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CASE STUDY

Sefton Coast Woodlands Plan
ABSTRACT:  

The Sefton Coast Woodlands are a special part of the Sefton environment. Beautiful and much loved by most inhabitants and visitors, they also provide an important refuge for the increasing scarce Red Squirrel.

The writing of the Sefton Coast Woodland Working Plan, for a partnership of diverse landowners, is a significant event in the history of the management of the woodlands. The pinewoods were established early in the 1900s by several of the large landowners in the area. It was a collaborative response to the encroachment of the sand dunes onto private and public land. By the turn of the Millennium, ownership of the woodlands had been broken up and distributed between 27 landowners and the pinewood habitat was being threatened by the new pressures of ageing, lack of management, under-funding and a national decline in the Red Squirrel. 

The fact that in the new Millennium the majority of the owners have been able to come together with the help of the Forestry Commission and The Mersey Forest Team to manage the woodlands as a whole once more, is a credit to this partnership. Those participating and giving their support should be congratulated for the hard work in accomplishing this very complex task
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Background

The pinewoods on the Sefton Coast are a much loved and key feature within the coastal landscape and are the home to an increasingly nationally rare population of red squirrel, a fact so significant that the woodlands have recently been designated as one of a number of national refuges.

The woodlands, largely established in the late 1800s and early 1900s, had suffered from fragmentation in ownership and a consequent lack of management with the result that they have aged and begun to suffer incursion from opportunistic ‘weed’ species such as sycamore, poplar and sea buckthorn.  The aging is crucial as it would have eventually led to a reduction in the amount of pine seed available to the red squirrel as a food source; furthermore the establishment of the opportunistic species would have lead to a habitat more suited to the grey squirrel.  

The Sefton Coast Woodlands Forest Plan

Despite the disparate management objectives of individual landowners, it was almost unanimously understood that a slow, but significant change in the character of the woodlands was undesirable.  In the year 2000 a number of the owners and site managers of the pinewoods, together with key stakeholders such as the Forestry Commission and local interest groups, met to try to rectify the situation.  They formed what was to become a very effective partnership catalysed by the Forestry Commission, sustained through support from The Mersey Forest and under the overall umbrella of the Sefton Coast Partnership.  

The outcome of a very long process of consultation and negotiation was a Forest Plan approved for implementation by February 2003.  The Plan was written for a 20 year period, 2003 to 2023, with 10 years of activities detailed from 2003 to 2013.  The broad, long term objectives for the pine woods are:  To maintain an historically important landscape; to provide a suitable habitat for rare and important species; to provide people with the opportunity for the quiet enjoyment of the countryside; and to provide an opportunity for businesses in the area to thrive, all of this within the context of a partnership that is striving towards the high quality management of the landscape.  A set of short term objectives were put in place to help achieve the long term objectives.

The land owners and site managers have been working hard to implement the annual action plan which sprang out of the short term objectives within the Plan and collect monitoring information.  

Reviewing the Forest Plan

When the Forest Plan was written and consulted on, there was an undertaking to review it at year 5 (2007 / 2008).  The achievements, problems and issues all need to be evaluated in the light of whether the action plans are helping to work towards the short term objectives and whether there are any gaps or weaknesses in implementation.

The schedule for review and revision is built into the structure of the Plan and in order that changes emanating from the review can be incorporated into the second cycle of operation.  The review process will have been completed by December 2007 to ensure that changes are incorporated into the 2008 action plan.

Conclusion

The Forest Plan has provided a framework enabling the landowners and interest groups to make significant progress in managing the pinewoods.  It has been an effective mechanism for bringing people together, resolving disputes, developing consensus and informing the general public of activities and progress.  It has given the land managers a legitimacy that is both legal in nature and in the perception of the public.
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INTRODUCTION
The Sefton Coast is an important part of England’s natural heritage, but like many areas of natural beauty, it is subject to a hugely divergent set of interests.  Not least the issues that surround the management of pinewoods that were planted at the turn of the 19th century in an attempt to stabilise parts of the shifting sand of the dune complex that stretches 30 kilometres between the Mersey and the Ribble estuaries in the north west of England.

