WEST MIDLANDS REGIONAL FORESTRY FRAMEWORK

2005-2006 DELIVERY PLAN

Interim Monitoring Report April-October 2005

1. Purpose of the Report

1.1
To describe the emerging findings from the implementation of the Delivery Plan.  The early key findings are captured in Section 6.

2. Recommendations
2.1
It is recommended that Woodland and Forestry Forum Members:

i) 
Note the progress made towards the achievement of objectives within the 2005-2006 Delivery Plan [Annexe A, capturing progress through the use of smiley/grouchy faces assists this process];

ii)
Note the activities that are flagged up as making little or no progress and provide advice to Lead Partners how best to make amends;

iii) Using the information gleaned thus far, consider how best to develop the rolling three-year Action Plan 2006-2009 for the West Midlands Regional Forestry Framework.

3. Background

3.1
Growing our Future, the West Midlands Regional Forestry Framework was published and launched in October 2004 with the first Delivery Plan guiding actions for the 2005-2006 year period following.  The Delivery Plan, launched at the National Memorial Arboretum at the end of June 2005, sets out detailed activities spread across the eleven themes, each with targets and success indicators identified for monitoring performance. 

3.2
Early in the planning process the Delivery Plan Steering Group (DPSG) agreed that every partner organisation contributing to one or more activities would be asked to report on progress at six monthly intervals, with an Interim Report being published by the end of December and the Annual Report available by 30 June of each year.  In practice, this means that the Action Plan Manager has to collect, collate and quality assure data in respect of a range of indicators described by the WMRFF Delivery Plan in the spring and in the autumn of each year.  Analysis and consultation then takes place before the publication of the final documents.  This process and the tight time constraints present a significant challenge to the resources available at all levels.

3.3
A summary version of the process to achieve this, the first Interim Report is presented below:

	Activity
	

	Monitoring Proforma format agreed by DPSG
	14 September 05

	Accompanying Monitoring Guidelines produced
	07 October 05

	Email and Post to all stakeholders
	w/b 17 October 05

	Collection and collation of response
	w/b 31 October 05

	Statistical Reports to DPSG
	14 November 05 

	Reminders sent
	15 November 05

	Latest response for consideration received
	12 December 05

	Preparation of draft Interim Report
	w/b 12 December 05

	Circulation to DPSG
	w/b 19 December 05

	Collating responses, editing and preparation for publication
	w/b 09 January 06

	Publication and lifting on to Website
	Mid-January 06


4. Methodology

4.1
In order to collect the relevant information from the many stakeholders involved, a monitoring proforma was devised and guidelines introduced to assist with the completion.  It was agreed that a small number of people and organisations may however wish to log achievements in a different format, e.g. making summary progress notes against each objective in narrative form, and this would be perfectly acceptable.  Where necessary it was also agreed to facilitate focus groups so that information could be gathered.

4.2
The proforma and guidelines were sent to some 111 individuals and organisations across the region.  These were followed up by gentle reminders mid-November with further Emails to lead partners as necessary.

4.3
Data was collected centrally by the Forestry Commission and the interim report duly compiled. 

5. Summary of Responses

5.1
Overall the level of responses has been very satisfactory, with the total number received to date being 37; made up of 5 from the private sector, 18 from public agencies and a further 14 from regional and sub-regional partnerships and initiatives.

5.2
Lead partners responding include:

Countryside Agency

Culture West Midlands

English Nature

English Heritage 

Environment Agency 

Forestry Commission 

Local Authorities – Staffordshire, Worcestershire, Telford & Wrekin, and Herefordshire

RDS 

WM Biodiversity Partnership 

WM Public Health Group

WM Woodland & Forestry Forum

Woodland Trust 

5.3
However, it is apparent that a number of groups have not responded.  Whilst a “nil return” could indicate contentment with the Forestry Framework’s progress, we must ensure that it does not suggest as much active engagement, ownership or commitment as might be possible.  Alternatively, these groups may have decided to await the emerging outcomes and play an active part in determining future actions and influencing the development of the 2006-2009 three-year rolling Delivery Plan. Further work will be carried out to ascertain the reasons where there has been no response from lead/significant partners.

5.4
We particularly welcome the responses from the many others including: Abbey Forestry, Andrew Bronwin, AONB Cannock Chase, AONB Shropshire Hills, British Horse Loggers, Deer Initiative, Forest Enterprise, Forest of Mercia, Forest Schools, Green Arc Partnership, Green Wood Centre, Heartwoods, Herefordshire Sustain, Lantra, Marches Wood Energy Network, National Trust, Poplar Tree Co., Peak District National Park, Severn Gorge Countryside Trust, Small Woods Association, Sport England, Walford & North Shropshire College,  Whitney Sawmills, and the Worcestershire Wildlife Trust.

