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.

British forestry has developed over the last 90 years from a position where less than 5% of the country was afforested, to the current figure of 12% in England. Some 80% of this is already in private hands, and the combination of the public and private sector has allowed a major timber processing industry to develop, employing several thousand people. Without the continuity of timber supply from the public sector, which is also prepared to support the industry through difficult times, that valuable employment would be significantly less than it is today. 

Private ownership has a role to play, but it also responds to the market, and the greatest disincentive to invest for timber processors worldwide is an inconsistent supply chain. The national forest estate acts as an important resource between the private sector and the market, which has allowed this marginally profitable industry to develop and grow. Woodfuel is an expanding market that is increasingly important to heat and power generation and new employment opportunities. The timber industry as a whole is expressing serious concern about the proposals

. 

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. 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,

