Task Group for Trees, Woods and Forest Biodiversity

First meeting – January 25th 2007 

Forestry Commission, West Midlands Conservancy

In attendance

Simon Barker (National Trust), Gaynor Birbeck (Forestry Commission), Alison Crofts (Solihull MBC), Mike Deegan (Wildlife Trust), Rachel Elliott (Herefordshire Council), Francis Flanagan (Worcestershire Biodiversity Partnership) Andy Grundy (Heartwoods), David Jam (Deer Initiative), Chris Hastie (Warwick DC), Bill Heslegrave (Forestry Commission), Chris Hogarth (Natural England), Judith Leigh (English Heritage), David Lovelace (Native Woodland Restoration in Herefordshire), Justin Milward (Woodland Trust), Jo Miskin (Sandwell BC), Alan Preece (Dudley MBC), Andy Sharkey (Woodland Trust), Martin Sutton (Telford & Wrekin BC), Sara Roberts (RFF Delivery Plan Manager), Judith Webb (Confor), Stephanie Wickison (Staffordshire CC)
Apologies
Nick Eden (Arboricultural Association), Jeff Edwards (West Midlands Biodiversity Partnership)

Introduction

Bill Heslegrave (BH) opened the meeting by introducing himself as Conservator of the West Midlands Conservancy of the Forestry Commission and welcomed all.  He went on to introduce Justin Milward of the Woodland Trust who has agreed to chair these meetings.  A task group on Ancient Woodland was started about a year ago in reaction to the Ancient Woodland Policy document ‘Keeper’s of Time’.  However it has since stalled, thus the formulation of this group.  It too is within the umbrella grouping of the Regional Woodland and Forestry Forum and closely linked with the Regional Forestry Framework (RFF).  The forum and the task groups share the website www.growingourfuture.com with the RFF.  Close links are also made with the Regional Biodiversity Partnership and the Regional Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (RBS).  The actions of this strategy and the RFF are also linked and a marrying of ideas from these will be the focus of this group.  It will focus on the ancient woodland resource of the West Midlands.  The region is blessed with a significant amount of ancient woodland and although this is fragile and under threat, is second only in importance to the South East.

Justin Milward (JM) thanked the Forestry Commission for hosting the meeting and reaffirmed what BH said regarding the marrying together of the RFF andRBS, with this group identifying gaps that will then become the focus of attention and action.  

2. Discussion on Terms of Reference
Proofing of the overlap between the WMBAP and RFF on page 2 of this document.  

· UKBAP covers parkland 

· RBS covers pasture and veteran trees

· RFF - Parkland is generally covered by the framework, though not specific to the biodiversity theme.  The scoping of the RFF made clear that rural and urban trees are included and individual and street trees will play a part in fulfilling government housing targets.  Whether orchards should be included in the RFF needs to be revisited. 

3. RFF Theme 9 – Enhancing Biodiversity

EB1.1 Meeting National Targets  Not particular to this group as Natural England (NE) and the Forestry Commission (FC) are leading, especially focusing on those SSSIs in unfavourable condition.   Action Point 3.1 – to monitor this action and SSSI actions in the RBS and highlight and pluses, minuses and gaps.

EB1.2 – Revisiting Regional Priorities The question of whether to stick with regional figures or adjust according to new UK BAP targets was raised.  The England Biodiversity Task Group will address this over the next few weeks.  The review of the Biodiversity Action Plan should give groups the flexibility to set their own regional agenda.

Action Point 3.2 – this has been flagged for some of the group to revisit at a regional level, but in general a decision was taken to not focus on national targets.

EB1.3 and EB1.4  Useful links can be made with the Landscapes for Living (LfL) project by having Jeff Edwards in this group (though not present today).

EB2.1 -  Woodland Opportunities Mapping (WOM)   Work ongoing with the WOM Steering Group.  The WOM process is taking a strategic look at woodland and in particular at woodland creation.  It uses a traffic light system to highlight sensitive and priority areas.  It uses themes to do this – Landscape, Cultural Heritage, Access, and Biodiversity, and new to Version 2, which is more of an atlas, Ancient Woodland.  The maps are strategic and do not take away any checks needed at a site level or local sensitivities.  The WOM and LfL processes should go hand-in-hand especially in the Biodiversity theme map.  Action Point 3.3 – to monitor this and support the work of the WOM steering group.

EB2.2  Regionally these should be in place by March 2007.  Some work has already been done regionally in matching the RFF delivery plan with the “Keeper’s of Time” (KoT).

Action Point 3.4 – to go back and cross check the RFF and the KoT at the next meeting. Look at both ‘policy’ and ‘action’. Consider forming sub-group.
EB2.3 – Identifying and Promoting Sites as case studies or beacons  The Woodland Trust and the Forestry Commission already have a number of these in place, but the RFF keen to promote the work of the private sector also.  Action Point 3.6 – All to bring a proposal for themes that can be explored by the group and then worked up to find case studies to consider.

EB2.4 – Veteran Trees and Hedgerows  The Woodland Trust are launching an Ancient Tree Hunt to gather this information nationally, using a web-based system.  It will be able to go down as close as postcode level and build up to county and regional level.  Action Point 3.5 - Andrew Sharkey (AS) to arrange for one of the training officers to come to a future meeting to discuss this.
EB2.5 – Best Practice

As for EB2.3.

