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THE NEXT 10 Participants from six continents came to the UK for the NGP 2017 Encounter, marking 10 years of the New Generation Plantations platform. A series of talks, discussions, high-level receptions and field visits took us from iconic venues in London – the Royal Society, Chatham House and the Houses of Parliament – via the Great Hall in Edinburgh Castle to the Scottish highlands. But as we celebrated the achievements of our first 10 years, our focus was on the future. So here are 10 things we need to do next…
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SCALE UP OUR SOLUTIONS



Over the last 10 years, NGP has demonstrated a concept that works. In a variety of countries and contexts, participants have shown that it’s possible to produce timber efficiently and profitably while maintaining ecosystems and contributing to socio-economic development. And that doing so can open up new opportunities to create shared value for communities, restore degraded and deforested land, and contribute to climate change mitigation and adaptation. But is this happening at the scale and pace required? No! Julia Young from WWF-UK reminded us of the challenge laid out in WWF’s Living Forests Report: global demand for wood is set to more than triple by 2050, and meeting this demand without putting unendurable pressure on natural forests would require a projected 250 million hectares of new plantations. On a more local level, the Scottish government knows it needs to boost productive plantations now, or its thriving forest products industry will face a timber shortage in the next 30 years. The climate crisis adds to the urgency of these efforts: plantations have a vital role to play in a low-carbon economy. Trees are amazing machines for taking carbon out of the atmosphere and turning it into useful products, both renewable and long-lasting (like the centuries-old oak-panelled hall of Edinburgh Castle). Meanwhile, as Elizabeth de Carvalhaes from the Brazilian forestry association IBA pointed out, wood fibre can substitute for a huge range of carbon-intensive products, from oil and coal to plastics and metals. As the saying goes: The best time to plant a tree was 20 years ago. The second best time is today. We can’t afford to put it off for another 20 years.
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CONTRIBUTE TO INTERNATIONALAGENDAS



NGP’s solutions can contribute to several leading international agendas – and the political and financial support behind these offer opportunities to take our solutions to scale. As mentioned above, plantations can play a key role in combating climate change and deforestation. They also have a significant contribution to make to a number of the Sustainable Development Goals, as outlined in our 10th anniversary eBook. Linked to both of these are major commitments to restore degraded land. The Bonn Challenge, launched in 2012, aims to begin the restoration of 150 million hectares of deforested and degraded lands by 2020, and 350 million hectares by 2030 – an area larger than India. Many countries have included forest restoration within their national climate change plans, while regional programmes include AFR100, a pan-African initiative to restore 100 million hectares by 2030, and Initiative 20x20 to bring 20 million hectares in Latin America in restoration by 2020. NGP can make a particularly important contribution in this arena. From China to Chile to Scotland, NGP participants have experience and expertise in forest restoration – on the social as well as the silvicultural side. And companies have developed successful business models that combine commercial production with landscape restoration, meaning the process can be economically viable without remaining dependent on aid and government subsidy.
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CHANGE THE FINANCE GAME



Forest restoration is expensive: the cost of meeting Brazil’s pledge to restore 12 million hectares of forest has been estimated at US$17 billion, for example. Establishing commercial plantations responsibly, with effective stakeholder involvement and conservation practices, also requires significant upfront investment. But right now, the cash needed to plant more trees where they are needed isn’t flowing fast enough. While public and private finance continues to pour into high-carbon industries, even development banks like the International Finance Corporation are often unwilling to invest in complex and risky propositions like greenfield plantations in Africa. How can NGP and like-minded organizations contribute to change the rules of the finance game, channelling vital funding to countries most affected by land degradation and poverty? Tapping into the international priorities mentioned above – like the SDGs, landscape restoration initiatives and the climate agenda – could help open up new opportunities. Public-private partnerships can be a way to leverage funding for restoration, conservation and community development/shared value creation: this shouldn’t be about private companies capturing public subsidies, but about proper investment in the public benefits that planted forests can provide. Several speakers stressed the importance of monetizing the environmental services that plantations and associated natural ecosystems provide. This approach is gaining traction in places like Acre state in Brazil, which has an advanced system of incentives for communities and landowners who provide ecosystem services, including avoided carbon emissions. Functioning carbon markets that put a strong price on carbon could be a game changer: a high-level commission of economists recently recommended a price of US$40-80 per tonne of CO2 by 2020 and US$50-100 per tonne by 2030. Forestry projects trading carbon credits today receive closer to US$5 per tonne. The ‘green bond’ market, already worth almost US$100 billion and growing fast, also offers untapped potential. To date, most of this investment has gone into sectors like renewable energy and energy efficiency, with relatively little interest in forestry and landscapes. The challenge is to package plantation ‘products’ in a way that offers clarity and certainty for investors.
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SUPPORT COMMUNITIES, SMALLHOLDERS AND SMES WHO MANAGE PLANTATIONS



