Summary of the Forest Quality Project 
Assessing Forest Quality

Throughout the 1980s, global concerns about forest conservation focused on the rapid rate of deforestation in tropical countries. While this remains a real and continuing issue in many countries, it is becoming clear that it is only one half of a more complex problem of global forest management. Growing interest in the status of temperate and boreal forests has resulted in recognition that social or ecological values can be depleted or lost even where the area of forest remains constant or is expanding. Forest quality can therefore be as important an issue as the quantity of forest remaining. Conceptions about what constitutes a “high quality” forest, however, differ between interest groups, and thus can frustrate attempts at planning strategies.

For example, questions about forest health have caused intense debate for the last twenty years, first with respect to the importance of pollutants such as sulphur dioxide and nitrogen oxides, and more recently regarding the possible role of climate change in undermining forest health. Debates about the environmental impacts of different forest management systems are still far from reaching conclusion in many cases. Understanding the relationship between forest type and age, and importance to biodiversity, is still in its infancy for some forest ecosystems.

The question of what quality means to different people is perhaps even more difficult. What appears to be a high quality forest to one person may strike someone else as quite the reverse. For a forester, a high-production monoculture plantation may seem very appealing because of the efficiency of timber production, while a holidaymaker will usually prefer a more natural looking forest for walking and camping. Dead wood in a forest may suggest a potential disease problem to a forest manager, a habitat for rare invertebrates to a zoologist, an interesting feature for sketching to an artist and a source of fuel to a local inhabitant. Attitudes to large carnivores in forests will differ depending on whether people are occasional visitors looking for wildlife or resident shepherds looking after their livestock.

Measuring the whole spectrum of forest quality presents a significant challenge. While some elements of quality can be defined fairly precisely others are far less tangible – such as culture and the spiritual importance of forests. Finding ways to reflect these values in meaningful measurements is far more difficult. These questions are of more than just an academic nature; they are critical to our understanding of how to approach the management of certain forest types. The following report is an attempt to examine the issue of forest quality at a landscape level, and to answer the following questions:

· What are the elements that go together to make up forest quality on a landscape level?

· Can these be realistically measured and, if so, how?

· How can the resulting assessment be translated into useful management lessons?

It draws on an assessment technique developed by the consultants in association with WWF, IUCN and the Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne, applied to a small wooded catchment in Mid-Wales in the UK. The assessment is the first full-scale application of the forest quality methodology and has resulted in some important lessons learned with respect to further development of the system. The assessment is based around three main groups of criteria (authenticity, environmental benefits and social and economic benefits) and the rapid assessment system being tested here has three main parts:

Initial stakeholder meeting to agree terms of reference, the boundaries of the test area and the indicators

(
Collection of information on indicators through literature surveys, site visits and interview

(
Second stakeholder meeting to discuss results and agree assessment

The methodology is described both in theory and in relation to the Dyfi catchment and conclusions – both for the Dyfi and the methodology – are then summarised.
Assessment in the Dyfi Valley

The assessment was carried out in collaboration with the Dyfi Eco Valley Partnership, a locally-controlled not-for-profit organisation whose mission is to foster sustainable development in the locality. Information on the assessment was sent out to all DEVP members and other potentially interested parties and through press articles. An initial stakeholders meeting took place in February 2000 in Machynlleth. This agreed on the area to be assessed (the “landscape”) and on a series of indicators for the assessment, although some other indicators were added during the course of research and interviews.

Information was collected during May and June 2000 and is summarised in the report. The researchers also carried out an initial SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) analysis of the data as a discussion point for the second stakeholder meeting. The second stakeholder meeting took place at the end of June 2000. This agreed a basic vision for forests and woodland in the catchment and a series of possible actions for the Partnership.

Strengths
Weaknesses
Opportunities
Threats

Relatively high woodland cover
Domination by exotic species and plantations
New vision within the Welsh Assembly
Over-optimism about economic returns from forest management

High aesthetic and historical value
Fragility of much ancient woodland
Possible designation as biosphere reserve


Remnant ancient forest
Lack of regeneration
Dyfi forest currently being redesigned by Forest Enterprise
Possible decline in Welsh tourist industry

Healthy trees
Lack of old-growth forest



Protected areas
Historical bad management



Interest by government and govt agencies in woodlands
Low proportion owned locally
Development of new products and markets for local wood products
Individual needs and aims over-riding community needs and aims

Interest by landowners




Good infrastructure (roads, sawmills etc)
Welsh timber relatively unprofitable – worsening
More tourism: both specifically and peripherally related to woodlands
Tension between wider aims of govt forest management and need to generate finance 

Forest provides employment
Lack of biological knowledge



Diversity of uses
Limited local markets
Opportunities for restoration


Opportunities for public participation in mgt
Loss of woodland craft knowledge
Grants for a range of management options
Possible decline of Welsh farming

Footpath and cycle network
Poor farm economics
Community woodlands


High tourism value
Different authorities in the catchment
Reassessment of land uses due to problems faced by upland farms


Open to co-operation




Some local markets




Availability of expertise




An emerging, consensual vision of forests in the Dyfi: a picture has emerged of the type of forest and woodland desired by stakeholders in the catchment. This will be a mosaic of woodland and other habitat, covering much the same area as at present but with a higher proportion of broadleaves in a more coherent pattern including the removal of some conifer plantations from traditional moor and heath and the regeneration of some native woodland lost in the lowlands. Some forest habitats, including tree-line forests and upland forests, are currently under-represented. The forest should be multipurpose, at least on a landscape scale, and should be generating greater benefits – both financial and other goods and services – for the local community. 

A draft set of objectives: the two stakeholder meetings and subsequent interviews and discussions resulted in a draft set of objectives for the Partnership. These include:

· A role in helping co-ordinate initiatives relating to a possible biosphere reserve

· A community education role in terms of grants perhaps through organisation of courses

· Specific involvement in a community-managed woodland in the catchment

· Developing wood-fuel options 

· Co-ordination of a mapping and planning exercise leading to a community approach to forest management

This is clearly the start rather than the end of a process. The consultants will continue to work with the Partnership to develop the identified objectives and DEVP’s wider woodland work.
