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Forest politics - the battle 
for the status quo
So the Public Forest looks set to remain in public ownership. That may feel like a victory, 
but to quote from the blogger Mark Avery: “The great radical campaigning victory over 
forestry, so far, has been to maintain the status quo”.

ROGER BODGITT

The Independent Panel on Forestry was established in March 2011 by the Secretary 
of State, Caroline Spelman, to advise government on the future direction of forestry 
and woodland policy in England and on the role of the Forestry Commission in 
implementing it. After receiving over 40,000 submissions and visiting lots of forests 
and woodland projects around the country, Bishop James Jones and his eleven wise 
women and men published the final Report on 4 July 2012. 

It’s ironic that it took a political assault on forestry as an out-dated vestige of the 
state, to prompt a high-profile analysis of the place of trees and woodlands in 
society. But given all the emotional and political energy which has been spent in the 
process, it would be a great shame if the status quo were all we got at the end of it.  

Spirited away 
There is much to welcome in the Report, beyond the affirmation of the public status 
of the 18% of our woods which already belong to the state. There’s a call for trees and 
woods to become much more central to society, culturally and economically, for their 
ability to support much of our wildlife to be nurtured.  There’s a recommendation that 
the grants and licensing side of the Forestry Commission should be strengthened and 
charged with enabling a major expansion of woodland cover in England, to raise the 
total from the current 10% of the land surface of England, to a new target of 15%. 
And just as importantly, the Report has heart – Bishop Jones’s personal influence 
was clear, giving the Panel licence to openly acknowledge the spiritual dimension of 
woods, both for the individual and the community.

The Panel is at pains to propose a future structure and governance arrangement for 
the Public Forest Estate which can preserve its positive contribution to the nation, 
while putting it on a firmer footing for the future. It proposes that the current 
Forest Enterprise should evolve into a new English forest management organisation, 
independent of Government, able to be more entrepreneurial in maximising the 
value it generates from the public forest, in order to invest more in the public 
benefits which the forest offers. Incidentally, within days of the Report’s publication 
the Government announced that all of the nation’s public waterways were being 
transferred to a new body, the Canal & River Trust, which will take over the functions 
of the Government Body – British Waterways.  

Guessing the end game
But this being Britain, there is a strong whiff of cynicism around. Some suggest that 
the main lesson for David Cameron from the original sell-off debacle was that if 
Government wants to off-load public assets into the Third Sector, it needs to butter 
them up first – not just announce its intent and hope the receiving organisations sit 
up and beg. At the time, in early 2011, some of those organisations did indeed sit 
up and beg – the Wildlife Trusts for example, who were prepared privately to start 
a dialogue about taking on areas of the public forest, leaving others to argue the 
principles. Others though, were less easily won over, and in any case, the true voice 
of public opinion (however well informed) carried the day. Now, a year and a half 
on, most of the larger NGOs have invested a good deal of valuable chief executive 
time in the Panel, and doubtless feel a rosy sense of grown-up involvement.  

To build on this, at the official launch of the Report, the Secretary of State announced 
the establishment of a ‘National Forest Stakeholder Forum’ (to the surprise of the 
Defra staff in the audience), and invited the Panel members to remain ‘in the club’, 
as members of that.  ‘We’re all in this together’, you could say. Having invested this 
effort in getting everyone to cosy-up, the time might soon be ripe (or so say the 
conspiracy theorists) for a more subtle, second attempt at shifting this troublesome 
public landholding off the books.

There are unfortunate consequences of this cynical view however – regardless of 
its validity. It feeds the circumspect, distrustful view that whatever government 
proposes, is actually a cover for achieving a sell-off by the back door. And that 
in turn encourages a black-and-white attitude on the vexed but crucial issue of 
community involvement.  

The convenience of the community 
Those who advocate genuine community involvement in the management and 
governance of public forests find themselves caught in a rhetoric-strewn boxing 
ring between two extremes. In one corner are those who see any nod towards 
more community participation as a Trojan Horse for wholesale dismemberment of 
the estate. And in the other corner are those who use ‘community’ as a convenient 
cover for their commercial aspirations. A sad case in point is the proposal by Lib 
Dem peer, Lord Redesdale, announced immediately after the Report’s publication, 
to mount a bid for a ‘community-backed’ lease of Kielder Forest (which apart from 
anything else, is the single most commercially important element of FC’s business 
– without which the Commission would sink). This disingenuous use of the word 
‘community’ was immediately seized upon by the likes of HOOF (the Forest of Dean 
action group) and others as proof that ‘community involvement’ is just a sheepskin 
slung over the wolf of commercial interests.  

And then of course there are those who fail to see any significance in the question 
of ownership, and cling to the quaint notion that all that matters is how woodlands 
are managed, for the betterment of wildlife. Presumably they could all be bought 
by the Chinese, so long as they paid for the bats and birds.
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their staff, well zipped as the Panel did its work. They have a thankless task. Out 
there in the real world, beyond the political posturing, there is a tree disease crisis 
manifesting itself which could be as significant for our future woodlands as Dutch 
elm disease once was. But the Commission teams which are facing that and other 
threats are depopulated, and rather bruised.  

