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Forest Sales –  
After the Storm
On 27 January 2011, the British Coalition Government launched a consultation on the 
future of the Public Forest Estate in England. Less than a month later, beset by protest, it 
changed its mind. What are the implications of this policy vortex for conservation? What 
are the prospects for England’s forests?

I.D. HODGE & W.M. ADAMS

Midwinter was a season of U-turns, if not of government goodwill to nature. On 
4 February 2011, the Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 
Caroline Spelman, announced the reversal of plans to remove National Nature 
Reserves from public ownership.1 Less than two weeks later, on 16 February, the 
Prime Minister was asked by Ed Miliband, the Labour leader, whether he was 
happy with his ‘flagship’ policy to sell off publicly-owned forests, and he said 
‘the short answer to that is no’. Newspaper headlines the next day announced 
the end of the contentious plans for the £250m sale of forests in England, and 
the pre-emptive abandonment of the consultation exercise that had been due 
to run for another nine weeks.2 The forestry clauses were duly removed from 
the Public Bodies Bill.3

The death knell for the Government’s proposals was the sharpness and scale of the 
public backlash against them. A YouGov poll4 found that 84% of people agreed 
the woods and forests should be kept in public ownership for future generations. 
By 17 February, some 532,634 people had signed up for a petition launched by the 
web site 38 Degrees to ‘save our forests – don’t sell them off to the highest bidder’. 
Leader and letter writers in all major newspapers were unanimous in their scornful 
criticism of government policy. Here was a genuinely popular cause: and one that 
presented the coalition government as genuinely unpopular, particularly with the 
countryside-walking middle classes. In retrospect, the outcome seems inevitable.

Reasoning
The proposal to transfer substantial areas of Forestry Commission land surfaced 
in November 2010, waking a broadsheet media storm.5 The Environment 
Secretary claimed that “this is not a fire sale by a cash-strapped state”,6 but 
that is precisely what the Government was portrayed as attempting. The debate 
soon focused on England, for the Scottish Government and Welsh Assembly 
Government soon distanced themselves from the sell-off policy, although 
attention was soon drawn to the scale of ongoing forest sales in Scotland.7 

The scale of the Government’s plans for disposal was clear long before the 
‘consultation’ was announced in January: Jim Paice, Minister of State for 

own hearts as conservationists, somehow gets lost in the translation from individual 
to professional to organisation to public audience. We need to find that spark again, 
own it, and set it free. If we don’t, conservationists risk facing another generation of 
talking amongst themselves. 
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on sales, but how could positive investment in promoting and providing 
infrastructure be guaranteed? The Government argument was seriously 
challenged by the widely cited case of Rigg Wood in Cumbria, where following 
sale by the Forestry Commission, visitors faced a car park closed by a padlocked 
gate.10 Similar arguments were made about the protection of biodiversity values 
on Forestry Commission land: could continuity of management be guaranteed, 
or the grants to pay for it?

But there were many other criticisms. The pattern of timber harvesting 
undertaken by the Forestry Commission tends to even out the flow of timber, 
to the benefit of local industries. Such an approach would be unlikely to attract 
a profit maximising private operator. And while it might be tempting for 
advocates of the ‘Big Society’ to hope that voluntary organisations could take 
over the role of the state in managing woodlands of high conservation value, 
the transfer of assets also transfers liabilities. State and non-governmental 
sectors are better regarded as complementary rather than substitutes for each 
other. The management of private wooded land for public benefit is supported 
by government in a variety of ways, especially through grants provided by the 
Forestry Commission. NGOs would only consider taking over the management 
of heritage woodlands if they were guaranteed an income stream to finance 
the continuing management. They would inevitably be nervous at government 
plans to cut such payments down over time to encourage increased efficiency.

More subtle arguments were less often aired. The transfer would create a problem 
of moral hazard. Public agencies, such as the Forestry Commission are under a duty 
under the 1981 Wildlife and Countryside Act to protect biodiversity values. Private 

Agriculture and Food, said to the House of Lords Select Committee: “part of 
our policy is clearly established: we wish to proceed with … very substantial 
disposal of public forest estate, which could go to the extent of all of it”.8 Nor 
were the reasons in any doubt. Later in the same session, Paice observed “the 
decision to move towards substantial disposal of the forestry estate is based 
on a number of issues. First, there has been... a view from some sectors that 
the Forestry Commission need not be owning all the public forestry estate. 
Secondly – and I am not going to avoid the issue here - there is a need for 
capital receipts. It is potentially a very substantial sum of public investment. 
Thirdly, we genuinely feel, and I feel very strongly, that it is nonsense to believe 
that the huge public benefits can only somehow be under state ownership.” 

