  MINUTES OF THE CUSTOMER REPRESENTATIVES GROUP MEETING
     Battleby, Thursday 26 September 2019
Attendees: Brendan Callaghan SF (Chair), Douglas Wright SF, Keith Wishart SF, James Nott SF, Keir Smith SF, Tom Davies SF, Charlie Taylor Forestry Land Scotland, Gregor Caldwell RPID, Jill Aitken Link,  Arina Nagy-Vizitiu LINK , Jamie Farqhuar Confor, Jim Colchester Confor, Mark Hamilton Social Forestry, Eleanor Kay Scottish Land and Estates, Gordon Gray Stephens Community Woodland Association, Andrew Vaughan ICF, Harry Wilson RSFS, Malcolm Young SRUC, Debbie Greene SNH
Apologies: Jonathan Hall NFUS, Duncan Stone SNH, Rodney Shearer Confor (Nursery Group), Sian Williams LINK
1. Introduction & Minutes from 8 February 2019 
Brendan welcomed everyone to the meeting and provided some background to the CRG in the context of Scottish Forestry which has been an agency since April 2019. CRG is recognised by SF as the main  forestry stakeholder group in Scotland and the aim is to have more regular meetings. 
There is also stakeholder group for the assisting with Scotland’s Forestry Strategy Implementation chaired by Bridget Campbell.  
The arrangements for regional level stakeholder engagement groups have still to be finalised.
2. Matters Arising
	Action 

Date 
	Action/Matter arising
	Update agreed at September 2019 Meeting

	Nov 2016/3
	Delays to annual payments  
	96% of 2018 SAF payments has been paid by September. From October , SF staff will be starting the work on 2019 SAF claims to avoid clash with the peak of capital claims in March/April.   Closed
Action 2/1: Lindsay to distribute a short report on outputs from the Simplification Task Force.     

	March 2018/4
	Ian Cowe to set up CRG sub group to help consider the Woodland Creation Planning Support and Standard Costs (fencing and rhododendron)
	Review of standard cost undertaken with revised deer fence rate and also introduced a ploughing rate within woodland creation. 
A woodland creation planning grant has been superseded with the idea of introducing a forestry loan scheme  
Closed
    

	Sept 2018 7/1:
	FCS to review FGS peat and open ground guidance 


	Clarification required to ensure
consistent standard across forestry sector. Would be valuable to get SNH input.  
Action Sept 2019 2/1: Brendan and Andrew Vaughan to discuss and finalise guidance.

 

	February 2019 6/2 
	Chris Stark/Martin Mackinnon to liaise with Mark on archaeology guidance   
	A draft has been prepared and is close to being finalised.

	February 2019 6/3 


	Ian Cowe to liaise with Malcolm Young and investigate costs on upgrading stock to deer fence costs
	Malcolm will supply costs to Ian. There is no guarantee that costs for this operation can be amended as it would involve IT changes. Closed

	February 2019 6/5 


	Rodney Shearer and SF to agree date for meeting on Montane Scrub Action Group
	Date yet to be agreed.


3. Small Scale Woodlands Review
The two main issues coming out of the February workshop were the need for better facilitation to help with preparing schemes and the need for quicker payments. Some good progress was been made during summer on these issues:  
· Facilitation – the Woodland Trust Croft Woodlands Project to be enhanced with SF making a financial contribution. Also making some changes to co-operation grant to help facilitate planting schemes. Free Farm Woodland Assessments have been used effectively in Central and this is being expanded to include Grampian.
Action September 3/1: SF to share management information on woodland creation scheme sizes (this has been added to the August FGS statistics version 3)
There was some discussion on the cost of individual grant schemes. SF is pushing back on some schemes due to cost and value for money to ensure that we meet the annual woodland creation target within the overall grant budget. SF accepts that small schemes can be expensive but one of the main cost issues is the support of expensive medium size (20-100 ha) schemes - this invariably comes down to the design and layout of a scheme and the amount of fencing for example a recent 150 ha scheme costed £6,000/ha as there were a lot of  narrow strips with deer fencing of Sitka spruce.  This aspect of FGS guidance is awaiting revision to take account of these concerns and will be brought to a future CRG meeting. 
CRG requested clear guidance on the value for money and made the point that it was important that applicants were made aware of any cost issues early enough in the process.  
· Grant Payment –  SF expect an improved performance on SAF 2019 payments and there is a project to improve the processing of capital claims which will make the payments quicker. 
4.
Stability and Simplicity

SG put out a consultation in 2018 on rural funding including forestry. Feedback on FGS was that it was generally working well and that for the period between 2020-2024, the proposal was to look at FGS and make sensible changes but avoid large scale amendments.
Scottish Forestry has now undertaken an internal stocktake of the FGS grant options looking at aspects that we would want to change bearing in mind that major IT changes will be constraint. Broadly most grants would remain the same and the main ascepts that SF are thinking of changing are:
· Agroforestry – this option is not working as there is a narrow approach within the grant. It requires a broader look to see what can be done within specification and guidance
· Deer management planning and deer control – there has been some good applications but the option is seen as complex. CRG agreed that deer control was essential and amending the options would encourage greater uptake. Charlie Taylor highlighted the need for greater collaboration.  
Action September 4/1: Subject to Cabinet Secretary agreement of the changes, SF to work together with CRG to review FGS deer management options
· Budget aspects – in the event of the scenario of reduced budget or future pressure on the grant budget, SF considers that the  the continued funding of WIG Restructuring Regeneration option requires some consideration. The annual spend for WIG RR is around £2m and there was some discussion on the pros and cons of supporting restocking. 
There was also some discussion on grants for public access and how do we make best use of the management grant budget of £6m. 

