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BACKGROUND
Since 1800, over 80% of the UK’s lowland heathland has been lost.  Despite this, the UK continues to hold around 20% of the world’s lowland heathland resource.  Furthermore, lowland heathlands support a wide diversity of invertebrate species, as well as providing a unique habitat for many species of plant, reptile, invertebrate and birds that often struggle to survive in other habitats.  Consequently, lowland heathland is listed as a priority habitat in the UK’s Biodiversity Action Plan, with targets to increase the extent of lowland heathland by 7,600 ha by 2015. Much heathland recreation is taking place on sites occupied by conifer plantations that had previously been occupied by heathland.  
CASE STUDY
The following two newspaper articles describe some of the arguments for and against the conversion of conifer plantations into open heathland habitat.  
YOUR TASK
1. Read the articles on the following two pages.

2. Using the internet, research the arguments for and against the planned conversion of coniferous woodland into heathland.  Make sure you consider the relative environmental, ecological, economical and cultural advantages/disadvantages of both habitats.

3. Imagine you are part of a government-commission taskforce deciding whether or not to proceed with the planned conversion of the coniferous woodland into a heathland.  Write a short report (1 – 2 pages) to inform the government of the course of action you recommend (i.e. to preserve the existing woodland, or to convert the woodland to heathland), giving clear justification of your reasons.  
RSPB accused of damaging environment in bid to save birds

David Adam

13th September 2009

Source: www.guardian.co.uk

It is an all-too familiar scene of environmental destruction. Deep in a forest, heavy machinery has felled a giant swath of trees to leave bare scrubland and a handful of stumps as forlorn memorials. The timber has long gone and cattle now pick their way across the clearing.

But the scene of this environmental vandalism is not Indonesia or the Amazon; it is affluent Surrey. And those responsible are not illegal loggers, but one of Britain's largest and most influential conservation groups. If it has its way, a forest near you could be next for the chop.

"Scots pine, Corsican pine, Japanese larch. There are clues in the names. These trees are not native to southern England," says Mike Coates, a project manager with the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds.

In a controversial move, the RSPB has set its sights on England's non-native woodlands, which it wants to demolish to find space to restore a different type of English habitat, the open and rugged heathland immortalised in the novels of Thomas Hardy. Dominated by heather and scrubby plants, such heathland is an increasingly rare sight in England, and so is the wildlife that relies upon it.

Coates says: "Woodland is very common compared with heathland. But re-creating heathland is so much better for wildlife than a conifer plantation. Lots of the birds that live in the conifer forests are common and can survive elsewhere. Heathland stuff needs heathland, and much of it is very rare."

Restoring heathland will help birds such as the nightjar and woodlark, he said, as well as rare insects, plants and reptiles, including the elusive adder, Britain's only venomous snake. The RSPB has made a start on its Farnham Heath reserve in Surrey, where it has cleared some 60 hectares (150 acres) of conifer forest to make way for heathland, but it has bigger plans. Ministers are poised to decide whether the Farnham Heath experiment should be repeated nationwide, across tens of thousands of hectares of government land run by the Forestry Commission.

The RSPB is lobbying hard that it should be. It wants the government to double the 55,000 hectares (135,000 acres) of lowland heathland in England by chopping down the non-native conifers that stand in the way.

Nick Phillips, RSPB's biodiversity policy officer, says it is a "once in a generation" opportunity to revive heathland on a large scale. Many of the trees in question were planted after the second world war, on cleared heathland, and are due to be harvested soon. The old heather seeds are still in the ground, he says, but will not survive much longer.

"All you've got to do is get the trees off to expose the buried heather seeds, get some sunlight and water and, bingo, in five years you've got a heathland. If you replant [conifers] after the trees are harvested, you've blown it. You can't restore heathland without it being much more difficult and time consuming."

At a time of increased awareness of climate change and the merits of protecting forests to reduce emissions, it strikes some, including the Green party, as a strange move to chop down trees in the name of protecting the natural world. The government's own figures suggest such a large-scale clearance could increase Britain's carbon emissions by up to 0.1%.

Stuart Goodall, chief executive of the Confederation of Forest Industries, calls the idea "absolutely crazy". He adds: "The government is highlighting the importance of combating climate change and planting trees to lock up carbon, and here we have a proposal to chop trees down, release carbon and lose jobs, all for an environmental benefit that you can get from better management of existing heathland. It just doesn't add up."

British companies have come to rely on the regular supply of softwood from the conifer forests, he says, which is used for construction, furniture and wood products such as fencing and pallets. "The forestry sector is small and we can struggle to get our voice heard. We are an easy target for the RSPB to pick on."

He adds: "It is a fallacy to think that certain types of trees have no biodiversity benefit. It's just that conservation bodies don't like them. But plenty of local people like walking in these woods."

