodland Heritage inter alia.  I suggest there are four main reasons why landowners might wish to afforest: 

1) Commercial benefit

2) Amenity, prestige, sporting and conservation

3) Obligation, through planning gain, mitigation etc

4) Political imperative, through local or national government bodies etc.

Not all potential afforesters might share a single response to each of your three questions: different afforestation cohorts may have different imperatives.  I will first address the last three (amenity, obligation, and political).  Coillte afforestation since 1996 has been negligible (I have no figures for local government and para-statal bodies), which may reflect both the perceived lack of popular demand for new planting, or the financial disincentive, or both.  Nor do I have the figures for planting from planning gain; but, despite the substantial development of the last fifteen years, any such requirement for planning permission may have been less orthodox.  And since there is effectively no Irish conservation lobby, any amenity planting is likely to have been private, and small scale.  
But if the main generator of recent planting has been private and commercial (and such motives may be difficult to precise), one issue affecting both the a) availability of land and b) constraints to forestry goals may be the generally low profitability of forestry.  A low or negative return may be offset by planting premia, but these are of limited term, and insufficiently high on a normal NPV basis, to offset the costs of production over the forest cycle, let alone the loss of land development value.  If c) an incentive were identified to support these goals, it must be 1) a substantial increase in grants paid and 2) a higher price paid for wood products and by-products.  I suspect neither of these is realistic.  

I therefore question the goal of increased afforestation, and wonder if it is genuine or lip-service.  The low tree cover in Ireland compared to the rest of Europe is not in itself a reason to plant more.  There are historical, social and financial barriers to planting in Ireland, not least a political commitment in Ireland and across Europe to maintain a high subsidy for stock and tillage farming.  New private planting is likely to remain a personal choice (retirement, lack of heirs etc) rather than mainstream commercial decision for landowners.  New institutional planting may be limited by land availability, and the general fragmentation of land holdings.  This is disappointing, since much of lowland Ireland is suitable for tree planting, for example in marginal areas such as the north midlands where it is also questionable that current (post 1973) farming practices are at all appropriate for the ground conditions.  
If the objective of European and Irish afforestation policy were to remove land from conventional agriculture, I suggest this might be better achieved by adaption of existing agricultural processes and by reversing CAP distortions: by extensive grazing, breaking sward monoculture, retention of wetlands etc.  A widespread move out of stock and tillage into forestry seems unlikely, both culturally, and within those CAP-wide political imperatives over which Ireland has little control.  It is particularly unlikely that there will ever be the required financial inducements, either in premia or higher prices, through either of the CAP pillars, or through a change in socio-economic circumstances.
Further, the current planning system in Ireland is compounded by 1) a fragmented land holding where many farms, particularly in marginal areas, are financially unviable in any circumstances and therefore have less incentive to retain an integrated holding; and 2) a ready supply of development land may be seen as an additional financial support to farmers, paid for by the general taxpayer.  If almost any bare field has a potential planning gain, there may be little incentive to deny that capital gain by removing the land from development altogether through planting.  Nor has there been any significant move, by state or private bodies, through direct purchase, lease or restrictive covenants (inter alia) to extend the forestry estate for heritage, conservation or amenity purposes, or indeed to limit development in any substantial way through designation or planning policy.  Landowners must therefore assume that any suitable land (and much unsuitable land) retains the opportunity for development, and it would be perverse to expect this gain to be surrendered without compensation.
If afforestation were successfully to be encouraged, the challenge may be to ensure this takes place on appropriate ground and areas.  Whatever the “sustainable level of services” across Ireland, an isolated plantation is unlikely to benefit from local contractors and markets, and may be neither managed nor felled.  Further, if lowland (whether marginal or prime) proves difficult to unlock, additional planting may substantially be effected on upland.  This creates another set of challenges, including tree quality, access, rotation length, competitive uses (ie wind turbines) and environmental concerns.  Ireland does not generally have the large areas of relatively-fertile upland marginal areas which have allowed Wales and Scotland to develop a mainstream forestry base in certain key areas.  Significant further planting on upland may not be in the best interest of the industry.  In the marginal lowland, where the industry may have greatest potential, a combination of the CAP, planning preferences, and socio-political imperatives may mean that little additional planting is likely in the foreseeable future.
I should add that much of forestry is dirty, dangerous and boring (I know; I do it).  It is questionable how much appetite there may be for forest work, without which further afforestation may be optimistic.  There are evidently cultural differences, for example with France, Italy or Austria where a long history of large-scale communal forests and of small-scale private forests has created a different  management structure.  It is unlikely these cultural differences will reverse themselves in the short term; they may flourish but be manifest in the livestock-focus of much of Irish agriculture.  If more trees are to be planted, who will look after them?  If it does not matter, because the objective is mainly to take land out of production, I would argue that this might be easier achieved, and to better use of the wider community, if the focus were instead on more extensive agricultural practices, in particular the recreation and maintenance of wetlands to preserve water quality and volume.  I do not imply that further planting is bad; rather the opposite: much more land could valuably be planted.  But I am sceptical that significant additional planting can be delivered, for reasons that are beyond your control.  I am also doubt that there is a political commitment to accept the consequences of more trees. 
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