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Written submission from Royal Society for the Protection of Birds Scotland 

Parliamentary Briefing on the new Forestry EIA Regulations  

Summary 

RSPB Scotland supports the restoration and expansion of Scotland’s native 
woodlands and the creation of new woodlands in appropriate locations. However, it 
is important that appropriate safeguards are in place to protect and manage a 
mosaic of habitats and maximise the benefits that new woodland can offer to both 
people and wildlife. 

The proposed changes for the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Forestry 
Regulations will reduce the level of scrutiny given to forestry proposals.  RSPB has 
significant concerns about the implications for some of Scotland’s most important 
open habitats and associated priority species. The Welsh Government has rejected 
similar proposals due to concerns about environmental implications.   

We need to avoid repeating planting mistakes of the past. Poor regulation of the 
forestry industry previously led to inappropriate planting in areas such as the Flow 
country and significant sums of public money are currently being used to reverse and 
restore the damage caused to such areas.  

The proposal to change the screening threshold for new woodland planting is not 
required by the new EU Directive and would risk the appropriate implementation of 
the Directive.  The UK Forestry Standard (UKFS) is not a suitable alternative to the 
EIA Process as it a reference document which is primarily aimed at woodland 
management (as opposed to woodland creation). The UKFS is largely voluntary in 
nature and is not enforceable in law, meaning it is weaker than the EIA Directive, 
and associated domestic legislation, in providing protection for the environment.  

We recommend that: 

 Scotland retains existing screening thresholds to ensure that new woodland 
planting schemes are subject to the appropriate checks.  

 EIA guidance is developed to strengthen the assessment process. 

 The forthcoming Forestry Bill is used to promote the sustainable management 
of woodlands. 

Background 
The Forestry (Environmental Impact Assessment) (Scotland) Regulations 2017 are 
being introduced in order to implement the new EIA Directive (2014/52/EU). The EIA 
Regulations should ensure that proposals for new woodland creation are adequately 
assessed to minimise their negative impact upon the environment, and actively seek 
opportunities to deliver gains. 

The new Regulations include proposed changes to increase the scale of woodland 
planting that can be undertaken without considering whether an EIA is required, 
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raising the screening threshold considerably from 5 to 20 ha for new planting on 
“non-sensitive” sites.   

This change is of significant concern because: 

 We are aware of a number of recent cases where small scale woodland 
planting has threatened important habitats for EU Birds and Habitat Directives 
Annex 1 species such as golden eagle.   

 There is evidence to suggest that the 5 ha threshold may already too high to 
protect many small habitats such as flower rich meadows, which have already 
declined by 97%.  

 Forestry proposals < 20ha have previously required an EIA in the past 
because of their impact on priority species and habitats.  

 Other areas of the UK have opted to retain existing thresholds and/or 
enhance protection of vulnerable habitats. Therefore Scotland is at risk of 
lagging behind in terms of environmental protection.  

RSPB Scotland considers that increasing the screening threshold would risk the 
appropriate implementation of the EIA Directive. It could also risk the reputation of 
the Scottish Government’s afforestation agenda, as it could open the door for 
damaging privately funded planting below the threshold to happen without any 
requirement to check its impact with either Government or local stakeholders.   

 The proposed changes to the screening threshold are not required in order to 
implement the new EU Directive, therefore should be retained and EIA guidance 
improved.      

The EIA process could be sped up by improving the EIA guidance that is available to 
land managers, bringing it more into line with the process for built developments. 
This will help to ensure that EIA supports the delivery of sustainable forestry, which 
contributes towards the Scottish Governments biodiversity and carbon targets.  
RSPB Scotland would be happy to input into this guidance. 

Context 

Forestry is a valued industry providing socio-economic, environmental and carbon 
benefits. Over this parliamentary session, there will be numerous public policy 
debates around the governance and delivery of forestry which requires balanced 
consideration and policy cross-compliance, including the consultation on the 
devolution and restructuring of the Forestry Commission as well as the upcoming 
Forestry Bill. RSPB Scotland will advocate for a Forestry Bill that will promote the 
sustainable, integrated management of woodlands which deliver multiple benefits for 
the public good. 

The Scottish Government has proposed new targets to plant 15,000 hectares per 
annum by 2025. Whilst RSPB Scotland is supportive of appropriate woodland 
expansion, the Scottish Government needs to ensure these targets and policies align 
and are implemented in a manner which ensures integrated land management in line 
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with the Scottish Land Use Strategy principles and objectives and through better 
integration with the planning system. For example, Regional Land Use Frameworks 
could be introduced across Scotland as a mechanism that will enable a more 
strategic approach to land use.  

The UK Forestry Standard (UKFS) is an existing set of guidelines for the 
management of woodland. It promotes sustainable forest management and is 
supported by RSPB Scotland. The EIA and UKFS complement each other to ensure 
that forestry generates benefits for people and wildlife. However, the proposed 
changes to the EIA afforestation thresholds mean that greater emphasis will be 
placed on the use of UKFS as the only mechanism by which potential environmental 
impacts will be assessed. As a “soft” mechanism, with no statutory power, it is our 
opinion that relying on UKFS only will be insufficient to protect biodiversity and the 
wider environment from potentially damaging woodland expansion.   Furthermore, 
UKFS is a minimum standard only, and does not represent an adequate alternative 
to the EIA and the opportunities it offers to create additional benefits to wildlife.  

Additionally, non- grant funded woodland creation may not be subject to UKFS. This 
is of particular concern in the context of an ongoing drive to encourage farmers and 
other landowners to develop small scale woodlands which will not be subject to EIA 
or, potentially, UKFS. Finally, we have concerns that the assessment of cumulative 
impacts of multiple forestry schemes in a localised area will not be adequately 
assessed under the proposed threshold changes. This represents a significant threat 
to small habitats and widely dispersed populations of key species, such as breeding 
waders.  

We therefore are of the view that any changes to the EIA regulations are 
unnecessary at best, and potentially represent a significant threat to the Scottish 
Government’s commitment to the delivery of biodiversity conservation and other 
environmental targets such as the protection of peatlands and other open habitats 
and species. Robust environmental assessment processes are one way in which we 
can ensure new woodland creation can exist alongside the protection of our 
vulnerable species and habitats. 

 

 


