West Midlands Woodland and Forestry Forum

Woodland and Forest Industries Task Group
Thursday 10th May 2007 – 2.30pm

Forestry Commission – Ludlow Office
In Attendance

Steve Cresswell (Forestry Commission), Andy Grundy (Heartwoods), William Jackson (Poplar Tree Company), Graham Taylor (Pryor & Ricketts), Sara Roberts (WMRFF), Judith Webb (Confor)

1) Welcome & Apologies

Apologies had been received from Peter Rodriguez, Richard Sochacki, Andrew Woods, Mike Bradbury and Will Bullough

2) Notes of the last meeting – 24th January 2007 

There were no amendments to be made to the minutes.

3) Matters Arising

Action Points:

1.1 – Lantra RES response – not done (Hayley Campbell-Gibbons since left)

3.1 – RDPE – Thanks have been sent to RIP Steering Group through Bill

4.1 – EFIP – WM evidence – ITEM 5 on agenda

5.1 – EWGS update to sector on current position ITEM 6 on agenda (new prosectus due out)

6.1 – ITEM 7 on agenda

7.2 & 7.3 – WMWFF (forum) responses to WM Economic Strategy and Regional Spatial Strategy – completed by Sara

8.1 – Simon Wallis and Gordon Wyatt invited – 

Action: Bill Heslegrave (BH) to talk to Ian re representation.

4) RDPE (Paper from BH distributed before the meeting)

· SR pointed out that the Operational Guidelines had not yet been completed.

· SR reported that up to 20% of the additional axes 1 & 3 funding could be allocated to forestry, but that the RDA would have to be convinced of the need for this with evidence of the type that the EFIP report had produced nationally.  The RDA would need to be convinced that the forestry sector was far greater than they had anticipated to date and that it hit targets such as rural economy and export opportunities.   Ideally the evidence would need to be passed to Bill to include it in the RIP.  The RDPe Programme Document was out for consultation at present whilst the RIP was having final amendments made to it (to be back with Defra by the end of May). 

· The South-East had put a paper together for the region based on the EFIP report.  The group has asked for a similar document for the West Midlands, but there was concern that the evidence gathered would be too old to be relevant before long.  It was therefore important to ensure that the hooks were in the RIP so that evidence could then be gathered to gain funds in subsequent years.   It was felt that the WM data from the EFIP report was needed before the ‘gaps’ in the evidence were identified and further research carried out to fill these gaps. There was some budget for contracts so it might be possible to use this to collate evidence along these lines.

· There was better communication with AWM now, as they were represented on the RFF Delivery Plan Steering Group.

· There were also structural funds which would be coming into the region.  The Community and Employment Programme had four strands, one of which was sustainable urban development which might be expanded to include rural areas.  It might be possible to tap into this money.  AWM also had a single pot for large showpiece schemes.

Action:  GT to invite Ian Baker to next meeting to discuss funding and support opportunities for the woodland and forestry industries

5) EFIP

This item was mainly dealt with under the item above.

SR was to raise the regional issues at the EFIP meeting in London on 5th June.

Action: GT to ask Nic Cole to chase response to letter, cc to chair – Simon Hodgson. 

6) EWGS update

· EWGS had closed for business at the beginning of April and would be open again at the end of May, although the prospectus would not be produced until after that – the regions would therefore be running without a budget for a while.

· Currently, discussions were ongoing about those grants which had a low take up to see if criteria needed to be changed.  It was hoped that any underspend could be used for oversubscribed grants.

· SC reported that WIG SSSI grant was slow for last year, but £81k had already been committed for the current financial year.  WRG was oversubscribed, but more funds had been secured for this from the national pot (an extra £90k).  He expressed concern that WMG had not been taken up and asked for feedback from GT, who confirmed that he had several schemes in the pipeline and felt that it was not a matter of eligibility criteria, but time to put the schemes together.  WMG schemes needed to be agreed by the end of September for payment in October, so the FC would probably write to their main contacts to remind them.

· Even though the timber market was improving, any extra money that FE generated did not come back into the FC pot so there was no scope to increase grants in this way.  

· The applicants also had a responsibility to claim the grants committed to ensure that the entire budget was spent.  The FC could not justify asking the Treasury for more money when they were not spending what they had been given.

