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.

The forests and woodlands in this country are wonderful ecosystems, both newly established and ancient, and provide society with a wider range of services than any other land use. A safe haven for biodiversity, a growing carbon store, flood regulation, a magnificent natural landscape, and a playground for increasingly urbanised British people. Forestry Minister James Paice declared that "We will not compromise the protection of our most valuable and bio-diverse forests. Full measures will remain in place to preserve the public benefits of woods and forests under any new ownership arrangements.” These measures, are not worth the paper they are written on. Look at the impoverished state of much private woodland and the expansion of towns and cities into former woodland areas.

It is also ironic, and suggests a less than joined up approach by this government, that at the same time as the Forestry Minister, Jim Paice announced the proposals for the Forestry Commission, his boss, Caroline Spelman, was gaining brownie points for herself announcing £100m as the UK’s contribution to the REDD+ programme (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation). This money will be used to help fund projects abroad to tackle the fragmentation and degradation of forests in a bid reduce the destruction of habitats and loss of plants and animals. Clearly, charity does not begin at home.

The public values the national forest estate for the free access, the excellent facilities provided by the Forestry Commission, and the knowledge that it belongs to each and every one. We are being forced to pay for the greed and incompetence of bankers through higher taxes, loss of benefits, frozen wages, and increased working ages.

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.

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. 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,