The politics of disposal
January’s Consultation Document set out an even-handed stall: the Secretary of 
State introduced it by referring to the important role “our treasured woodlands” 
play in “shaping the character of the natural environment” and suggested the 
consultation should identify “how best to both protect and improve these 
public benefits”.9 However, the document assumed from the outset that 
fundamental change was necessary. It set out the rationale “for a move away 
from the Government owning and managing significant areas of woodlands in 
England”. It took for granted that the Forestry Commission would be “a much 
smaller organisation, and it will no longer be charged with managing a large 
forest resource”. 

The economics of disposal
The Government was fighting an uphill battle from the start. Its own Impact 
Assessment, published with the Consultation documents, made only a partial 
assessment of the potential costs and benefits of forest sales. Yet it failed to 
identify a positive economic return to the policy change in any of the four main 
categories of forest: large commercially valuable forests, small commercially 
valuable woodlands, multi-purpose forests and woodlands and heritage and 
community forests and woodlands. The options assessed included lease or 
sale of commercial forests to private enterprises, lease or sale to community 
or civil society, open market sale of community woodland and the transfer of 
large-scale heritage sites to existing and/or new charitable organisations. In 
every case, the estimated present value of costs exceeded the present value of 
benefits. Generation of a positive net present value would need a cut in forest 
management costs, increased exploitation of commercial opportunities and/or 
greater provision of public goods. 

The public argument
One purpose of government ‘consultations’ is to keep public comment within 
manageable bounds. In this case, the media had a field day, gleefully reporting 
a legion of criticisms of the proposals in a carefully judged tone of public interest 
and barely suppressed outrage. Much comment related to the protection of 
public access on Forestry Commission land. In theory, access could be protected 
through established rights of way, leasehold agreements and constraints 

The public revolt against proposed forest sales in January in the Forest of Dean.
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As Andy Wightman pointed out in the Observer, there are different types of public 
ownership and that local community ownership offers some potential advantages 
over the large and distant Forestry Commission.13 It is quite possible that the same 
arrangement of public ownership and management by one particular agency will 
not represent the optimal solution for all of the forest categories in all locations. 
One feature of the anti-sell- offs backlash was that every commentator or protestor 
had their own idea of what forests meant to them. As Martin Spray points out in 
this issue of ECOS, in the context of the Forest of Dean14, forests and woodlands 
have complex histories and are subject to a vast range of uses. In the current jargon, 
not all areas of woodland provide the same set of ‘services’. There is already a 
kaleidoscope of different kinds of owners, from corporations through large estates 
to small landowners and communities and non-governmental organisations. There 
is every shade of management from intensive tree farming to leaving completely 
alone, from pheasant rearing to the painstaking re-establishment of coppice 
rotations. We have a mix of different kinds of forests. It is likely we will need to 
keep a mix. This very British approach to policy may have arisen by accident, but 
it may need some care to maintain it. England needs a forest authority which is 
empowered and resourced to manage its diversity of owners in the public interest. 

This brings up the fourth challenge. What will happen to the Forestry Commission 
as an organization? In particular, what about its science role? Many of those who 
watched the closure of the Centre of Ecology and Hydrology’s Monk’s Wood base 
still wait to be convinced of the merits of slimmer and more centralised government 
science to provide the depth and breadth of environmental monitoring and 
prediction needed. Without a strong science capacity the Forestry Commission’s 
achievements in re-modelling the conifer monocultures and delivering biodiversity 
benefits are unlikely to be maintained. Merger with Natural England is likely to 
be on the agenda, in response to a mantra of rationalization that will contribute 
nothing to improved forest management on the ground. And who will oversee the 
nations’ forests? The Forestry Commission’s Regional Advisory Committees have 
been disbanded, the Big Society presumably offering a sufficiently broad fig-leaf for 
centralized decision-making.

The Government’s U Turn on sell-offs was sudden, if overdue. Like the original policy, 
it does not seem to have been the result of any careful thought. Having made a 
rash and unpopular policy, the Government has made an equally hurried decision 
to reverse it. The hard question is: what it will put in place? In announcing to the 
Commons that it “got this one wrong”, the Minister, Caroline Spelman, emphasized 
the Government’s commitment to “a fresh approach for our forests and woodlands”. 
But what will that fresh approach be like? In place of a public consultation, there 
will be an independent panel to report by autumn 2011 on the future direction of 
forestry and woodland policy in England and the roles of the Forestry Commission 
and the Public Forest Estate.15 Out of the glare of the public eye, deals can perhaps 
be done: the Conservative instinct to sell-off public assets may yet have its day. 

As the 38 Degrees web team wrote on 11 February “good news, but we are not 
out of the woods yet!”16 The debate about England’s forests cannot be conducted 

organisations have no such obligations, implying a much bigger role for a future 
Forest Agency in monitoring and enforcing the existing and prospective regulations 
governing forest management and use. There is also an issue of environmental 
management under uncertainty. We cannot know what environmental threats and 
challenges will face forest management in the future, although it is a pretty safe 
bet that they will be novel and often severe. Recent emergence of a variety of tree 
diseases and pests indicate the pattern. How will private owners and managers 
respond to the novel conditions? They lack the immediate availability of basic 
science and research capacity and will look at the options available to them from 
their own private interests. It is hard, if not impossible, to design contracts that will 
guarantee actions to be taken in the public interest where those conditions are 
currently unknown. 