· JW reported that there would be a ‘fast-track’ score for WCG for each region to spread the applications over the year. This had been decided at the National Applicant’s Focus Group.  

· It might also be possible to approve contracts with the proviso that the grant would be subject to the RDPE, so giving the risk back to the owner.  

· The Applicant’s Focus Group asked for warnings to be put into the prospectus about the need for landowners to register their land with the Rural Land Registry.  The FC had agreed that they would not pay any grants until the land was registered and by April 2008 applicants would have to register their land before applying for a grant.  Although the FC could not register the land for the owners as they didn’t have the relevant information, it might be added to the constraints system so that applicants could be reminded to register. This shouldn’t affect WCG as the land should already be registered.

· The WCG regional points had been changed (in discussion with the RAC) to make them more focussed on rural areas.  GT felt that there was a proportion of landowners who were not applying for WCG as they wouldn’t reach the score and he would like to see a lower flat rate for planting these areas.  SC said that evidence was needed for this and a government directive that woodland was more beneficial than agriculture before this could be discussed.

7) Climate Change West Midlands leaflet

The South-West had developed this leaflet which contained detailed information on climate change. The West Midlands leaflet was nearing completion and would be forwarded to the Task Group for proofing and endorsement before being sent to woodland owners and agents in the region.  

Action: John Phillips to complete and SR to distribute for comments. 

8) Markets: selling and restocking

· GT reported that the market was improving and that as a result, sawmills were less fussy about the size and species of wood as they were able to sell it on.  This had prompted agents to think about felling areas where previously a loss would have been made.  He felt that there might be a 20-30% increase in demand for WRG, although JW felt this might be dampened somewhat by the habitat regulations coming in.

· FE were unable to take advantage of this improvement as they were locked into their felling programme.

9) Wales Forest Business Partnerships and cross-border issues

(Paper distributed prior to meeting).

· JW invited comments on whether cross-border working would be of benefit to the sector in the West Midlands.

· The launch of Woodsource Wales, a booklet advertising companies using wood for building projects, took place recently.  It was good to see people from outside the sector well-represented eg Local Authorities, architects.  The document had been distributed to 10,000 people.

· Something similar could be very useful in the West Midlands.  Architects now have more knowledge of working with greenwood and are being pushed towards using more wood due to building regulations.  

· AG reported that he had tried to set up a wood business day but only had five responses for free business advice. Work was ongoing to update the Heartwoods website, which would include an updated directory of businesses.  Once this was completed, it would be easier to produce a Woodsource document for the region.  He felt that a good proportion of businesses would be prepared to pay for advertising in the document.  He would talk to the WM centre of excellence.

· It would be useful to ask the business partnership if response to the document would be monitored.

· If this document was replicated in the West Midlands, architects would need to be consulted so that the document reflected the information they would find useful.  It would also need to educate architects to tell them how wood can fulfil their requirements.

Action: Bill Heslegrave, JW and SR to continue the dialogue with Welsh counterparts seeking opportunities for closer working relationships

10) Nominations / suggestions for members to the RFF Delivery Plan Steering Group

· Members concentrate on the RFF and its’ delivery plan and monitoring of it. They meet quarterly for half a day, usually in Birmingham and attend the forum.  Current members are GOWM (Chair), Judith (industry), AWM, Regional Assembly, Natural England, Forestry Commission and Woodland Initiatives/NGOs (Judy Walker).

· Judith’s contract was due to end in July, so another member from the industry was needed. It was recognised that people from the industry may lose money by attending meetings, so there may be some recompense for attendance in  the form of  expenses and a bit of time. 

· A new member would need the right skills for the task and have a broad view of the industry.

· The feeling from the meeting was that they would want to keep Judith on if possible.

Action: 
SR and GT to write a letter to Confor to express how valuable it would be to have a consistent representative at meetings

11) Any other business

· Woodfuel strategy was available for distribution

· WOM version 2 CD had been distributed – comments were due to Simon West by Friday 18th May.

12) Date of next meeting

This would be dictated by Ian Baker if he was willing to attend, but should be during the weeks commencing 24th September or 1st October, to be held at the Green Wood Centre.