5.5
The format of the monitoring pro-forma seems to have been generally acceptable with 27 organisations using it.  5 letters were received and a further 5 responses were submitted using a different format.  It is suggested that the DPSG may wish to review the pro-forma and the whole process prior to the next monitoring point (31 March 06).

5.6
It is intended that the Delivery Plan will contribute directly to the regional strategic outcomes in the Regional Spatial Strategy and the Regional Economic Strategy.  It is therefore wholly appropriate that the outcome indicators reflect those set regionally and that the Delivery Plan will continuously evolve, developing and continuing refinement through the input of the wide range of interested persons and organisations.  It is highly pleasing to report that during this, the first monitoring exercise carried out under the auspices of the West Midlands Regional Forestry Framework, that some comment or progress has been reported against each and every objective, i.e. 100% coverage has been achieved.

Active steps have also been taken to raise awareness amongst Local Strategy Partnerships of the role of trees and woodland in contributing to green space.

6. Emerging findings of the Interim Monitoring Report April-October 2005

After only six months into the implementation phase of the West Midlands Regional Forestry Framework, it will probably be regarded as over-ambitious and far too early to present meaningful progress towards the achievement of the Forestry Framework objectives.  However, perhaps it should be better seen as an indication of the significant buy-in and engagement of stakeholder individuals and organisations who seek to realise the benefits that trees, woodland and forestry can bring to the region.  It is through their individual activities, projects and influence that any progress can be charted and plans made for a longer three-year rolling Delivery Plan being developed.

It may also be regarded as premature to think about business planning activities before we have seen the first year Delivery Plan activities all completed; but time dictates that we must.  In general, the enthusiasm displayed throughout the scoping and Framework development process has not faltered during the first stage of implementation with high expectancies and ambitions remaining for what it can deliver.

Early headline findings in respect of the 11 themes are described below.  Please note that these have been compiled from the information supplied by individuals and organisations and report against the first 6 months only, i.e. April to October 2005.  Please note that with further work underway for the rest of the year, these analyses may well change or be modified before appearing in the Annual Report.

6.1 Woodland Cover
6.1.1
Most woodland resources in the West Midlands are under private management with the Forestry Commission owning and managing just short of 20%.  The total growth in woodland area since 1980 is a favourable 17%. This year  for the first time, a partial regionally specific scoring system allowing more precise targeting for woodland creation has been introduced, resulting in applications for 230Ha planting in excess of the regional threshold score under the new England Woodland Grant Scheme (EWGS).

6.1.2
Alongside this, the Woodland Opportunities Mapping Task Group has been established and the first iteration of the maps is planned for early in 2006.  With datasets being supplied by Local Authorities, Woodland Trust, Countryside Agency, English Nature, English Heritage, Forestry Commission and the RDS, the Task Group will be holding an awareness-raising event in March 2006.

6.1.3
Forest design and management plans and characterisation assessments have been ongoing with initiatives such as the Woodland Trust’s Ancient Tree Hunt contributing to the surveying of veteran trees in the region.

6.1.4
Extensive local activity including that of the Greenwood Centre, the Green Arc Partnership, the Wildlife Trusts, Forestry Commission and AONBs have engaged people raising the profile of trees and woodlands in relation to the historic environment.  In turn, English Heritage has produced a suite of guidance leaflets.

6.1.5
Similarly, Forest Enterprise, the Woodland Trust and a host of others have produced leaflets, held activities and provided press and media opportunities for the contribution that trees and woodland can make to the culture of those living in and visiting the West Midlands.

6.1.6
The promotion of greenspace and the urban forestry agenda has seen a regional task group set up and a number of organisations have highlighted particular examples of their work e.g. Green Arc Partnership’s work on the regeneration of brownfield sites in Birmingham and North Warwickshire.

6.2 The Woodland and Forestry Industry
6.2.1
The forestry and woodland industries are significant contributors to the region’s economy particularly if the manufacture and wholesale of furniture, recycling and timber agents are taken into account.  Sadly, there is the perception and in some ways perhaps reality (from the private sector) that skilful management of the region’s trees, primary and secondary processing, local procurement and the advancing technologies and traditional skills do not receive as much support as they deserve and this is seemingly exacerbated by the Framework.  The sector feels that a vibrant forest industry can contribute to the social and environmental well-being of the region but needs considerably more support and help with innovation, skills and enterprise.  

