Task Group for Trees, Woods and Forest Biodiversity

Minutes of Meeting - March 28th 2007 14:00 to 16:00

Forestry Commission, West Midlands Conservancy, 

Block B Government Buildings, Whittington Road, Worcester, WR5 2FR

Conference Room (end Spur 8)
In attendance

Simon Barker (National Trust), Gaynor Birbeck (Forestry Commission), Jeff Edwards (West Midlands Biodiversity Partnership), Rachel Elliott (Herefordshire Council), Andy Grundy (Heartwoods), Bill Heslegrave (Forestry Commission), Chris Hogarth (Natural England), David Lovelace (Native Woodland Restoration in Herefordshire), Justin Milward (Woodland Trust), Martin Sutton (Telford & Wrekin BC), Sara Roberts (RFF Delivery Plan Manager), Judith Webb (Confor), Helen Woodman (Wildlife Trust)
Apologies

Jodie Ball (North Warwickshire Borough Council), Alison Crofts (Solihull MBC), Nick Eden (Arboricultural Association), Sarah Faulkner (National Farmer’s Union), Francis Flanagan (Worcestershire Biodiversity Partnership), Judith Leigh (English Heritage), Jo Miskin (Sandwell Borough Council), Stephanie Wickison (Staffordshire CC)

2. Minutes of meeting – 26th January 2007

Action 3.18 – will be pick up all action points at this meeting and produce draft schedule of priorities.

BH provided a further update on the Forestry Commission (FC) Research Seminar.  This will be held on the 21st June at the Young Farmer’s Club at Hawford, near Worcester.  It will be particularly focused on climate change with slots on pest and diseases and water/flood related issues.  Local focuses will be on plantation restoration and ancient woodland advice.

3. Draft Action Schedule

JM provided an initial draft for discussion to find and plug gaps between Regional Forestry Framework (RFF) and the Regional Biodiversity Strategy (RBS).  This is laid out the same as Biodiversity Theme 9 of the RFF.

EB1.1 – to monitor as Action 3.1 last minutes.  Updates rather than a specific action.

BH provided an FC update - regional target areas for SSSI this financial year.  Areas included are Churnet Valley, Woolhope Dome and some in the Severn Gorge.  Churnet Valley and Severn Gorge are successfully completed and fully spent.  Woolhope Dome is particularly focused on deer management in partnership with the Deer Initiative and other private partners.  It is not yet fully complete.

CH updated for Natural England (NE).  NE are going through a programme of trans-national monitoring to look at condition assessments across England.  New objectives will be set and these might affect proportions of those favourable or unfavourable.  

EB1.2 – JE stated that the regional apportionment of biodiversity targets in the region has effects on the RSS Phase 3 Review, which starts this year.  This group can assist with the regional review as well as supporting local ones, providing feedback on issues.  Local Biodiversity Partnership figures could provide the evidence base for making regional target decisions.   National figures came out in draft from last November and woodland targets were the only significant increases at this level. Th proposal in draft was to combine all woodland together, including deciduous mixed woodlands and use FC data as a baseline to set targets.  Others pertinent to this group are pastures and parkland and orchards (not yet targeted regionally as a BAP habitat).  All agreed this of high importance.  See later priorities of actions.
EB.2.1 – Woodland Opportunities Map (WOM)

JM reiterated that this another task group that came out of the RFF.  Version 1 is completed and version 2 is almost complete.  Version 1 was a composite map and version 2 has taken the form of a Woodland Planning Atlas.  There is not 100% compatibility across the region and a proofing exercise/peer group review on decision rules is being considered in order to achieve some consistency. It was suggested at their last meeting that this group might wish to assist in the biodiversity theme.  JE raised concerns on the spatial representation of habitat targets and how that might evolve, but recognises the time scale difference between WOM and Local Biodiversity Action Plans (LBAP)

BH presented the Ancient Woodland Landscapes and Restoration Areas Planning Map and opened discussion on its use in prioritising planting.  Ancient Woodland landscapes are represented on the map where 3% or more of the woodland land cover is ancient woodland and the hatching indicates where plantations have a significant potential for restoration.  The aim of the map is to inform.  From a FC point of view this will help with targeting of priorities and resources particularly in the restoration of ancient woodland sites.   It is to be used at a landscape level and does not replace any further detail at site level.  JE felt that we could support WOM and they might support some of this group’s work also.   Links between Landscapes for Living (Lfl) and WOM are strong and are picked up under another action.   DL said he felt that it was an extremely useful tool and hoped WOM in using the Geographical Information System (GIS) was developing a functionality to consider it in different ways.  He also pointed out that only as good as the data going into it. 

Action Point 3.1 –  Invites to present at next meeting to Simon West on WOM and JE on Lfl

EB 2.2 – to look at Action Plan.  Guidance for Keeper’s of Time at a national level is still expected.  Therefore carry forward to next meeting.

EB 2.3 and 2.5 plus 6.3  & 7.2 – AG said he was already developing a paper for Heartwoods of best practice sites in alignment to Heartwoods development sites.   He is attempting to come up with a standard template to record these.  The various elements can be expanded and developed to cover all.  It also links to the woodfuel strategy.  He stated that the potential for this could be enormous and requires the co-operation of woodland managers, but proposed trials for a few sites.  The output of this could be web-based as the Heartwoods 2 is updating the website.  If the potential of this can been realised it could be used as a tool to gather support for core funding.   Sites need to be proposed.  DL pointed out that 3 or 4 forestry companies manage most of Herefordshire woodlands, so engagement with them would be crucial.  AG needs support to identify woodlands, help expand the template and collate information.

Action Point 3.2 – AG to bring template to next meeting and a copy with a completed example to show what is required.