· Woodland Creation – with the strong public focus on the use of plastics, SF is considering its funding of tree shelters. Currently the support of tree shelters covers a higher proportion of costs compared to either fencing or deer control.   Standard costs are structured on an average cost and it is generally accepted that small schemes costs are generally higher than grant offered. Do we need to look at how we fund schemes at different scales? One option would be to consider whether there is a better way to spread the grant funding between small and larger schemes. 
5. FGS Update
5.1 Briefing Note 25: Update on Increased Funding for Woodland Creation and details of a new Harvesting and Processing Round
Brendan provided a summary of Briefing Note 25 highlighting that there is £5m additional funding available this year for woodland creation projects.  
In order to maximise planting in 2019, SF requested that agents and applicants consider bringing forward any submitted planting schemes and any approved schemes or part of schemes from 2020 to 2019 and do everything possible to ensure woodland creation contracts are completed by 31 March 2020.
Jamie Farqhuar gave an update on current plant supply. There has been two difficult growing seasons with potential shortage of larger plants and tree capacity could be a limiting factor in achieving the 12,000 ha woodland creation programme this year.  There is also a high restocking programme (potentially up to 9,000 ha).  Maelor is opening a new nursery in North Scotland.
6. Cultivation Guidance    
A near final draft was tabled. Delays with finalising were due to the   need to seek further advice from Forest Research on soil carbon impacts of  cultivation techniques. Brendan highlighted the section on Carbon Loss (pages 9, 10, 11.)

It is known that an increase in soil disturbance on peaty soils leads to a loss of carbon. We need to be careful in cultivating peat soils, as the carbon balance in planting trees could be affected. It is clear that we should not be using cultivation techniques with a high level of disturbance on most peat soils. However, SF is keen to strike the right balance and avoid over cautionary approach. The guidance should be finalised within the next few weeks.    
Action September 2019 5/1:  SF to finalise draft version  
7.  Scottish Forestry Improvement Programme

John Dougan, Head of Operational Development, introduced and provided the background to the SF Improvement Programme. The National Office has undergone a restructuring exercise with  an Operational Delivery team headed by Brendan Callaghan and an Operational Development headed by John Dougan. 

An Improvement Programme has been developed to ensure that Scottish Forestry is an innovative and modern agency focused on the delivery of Scottish Government key objectives for forestry while improving stakeholder experience and staff development.  Programme has 4 main Project themes – Improving Accessibility, Process Transformation, Organisational Flexibility and Responsiveness, and Maximising Benefits of Technology. 
Douglas Wright shared three projects from the Improvement Programme:
· Forestry Loan Scheme – this proposal aims to encourage woodland creation capacity by providing early cash flow and will be for small schemes up to 20 hectares.  50% of initial planting and capital items will be available as a forward payment once an approved contract is in place with the advance being netted off the final grant payment. 

CRG were supportive of the scheme although some members would have liked it to have extended to medium size schemes. SF recognised the 20 ha threshold was somewhat arbitrary but stressed that this was primarily aimed at encouraging small scale schemes. CRG also highlighted some of the risks involved.

· Online Felling Permissions – this aims to deliver a brand new ‘end to end’ online system for administering felling permission applications. The Business Transformation team are now working on a ‘Discovery phase’ of the project which involves customer research.  
· Regional Pilot Project – the aim is to develop and pilot a methodology which helps to identify the capacity for larger scale Woodland Creation considered in the context of overall land use. Four Local Authorities in the South of Scotland (East Ayrshire, Dumfries and Galloway, South Lanarkshire and Scottish Borders)
Stakeholder engagement is currently underway in Scottish Borders. The main output of the project will be improved guidance.
The Improvement Programme is a major initiative for SF and further projects will be shared with CRG at future meetings.  
8. Earned Recognition

Gareth Phillips provided an overview of the Earned Recognition Scheme. This is a voluntary scheme that has been developed in partnership with Institute of Chartered Foresters. It is designed to speed up the process of applying for Woodland Creation and approval of Forest Plans. Securing ER status involves two parts – firstly demonstrating professional competence, and secondly assessing the competence of submitted WC/FP applications.

It is planned to launch this in a phased way starting in January 2020.
9. AOB
· Mark Hamilton raised the issue of scoping as part of the woodland creation grant process. Mark considers that the process is not working any better since the new Woodland Creation Application Guidance was launched and that LA consultees in particular are not responding within timescales. SF is aware of the issue and it was agreed that in such situations agents should use the best information available by trying alternative sources and ultimately make SF aware that they have followed due diligence and no response has been received.  SF has also discussed with Confor the idea of running some refresher workshops on the guidance. This is currently being given further consideration with a view to running events in 2020.
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