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Destructive and Beneficial Afforestation
Sinn Féin is committed to a sustainable afforestation strategy and 
recognises the importance of increasing the percentage of land under 
forestry in the mitigation of carbon emissions.  However not all plantations 
are beneficial to the environment, and not all species are beneficial to local 
habitats.  Sinn Féin has grave concerns regarding future afforestation policy 
given the documented failures of the past.   

Whilst investment in fast growing conifers has proven commercially 
profitable, such planting has limited if any impact on carbon sequestration.  
The intensive plantation of invasive species such as Sitka Spruce has had 
a detrimental environmental and ecological impact, and recent studies 
conclude that in fact, coniferous plantations can contribute to global 
warming by creating an additional thermal effect from a phenomenon known 
as the ‘albedo effect’.  

Coniferous monoculture also impacts negatively on the biodiversity of 
local habitats and in some counties has been a force for displacement of 
people, and de-population of some rural communities. Desertification from 
clear-felling has also contributed to degradation of topsoil and pollution 
of watercourses which effects (amongst others) fish stock. Government 
policy in the past has substantially incentivised this type of planation to the 
detriment of broadleaf planting. This has led to largescale land grabs in some 
counties for commercial high yield wood production, which has come at the 
cost of both the environment and of food production. 
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Commercial Interest over Environmental Benefit
Many of these commercial forestry reserves are not locally owned.  Some 
are offshore Hedge or Pension fund investments; whilst others have been 
purchased by large industrial polluters to offset their carbon mitigation 
obligations. 

This type of planation has also had a regressive economic, social and 
environmental impact and some counties such as Leitrim, Wicklow, Laois 
and Offaly have been particularly adversely affected.  Earlier this year 
following concerns raised by the IFA, the Department of  Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine commissioned UCD to undertake an independent study 
on the forestry sector in Co. Leitrim.  This has been met with backlash 
from commercial interests and IBEC are actively campaigning to increase 
industrial scale Sitka Spruce forestry.  Sinn Féin strongly opposes this 
strategy.  Sitka Spruce (which is native to Alaska) has been blacklisted as an 
invasive species in many countries including Norway, and Sinn Féin calls for it 
to be added to the list of invasive species in Ireland.
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Fair, Just and Sustainable Solutions
Past afforestation policy has been driven primarily by tax avoidance 
inducement rather than environmental benefit.  All industrial forestry profits 
are wholly exempt from tax thus incentivising the growing of invasive, 
high-yield crops. This is a grossly irresponsible and an entirely negligent 
policy.  The cash-crop template for afforestation does not work for climate 
action. It destroys rural habitats and adds to the depopulation of towns 
and communities as short-term profit supersedes long-term goals and 
objectives. It is simply not possible to use the same logic that got us into this 
mess to get us out of it. 

A sustainable forestry policy must offer inducements for the plantation of 
slow-growing native broadleaf species, which provide continuous cover, 
and where the purpose is to delay the harvesting of the timber rather than 
accelerate it. This will require suitable incentives for planting, thinning and 
management over a 30 to 40 year period.  Forestry grants should be given 
solely to farmers in the locality and to stakeholders who live within 50km of 
the lands under plantation.

Recent reports have highlighted the planned destruction of mature trees in 
urban suburbs to facilitate road widening and public transport infrastructural 
development.  Sinn Féin recognises this as a grossly destructive 
environmental action, and calls for a policy to remove and replant these 
trees.  Using modern methods mature trees should be either replanted in 
a nearby suitable location, or gifted to poorer working class communities 
devoid of such foliage.

Sinn Féin unambiguously supports additional timber production which will 
serve as a carbon store; create future income for the farmer; and enhance 
the natural habitat and bio-diversity of farmland and public spaces.
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Hedgerows & Habitats
The potential contribution of hedgerows to carbon sequestration storage 
has been widely acknowledged. However, the full extent of the carbon 
sequestration and storage value of hedgerows has not been quantified 
in Ireland and much also depends on their being maintained in a state 
favourable to conservation in order to optimise their potential.

Climate change is anticipated to affect all levels of biodiversity, from 
organism to biome levels.  Both birds and bees are indicators of the health of 
the environment and conservationists indicate increasing concern for at-risk 
bird species.  It is also noted that one-third of Ireland’s wild bee species are 
threatened with extinction. This habitat loss and degradation is caused by 
human activities and climate actions which also protect and restore habitats 
will provide valuable co-benefits for threatened wildlife.  

The Carbon Sequestration value of hedgerows is as yet unquantified and is 
currently in a state of investigation. There are many hedge surveys and part 
surveys completed using various techniques by various bodies including 
Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Teagasc, and the Heritage 
Council (County Councils).   The County Councils carry out botanical and 
structural surveys of their hedgerow stock which primarily impose habitat 
survey techniques. 

As well as acting as a boundary and serving to enclose livestock in fields, 
hedgerows act as an important factor in the habitat of various animals and 
plants.  It is clear that farmers must be a partner in mitigating the decline 
of the bee population and subsequent ecological consequences. Whilst 
Apiculture (the keeping of bees) is provided for in CAP, Ireland has no formal 
programme for bee- keeping.   Bee hives should be deemed as livestock units 
for the purposes of CAP payments.   This would have the effect of supporting 
bees and conserving their role in pollination and the hedgerow expansion 
programme would accommodate this. 

Sinn Féin further supports the completion of a national hedgerow inventory 
to quantify the sequestration value of hedgerows, in order to better inform 
policy makers.  
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Sinn Féin Measures
>⃞■ The immediate discontinuation of financial inducements for 

monoculture afforestation, and the immediate introduction of 
grant schemes and tax incentives which favour the planting and 
maintenance of continuous cover, sustainable, broadleaf forestry and 
hedgerows;

>⃞■ The blacklisting of Sitka Spruce as an invasive species in Ireland

>⃞■ As an additional part of the Afforestation Programme, the farmer or 
landowner should be compensated with a Forestry Payment at a rate 
per 1000 trees.

>⃞■ Forestry grants to be limited to farmers and landowners in the locality 
and to people who live within 50km of the lands being planted;

>⃞■ Legislate for ecological assessments of all afforestation applications 
(outside of EU designated sites) to mitigate the loss of biodiversity-rich 
areas to forestry, and to protect ground nesting birds, pollinators and 
species rich grasslands;

>⃞■ Protect mature trees in public locations from destruction and provide 
for their safe removal and replanting using root ball and burlap; 
mechanical tree spade retrieval or root air-blowing and removal 
techniques;

>⃞■ Complete the National Hedgerow Survey using LiDAR technology which 
can capture the biomass of hedgerows and calculate their carbon 
sequestration value;

>⃞■ Develop a National Hedgerow Conservation Strategy to maximise the 
carbon and biodiversity co-benefits of Ireland’s unique hedgerows;

>⃞■ Expand the width of farm hedges and plant mixed rows of new 
sustainable trees along each hedge. These will more than double the 
carbon sequestration area on the farm.    

>⃞■ Hedgerows and adjoining forest rows to be included in the area allowed 
in the Basic Farm Payment under CAP Pillar 1.  

>⃞■ An island wide solution to addressing climate challenge and that 
Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs in the north 
and Department and Agriculture, Food and the Marine establish a joint 
working plan/group and work with all relevant stakeholders.
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