
North East Forestry Group – Forest Certification

The Journey so far!

The North East Forestry Group which has members in Louth and Meath has, with the help of Teagasc
and its staff, grown to a membership of 62 forest owners. During a number of field trips to various
sawmills and timber users, the subject of Forest Certification came up several times.
A brief discussion with sawmill representatives and harvesting companies revealed that the subject
of Private Forest Certification was the elephant in the cupboard with regard to private forestry
owners selling their saw log in the next few years.
As most, if not all, Irish sawmills sell 80% of their production outside Ireland, they all need to have
their timber certified either FSC (Forest Stewardship Council) or PEFC (Program for the Endorsement
of Forest Certification). To be able to sell certified timber, sawmills are only allowed to purchase
30% uncertified saw log from forest owners. Almost all of the certified forests are owned by Coillte
and with the proportion of private forestry saw log set to overtake Coillte in the next few years, this
clearly leaves forest owners with a problem.
Why go for Certification? As with most products for sale, money is the deciding factor. Imagine a
forest owner who has carefully tended his forest for a minimum of 25 years coming up to clear-fell.
He has envisaged this moment with increasing anticipation as the day approaches. This harvest will
be like no other crop he has harvested before. Unlike traditional yearly crop rotations, he will
probably only have one in his lifetime. Along with this, he will pay no income tax on the sale of
timber (apart from the dreaded USC – Universal Social Charge) he sees this as his pension. He has
been monitoring prices and sees that top quality saw log can make up to €70 per ton roadside.
He contacts several sawmills and enquires about selling his crop. Each sawmill will ask a few
questions and seem interested until they ask, ‘Is the forest certified?’. When the forest owner says
no, the sawmill say they have enough uncertified lumber at present. When the forest owner
receives this response from a few sawmills and, understandably, gets rather concerned when one
sawmill offers him pallet wood price of €54 per ton. He has a 10 hectare site of Sitka Spruce which,
if it is a reasonable yield class, could yield up to 2,600 tons of saw log (not counting pallet wood,
stake wood or pulp).
If he sells 2,600 tons of saw log for €70 per ton he gets €182,000
If he can only sell it for top quality pallet wood, €54 he gets €140,400
This is a potential loss of €41,600. Now he has a problem. That is €4,160 per hectare.
As with all unknowns, the cost of certification of individual forest plantations could not be
determined, so a pilot scheme to see potential costs, problems and economies of scale seemed
obvious the route to go.
With this issue appearing on the horizon, it was decided during March 2015 to source funding for a
pilot project involving 10 forest owners from the Group. A sub committee was formed and a list of
prospective sources was investigated - this was not without its difficulties. A suggestion was made
about the upcoming Knowledge Transfer Fund being initiated by the Department of Agriculture,
Food and the Marine. A prospectus for the project was initiated and both FSC Ireland and PEFC
Ireland were considered. The Soil Association in the UK were contacted about conducting the
required audits. With all this information collated, a committee member Des Drew prepared a
proposal for funding.
This proposal was well received by Karl Coggins of The Department of Agriculture, Food and the
Marine. A number of meetings took place where it was decided that this project and its
requirements were much larger than the original applicants envisaged. It was decided that the
Forest Service would develop the project further with their requirements in mind.



Finally, the day dawned when all parties involved met in Dublin at Buswells Hotel for the option to
tender for the project. A very involved and technical discussion took place that day.
A number of the North East Forestry Group members who had been closely involved with the
development attended.
At this stage a forest owners group from Cork was asked if they wanted to participate by the Forest
Service in a separate pilot project.
The launch of the North East Forestry Group Forest Certification Pilot Project was held in Navan on
the 5th of May 2016, which was also attended by Karl Coggins and Pat Neville (a certification
representative from Coillte). This meeting had a full house and a lively discussion ensued with many
members learning firsthand what forest certification involves. Members of the North East Forestry
Group were asked to apply to participate in the project.
A list of 12 members from the North East Forestry Group who would be taking part was announced
in August 2106.
As a result of the tender, Commercial Forest Services and UK Forest Certification Ltd were chosen to
administer the project with The Forestry Company (that is the name of the company) doing the
forestry groundwork.
The 12 members, to date, have held a number of meetings and elected a management structure,
along with investigating the correct legal entity that would be suitable for the future growth of the
Group Forest Certification Scheme. After the Secretary of the group got legal advice, a club was the
most cost effective route to go.
One of The Forest Company’s foresters, Linda Coughlan, visited all 12 forest owners’ forestry
plantations and did a number of measurement plots as well as an extensive survey of each
plantation. Linda had asked that inspection paths be cut prior to the visits, and while each member
endeavoured to do this, invariably the paths were cut in the wrong place to access predetermined
locations which had been uploaded on a satellite location prior to the visit - this was the only hiccup
Linda encountered. Each of the 12 participants commented on how, while assisting Linda during her
visit, they had learned a huge amount both about crop measurement and general forest
management (along with relevant wildlife and fauna). This they particularly found relevant and an
unexpected bonus of taking part in the project.
A part of certification involves public consultation. This means notifying all concerned parties
adjoining your plantation or using it (shooting clubs, etc) that you are engaging in forest certification
and offering them a chance to air their concerns if any. This involves a public notice close to the
public road, along with a list of people directly affected. Although affected parties can voice their
concerns, they cannot directly impact on the process unless their objection is deemed to be relevant
(just because they don’t like you is not a reason). This particular issue took up almost all of one
meeting of the members.
A meeting was held in Portlaoise on the 19th of July 2016 of all parties involved. This revealed the
vast amount of work done in the background by all parties involved, along with potential hiccups
which will be sorted out before the project is completed. North East Forestry Group representatives
commented on the fact that forest certification is not a task for the faint hearted. At the meeting,
Linda Coughlan showed 2 samples of the first draft of the required Forest Management Plan. This
document revealed the incredible amount of detailed work she had done. At the back of the report,
she kindly produced a summary, so us mere mortals could get a handle on the whole process. Linda
also input the plot measurements she had taken into Cofords’ GROWFER Dynamic Yield Model which
shows the correct time to thin crops and the estimated final yield of the crop if it is properly
managed. This itself will be of special interest to the plantation owner.
The group now is preparing for a pre audit inspection by the UK Forest Certification Group and,
hopefully, moving towards final audit and certification.



What have we as forest owners learned so far?

1. Forest Certification is a very involved process which needs professional and experienced
management.

2. So far we have not ascertained the final cost to forest owners.
3. Proper co-operation and planning for access to plantations for forest plots/measurements

and final Audit inspections are essential - to avoid problems with access during the project.
4. Correct ownership documents are needed along with as many species maps as possible.
5. A working knowledge of the plantation is a necessity in doing pre inspections/audits.
6. A strong committed proactive membership is also needed, as if one member fails, so does

the entire group - we are only as strong as our weakest link.
7. Public consultation is a requirement of certification and needs to be correctly explained to

participants prior to entering into the process.
8. Do not enter into this project unless you are willing to do the necessary work to continue

forest certification in the future.
9. Be prepared to keep proper records of ALL activities in your forest no matter how small the

task is.
10. Forest certification has focused the scheme member on their forest plantation in both

monetary and ecological value (an unexpected bonus).
11. This is a very steep learning curve and without group help, individual members would

struggle.
12. The correct Legal entity needs to be addressed prior to establishing the project, to allow

cost effective management and expansion of the group, along with a simple method of
expulsion to non conforming members of the group. The whole group is regarded as one
by the certifying body.

John Sherlock

Joint Chairperson, North East Forestry Certification Club
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