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Target Audience

This course on forestry and the environment is for 
forestry and environmental undergraduates who 
wish to gain an understanding of the importance of 
the Irish forestry and forest products sector. 

Course Objectives

The aim of this CPD course on Irish forests and the 
environment includes that those undertaking this 
course gain an understanding of the role of Irish 
forests including its ecological, economic and social 
importance.
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History & Current 
State of Irish Forests

MODULE 1

The module outlines the historical context 

and current state of Irish the Irish forestry 

sector.



Module Overview

Module 1: History

Á A brief history of the Irish forestry sector.

Á An overview of the Irish forest products sector.

Á An introduction to the multiple use of Irish 

forests.

ÁWhat is the development potential of the 

sector? 



What Are Forests?

Module 1:  History

Á'J=D9F<ӐK ,9LAGF9D $GJ=KL 'FN=FLGJQ Ӧ,$'ӧ <=>AF=K

forests as: 

Á land with a minimum area of 0.1 ha, 

Á trees 5 m or higher, 

Á having a minimum width of 20 m , 

Á and a tree canopy cover of 20% or more 

within the forest boundary; 

Á or trees able to reach these thresholds in 

situ. 



A Brief History of Irish Forests (1904-2024)

Module 1:  History

Á In 1904, Avondale House, Rathdrum, Co 

Wicklow, the former home of Charles 

Stewart Parnell was opened as a forestry 

school. 

Á Up to 1980, afforestation was primarily 

undertaken by the State sector. 

Á Coillte was founded in 1989.

Á From 1990-date, afforestation has been 

primarily by the private sector , mainly by 

farmers.

Fig. Avondale House, Co Wicklow



A Brief History of Irish Forests (1904-2024)

Module 1:  History

Á In 2024, there were 24,000 private forest 

owners in Ireland. 

Á 11.6% of Ireland  is under forest with 

Irish forest cover at 809,000 hectares (ha).

Á The average farm forest size is 8 hectares 

(ha).

Á The Irish government wish to increase 

Irish forest cover to 18% by 2050.

Fig. Killarney National Park, Co Kerry



Irish Native Woodlands

Module 1:  History

Á Over a period of centuries, the clearance of 

woodland for agricultural use and over-

exploitation of the forest for timber harvest has 

J=<M;=< 'J=D9F<ӐK GF;= =PL=FKAN= F9LAN=

woodlands to the remnants we see today. 

Á Irish native woodlands are largely located in 

Wicklow and in Killarney, Co Kerry.

Á Thesenativewoodlands are mostly 

broadleaved with oak, ash, alder and birch 

being the dominant tree species.

Fig. Killarney National Park, Co Kerry
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Module 1:  History

Á'J=D9F<ӐK >GJ=KL ;GN=JӅ 9L BMKL GN=J11.6% of the 

land area, is among the lowest in Europe. 

Á Over the period 1973-2022, the area of 

privately -owned forests in Ireland has 

increased from 81,958 hectares (ha) in 1973 to 

412,680 ha in 2022.

Á Over the same period, the area of State-owned 

forest area has also significantly increased from 

242,056 ha to 396,168 ha. 
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Module 1:  History

Á Ireland has the lowest forest cover  of all 

European countries (EU27).

Á In 2022, Ireland had a forest cover of 11.6% 

compared to an EU-27 average of 42%. 

Fig. Image description



Improving Management

Module 1:  History

Á Sitka spruce is the predominant species used 

in Irish forestry. 

Á It has proven itself as one of the most 

productive coniferous species grown in 

Ireland.

 

Á K KM;@Ӆ AL @9K :=;GE= L@= AF<MKLJQӐK E9AFKL9Q

in terms of timber processing and end-use 

markets . 

Fig. Sitka spruce, Co Wicklow



Forest Certification

Module 1:  History

Á!GADDL=ӐK >GJ=KL =KL9L= AK <M9D ;=JLA>A=< :Q L@=

Forestry Stewardship Council (FSC) and by 

the Programme for the Endorsement of 

Forest Certification (PEFC).

Á Both FSC and PEFC certifications are 

independent  of the forest owner.

Á&GO=N=JӅ GFDQ 9 DAEAL=< 9J=9 G> 'J=D9F<ӐK HJAN9L=

forest estate is independently certified.

Fig. Image description



Coillte

Module 1:  History

Á!GADDL= AK 'J=D9F<ӐKlargest commercial forestry 

company.  Since its establishment in 1989, it 

has grown its forest and land estate to over 

440,000 hectares. 

Á It operates three businesses: a core forestry 

business, Medite Smartply (a wood-based panel 

manufacturing business), and a land solutions 

business.

Á Up to 20% of the Coillte forest estate is 

managed for biodiversity .

Fig. Timber harvesting in a Coillte forest





Private Forest Estate

Module 1:  History

Á Since 1990, afforestation in Ireland has been 

dominated by the private sector , notably by 

farmers .

Á Virtually all of the forecast increase in 

roundwood harvest to 2030 will come from the 

private forest sector.

Á Teagasc and the IFA provide forestry advice 

and support for the farm forestry sector, as do a 

range of forest management companies.

