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Forest policy resolved? 
The future’s hunky-dory
The Government’s response to the 2012 Future of Forests report from the Forestry Panel  
gets a wry smile. 

MARTIN SPRAY

I was reminded - not for the first time - last month, of psychiatric patients watching 
a speech by Ronald Reagan (‘Bedtime for Bonzo’ 1951, US President 1981-89). The 
sound was turned off, and they were convulsed with laughter. They thought the 
gestures and expressions were the miming antics of a comedian. 

It isn’t funny, but it can make a cynic smile. We read in its forestry policy statement 
that the Government accepts the need to develop a new woodland culture and 
economy, accepts the value of the Public Forestry Estate, accepts the need to 
increase access to both public and private woodland, and accepts the need to 
increase the extent of English woodland. It is “fully committed to protecting our 
woodland assets from the ever-increasing range and scale of threats”. It shares 
the vision, and the aspirations of the Independent Forestry Panel, which reported 
enthusiastically in July 2012.

If only…. I’m afraid that the cloud of cynicism around almost any government 
statement – from any government – thickened dramatically as I read on. This 
is an era of fluffy politics and weasely words. Where does one start? A full 
commitment is somewhat less hedged than a qualified commitment. Everything 
Government does must be focused on protecting, improving, and expanding 
our woods and forests. The protection is presumably from the ever-increasing 
threats Government makes. Its policies will promote sustainable growth - and 
deregulation will ensure the sector is as free as possible to pursue its woodland 
interests. Government should facilitate, not dictate. It agrees that forestry is 
long-term, thus its policy will enable Government to take the long view. Only 
a short view, though, is needed to see some of the problems to be met. One 
potentially valuable area to explore is the woodfuel market - but this must not 
compete unfairly with other markets for home-grown wood. I am told that 
the current extant and proposed wood-fired power stations would require the 
annual importing from Canada and Russia of several times the total UK wood 
crop. Sustainable growth? If only!...  

There was, nevertheless, much relief following the Statement.  In the Forest of 
Dean, Hands Off Our Forest (HOOF) found the Statement very encouraging. Like 
other organisations, however, HOOF is concerned at what looks like an attempt to 
take a long view and implement its full commitment on a starvation diet. A new, 
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Koen Arts (koenarts.com) is a research fellow and Gina Maffey (ginazoo.com) a PhD 
candidate, both at the University of Aberdeen and both focussing on social dimensions of nature 
conservation. The authors have been living near the golf course since 2012. The views expressed 
here are their own and not related to their work at the University of Aberdeen. 

The Foveran Links SSSI on the Menie Estate before the Trump golf empire got underway. 
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Conservation –  
a fading label? 
Is ‘conservation’ an outdated label in today’s era of managing nature? This article presents 
some thoughts on the state of UK conservation as viewed by the author, returning to 
Britain late in 2012 after a year away, and recognising the times are changing... 

PETER TAYLOR

Trends and issues
On my return from a year away on the continent in late 2012 I would pick out the 
following factors in the media and amongst green debate:

Bird trends: the decline of farmyard birds particularly makes comment and debate, 
notably skylark, grey partridge, yellowhammer, linnet. I hardly see them from year 
to year, yet was surrounded by them as a boy. Woodland birds, such as spotted 
flycatcher, lesser spotted woodpecker and marsh tit have experienced similar big 
declines. By contrast some raptor populations are on the up, such as red kite, 
osprey, sea eagle, goshawk, and peregrine. 

Climate Change is still the cause of every ill for the left/liberal-greenish press 
(Observer, Guardian, Independent) but not for the centre-right (Times) and even 
less so for the climate-sceptical further-right (Telegraph, Mail, Express). Climate 
trends have changed: both the ocean heat content and the temperature data show 
a flat-line for the past decade, which is counter to the expectations of the IPCC 
suite of modelled predictions. However, the past 10 years are also the warmest at 
least in the 150 record and likely also the warmest since the last ‘warm period’ of 
900-1200 AD when white stork nested in Edinburgh. But there is no indication of 
climate-linked losses which have been a concern, like snow bunting or ptarmigan 
on mountain tops.

Energy Policy gets a lot of headline and much political attention, but is seldom 
linked to anything other than cost and security. Most of the concern relates to 
subsidies for nuclear power, where stations will not be available until after 2020; the 
dash-for-gas (again!); and the cost of renewables. Impacts of biofuel policy on wildlife 
in places such as Sumatra and Borneo (palm-oil plantations) gets attention, and the 
environmental impacts of wind turbines is a continuing story. Nuclear expansion gets 
little informed criticism, as if the environmental movement has decided not to oppose 
it, perhaps because they think carbon molecules are a greater danger. Concern over 
the climate has fostered a nuclear renaissance in Britain.

World food supplies are critically low as a result of recent climate shifts (different 
directions in different world regions), with failed harvests in Canada and the USA, 

independent, body will hold the Public Forestry Estate, including the Dean, in trust, 
free from political interference, “so nobody can come along in ten years’ time and 
try and sell it off”. Hunky-dory? If only. 

Martin Spray is at spraypludds@hotmail.com
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