Like the other members of the Defra family, FC will have little time to adapt to its 
current lot, before change overwhelms it again. Were the Government to take the 
Report at its word, FC would cease to exist as a single body, but would be replaced 
by two completely separated halves, one more distanced from Ministerial control, 
charged with managing an estate held in trust for the nation, and an evolved non-
departmental public body, charged with increasing woodland cover and good 
management outside the public forest estate.  

Whatever the merits of this proposal, it fails (as do many conservation organisations) 
to acknowledge the good work the existing estate-managing side of the Commission 
has done to date – restoring more heathland than just about anyone else, and 
achieving 99% favourable or improving condition for the SSSIs in its care. OK, so 
they should never have planted conifers on the heaths and SSSIs in the first place, 
but foresters are blighted with having to deal with the long-term mistakes of their 
forebears in a way most occupations are not.

Personally, I respect the Commission as a practical, honest organisation which roles 
up its sleeves rather than just talks. It used to take risks too, and though that quality 
seems to have taken a back seat of late, it is still an organisation which warrants 
some respect. That said, I fear the captains of the Commission may not, as a whole, 
provide the best prospect for steering the evolved entity which may emerge as a 
result of the Panel’s recommendations. For that matter though, I would no more 
wish to entrust the job to any of the big NGOs. I simply wish all of them would 
apply themselves more to helping us, the people, to make the most of our woods.

Culture change - evolution or revolution? 
The most prominent phrase in the Report is the call for a new ‘woodland culture’ 
in this country.  Amen to that.  But a culture is a consequence of people coming 
together, doing together, mixing their views, trying and failing, and distilling a 
human answer to the challenges of life. Government institutions don’t generate 
culture, and large organisations who think they fight for the planet, while their 
memberships meekly watch – they too don’t offer a culture that lasts. Cultural 
evolution is messy, hands-on, and real. Our woods should be those things too.

Defra has invited the public to comment, once again, on the Report and in the 
period between now and the delivery of a Government response, due in January 
2013.  The full Panel Report can be accessed via the Defra website, at www.defra.
gov.uk/forestrypanel.

Roger Bodgitt is an undercover forestry correspondent and is currently gainfully employed by 
the Forestry Commission. The opinions here are very much his own.

Localism whatever the landlord  
This polarisation in the debate makes it difficult to make valid points which fall into 
the grey reality in between. In truth, public ownership offers far more public benefit 
(at least in terms of access and timber supply) than private. However much public 
access is apparent in private woodlands, the fact is that although the public forest 
estate only accounts for 18% of woodland cover in England, it provides 40% of the 
available public access to woods, and 60% of the domestic timber supply.

But, public management by a state forestry service has real failings in its current 
form. Quite a lot of public forest is undermanaged, or subject to such broad-brush 
management regimes that local character and detail is lost. That is not a conscious 
intention on the part of FC, nor a reflection of poor ability amongst FC staff. It’s 
a consequence of trying to run a national estate, on a limited budget, subject to 
departmental budget rules, best-value contracts with big firms with big harvesters, 
and a lack of local flexibility. It will only change if there are opportunities for more 
local solutions, and more local involvement.

Beyond the Usual Suspects
Meanwhile we all know that public ownership does not of itself deliver a truly public 
asset – for, of, and by the people. The Panel Report was a disappointment for some, 
in this respect. The great public uprising against the sell-off plans in 2011 reflected the 
sense people have that the public forest is ‘ours’. Surely for a new woodland culture to 
take root and flourish, policy needs to recognise that sense of symbolic ownership and 
make it mean something? More than any other part of the landscape, apart perhaps 
from public parks, allotments, and parts of the coast, woodlands lend themselves to 
public involvement – hands-on ownership which is genuine and tangible, not just 
titular. The diverse examples around the country of community woodlands which 
mean what they say on the tin, show there is a real appetite for this sort of local 
engagement.  Moreover, there is no real reason why local community participation 
cannot go hand in hand with public ownership, through co-management agreements 
and shared tenure. Though it makes a passing reference to this subject, the Report 
fails to give community woodlands in England the boost they need, if they are to 
match the progress being made on this issue in Scotland and Wales.

This reflects a wider dissatisfaction with the way the Panel was loaded in favour of 
the big players such as the Woodland Trust, Wildlife Trusts, RSPB, and the National 
Trust. There was no genuine ‘public’ representation. And the stakeholder events 
reflected a tendency for representation to reflect those large players, plus rather 
narrow sectoral interests like cyclists and ramblers, leaving little room for the ‘little 
people’ such as the community woodlands, small owners, craft workers, firewood 
suppliers and the like.

Beleaguered by reform 
Meanwhile, outside the rhetorical boxing ring the senior officials within FC 
seem somewhat hapless. They have done what they were told, restructuring the 
Commission to accommodate the spending cuts imposed by Government on 
them as on the rest of the public sector, while keeping their mouths, and those of 