Fig. Glencree Valley, Co Wicklow



Irish Timber Processors

Module 1:  History

Á In 2023, 4.25 million cubic metres of 

roundwood was harvested from Irish forests 

(CSO).

Á The majority of the sawlog which is harvested in 

Ireland is processed into sawn timber by eight 

sawmills . 

Á Pulpwood and sawmill residues are used to 

produce wood based panels (WBP). 



Irish Sawmills

Module 1:  History

Á Irish sawmills are sustainable, modern and 

efficient , producing sawn timber for 

construction, fencing and packaging markets.

Á Sawn softwood is the primary product 

produced by Irish sawmills.

ÁMore than 60% of this output is exported to 

the UK.

Fig. Sawn softwood used in construction



Wood-based Panel Producers

Module 1:  History

Á Three manufacturers of wood-based panels 

(WBP) operate in Ireland.

Á These produce door skins, medium density 

fibreboard (MDF) and oriented strand board 

(OSB). This is largely for export .

Á Pulpwood and sawmill residues are the 

primary raw materials which are used to 

produce WBP.

Á The key export markets are the UK and the 

Benelux countries.

Fig. Smartply export



Key Market: The UK

Module 1:  History

Á The UK is the key market for Irish forest 

product exports. 

Á In 2023 99% of the sawn timber exported from 

the Republic of Ireland, and 65% of the wood-

based panels which was exported from the  

Republic of Ireland were sold in the UK. 

Fig. Harvesting roundwood 



Multiple Use of Forests

Module 1:  History

Á Forests have multiple uses including timber 

production, wood biomass energy, 

employment, recreation and the mitigation of 

climate change.

Á Forests have never been more important. They 

help tackle climate change, supply 

sustainable wood products  to help build our 

homes, provide valuable habitats for wildlife , 

and offer places for people to visit and enjoy 

that add to our health and wellbeing . 

Fig. Irish forests offer many benefits



Economic Output

Module 1:  History

Á Irish forests provide 9,000 jobs, largely in rural 

Ireland.

Á In 2018, it is estimated that this this generated 

an income of ỀҐӄґ :ADDAGF.

Fig. Forest manager



Wood-biomass Energy

Module 1:  History

Á In 2018, 40% of the wood fibre used in Ireland 

was for the production of wood-biomass 

energy.

Á 1.6 M cubic metres (m3) of wood fibre was 

used to produce 11,460 terajoules (TJ) of 

wood-biomass energy.

Á This generated greenhouse gas (GHG) savings of  

0.88 M tonnes of carbon dioxide (CO2).

Fig. Biomass power plant



Why Use Forest Products?

Module 1:  History

Á The reasons for using forest products include: 

V They act as a carbon sink, thus reducing 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 

V Unlike other building material which are in 

common use, forest products are 

renewable, re-usable and recyclable

VMoreover, wood is strong, flexible and 

lightweight  to use 

Fig. Timber is a versatile construction product



Who Regulates Forest Policy?

Module 1:  History

Á The Forest Service, Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) is 

responsible for implementing national forest 

policy in Ireland. 

Á Sustainable forest management (SFM) is 

heavily featured in all aspects of this current 

strategy.

Fig. A roundwood harvest in an Irish Sitka spruce forest



Afforestation Assessment

Module 1:  History

Á In assessing an application for afforestation, 

DAFM considers its potential impacts across a 

range of issues and sensitivities. 

Á These include the impacts on water courses and 

on sensitive habitats and ecosystems.

Á It then applies the necessary procedures 

regarding the appropriate assessment and 

which environmental impact assessment 

(EIA) is required.

Fig. A mixed forest in Kenmare, Co Kerry



Forest Ecology

Module 1:  History

Á In Ireland, sensitive habitats are subject to 

strong regulation .

Á Conservation areas include:

V Special Areas of Conservation (SAC)

V Special Protection Areas (SPA)

V Natural Heritage Areas (NHA)

V Proposed Natural Heritage Areas (pNHAs)

Fig. The hen harrier



EU Forestry Policy

Module 1:  History

Á Thenew EU forest strategy for 2030is one of the 

flagship initiatives of theEuropean Green 

Dealand builds on theEU biodiversity 

strategy for 2030.

Á The strategy will contribute to achieving the 

#3ӐK :AG<AN=JKALQ G:B=;LAN=K 9K O=DD 9K

greenhouse gas (GHG) emission reduction 

target of at least 55% by 2030 and climate 

neutrality by 2050 . 

Fig. Timber harvest



What is the EUDR?

Module 1:  History

Á EUDR stands for the European Union 

Deforestation Regulation . This is a legislative 

framework adopted by the European Union 

(EU). 

Á It aims to prevent  deforestation and forest 

degradation  which is associated with the 

production and trade of certain commodities. 

Á The regulation seeks to ensure that products 

sold in the EU market do not contribute to 

deforestation  worldwide.

Fig. Forklift carrying sawn timber



What % of Ireland is under forest?

Knowledge Check

Who regulates Irish forest policy?

Å 20%

Å 5%

Å 11.6%

Å 18%

Å Coillte

Å Department of Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine (DAFM)

Å Department of the Environment

Å The Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA)

Module 1: History
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Forests and the 
Environment

MODULE 2

An overview of the environmental threats to 

forests and the environmental benefits of 

forests.