6.2.2
The support gained from Defra’s Rural Enterprise Scheme for the new poplar peeling mill in Herefordshire has been welcomed, as has the money provided to establish a traditional skills training facility in the same county.  With the Heartwoods Initiative still in transition to its second phase, the region’s tree and woodland related businesses lack some of the support which has been available in recent years. However, support for the Deer Initiative has made ground with emphasis on wild deer management and it is hoped that with the introduction of a Grey Squirrel Policy, early in 2006, the quality of timber and woodlands might increase.

6.2.3
A number of isolated examples for developing new opportunities have been highlighted and further gathering of such baseline information, exemplars of best practice and better networking opportunities should be encouraged.  Looking outside the region at the woodland renaissance model adopted by the SW Region perhaps provides an opportunity to develop something similar in the West Midlands.

6.3 Wood Energy
6.3.1
The Woodland and Forestry Forum’s Wood Energy Task Group’s work programme has involved commissioning the Wood Energy Strategy Review during this period and they meet again early in the New Year to take forward the recommendations.  They have contributed to the Bio-Energy WM audit [Summer 2005] and have been working ever closer with the Bio-Energy Network.

6.3.2
Across the region wood fuel has become the fastest growing renewable, with MWEN reporting a further 13 boiler installations during the period with the majority qualifying for some form of grant aid.  The Heritage Lottery Fund Project has started in Wyre Forest which will further install a wood fuel heating system using timber produced from the restoration of Ancient and Native Woodlands.  

6.3.3
The joint Forest of Mercia – Marches Wood Energy Network Cluster proposal has been submitted and the outcome is awaited.  Both technical and awareness raising events have been held throughout the region and MWEN publications and case studies are increasing.  Meanwhile the Forestry Commission sent a representative to a Bio Fuel Conference in Finland to look at best practice and sharing knowledge; they have also funded a region-wide market development study.

6.4  Recycling
6.4.1
Whilst the Framework encourages all stakeholders in the woodland and forestry sector to minimise waste and re-cycle as a matter of course there has also been a little reported activity to demonstrate additional work has been undertaken.  Across the region significant progress is being made in increasing the amount of household and other waste being recycled, and there is a substantial requirement for new waste capacity. 

6.4.2
The opportunities for developing closer links between energy and recycling remain and the forestry sector has gained representation on the National Symbiosis Programme Advisory Group.  During the next period it will be important to set up to set up the proposed Woodland Forum Task Group.

6.5  Recreation & Tourism
6.5.1
With the CRoW Area 7 (West Midlands) Map launched at the end of October on Cannock Chase, and all FC freehold land dedicated for right of access in perpetuity a little earlier, the emphasis on the benefits of trees and woodlands to recreation and tourism has received a welcome boost.  Coupled with this, a breadth of activity has been highlighted by both woodland initiatives, organisations and individuals e.g. Forest Enterprise support for cycling events in the Welsh Marches and the franchised cycle centre at Cannock Chase have created new job opportunities.

6.5.2
The Forestry Framework has also gained recognition in Culture West Midland’s Vision for Action, 2005-2006.  Recreational activities and opportunities for diversification are increasingly attractive to woodland owners but very real concerns are expresses concerning public liability insurances, health and safety and risk management.  We look forward to the resumption of meetings of the Visitor Economy Strategy “Countryside” Focus Group early in the New Year.

6.6  Health & Wellbeing
6.6.1
In order to establish baseline data allowing better connections to be made between health and woodlands, the West Midlands Public Health Group is currently examining datasets for Coronary Heart Disease, Diabetes, Mental Health and Obesity.  A number of initiatives including those that have utilised the Forestry Commission’s WIG challenge and other funding have sought to demonstrate the benefits including Wye Wood – Wider Wood, Forest of Mercia’s Burntwood Walk and Talk gathering important data too.

6.6.2
A further 6 schemes have been supported through the Active Woods Health WIG Challenge funding this year and are underway.  In the ensuing months these will be promoted as exemplar projects and latterly evaluated by the Woodland Trust.   Working closely with the WM Public Health Group we also welcome the proposed development of a Regional Health Strategy and the ‘Everyday Sport’ initiative, providing opportunities for highlighting the roles that woodland physical activity and wooded landscapes can offer.

