Dear

I am writing to urge you to oppose the government’s proposals to dispose of Forestry Commission forests in England. These proposals represent an unbelievable level of contempt for the millions of British people who have supported the development of the national forest estate, and wish to continue their enjoyment of it.

I believe that the proposals are ill-judged and poorly conceived,and represent nothing less than a massive asset stripping exercise. There are a number of reasons why I believe this to be the case.

What might the savings be from such a sell-off? The government wants to raise much of the revenue from the sales in the next 2-3 years. The surest way to provide buyers with a knock down price is to flood the market. What chance does the public have of getting a good return for its investment in our forests and woodlands? Of course, when land grabs occur, it is usually because the price makes it exceptionally attractive. So the likelihood is that the assets will realise much less than their true value. So I, as one of your constituents, lose out on its asset value. This must represent a good case for scrutiny by the Public Accounts Committee.

However, the loss of public money does not stop there. Once the forests have been sold, the new owners will be entitled to grants from the public purse to manage them. Not just in one year, but over many years, and then when the timber is felled and sold, they are liable to pay no tax on the proceeds. It’s so similar to the discredited private finance initiative, where we get a small initial benefit, and future generations are faced with paying for it. Without government sanction, this would be called theft.

The Minister says his plans are a "new approach to ownership and management of woodlands and forests, with a reducing role for the state and a growing role for the private sector and civil society". It is worth pointing out that the private sector currently has hundreds of thousands of hectares of neglected woodland in England. So much that the Forestry Commission has had to establish a task force to see how this might be brought to market. 

The financial value lies not in the forest, but in the land, particularly if you can get the trees off it.  This is what the public recognises, and why more people than voted for you at the last election have already signed an online petition https://secure.38degrees.org.uk/page/contribute/save-our-forests opposing any sell off.

It will be nothing less than criminal if the government is allowed to let the financiers and money men take one of our most treasured national asset, and then expect us to pay them for the privilege.  They are the only people who can afford this investment, even at knock-down prices.

The powers to affect this national asset strip are shortly to be debated in the Public Bodies Reform Bill. This is a dangerous piece of legislation, which threatens the foundations of our democracy. Clause 17, subsections (1) and (2) allow the Secretary of State to make an order amending the Forestry Act 1967 in relation to the exercise of certain functions, including those of managing, using, letting and disposing of forestry land. Subsection (3) allows the order to secure that the Secretary of State may exercise those functions for any purpose or without condition. What the Major government failed to do by fair means, this government is trying to do by foul. Instead of Parliament making any decision on land and asset sales, the power would be granted to the Minister if this bill passes. Mike Russell tried this in Scotland and was soundly defeated by the three opposition parties; Tory, Liberal Democrat and Labour.   Why should it suddenly be supported in England?   I am sure that you can see the dangers inherent in this rushed and ideological piece of legislation, and urge you to oppose its passage through the House.

Yours faithfully,

