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North York Moors National Park Authority
27 June 2016
Scawling Wood Felling Licence Application
1.

Purpose of the Report

1.1

To inform Members of issues relating to:

1.2

The potential loss of ancient woodland features within a Plantation on an Ancient
Woodland at Scawling Wood subject to a felling licence application to the Forestry
Commission.

1.3

The potential wider implications for our work on Plantations on Ancient Woodland Sites
(PAWS) as a Management Plan priority and,

1.4

to seek Members approval for the proposed course of action.

2.

Description of the Area

2.1

Scawling Wood is an area of privately owned woodland in three parcels (see map at
Appendix 1). At either end there are areas of Ancient Semi Natural Woodland
(ASNW) and in between is a connecting parcel of Plantations on Ancient Woodland
Sites (PAWS) woodland.

2.2

Site visits by the Authority’s Woodland Officer and Director of Conservation confirm the
ASNW parcels at either end of the site hold important ancient woodland ground flora
under a canopy which has a majority of broadleaved trees with some limited coniferous
cover in smaller areas of PAWS. The connecting parcel is now largely covered by larch
with very localised broad leaved species at the edges of the site. In the connecting
PAWS area there is a fairly homogenous covering of ancient woodland ground flora
indicator species. In other words, the site retains much of its historic/biological interest.

2.3

The site is fairly prominent in the landscape and is visible from several key routes in
the locality and is also visible from wider viewpoints, for example when looking south
from the Cleveland Way above Kilburn. Whilst the current larch cover of the central
parcel is conspicuous with some straight edges clearly visible the deciduous nature of
larch allows the site to blend in with the wider landscape relatively well.

2.4

The current larch crop is now mature and the owner wishes to carry out harvesting.
The need for this is potentially accelerated by the confirmation of Phytopthera ramorum
infection in the area, with the first confirmed outbreak occurring last year at Gilling.
Larch is particularly susceptible to this disease amongst soft wood species. The threat
of this disease in the North York Moors and surrounding area is encouraging the felling
and replanting of other larch forests. These form a significant proportion of the timber
resource in the National Park.

2.5

The owner has recently been offered a Management Planning Grant from the Forestry
Commission to assist in the production of a management plan for the woods. The plan
has been produced by the owner’s agent and has been used to apply for a 10 year
felling licence from the Forestry Commission for the works contained in that plan.

The approach contained within the plan and the felling licence application that goes
with it raises issues for the National Park in terms of the National Park Management
Plan priority to restore PAWS. The most pertinent being Policy E38 which states;
“When felled, PAWS will be replanted with species that support the restoration
of ancient woodland, in most circumstances”
3.

Policy and Legal Framework

3.1

The Woodland Officer picked up on a felling licence application for Scawling Wood
from the public register on 27 January 2016. This felling licence is linked to an
application from the owner for a Management Plan grant through the Countryside
Stewardship Scheme from the Forestry Commission and as part of that process the
woodland management plan produced can become a vehicle for securing a long-term
felling licence for the works contained within the plan avoiding the need therefore for
separate felling licences for individual pieces of woodland management during the life
of the plan. A request for a copy of the plan was made to the Forestry Commission on
the 27 January 2016.

3.2

The Authority is not a statutory consultee on felling licences but the Forestry
Commission has a duty (under Section 62 of the Environment Act, 1995) to consider
National Park purposes in delivering its work within a National Park area. In addition
the guidance on woodland management plans and the grant aiding of these
recommends that land owners consult National Parks and Areas of Outstanding
Natural Beauty (AONBs) if their woodland falls within one of these designations.

3.3

Whilst ancient woodland sites have no legal protection in their own right there are
various national policies that support its protection, for example the ‘Keepers of Time’
policy on ancient woodland and relevant sections of the United Kingdom Forestry
Standard, which is the relevant guidance against which the legal felling process is
considered. Felling licences are granted under the Forestry Act 1967 which has
relatively limited reference to ancient woodland, instead referring to the general
amenity of the forestry district, which is now interpreted to cover biodiversity and
landscape interests of woodland sites for which applications are being made.

4.

The current Felling Licence Application

4.1

The current felling licence application and associated Management Plan for Scawling
Wood proposes the clear felling of the central parcel of larch woodland and replanting
with a mixture* of species in the following proportions:
-

Sitka Spruce 20%;
Norway Spruce 20%;
Scots Pine 15%;
Douglass Fir 20%;
Oak 20%; and
Open Ground 5%.

*The above mix compromises a recent amendment from the original application with
an increase in oak from 10% previously to 20% now and a reduction in Sitka Spruce
from 30% previously and to 20% now.
4.2

The critical aspect with the current application is the potential permanent loss of this
important ancient woodland site.