6.7  Education, Learning and Skills
6.7.1
Substantial reports of activities increasing public knowledge of woodland and forestry are reported throughout the region.  Local Heritage Initiatives, AONB projects, the Woodland Trust’s Tree for All, Trafalgar Woods, Phenology Network and Nature Detectives, the Deer Initiative’s promotion of sustainable wild deer management, and the activities of other local authorities and woodland initiatives have all handsomely contributed.  The Forest Schools Initiative has won particular acclaim by hosting two out of the three national pilots in the region, whilst the Forestry Commission education sites at Wyre and Cannock have hosted some 20,000 schoolchildren.  Three of their other events in the region have attracted over 3,000 visitors.

6.7.2
The Woodland Forum’s Workforce Development Group has been working diligently through their proposed work programme.  Hot on the heels of the success of the Defra funded VTS Pilot (training 57 beneficiaries) we are delighted to report the wider regional bid was successful and will deliver training to 200 existing forestry workers.  Two new careers websites have been launched by Lantra, offering advice, information and guidance to new entrants and work in presently ongoing to develop an advanced modern apprenticeship programme for forestry and treework.  The Green Wood Centre is leading on the development of National Occupational Standards for the greenwood trades and, once in place, should lead to National Vocational Qualifications and additional funding streams that such would attract.

6.8  Fostering Social Inclusion
6.8.1
The Forestry Commission, as the lead for the forestry and woodland sector, have secured a place on Sustainability West Midlands and have been contributing to the development of the second iteration of the Regional Sustainable Development Framework.  They have also been active partners in the Rural Affairs Forum and the Rural Accord, developing the Rural Delivery Framework set to improve access to support and services for all.

6.8.2
Wider community involvement has been detailed by woodland initiatives, through local authority activity and the work of AONBs through their Sustainability Development Fund, currently available in two of the four areas.  Through gaining a higher profile and the improved communications and networking with Government Office, Regional Assembly, Natural England partners and other agencies identification of funding incentives has become easier.  

6.8.3
A number of best practice examples have been highlighted, particularly demonstrating how to attract the “hard to reach” groups, e.g. carrying out woodland work with inmates from HMP Hewell Grange, volunteering in the Ironbridge Gorge World Heritage Site, developing an all weather surface footpath at Water Orton to improve access for families and those with access problems, delivery of VTS programme to excluded pupils, and the Tree for All campaign run by the Woodland Trust.

6.9 Enhancing Biodiversity

6.9.1
The launch of the Regional Biodiversity Strategy just as the Framework’s Delivery Plan was developing gave an excellent opportunity to synchronise and align many of the proposed activities under this theme.  Since then further work has been done on policy integration and the developing work of the WM Biodiversity Partnership.  Steady progress has been detailed from several sources on improving the overall quality of Sites of Special Scientific Interest reflects initiatives by English Nature and other partners, although these represent only a very small proportion of the Region’s area.

6.9.2
“Keepers in Time”, England’s Ancient and Native Woodland Policy was announced in June and guidelines issued.  The Woodland Forum has encouraged the Forestry Commission to lead a task and finish group to take the design and development of a regional expression of this policy forward.  The ongoing development of the regional Woodland Opportunities Map incorporates biodiversity issues and the first iteration in planned for early in the New Year. The Ancient Tree Hunt’s website is now live and the Woodland Trust operates a Woods Under Threat national team seeking to comment/oppose development that may cause loss of ancient woodland or veteran trees.  Deer management features highly as does the work of local authorities and wildlife trusts.

6.9.3
Forest design planning and written management plans are announced or ongoing for several stakeholders with particular emphasis on working to UKWAS standards.  Certification remains insufficient an incentive to many of the private sector woodland owners and managers.

6.9.4
The 14 Biodiversity Enhancement Areas (BEAs) now have GIS maps based on Landscape Description Units which accompany descriptive templates, with the two BEA Pilots underway.  A regional biodiversity co-ordinator has been appointed to advance this work and landscape-scale action plans are being assembled.  Similar landscape-scale examples are highlighted by the AONBs, Forestry Commission, Local Authorities, the Deer Initiative and the Green Arc Partnership.  Research has also been commissioned on indicative regional habitat networks including woodland.

6.9.5 Liaison meetings between the Forestry Commission and the Natural England partners have been held over the last six months and promotion of environmental stewardship as well as EWGS has been ongoing.  The concern that the Forestry Commission being “outside Natural England” will seriously disadvantage the sector is still expressed.  In particular there are perceived anxieties with reference to the renegotiation of ERDP II and the FC sufficient influence and impact throughout.  Perhaps this is also reflected through the limited reporting on developing markets, products and enterprises.

