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WOODLAND UPDATE
What opportunities exist for 
property professionals?

Having listened to an extremely informative RICS Webinar by John on Biodiversity Net 
Gain, he kindly agreed to write a full article for ACES’ Terrier. Here, John explains the 
importance of an effective programme of woodland creation and management.

When placed in context of the challenges 
posed by the C-19 pandemic of the last 
6 months, the 2019 election now seems 
a lifetime away.  With the UK facing an 
anticipated second spike at the time of 
writing, and many regions facing additional 
restrictions and possible lockdowns, 
it may seem ill-timed to consider the 
opportunities around woodlands.  
However, despite all the distractions, 
woodland creation, the environment and 
climate change remain at the heart of the 
government’s policy agenda.

The pandemic will pass, but trees 
and woodlands will continue to play an 
important part in our future, offering 
potential across a range of areas as 
articulated in the consultation on the 
England Tree Strategy (1), which focused 
on achieving a step change in woodland 

creation and on improving management. 

Meeting ambitious 
planting targets

It is anticipated that the new strategy 
will set out policies to expand tree cover, 
support woodland management and 
increase public engagement with trees 
and woodlands.  Not least, it will aim to 
affirm the government’s tree planting 
commitment of increasing planting to 
30,000 hectares p.a. across the UK, an 
anticipated 10,000 ha p.a. of which will 
be in England, by 2025.  If this is to be 
delivered, it will require government 
to work closely with devolved 
administrations, communities and 
landowners in both the public and private 
sectors.  With the emerging Agriculture 
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Bill 2019-2020 and our departure 
from the EU at the end of the year, we 
will see fundamental changes in land 
management as farmers and landowners 
adapt to the loss of production subsidies, 
accompanied by a refocus on the delivery 
of public money to support public goods.

The Environment Bill 2019-2020 is also 
set to influence policy around Biodiversity 
Net Gain, with an anticipated mandatory 
requirement for all developments to 
deliver a 10% net gain in biodiversity. 
Forestry and trees in their widest sense 
are now seen as possibly the most 
important element in helping address 
the challenges of climate change, air 
and water quality, carbon capture (2), 
recovering nature, and health and 
well-being.  These public goods and the 
values they bring to society are now 
being recognised as the key priority for 
woodlands for the future, providing a 
significant catalyst for change.

We are seeing a massive increase in 
interest in woodland management and 
tree planting, from both within the sector 
and outside.  Landowners and other 
stakeholders are now looking at the 
feasibility of new woodlands, as well as 
the management of existing woodlands.

Learning lessons  
from the past

After a steady decline going back to the 
12th century, woodland as a percentage 
of land area in England increased in the 
20th century, inspired by a realisation of 
the importance of a sustainable timber 
resource after 2 World Wars and the 
subsequent establishment of the Forestry 
Commission as part of the 1919 Forestry 

Act.  However, despite this upward 
trajectory, tree-planting and proactive 
woodland management in England is still 
woefully short of what’s needed.  In fact, 
101 years later, England is looking to learn 
lessons from Scotland, where the sector 
has successfully challenged and supported 
leaders in government and the Forestry 
Commission to make tree-planting 
objectives a reality.  It is clear that without 
similar strong leadership and collaboration 
between government and the forestry 
sector, this will not happen in England.

Short-term assistance,  
long term gains

A significant barrier to businesses 
investing in woodland is the fact that it 
is a long-term commitment, generally 
considered to be a permanent change of 
land use.  Forestry, woodland and trees 
across the majority of England, were, 
and still are, seen as a marginal business 
activity at best, with most owners content 
with achieving little more than covering 
their costs.

For new woodlands, returns from 
timber sales are far into the future; and 
with high capital costs associated with 
establishment, returns are poor and 
highly unpredictable.

Current grants, while significant, have 
not been sufficient to overcome these 
barriers at any real scale.  Funding that 
is simpler to access can be supported by 
private investment through a range of 
blended finance models and will be critical 
to effect real change. However, the long-
term opportunities that woodlands present 
are substantial, ensured by their longevity, 
ability to deliver against a vast range of 

natural capital benefits such as carbon 
sequestration, water quality, flooding, 
landscape, biodiversity, health and well-
being, and air quality.  But we will only 
be able to capitalise on this potential by 
finding ways of supporting such benefits 
and securing the new planting needed to 
meet the ambitious targets of the Clean 
Growth Strategy - and the ultimate goal of 
Carbon Net Zero in 2050.

New woodland creation

Where to plant?

A key consideration is finding the right 
land to plant on.  Land suitable for 
woodland creation is often in competition 
with better-understood alternative uses, 
some of which may yield shorter term 
gains such as energy crops, development, 
food production, biodiversity offsetting 
and rewilding.