EB2.6Deer Management  There are several groups tasked to concentrate on this in relation to SSSIs within the region.  Deer management practices could be taken to specific clusters of ancient woodland, which have yet to be identified as in unfavourable condition due to browsing.  The Deer Initiative can bring training and awareness workshops to organisations at little or no cost.  Formal management mechanisms are already in place, such as the Wyre Deer Management Project funded by FC and NE.  The publication of the England Woodfuel Strategy might lead to an increase in management practises such as coppicing, thus encouraging deer back into woodland that they are unable to use at present and having a detrimental effect.  David Jam (DJ) said that in the long term the wider the area of woodland under good management, if combined with good deer management practices, the more this effect will be diluted.

Action Point 3.7 – to widen this EB2.6 activity to add in the impacts of recreation in terms of household waste, waste dumping and alien species, as well as deer problems. Or have new EB2.7 category for ‘Other Impacts’.
EB3.1 – PAWS Restoration  A link made with EB2.2, where this should largely be picked up.  

EB3.2 – Scoping for a regional Open Habitats Policy   Work on this is being done nationally, but not within our region, e.g. Dorset Heaths and the New Forest.  The FC would look on this in terms of public benefit and would be sensitive to the concerns of local residents.  There are 2 areas important areas of open habitat within our region are Cannock Chase and the Stiperstones – back to purple project.  David Lovelace (DL) said that a debate is now necessary as many areas of historic pasture are now named as ancient woodland sites.  PAWS restoration of open ground will be supported by FC as it is recognised that some woodland is planted on sites better suited to open ground.  Hopefully a landscape angle will be taken, so that there will be no overall loss of woodland. 

Action Point 3.8 – to monitor what is happening nationally in this area to see what develops, as yet unsure if this will be picked up by other organisations/groups

EB3.3 – Intelligence gathering for EWGS  This is a FC specific target.

EB4.1 – Landscape-scale improvement targets  Action Point 3.9 – to monitor these.

EB4.2 – Revise Draft BEA  The Landscapes for Living model and Biodiversity Enhancement Areas (BEAs) are being considered by the Regional Environment Partnership.

Action Point 3.9 – This group to introduce itself to LfL and assist the group with their biodiversity remit.

EB5.1 – Wildlife Targets  These are being met by FC in conjunction with the British Trust for Ornithology and the RSPB.  NE has Farmland and psa targets in place and a group working on targets for key bird species in decline and priority areas for conservation.  Data will be applied regionally and much will be appropriate to woodland management.  This links with ancient woodland issues and with EB2.2

Action Point 3.10 – To inform this process and include bird conservation as part of overall work.

EB5.2 – Identify vulnerable species and monitor biodiversity components  Concern for a lack of funding and priority given to biodiversity monitoring.

Action Point 3.11 - To build on the previous work on this undertaken by FC with ‘Spotlight on Species’, which looked right across the woodland animal species. 

EB6.1 – Support for RFF and WMBAP

Covered by purpose of group and links back to EB2.3.

EB6.2 – Support to the development of the Regional Biodiversity Delivery Plan

This is being done elsewhere by Biodiversity Partnership. Support as necessary.

EB6.3 – Identify Coherent Themes

Links back to EB2.3 and discussed earlier - see action point 3.6.

Link between economy (cost and value) and biodiversity in management need to be made more explicit.  This could be one of the themes as discussed for the group to promote.

Action Point 3.12 – to add another category under EB6 to increase awareness of biodiversity threats to urban woodlands/trees

EB7.1 – formal audit mechanisms

This is being done elsewhere by RBS Data Group.

EB7.2 - pragmatic and practical examples

This is covered by EB2.3.  Action Point 3.14 – any examples to be bought to next meeting.

EB7.3 – skills & knowledge

This is being handled mainly by Lantra.

EB8.1 – review of availability of technical information

The RBS Data Group is covering this -support as appropriate. This Group would like to be involved.

EB8.2 - Record Centres
Concern that data that is gathered is not being used was raised by DL.

Action Point 3.15 – Jeff Edwards to be asked to update where we are regionally with this and on a paper being prepared by the Environment Partnership Group to feed biodiversity indicators into Phase 3 of the Regional Spatial Strategy.

Proofing against RBS

Of the 5 key challenges in the RBS, the fifth - climate change -  is not picked up under the RFF.   However the England Woodfuel Strategy and Action Plan will pick it up.  The England Biodiversity task group will look at this once the England Woodland Strategy and England Woodfuel Strategy are out.

Action Point 3.16 - This group to revisit how climate change is being addressed. 
For Information – Forest Research are coming to this region in June to present on a range of topics that should be of interest to this group, including one on Climate Change.  They will provide information and debate in terms of pest and disease also.  Action Point 3.17 - BH will provide further details in due course. 

Action Point 3.18 – JM to provide a summary of areas for action by email to the group.

Date of Next Meeting
A trawl for dates towards the end of March will come by email with these minutes.
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