4.3

Replacing the current stand of largely larch, with predominantly fast growing evergreen
conifers is highly likely to cause a loss of ancient woodland features, principally through
shading but also through changes to soil biochemistry. This potential loss, officers
believe, would break the United Kingdom Forestry Standard in which the prevention of
biodiversity loss is a key element. Specifically in relation to ancient woodland it states
the following;
“All plantations on ancient woodland sites (PAWS) are likely to have retained at
least some features of ecological and cultural interest and provide valuable
opportunities for restoration. The minimum required by the UKFS is to ensure
these remnant features are retained. The highest priorities for restoration are
sites where irreplaceable features and vulnerable species survive.”
To ‘ensure’ ancient woodland features are retained would require the re-planting of the
site with native woodland, at best in large part.

5.

Action Undertaken to Date

5.1

To date officers have been in discussion with the Forestry Commission and the
owner’s agent with regards to the proposed works. Site visits have been undertaken
and this has resulted in officers confirming our position with respect to the application
and the Management Plan for the site. Officers object to the licence and its proposals
as they stand (please see Appendix 2 for the letter of objection) as it is considered
that they will result in a permanent loss of ancient woodland features from the site as a
result of the short term impacts of felling and also as a result of the continued long-term
loss of interest resulting from the proposed replanting scheme. It is considered that the
application is contrary to the United Kingdom Forestry Standard requirements and
government policy on ancient woodland as well as our own Management Plan
priorities for ancient woodland and PAWS restoration.

5.2

Officers also object to the scheme on landscape grounds as the site when replanted
with evergreen conifers will be far more conspicuous in the landscape when compared
to the current deciduous larch cover and is visible from several important localised and
more distant viewpoints.

5.3

It is however recognised that the Phytophora disease issues and larch’s susceptibility
to this will likely encourage woodland owners to accelerate clearance of larch stands
and this will have a wider biodiversity and landscape impact. This will need careful
consideration in the new Business Plan in consultation with the Forestry Commission
and other partners.

5.4

A recent site visit with the Forestry Commission and the woodland owner’s agent has
confirmed the owner’s intention to proceed with the application as summarised above
and to request a final determination from the Forestry Commission.

5.5

The Authority has budget and resources available to support land owners wishing to
restore PAWS woodland to broadleaved cover and to enhance remnant features. We
have indicated that we would be able to provide options for supporting restoration at
Scawling Wood, but the high level options we are able to offer within the PAWS policy
Members have set have not been warmly received. In essence the owner’s position is
that the broadleaved options we have proposed provide a lower economic return and
carry a higher financial risk. Officers wish to emphasise that the broadleaved options
they have promoted include options for fully productive woodland (but not extensive
conifer planting which would lose the ancient woodland interest of the site).

5.6

In line with our agreed policy on PAWS officers have been unwilling at this stage to
recommend a further compromise that would allow a greater proportion of softwood
species than is advised in current guidance on PAWS restoration and would
recommend that we now await the Forestry Commission’s response to the application
as it stands and to then reconsider what further steps we may take. However we will
want to consider what grant support we might be able to make available, how we take
forward discussions with the land owner and the Forestry Commission and what wider
implications this application and its outcome has for ancient woodland restoration in
the National Park and how we communicate that more widely.

6.

Wider Implications and Next Steps

6.1

In light of the information provided by National Park Authority officers and our objection
the Forestry Commission has reviewed its approach to this site and their previous view
that the Management Plan proposed was compliant with the United Kingdom Forestry
Standard.

6.2

The Scawling Wood application and the Forestry Commission’s decision on it has
potentially far reaching implications for how the United Kingdom Forestry Standard is
interpreted with respect to Ancient Woodland features and PAWS woodland
restoration. The Forestry Commission has confirmed that this application is already
being considered by national specialists within their organisation. Should the Forestry
Commission refuse the application on the basis that ancient woodland features would
be lost then this would in effect strengthen the protection for ancient woodland features
and create a stronger driver for the restoration of PAWS to broadleaved cover.
However, should the Forestry Commission approve the application then it is likely we
would want to raise this issue at a national level to attempt to clarify the status of
ancient woodland features and how the United Kingdom Forestry Standard is being
applied within the legislation as it stands.

6.3

The Scawling Wood application has highlighted improvements that could be made to
the way in which the National Park Authority is consulted on felling licence and
woodland management plans. A meeting is being organised with officers and the
Forest Commission to discuss this point further.

6.4

Officers would hope that regardless of the decision that is made a review of the
guidance on these matters will be undertaken to give greater clarity to woodland
owners, managers and relevant consultees.

6.5

Officers await the Forestry Commission’s response and will update Members further
through a follow-on report at a later date.

7.

Financial and Staffing Implications

7.1

None at this stage.

8.