It doesn’t make economic sense to use 
our best and most versatile agricultural 
land; but equally, we need to avoid it 
impacting areas of high biodiversity 
or environmental value.  The good 
news is that this still leaves many 
possible options, especially across local 
government land portfolios, including:

• low-grade arable and temporary 
grassland

• marginal upland farmland

• ex-mineral restored sites; and

• historic landfill sites (which 
surprisingly account for some 0.85% 
of land area in England and Wales) (3).

As well as the land itself, a flexible 
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approach is needed for tenure, with long 
leaseholds, pie crust leaseholds and joint 
venture/share (tree) farming all being 
possible options.  It’s also critical that 
we learn from mistakes of the past, such 
as inappropriate planting on unique 
peatland habitats in the Flow Country in 
the 1980s.

What are the real costs?

Every investment involves costs, financial 
and otherwise, particularly when 
embarking on woodland creation for 
future financial gain.  However, there 
are also many opportunities to manage 
and mitigate these costs to maximise 
investment potential.

• The necessary design and process 
stage must be adhered to before 
any project can be given the green 
light, but resulting opportunities 
arise in terms of engagement, the 
Woodland Creation Planning Grant, 
scale and collective approach, as 
well as possible working models 
with third sector partners such as 
the National Forest and Community 

Forests.  Integration of large-scale 
woodland creation in association with 
strategic development may also offer 
exceptional opportunities to create 
unique long-term landscape settings

• When choosing plants, careful 
consideration needs to be given 
to availability, species diversity, 
resilience, provenance, climate 
change and the timetable.  We need 
to broaden thinking from purely 
native species, to secure long-term 
sustainability.  Opportunities also 
exist in terms of scale, engagement 
and possible investment in supply 
chain development

• At the planting stage, potential 
issues include labour availability, 
skills, health and safety, lack of 
technology and investment, and 
processes and technique.  However, 
new opportunities through increased 
mechanisation and scale and cost 
engineered design can deliver 
excellent savings

• Once planted, vulnerable trees must 
be protected from vermin; however, 
the use of plastic and excessive 
fencing in order to do this can 

attract criticism.  So, it’s important to 
consider how site assessment and 
comprehensive vermin control at 
landscape scale can offer potential 
alternatives

• The issues don’t disappear after 
planting, and the demands of 
ongoing maintenance are often 
underestimated and neglected.  In 
some parts of the sector, current 
delivery frameworks do not favour 
innovative and integrated solutions.  
However, efficiencies can be secured 
through considered design, facilitation 
of mechanisation, and a more 
scientific approach, understanding 
and responding effectively to the 
requirements of the crop

• It is also important to consider the 
real cost of any short-term revenues 
that may be foregone and cash flow 
implications of the substantial costs of 
establishment.  Acknowledging these 
costs and thinking about how they 
can be offset through the delivery of 
real benefits that can be recognised 
and funded, to reflect their real value 
to the public, will be key.  In particular, 
it is hoped that the forthcoming 
Environmental Land Management 
Scheme (4), which proposes to target 
public money to the delivery of public 
goods, will recognise and support 
these real values.

What are the opportunities 
for business?

So, with an understanding of the real 
costs, we are able to explore where 
the tangible business opportunities lie 
and how these might help support our 
investment models.

Timber

The planned Urban Lung timber 
skyscraper in Cardiff (5) is an emblem 
of the future, and of a return to this 
aesthetically pleasing building material 
as we increasingly turn away from steel 
and concrete, inspired by the 2050 zero 
carbon target.  Timber construction 
techniques are improving and evolving 
as many construction companies see the 
increased use of home-grown timber 
as a key goal.  Recent studies have 
also indicated that the use of Hybrid 
Cross Laminated Timber has resulted 
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in reductions of up to 75% in transport 
construction trips during the construction 
phase of a development (6).

Carbon

Accountability around carbon emissions 
was finally taken seriously when plans for 
a third runway at Heathrow were rejected 
by the Court of Appeal in February, on 
the grounds that the proposals did not 
adequately incorporate the government’s 
responsibilities in terms of carbon 
emissions, as stated in the Paris Climate 
Agreement.  As the first sector with 
established carbon accounting, under the 
Woodland Carbon Code (7), woodland 
creation now has a clear pathway to 
revenue.  In addition, the Woodland 
Carbon Guarantee scheme (8) is now 
offering the prospect of realistic returns 
for sequestered carbon, with offers 
being made under the first 2 rounds in 
the region of £24/tonne Co2 and £19/
tonne Co2 respectively.  The third round 
is scheduled to run from 26 October to 1 
November 2020.