6.9.6 The repeat Woodland Bird Survey was completed in May 2005 and the preparation of regional guidance is underway.  The Forestry Commission has carried out staff training in internal/micro-landscaping to deliver better on forest edge habitats.  During this period they also undertook the organisation of a Bats Seminar for woodland owners, managers and advisers.

6.9.7 The Forestry Commission is now linked to county biological Local Record Centres for two-way exchange of information.  Together with the Biodiversity Partnership they are actively involved in a number of pieces of work including the integration of local and regional targets for habitat creation and restoration.

6.10 Natural and Cultural Environmental Benefits
6.10.1
The Regional Cultural Strategy is due for revision in 2006.  As a pre-cursor to this, a number of meetings have been held with CultureWM and the Forestry Commission have been included in their 2005-2006 Vision for Action Work Plan.

6.10.2 The Severn Catchment Flood Management Plan was launched in May 2005 and acknowledges that floodplain woodlands can have a positive effect on floodwater control.  The plan for the River Trent is currently under development but meanwhile the River Teme Catchment Management Project is established and a project manager has been appointed.

6.10.3 With regard to woodlands and forestry contributing to the sustainability agenda, it is widely declared that “forestry is sustainable development” and that approval through management and design plans, together with monitoring through UKWAS, ensures this.  The data capture to verify this is somewhat patchy, as it is for defining the effect on air quality, either nationally or locally.  Promoting good land management practice is ongoing with encouragement of ESS and EWGS take-up being supported by seminars and awareness-raising sessions.

6.11 Supporting the Regeneration of the West Midlands
6.11.1
The Green Infrastructure Planning Task Group has been set up and an external contract for scoping the issue is under development.  Meanwhile the second phase of the Site Opportunities mapping – Brownfield sites has been agreed.  Active steps have also been taken to raise awareness amongst Local Strategy Partnerships of the role of trees and woodland in contributing to green space and, it is hoped, that Local Area Agreements will have included some reference.

The ‘Woods for People’ and the ‘Space for People’ data from the Woodland Trust have been especially valuable and will further contribute to the Woodland Opportunities Mapping exercise.  Many of the stakeholders respond to planning and aftercare proposals for local development and the opportunities for woodland to be used as a transitional stage in land management is being encouraged.  As woodland initiatives mature they are increasingly feeding in to steering groups and public sector networks on matters concerning local development and regeneration.

7. Evaluation of the Monitoring Process

7.1 
The SMARTness of the objectives and activities contained within the Framework has been well tested through this first monitoring exercise and found to be lacking in some respects.  Some refinement is suggested for the next phase – the development of the three-year rolling Delivery Plan - via specific targets, timescales and a proper baseline.  This will enable the ability to monitor the framework and the progress being made towards its expressed vision much more effective.  

7.2
In many ways a great deal of the intended monitoring currently focuses around process - "we are doing such and such" which does illustrate activity but is unlikely to be able to demonstrate in any meaningful or objective way any progress. The Steering Group needs therefore to consider how they want to balance the complementary contributions of the following types of monitoring of the framework:

process - this is where the balance currently weighs - this is about what is being done, how many times or whether the Framework is reflected in other strategies etc. It gives a view of activity but not effectiveness;

output - this would start giving a quantification of impact, e.g. number of educational contacts, trees/acreage planted, etc

outcomes - in many ways this is what we are seeking to ultimately establish and ultimately gives a view of success or failure. We might be looking at improved biodiversity; community engagement or activity improved; contribution to regional economy etc.

Each has a role and will contribute to the "what" and "why" of measurement.

 

7.3
Although the Framework expresses a decent Baseline position, there needs to be a lot more underpinning information available.  Lead partners and stakeholders through a little collective activity could provide such and this should be progressed.

 

7.4
On the basis of identifying what the key indicators (drawn from the baseline) could be taken forward, to be included in a monitoring framework, are the following:

i)
Trees and woodland coverage/distribution to include rural/urban; regeneration/brown field reclamation;

ii)
Tree type (deciduous/conifer etc) to include plantation replacement and restoration

iii)
Biodiversity indicators in common with Regional Biodiversity Strategy and linked to Quality of Environment Indicators in RSS - links with i) + ii) above

iv)
Economic/employment contribution to regional accounts 

v)
Contacts per year, e.g. educational, volunteer, leisure, health, recreation, burial

vi)
Energy contribution - links with energy strategy; co-products, bio-fuels and renewables

These will ultimately be able to be combined through a narrative-based analysis to give an assessment over time of the impact of the Framework.

 

Annexe A
Assessment of progress towards achievement and regional headlines
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