Contribution to National Park Management Plan

8.1

The following Management Plan policies are of relevance:
-

-

E10. There will be no net loss of priority habitats.
E36. Better connected and more resilient woodland habitat networks will be
created through appropriate planting, management, restoring PAWS and positive
management of other woodlands and of veteran trees.
E37. The removal of plantations from inappropriate sites will be supported where
this will deliver landscape enhancement or other environmental benefits.

-

E38. When felled, PAWS will be replanted with species that support the restoration
of ancient woodland, in most circumstances.
E39. Plantation forests will be managed in accordance with sustainable forest
management principles taking account of the high standards needed in a National
Park and best practice regarding developing climate change resilience will be
incorporated into forest planning and management.

9.

Legal Implications

9.1

These relate to the legal framework for felling licence approval and our role as
consultee within this and how this links to policy on woodland management, namely
the UK Forestry Standard.

10.

Recommendation
That Members:

10.1

Confirm their support for the officers’ letter of objection.

10.2

Ask officers to continue to pursue the issue vigorously, including by examining what
legal and representational options are open to the NPA in the event of a felling licence
being granted.

10.3

Express their support for the need for better consultation arrangements.

10.4

Agree that any solution to the issue must be one which does ensure the survival of the
remaining ancient woodland features.
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David Renwick
Director of Conservation
Mark Antcliff
Woodland Officer
Tel No 01439 772700
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Appendix 2

North York Moors National Park Authority letter of objection to the Scawling Wood
application
Mr J Dick
Forestry Commission
Room G34, Foss House
Kings Pool, 1-2 Peasholme Green
York
YO1 7PX

Your ref:

EWGS 39295

Our ref:

DSR/2080/5/1/16

Date:

29 April 2016

Dear Mr Dick
Felling Licence Application – Scawling Wood, Oldstead
I am writing to confirm our concerns regarding the felling and restocking proposals for parts of
this woodland and to confirm our objection to the scheme as it stands and to the granting of
any felling licence that does not ultimately have ancient woodland restoration as its primary
driver.
The Authority’s Woodland Officer, Mark Antcliff, set out our initial concerns in his letter dated
17 February 2016. Since this time he has visited the site, and met with yourself and the
consultant working on behalf of the landowner.
From the report provided to me by Mark and comments from our Senior Ecologist, Rona
Charles, my judgement is that the proposal for Sub Compartment 4b will have a significant
negative impact on the ecology and amenity of the National Park.
The removal of larch from this ancient woodland site and its replacement with a high
proportion of evergreen conifers will tend to accelerate the loss of ancient woodland features
rather than reverse this trend and will have a detrimental landscape impact.
In the National Park Management Plan, Policy E38 states;
“When felled, PAWS will be replanted with species that support the restoration of ancient
woodland, in most circumstances”
Within this section of the woodland there is a wide distribution of ground flora species
associated with ancient woodland sites. This remnant flora and its distribution is most likely
attributable to following factors; high abundance of ancient woodland indicator species under
the previous canopy, the mixed composition of the current stand prior to thinning, the thinning
itself, and the deciduous nature of the larch.
Replacing the current stand with predominantly fast growing evergreen conifers is highly likely
to cause a loss of these features, principally through shading and changes to soil
biochemistry. This potential loss leads me to query how the proposal is fully compliant with the
United Kingdom Forestry Standard in which the prevention of biodiversity loss is a key
element. Specifically in relation to ancient woodland it states the following;
“All plantations on ancient woodland sites (PAWS) are likely to have retained at least some
features of ecological and cultural interest and provide valuable opportunities for restoration.
The minimum required by the UKFS is to ensure these remnant features are retained. The
highest priorities for restoration are sites where irreplaceable features and vulnerable species
survive.”

We therefore object to the scheme as proposed, to the granting of any felling licence without
restoration to broadleaved trees and to any Management Plan that does not have ancient
woodland restoration as the primary driver for this site. The main reasons for this being that it
is inconsistent with the National Park’s policies on ancient woodland and PAWS restoration,
and as we don’t believe it meets national standards and policy in relation to ancient woodland.
Should this licence be approved as it stands we intend to take a report to our Members (who
would make a final decision) to make them aware of the approach taken on this site, its
implications for ancient woodland conservation in the National Park and what steps we may
wish to take beyond this individual case to ensure Government policy on PAWS restoration is
being interpreted as we feel it should.
Despite our objection we are keen to work with the Forestry Commission, the landowner and
their agents to develop an alternative scheme to secure restoration of the site, for the
protection of ancient woodland and replacement with broadleaved species (which of course
have their own commercial value). We are willing to consider making some grant support
available to secure these outcomes and of course to take other steps to secure a practical
solution while conserving the special qualities of the National Park.
We look forward to reading your response in due course.
Yours sincerely

David Renwick
Director of Conservation
cc Crispin Thorn