Diagram 1, The Sefton Coast 
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The 420 hectares of pinewoods, limited to a central 12 kilometres of the dune coastline, are the setting for some 30 landowners and users with profoundly different objectives ranging from conservation bodies with contradictory international and national objectives, to internationally important golf courses and even a military firing range.  

This paper provides an overview of some of the process behind the seemingly impossible task of developing a common long-term view on managing the pine woods.  Consensus was achieved by using the Forest Plan(a woodland management tool, part of the national forestry ordnance(and employing participatory planning techniques to develop a framework within which land ownerships, public interest bodies and user groups could work.   

BACKGROUND
This area has some of the lowest tree cover in the UK and so the woodlands are a relatively isolated, but significant part of the landscape, fulfilling an important environmental and social function.  However, it is the sand dune complex that is considered internationally important, having European conservation status of candidate Special Area of Conservation (cSAC) for the fixed and shifting dune habitats.  This is in conflict with conservation objectives for the pine woods as a habitat for the nationally endangered red squirrel.  

Diagram 2, The Context:
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The woodlands were planted by private landowners at the end of the 1800s and beginning of the 1900s.  In the 1950s, the estates were broken up and the land sold off to a number of different owners.  The national nature conservation body (now Natural England) declared some 160 hectares as a National Nature Reserve (NNR) in 1965, followed shortly after in 1967 by the National Trust, a heritage organisation, purchasing 80 hectares at Formby Point.    

By the late 1990s, decreasing timber prices and low levels of grant funding meant that woodland management costs were not being covered.  This forced landowners, especially those with smaller holdings, to delay or neglect woodland operations.  With very heavy use by the local community, the neglect fostered an increased sense of ‘a common good’ with open access.  

As the millennium came to a close a small group of owners, together with the UK Forestry Commission and The Mersey Forest (the ‘local’ community forest) began to meet together to discuss how to overcome some of the barriers to management.  Although the region was well served with strategic land and coastal management policies and plans, there was no unified woodland management approach for the woodlands.  It was decided that a management plan should be written using a UK Forestry Commission initiative called the Forest Plans, formally introduced in 1999 to ‘encourage landowners to prepare a plan that provides a coherent, comprehensive and long term view of their woodland management’.  

THE RANGE OF ISSUES
Multiple Stakeholders

· There is a complex pattern of land ownership that includes 30 individual landowners ranging from 0.1 hectares around a cottage to 160 hectares within the NNR
· In the UK, the national forest estate is the responsibility of the Forestry Commission which through grant funding and felling licences encourages tree planting and regulates felling
· The Mersey Forest, one of 12 community forests in the UK and in whose area the pinewoods fall, acted as co-ordinator using its impartial position to arbitrate between the stakeholders.  It was able to raise funds to support the planning process
· The ‘local’ community extending from south Southport to High Town has developed a very keen interest in the pine woods and associated red squirrel.  Over time formal interest groups have emerged, some of which have quite strong representation in response to the tree felling activities carried out in the frontal woodlands on the Nature Reserve.  

· The woodlands lie within reasonable access of a wider community of 5 million urban, semi-urban people (Liverpool and Manchester).  About 250,000 people a year visit the woods and beaches for recreational activities.  

Woodland Management

· The woodlands are largely pine, mostly Corsican pine (Pins nigra).  A monoculture is never satisfactory, especially when non-native.  The main consideration is the implication for the red squirrel population where there are good and bad coning years (pine seed is the main red squirrel food source).  By limiting the number of species, in bad Corsican pine coning years, the red squirrel population suffers a food deficit.  

· Nearly 60% of the pine over the whole area of woodlands is over 60 years old:

Diagram 1, Age Distribution of Sefton Coast Woodlands
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The ideal is for an even distribution of ages.  This is not only to ensure the health of the woodlands, but also because coning begins once a tree has reached the age of 20 and equally the intensity of coning drops off as pine ages beyond about 90.  