After the Storm
Although the Government has announced that it is stepping away from both 
consultation and the sell-off plan, many issues remain unresolved. First, England has 
government-owned forests, but it is less clear that it has a coherent forest policy. 
By default, the consultation carried out under the previous government provides a 
strategic discussion of the options, but where will the emphasis lie now?11 Forests 
for carbon storage? The supply of timber? For biodiversity? For recreation? For their 
contribution to some nebulous English identity, the hearts of oak to match le rosbif 
of English football? The opposition to the sell-offs certainly suggests how deeply 
people in the UK value forests and woodlands, but also the variety of reasons they 
had for doing so. But perhaps it also reflects resistance to change, and lack of 
trust in government, as much as any settled view about different forms of forest 
tenure. Given the numerous guises in which government forestry has appeared 
since 1919 (strategic softwood supply, supporter of private upland afforestation, 
farm conifer woodlands, broadleaved planting, and forest park), where will the new 
emphasis lie? The answer to this question is of critical importance for biodiversity, 
rural communities, dog-walkers, mountain bikers and the sparse shoots of wood-
using industry.

Second, who will manage government forests? Sale of forest land is not new or 
recent, and has not stopped. In this ECOS, Diane Warburton points out how the 
government is pushing ahead with the top-down creation of ‘charities’ to manage 
former government assets12, the advance of neoliberalism by stealth, behind the 
slogan of the ‘Big Society’. Such ‘Quasi-Independent Charitable Trusts’ (QUICTS) 
are the new QUANGOS, pushing assets and the costs of their maintenance away 
from government into some limbo where (presumably) the government hopes 
that private sector management efficiencies can be brought to bear while ‘The Big 
Society’ label attracts both democratic oversight and cheap labour. Such a solution 
had been considered for England’s National Nature Reserves, and similar strategies 
are to be expected with forests, particularly those with high wildlife value and low 
commercial values.

Third, what kinds of owners and managers are best suited to different kinds of 
forests? This is the debate that the foreclosure of the consultation has choked off. 
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After the revolt - a 
sideways look at the Forest
Voices raised during the public alarm over the proposed forest sell offs raise deeper 
issues about the meaning of our contemporary forests, as this discussion of the Forest 
of Dean illustrates.

MARTIN SPRAY

When I started writing this, early in the UN International Year of Forests, there was still 
a proposal to transfer more or most of England’s public forest estate out of immediate 
State control, as part of the Government’s rush to a Big Society, but to do so leaving 
in place “assured… public access, biodiversity and protection from development”. 
This interested me, as the boundary of my garden is also the boundary of the Forest 
of Dean woodland. It was comforting to know that such safeguards were to stay, but 
there did seem to be a few uncertainties about the proposal, to say the least.

The proposal generated a national outcry – and this outburst of democracy has led 
to a governmental back-down. There were a lot of worried people locally, including 
our former Conservative MP who in a previous sell-off sortie in the eighties declared 
that the Dean would be sold only over his dead body. All needless, according to a 
distant neighbour of ours, who said that, as a Heritage Forest, the Dean would be 
exempt from sale. He was doubtless right, as he’s the present (Conservative) MP, and 
a Minister. He has striven1 to make it clear that Heritage Forests such as the Dean 
would not be sold, but leased to charities – or would remain in status quo if none 
came forward to take them on. To slightly complicate the picture, he suggested that 
a charity could take on forest land in the form of either a trust or lease. A trust would 
be subject to the Charity Commission. We were also reassured that ‘Commercially 
Valuable’ forests weren’t actually to be sold, but leased. A curious scenario, but 
not so stark a prospect as the originally intended “very substantial disposal” of 
the estate. Nonetheless the enabling Bill is ringing alarm bells everywhere. Previous 
Conservative Government advisor Tom Burke says of the situation: “In nearly 40 years 
of observing government, I have never seen an effort to steal power from Parliament 
and the public on such a colossal scale”.2 Meanwhile, planning constraints generally 
are being weakened, and I see some wag has asked why the government thinks 
timber companies might want to buy the forests. … “To abandon the work they do 
and become Druids?” No: neither the anger nor the worry was completely abated 
by such reassurances: in fact, they prompted a few silly (or naive) questions.

The Forest of Dean
What is the Forest of Dean? In a curious part of the world, where England marches 
with Wales, is “one of the oldest and most valuable of our national woodlands”, 
wrote a former chair of the Forestry Commission introducing the official guide.3 Taking 

by megaphone, and it remains to be seen how well it can be conducted by proxy in 
the Secretary of State’s new Panel. Key questions now are: 

•	who	are	our	woods	for?	

•	what	should	they	be	like?	and	

•	who	should	manage	them	for	us?	

These are not remotely new issues, but they have never been more important.
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