Communities, smallholders and small/medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have a big role to play in plantation management. In Tanzania, for example, around 70% of forest is owned by smallholders, while in Vietnam they manage the vast majority of the country’s 2.5 million hectares of plantations. In Scotland, too, new woodland is largely on land belonging to individual farmers. There’s huge potential to expand smallholder and community-run plantations, with far-reaching socio-economic benefits. But there are challenges too. Many smallholders don’t see the potential in growing trees – or if they do, they can’t afford to wait several years before they start to see a return on their investment. Others lack knowledge and capacity – in technical aspects of precision forestry, but also when it comes to environmental issues and business management. Relatively few small growers are FSC certified, which can be a problem for market access. So how can the predominantly large companies that participate in NGP support this? A number of companies source from ‘outgrowers’ and have supported groups of small suppliers to become certified. But it was generally agreed that we can do more to partner with smaller players – and that, in place of the unequal power relations of the past, this needs to be based on trust, shared value and equitable resource governance. While forestry businesses can provide technical expertise and market links, NGOs and local government could help facilitate partnerships and unlock public and development finance. On the issue of certification, Steve Germishuizen has been working in South Africa to develop a risk-based approach to FSC certification that aims to make the process more accessible to communities and smallholders. Rather than applying an over-complex top-down standard, which may include many irrelevant elements, the idea is to develop a simple system of outcome-based indicators that address only the issues directly relevant in that particular context. Rather than getting snagged up in paperwork and hundreds of indicators, land managers and auditors alike can focus on the issues that really matter. The findings from South Africa will be presented at the next FSC General Assembly, and there was general agreement within NGP that this approach makes sense.
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PROMOTE GOOD GOVERNANCE



Our Encounter bookended the latest Chatham House seminar on illegal logging – a project that’s been running since the turn of the century. There are several ways that plantations can help to combat illegal logging. Certified plantations provide a verified source of legal and sustainable timber with full chain of custody, and there are successful examples of woodlots being established as an alternative source of fuelwood and livelihoods for communities who may otherwise turn to illegal harvesting – WWF’s Ecomakala project in the Democratic Republic of Congo is a case in point. But to really tackle the drivers of illegal logging and the destruction of natural forests, companies need to contribute to better governance in the regions where they operate. Good governance is embedded in forest certification and in the NGP concept – from legal compliance and transparency, to effective stakeholder participation and equitable benefit sharing. NGP participants can share their experience and work with government and civil society partners to strengthen governance in a number of areas. These might include promoting smarter land-use planning, formalizing land tenure rights, developing community structures and consultation processes, monitoring and reporting illegal activities, and enabling smallholders and communities to access legal markets for wood and non-timber forest products. Promoting transparency and accountability and combating corruption are also key areas. Of course, there’s a limit to what companies and civil society can do: governments themselves need to step up and take responsibility. Ultimately, this good governance is in everyone’s interests, leading to reduced risk for companies and investors, better protection for nature and greater benefits for society.
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COMMUNICATE BETTER



A recurring theme of the Encounter was the need to communicate better. Over the last 10 years, NGP has helped to change the discourse on plantations. Where before there was only criticism from civil society verses defensive statements from industry, we’ve succeeded in building a wide consensus on the role of plantations and promoting strong, positive messages. But we need to go further to get these ideas through to new audiences. The public likes wood, but isn’t so keen on forestry. In Scotland, blanket planting of exotic Sitka spruce monocultures, often in unsuitable locations, damaged the forest industry’s reputation and social licence – a situation familiar to NGP participants in other countries. Negative images of ‘green deserts’ persist, even though they don’t reflect the reality of the new generation of plantations. The worst examples hit the headlines; as Sir Harry Studholme, Chair of the Forestry Commission, pointed out: “Competent management isn’t news.” This isn’t just a matter of image: public opinion influences government policies, investment decisions and stakeholder relationships. So how can we better communicate what we do to the right audiences? This was one of the questions discussed during an ‘open agenda’ workshop. Key points mentioned included the need for simple, ‘sticky’ messages that appeal to people’s emotions and link to their daily lives, and to identify key audiences and potential PR partners that can help us reach them.
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TRUST SCIENCE AND STEP UP RESEARCH