Coates is unrepentant. "It should be the right tree in the right place. A field of barley is a field of grass, but it's not a meadow; it's a crop. In the same way, these are areas of land dominated by trees, but they are not woods, they are crops."

Heathland restoration will help Britain to adapt to global warming, he says, by providing habitats for species such as the Dartford warbler to spread north with rising temperatures.

At the centre of the debate is the Forestry Commission, which is drawing up several policy options for ministers to choose from this autumn on the back of a summer consultation exercise.

Dominic Driver, of the commission, says that between 6,000 and 30,000 hectares (15,000 and 75,000 acres) of conifer forest are likely to be removed over the next 10 to 15 years. Privately-owned forests could also be converted, with the help of government grants. Driver says lost trees will be replaced somehow. "We can't have deforestation in the UK."

Deforestation plan for Britain which has split green groups 

Jasper Copping

9th May 2009

Source: www. Telegraph.co.uk

Forests covering an area the size of the Isle of Wight could be chopped down under controversial Government plans which would increase the nation's carbon emissions by an amount equivalent to putting an extra 172,000 cars on the road. 

The proposal would see up to 116 square miles (30,000 hectares) of English woodland cleared and turned into open heathland. 

Conservationists say the move would help to boost numbers of rare birds, such as nightjars, woodlarks and dunlins; reptiles like the sand lizard; insects, including solitary bees and the tiger beetle, and rare plants like the lesser twayblade. 

However, it would cost taxpayers £61 million to carry out and critics say it would set back the fight against climate change as there would be fewer trees to "lock up" carbon emissions. 

The scheme has been drawn up by the Forestry Commission. According to its own calculations, the forest clearance would increase England's net annual carbon emissions by 0.1 per cent or 506,000 tonnes – equivalent to putting an extra 172,000 cars on the road. 

Critics say it would also put people in forestry industries out of work and increase the UK's reliance on imported timber. 

The scheme has caused division among Britain's environmental organisations. 

Conservation groups like the RSPB strongly back the plans to create a more "open habitat" for wildlife. Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace have both refused to condemn the scheme. 

But the plans are strongly opposed by the Green Party. 

Spencer Fitz-Gibbon, spokesman for the Green Party, said: "Climate change is the most pressing issue at the moment and we would be in favour of keeping the woodland. 

"It is able to lock up carbon and provides a good habitat for wildlife itself. Also, in the future, we are going to have a more sustainable economy we are going to want to produce more wood in this country, either for timber or for biomass to generate electricity." 

Stuart Goodall, chief executive of the Confederation of Forest Industries, said: "There is very little planting taking place elsewhere, so the level of forest cover would be reduced and England would be a country that was deforesting at quite a rate. 

"There are already areas of existing heathland in poor condition. There is a strong argument that rather than cutting down trees, releasing carbon and putting people out of jobs, we would be better off spending a smaller amount of money ensuring these other areas of heathland are better managed." 

The Forestry Commission is currently considering targets for how much land should be cleared. 

The maximum option is to chop down 116 square miles over a 10 to 15 year period. 

The minimum option is to clear 23 square miles (6,000 hectares) over the same period. Ministers will set a target following a public consultation. 

If the maximum option was taken, it would represent 15 per cent of the The Forestry Commission's entire estate. 

However, it is more likely that some of the woods cleared would be privately-owned, with landowners receiving grants from public funds to turn their land over to open habitat. 

The Forestry Commission claim that their own figure in the consultation document stating the scheme would increase England's carbon emissions by 0.1 per cent is only a "ballpark figure". 

They say the impact would be closer to the equivalent of about 35,000 extra cars on the road. 

Robin Wynde, biodiversity policy officer at the RSPB, said: "On the grand scale, the impact on carbon is going to be very, very small. We are pushing for the upper end of the scale (of deforestation). 

"We need an ambitious policy with ambitious targets. Progress on recovering lost habitats and restoring areas to open habitats has been dismal and we really hope the Government is not going to blow this opportunity. 

"We have for decades thought that planting trees is essentially a good thing – and it is, when it is in the right place. But commercial forestry plantations have been put on valuable habitats and now we have a chance to restore some of them." 

Although the Forestry Commission has not identified specific areas of woodland to clear, heathland restoration schemes have already taken place in the New Forest, Cannock Chase, Sherwood Forest and the Forest of Dean. 

Currently, around 1.9 square miles (500 hectares) a year are returned to open habitat. 

Dominic Driver, from the Forestry Commission, said: "During the last century, large areas of health and moorland and grassland were planted with conifers. That was the focus of forestry at the time. 

"But those types of open habitats are now recognised as highly valuable, particularly for wildlife. We need a national policy framework to balance the differing interests." 

Activity C


Trading Habitats (Heathland Creation)
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