· The economic climate of the past 30 years, the under-investment in the woods and finally the moratorium placed on activities, have all lead to the pinewoods being under-thinned.  Overstocking has implications for timber quality, but also for crown density and therefore coning capacity.  All these factors undermine the potential of the woodlands to support the red squirrel population and carry a richer biodiversity.
Economics
The UK timber market has suffered from downward pressure on timber prices for the past 30 years.  Whereas management operations in mature pine realised an income in the late 80s, currently contractors are being paid to fell, extract and remove timber.  
Conservation

European nature conservation directives are dictating land management priorities for the Sefton Coastline, encouraging the removal of woodland and scrub from the sand dune complex.  The cSAC focuses on the importance of the fixed and shifting dunes with associated fauna and flora, including sand lizard, Natterjack toad, great crested newt, dune heleborine, petalwort among many others.  On the other hand, red squirrel conservation is only supported by its status as Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) species within the UK which gives it a relatively low level of priority.  
This contradiction has lead to the conservation bodies in the area managing primarily for the international objectives by removing scrub and woodland from the fore dunes.  The NNR started to remove woodland in the mid 1990s which upset many in the local community who were not ‘signed up’ to the EU legislation and range of associated issues.  Local interest groups formed to challenge the work and were so effective that a moratorium on woodland management of any kind was declared until the issues could be resolved. 
Private Use

Private ownership varies from international renowned golf courses to a military firing range and private dwellings, all of which exclude public access and require land management for very specific purposes.
Landscape

Within the low lying and largely treeless dune landscape and hinterland, the pine woods form an important feature that can be seen from many different approaches (rail and road) and provides variety, cover, a weather break and a sense of countryside and space that only woodland can provide in an otherwise highly populated landscapes.  However, this leads to very heavy use which has an adverse impact on the woodland through erosion of ground vegetation, damage to dune profiles and damage from vandalism (fly tipping, fires, physical damage to trees and fences).  
Amenity Use

The proximity of the woodlands to a large urban population ensures that the footpaths and woodland in general is heavily accessed by walkers, dog walkers, runners, cyclists and other interest groups.  The local inhabitants have also generated a great sense of ownership through regular use over extended periods.  

The implications for the site managers is that the local communities very quickly become aware of every activity carried out within the woodland(difficult in terms of unpopular management activities, but useful in ‘policing’ illegal or unwelcome activities. 

Natural Processes
Erosion, both by sea and wind, is a feature of the area.  Long shore drift slices open the foredunes and the autumn and winter storm winds blow the exposed sand back, rolling the dunes inland.  Tree (and vegetation) cover only holds surface sand where the trees are able to survive the battering from salt-laden winds.  Formby point juts out into the Irish Sea so the action of the sea cannot be held back with the result that some 4 metres a year of foreshore are lost.  Some woodland has already disappeared through these natural processes.

One of the main motivations for stabilising the dunes and planting trees in previous centuries came from the desire to protect the low-lying hinterland from marine inundation and drifting sands.  In many respects the original objectives have been successfully met, but specialists now argue that the presence of trees hinders the natural process of dune role-back.  Also, blown sand is no longer a problem due to the marram grass cover that is better protected than in the last few centuries (when the area was managed as a rabbit warren for food).  However, the perception among the local population is that change in land management practices will lead to a breakdown in coastal protection with potentially catastrophic consequence for those living there.
CONSENSUS BUILDING
The Forest Plan was written over a 12 month period, starting with one-to-one consultation with owners and interest groups to establish objectives and perceptions.  The distillation of views provided the basis for an agreed vision and set of shorter term objectives.  Further discussion and consultation lead to a range of management principles that worked towards meeting the wide range of conservation and social objectives, yet fitted within the context of the issues.

The Plan was written, consulted on and finalised by the owners in October 2001.  It was submitted to the Forestry Commission for approval, with the hope that woodland work could restart in January 2002.  An ‘Appropriate Assessment’ was carried out by the delegated authorities which unfortunately lasted until December 2002.  The Plan was finally approved for implementation in January 2003.

The one area of frontal woodland (about 24 hectares) that remained contentious was excluded from the management schedule of the Plan pending the outcome of an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) to evaluate the conservation objectives.  This enabled approval and implementation of the overall Plan despite lingering disagreements over the future of the frontal woodlands. 
Participation
The key to consensus building was in generating a sense of ownership in the Plan and participation in the planning process.  The groundwork for this was laid through a capacity listen to all perspectives, incorporating most of the concerns in the final Plan in some form.  