In a ‘post-truth’ era, scientific facts are precious. We were lucky to be joined at this encounter by members of the International Union of Forest Research Organizations (IUFRO) task force on “Sustainable Forests for a Greener Future”, and we look forward to collaborating further with them in future. Research can improve forest management, and lead to big gains in productivity – vital if we’re to meet the challenge of producing more on less land. Science can tell us the seedlings to select and the management techniques to use to optimize production according to the soil and the climate. This knowledge is particularly important when it comes to adapting to climate change – in the case of long-rotation tree species, we can’t do this reactively, but have to anticipate the effects of projected changes. Facts grounded in science can also help make the case for well-managed plantations in the right places. One area identified where more research is needed is around the issue of water. One of the most common criticisms of eucalyptus plantations is that they suck up water – but there’s limited evidence of their actual impact on water security and freshwater ecosystems. Better data could reduce water risks, reassure risk-averse investors and enable more constructive dialogue. NGP will be working with the IUFRO task force over the next two years, including at the 4th International Congress on Planted Forests in China in 2018 and the 2019 IUFRO Congress in Brazil.
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OPEN UP TO INFORMATION SHARING



NGP has always been a platform for sharing information. But the opportunities for doing so have been transformed over the last decade, and continue to multiply. Information and communication technology, from cloud computing to artificial intelligence, is evolving at a staggering pace. This opens up all sorts of possibilities for learning, connecting and collaborating – but it’s also easy to feel overwhelmed by information overload. So how can we make the most of these new developments? Adam Costanza from the Institute of Forest Biosciences introduced the concept of Open Forestry, and invited the NGP Encounter participants for a co-design session. The idea is to use big data, social networks and digital tools to inform, connect and empower people to do better forestry. Open Forestry will store and organize disparate forestry information (Microsoft has donated a cloud-based ‘data lake’ to hold it) and make it available to a global audience, and help connect people across the world throughout the forestry value chain. What could that mean in practice? It could mean any smallholder with a mobile phone accessing tools to improve their forest management. It could mean large forestry companies forming new collaborations with NGOs and local communities on a forest restoration project. It could mean members of the public helping to monitor forest health by uploading photos of diseased trees. And much, much more… It’s still early days for Open Forestry, and its success depend on people like you getting involved. Head along to openforestry.org to find out more.
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ADAPT TO A CHANGING CLIMATE



Though we can still prevent the worst consequences, some degree of climate change is inevitable – and this will have an impact on plantations over the coming decades. Knowing which trees to plant where will be crucial. Christophe Orazio, coordinator of the IUFRO taskforce and head of EFI Atlantic, highlighted an ongoing study where the same genetic material is being grown at 40 sites from Portugal to Scotland: this covers a gradient of 6°C, providing insights into the effects of projected temperature increases. Meanwhile, NGP participants are involved in testing eucalyptus clones with increased drought resistance. NGP could play a role in coordinating and sharing research like this. One of the most significant impacts of climate change is the likely increase, in frequency and severity, of forest fires; the deaths of 62 people in forest fires in Portugal the week before cast a shadow over the Encounter. It was widely agreed that more needs to be done to reduce the risk of fire. Prevention is key, and engaging with communities and smallholders is a critical part of this. Formal protocols and levels of alert should be developed for when fires do arise. (More on this subject during the next NGP study tour in November, where we’ll be travelling to Chile to see how plantations are being re-established in the wake of last summer’s catastrophic fires.)
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BUILD A BIGGER TENT



NGP was pleased to officially welcome The New Forests Company as its newest participant at the 2017 Encounter. With plantations in Uganda, Tanzania and Rwanda, The New Forests Company is NGP’s first East African participant, and we’re excited to see the NGP concept taking off in this important region. But while NGP remains open to companies and governments who share our vision and successfully complete WWF’s due diligence process, we don’t have grand ambitions to recruit more and more participants. What we do want to do, though, is to bring more people into the conversation: representatives from other forestry companies and value chain businesses, agriculture and other land uses, finance, local and national governments, academia, NGOs, civil society, communities, those who live in the landscape and from the land. NGP coordinator Luis Neves Silva spoke of the need to evolve as an “Ecosystem of Collaboration”, where organizations gravitate NGP, inspiring ideas and mobilizing collective action. Joint projects are currently being planned with like-minded organizations including The Forests Dialogue (on Tree Plantations in the Landscape), FSC (on their New Approaches Initiative on Smallholder Certification) and EcoAgriculture Partners (who run intensive learning workshops on landscape issues). It’s inspiring to look back on how NGP’s reach has grown over the last 10 years – and exciting to look ahead to the next 10…
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