EB 2.4 – Action Point 3.3 - Invite for someone from Ancient Tree Hunt for the meeting after next, as launch of national survey in June.
EB 2.6 – David Jam to provide updates at regular intervals on the progress of the Deer Management Group.  CH talked about NE engagement with West Midlands Constabulary on wildlife issue for help with enforcement issues and to provide assistance information to the police in areas where they have little expertise.  JE said he was not sure if any national guidance exists, but might promote best practice in terms of buffer zones and promote consistency across the region.  SR stated that NUFU and the Black Country Consortium in the current version of the Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) address some of this and that this needs to be carried through to the new version.  AG said deer management groups could be used as a vehicle to get landowners to consider their woodlands at a landscape level, something he is trying to do for Shropshire.

Action Point 3.4 – SR to embed Deer Management in new RFF Delivery Plan 2007-2010

EB 3.1 – Carry forward

EB 3.2 – Action Point 3.5 - Carry forward for Judith Webb to report at next meeting.
EB 4.1 and 4.2 –  This is ongoing monitoring.  Biodiversity Enhancement Areas (BEAs) are about landscape scale management.  JM asked if there are project officers for these sites.  Woolhope Dome has a more intimate landscape.  He also asked if the data that this group is interested in is more likely to be held by FC.  JE said that landscape scale restoration could be added into a best practice approach and ties with Lfl and EB 4.2.  However BEAs and Lfl slightly different.  There are 14 BEAs across the region and priorities to take forward some significantly important woodland is being established.  These could be bought to this group.  Lfl on the other hand ties more closely to WOM and is a regional vision.

Action 3.6 – JE to give presentation on BEAs at next meeting.

EB 5.1 - BH informed the group that the National Woodland Bird Group has produced a lot of data on key woodland species across the country.  FC West Midlands now have the regionally specific data.  These can now be used to inform or incorporate into woodland management practices.  He asked if this group had a role to disseminate or decide how this data ought to be used and said FC would welcome advice on this.  Also forms part of Defra PSA target. This is to be revisited later.

EB 5.2 – ‘Spotlight on Species’ – SR thinks this is wider and focuses on animals.  DL and CH highlighted issues regarding record centre funding and that through Defra, NE may be able to target support for this.  Link to EB 8.2.  JE pointed out that at West Midland Biodiversity Partnership (WMBP) there is a Data Monitoring Sub-Group looking at indicators.  He wondered if this group might have input to provide in terms of woodland priority indicators.  

Action Point 3.7 – JE to take back to the Data Monitoring Sub-Group that this group would wish to have some input.

EB 8.2 – JE presented a paper on the Regional habitat Data Project.  This will produce a single layer of Priority BAP habitat on GIS.  The first stage is to audit the counties data to produce a first draft and see how much is available and what needs to be accessed that is already in existence for the final layer.  Validation of existing data and estimates for resources for field by field assessment for all counties is also required.  Issues that need to be addressed are ancient woodland and trees and woodland inventory gaps for records of woodlands below certain sizes, gaps in pasture and open-land data and orchards which are not priority BAP and so omitted in the layer.  The idea is to produce a database available to all users, with local information updates.  It is separate to, but require by phase two of Lfl.   DL reiterated concerns that there is a mismatch between strategic planning and available data.

Climate Change

SR said that Climate Change is Theme 10 of RFF this group may wish to be directly attributed to it.  The development of a booklet similar to the South West version (this can be downloaded at http://www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/infd-6rmgdp) is being looked at by the Woodland and Forest Industries task group (WFITG) and information from Forest Research being collated. WFITG will discuss this at their next meeting on 10th May.  

JE- Sustainability West Midlands are considering mitigation proposals including street trees.

Action 3.8 - Revisit to climate change to carry forward Action 3.16 – Proofing against RBS.

Action Point 3.9 – To be mindful of consultations that will affect this group at a regional level, e.g. Phase 3 Revision of RSS as this will affect the biodiversity strategy.  GB to send links for Regional Health and Wellbeing Strategy and Health and environment section, which closes on 10th July to the group.
4. Prioritisation of Actions

EB 1.1
Ongoing

EB 1.2 
Priority – Action Point 4.1 - volunteers for regional sub-group for this
EB 2.1
Priority – Presentation at next meeting

EB 2.2
Carry forward to next meeting

EB 2.3
Priority - Next meeting (see Action Point 3.2)
EB 2.4
Priority - Carry forward to meeting after next (see Action Point 3.3)
EB 2.5
link to EB 2.3

EB 2.6
Ongoing

EB 3.1
Carry forward

EB 3.2
Carry forward to next meeting (see Action Point 3.5)
EB 4.1
Priority - (see Action Point 3.6)
EB 4.2
Priority - link to EB 4.1

EB 5.1
Priority - Low level input – FC to take lead and bring things back to this group in 



reference to Defra PSA targets

EB 5.2 
Low level input

EB 6.3 
Already picked up

EB 7.2 
Already picked up

EB 8.2
Refer to Data Monitoring Sub-Group

5. Any Other Business
The England Woodfuel Strategy was launched today and BH provided attendees with a copy and a summary of the key messages.  Lack of management is linked to decline in woodland biodiversity and woodfuel could be used as a tool to bring woodland into good management.  An implementation plan for this is awaited, as is news of government funding.  This is expected to be considerable as linked to climate change.  Regional Action on this is being taken forward by the Wood Energy Task Group (WETG).

The West Midlands Biodiversity 5th Annual Conference is being held on 24th of April at the Birmingham and Midland Institute.  Action Point 5.1 - JE to distribute flyer and registration form by email.
6.  Date of Next Meeting

Monday 11th June p.m.   Venue tbc