An analysis
 of the type of participation suggests that this process sits on the middle of a participation spectrum, erring towards ‘citizen power’ at the beginning as lobby groups mobilised themselves in response to the unpopular action of clearing woodland from the fore dunes, but slips to ‘tokenism’ for the Plan development period and ‘non-participation’ when looking at implementation and monitoring, but back to ‘tokenism’ during the scheduled review cycles.
Costs of consensus building

An attempt was made to cost the whole exercise (1£ = 1.48€)
:

	Item
	Cost per hectare
	Grant per hectare
	Balance per hectare

	Writing
	216 €
	161 €
	55 €

	Implementation (management)
	4,259 €
	2,282 €
	1,977 €

	Running
	1,183 €
	86 €
	1,097 €

	Balance
	5,658 €
	2,529 €
	3,129 €


The 3,129€ per hectare has to be found through fund raising, or offset using volunteer time and non-costed staff time.
QUESTIONS AND LESSONS
Writing the Plan has been a consultative process that developed consensus for action and helped create a sense of partnership.  As the primary incentive to participate has been preservation of a socially and ecologically important resource, it is important to note that funding for management work is skewed to favour public bodies at the expense of the private owners.  The public bodies are already funded, directly and indirectly from the national purse, which leaves the private landowners having to find the balance.

In summary the Forest Plan work raises a number of useful questions:

1. Is it reasonable that private ownership be expected to fund social objectives?

2. Why are public bodies, including the conservation organisations, not given more explicit overarching social objectives?

3. Should European legislation be the only determinant factor in establishing priority of management objectives at a local level—conservation over social and within conservation, dune complex over squirrel?

4. What is a reasonable level of participation and how to determine a minimum level of ‘good practice’ in such a situation?

5. How much should users be encouraged to contribute to the cost of participation and how should they be encouraged to consider their responsibilities?

It has highlighted some useful lessons:

· The Forest Plan was a good structure for delivering policy.

· Participation takes time and is expensive.

· Delay threatens the commitment to outcome.

· Some kind of zoning is necessary to separate incompatible uses but often happens ‘naturally’ through market forces or land form.

· Intractable issues need specific mechanisms to help overcome blockages to delivery.

· Transparency of process is crucial to ensure that stakeholders do not doubt any part of the process or role of any other stakeholder.

· Consultation and consensus building requires some form of arbiter or neutral body (such as The Mersey Forest) to ensure that views are aired and perceptions taken into consideration.

· Monitoring and feedback on progress or problems to all interest groups is an integral and crucial part of resource management.
CONCLUSION
Consensus building is possible if the policy and management tools are in place, the statutory bodies are behind the process and there are sufficiently clear management objectives.  It requires facilitation and the presence of a neutral and trusted body to ensure that all perspectives are included in a management plan, planning and management funds must be in place to ensure a commitment to implementation and finally a simple and adequately resourced monitoring system is essential to maintain dynamism.  

PROJECT FUNDERS & PARTNERS

Project Partners:

Formby Golf Club

Hesketh Golf Club

Hillside Golf Club

Lancashire Wildlife Trust

The Mersey Forest

The National Trust

Natural England
Reserve Forces and Cadets Association

Sefton Metropolitan Borough Council 
Sefton Coast Partnership
Southport & Ainsdale Golf Club
Many private owners

Supporting Bodies

Forestry Commission

Natural England (formerly called English Nature)

LINKS TO REFERENCE DOCUMENTS, WEBSITES AND STUDIES

Sefton Council  http://www.sefton.gov.uk/page&3294 
Regional Forestry Strategy for North West England: http://www.iwood.org.uk/
A Forestry Strategy for England http://www.forestry.gov.uk/efs 
















� Arnstein, S.  A Ladder of Participation.  Journal of the American Planning Association.  July 1969.





� Roche, NH.  Resourcing the Sefton Coast Forest Plan. EMA in Practice. October 2004





PAGE  
10 of 10
CoPraNet

[image: image7.png]


Project part-funded by the European Union