Water quality and flooding

As recent history has shown, flooding is 
a major issue across the UK.  As well as 
providing natural flood management, the 
planting of trees can also help reduce soil 
erosion and nitrate pollution.  Some large-
scale woodland projects are now in the 
pipeline, with partners working closely 
with local authorities to address water 
quality issues across key catchments.

Biodiversity

As noted earlier, the Environment Bill 
2019-20 was created to “address the 
hidden costs of development”, with 
the Bill proposing that developments 
be required to provide a 10% gain in 
biodiversity from the baseline figure.  As 
a long-term land use, new and existing 
woodlands can deliver real biodiversity 
benefits more securely than other habitat 
creation models that will only be secured 
for 30 years.

Landscape, health and well-being

Woodland creation offers a unique 
opportunity to create and restore beauty 
to our landscape.  In turn, this enhances 
landscape recovery, benefits air quality 

and improves physical and mental health 
through public access to green spaces 
– something which has become a key 
priority during the current Covid crisis.  
The tangible value that access to high 
quality green spaces offers society in 
supporting both our physical and mental 
health is now recognised.  Woodlands, 
both new and existing, have an important 
role to play in this.

The existing resource

While government’s key focus is on 
expanding our woodland resource, 
consideration also needs to be given to 
existing woodlands and trees.  Over many 
years, they have been considered the poor 
relation in comparison to other property 
assets.  However, the critical importance 
of these assets, not least in terms of 
natural capital and biodiversity, is now 
becoming more widely recognised.

The England Tree Strategy also focuses 
on enhanced protection of some of our 
most valued assets, in particular ancient 
woodland and veteran trees.  There is also 
likely to be greater protection offered 
through the planning system, particularly 
where trees are cleared in advance of 
development.  The value of urban trees 

and woodlands is also recognised, with 
aspirations for increased planting and 
canopy cover targets for the urban 
environment.  As recognition of the 
public goods that trees and woodlands 
provide rises to the top of the agenda and 
complementary policy is drawn up, we are 
likely to see new opportunities emerging.

However, we must not forget the 
fundamental function of woodlands is 
for the production of timber; whether 
for construction, fuel or high-quality 
furniture, timber is a uniquely sustainable 
product.  Recent years have seen 
significant increases in timber values 
that have “opened the door” for many 
historically unproductive woodlands 
to be brought back into functional and 
sustainable management.

There are undoubtedly challenges 
on the horizon, not least the relentless 
progression of ash dieback, as well 
as other pest and disease problems.  
However, these can also offer 
opportunities to change the thinking 
around woodland, recognising it as a 
growing asset that requires proactive and 
effective management, to ensure that it 
continues to deliver its high value benefits 
for generations to come.

Grafham Water
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Woodlands as the pathway 
to a greener future

The real benefits woodland offers society 
are well known and understood, reflected 
by the government’s aspirational targets for 
woodland creation in the UK and England.  
However, if these targets are to be met, real 
and effective leadership and cooperation is 
needed across the whole sector.

The creation and preservation of 
woodland is a long-term commitment.  
As a society, if we wish to secure these 
benefits for both our future and that of 
coming generations, we need to ensure 
that these benefits are supported, based 
on their real values.  If we can achieve 
this, we will see woodland become a real 
and sustainable part of rural property 
business, delivering a greener future to 
which we all aspire.
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COUNTY FARMS
Graeme first outlined CPRE’s research into the importance of county farms in 2020 
Spring Terrier. This article is an update on progress, including the first recent workshop 
with ACES’ members, and how CPRE hopes the project will become more relevant, 
with greater impact over the coming year.

Introduction

Shared Assets (SA), New Economics 
Foundation (NEF) and CPRE are working 
in partnership to develop a new vision 
for the future of county farms, to explore 
how they might do more for new entrants 
and wider public goods, and to promote 
this vision with key policy and decision 
makers. The project is funded by the 
Farming the Future programme of A Team 
and Roddick Foundations until July 2021 
(www.farmingthefuture.uk).

Reviving the county  
farms project

Now underway since February under 
lockdown and loosening up, the project 

team has had to work in the available 
light of Google and Zoom and navigate 
the ups and downs of furloughing. 
With the presence of coronavirus, we’ve 
also reframed the work to consider the 
potential of county farms in tackling not 
only the ongoing crises of climate change 
and biodiversity, but also what they might 
contribute to ‘green recovery’ or ‘building 
back better’ and other frames that have 
emerged since March 2020.

Work has carried on in 3 main areas set 
out in our original project plan:

• NEF strengthening the evidence 
base through desk research and a 
wider literature review, to understand 
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