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Submission on Knowledge Transfer Groups and Producer Groups
Comments on the proposed new forestry programme 2014- 2020
The membership of the forestry groups outlined above welcome the opportunity to make submissions on the
newest draft of the forestry development programme.
This submission will primarily focus on the support for the development of Producer Groups (Measure 8) and
for the establishment of Knowledge Transfer Groups (Measure 7) as outlined in the draft programme.

Measure 7: Knowledge transfer and Information Actions
In recent years, forest owners have been increasing contact with a number of organisations to avail of advice
and support. Some are already members of the IFA, ITGA and their local Producer Group. They may also go to
forestry events run by Teagasc and have periodic contact with the company that planted their land. Adding an
additional structure (KTG’s) will only complicate matters. This document argues that instead of having two
parallel groups, it would be better to have one strong structure. Knowledge Transfer Groups should be a subset of Producer Groups.

Sub section 5.7.2 of the draft programme paper proposes forming Knowledge Transfer Groups. For a number of
years Sheep, Beef and Dairy farmers can apply for a grant of up to €1,000 if they join similar groups123. These
schemes are considered very successful, and the development of Knowledge Transfer Groups in the Forest
Sector is a natural progression of this. However, it is important to highlight a number of fundamental
differences between forestry and other forms of agriculture.
-

Farmers spend less of their time involved in their forestry as compared to those who tend livestock
every day
The length of time it takes for a crop to grow is measured in decades, and the return from a single
harvest is a multiple of those from annual crops
The age profile of forest owners is relatively old and the majority are 1st generation forest owners
Many forestry owners contracted out the planting, management and development of their asset to a
private forestry company and their involvement in a producer organisation may be their first real
engagement with the sector

1

Dairy Efficiency Programme. www.agriculture.gov.ie/farmingsectors/dairy/dairyefficiencyprogramme/
Beef Technology Adoption Programme
www.agriculture.gov.ie/farmingsectors/beef/beeftechnologyadoptionprogramme/
3
Sheep Technology Adoption Programme.
www.agriculture.gov.ie/farmingsectors/sheepandgoats/sheeptechnologyadoptionprogramme2014/
2
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For these and other reasons, it is felt that forest owners will gain less from the kind of peer – to – peer advice
promoted in the Sheep, Beef and Dairy programmes. The structure of the proposed KTGs, and the role of the
group facilitators, must be carefully considered to ensure the optimum gain to forest owners.
Structure of Producer Groups
It is suggested that criteria be developed under which Producer Groups can join an approved list. These criteria
could be relatively simple, for example that each group has:
-

A formal constitution, with an elected Chairperson and Secretary
Over 50 members
Be limited to private forest owners with a minimum of 1 hectare of forestry. This is important so that
non forest owner or those working in the industry, but not owning forestry, are unable to dominate a
group.

Structure of Knowledge Transfer Groups
Each Producer Group should sub-divide their membership into groups of 15 – 20 members4, each of which
would be a Knowledge Transfer Group. Producer Groups with more than, say 5 Knowledge Transfer Groups,
should be required to differentiate on the areas of their members interest. For example a group may have
Knowledge Transfer Groups for their members that have:
-

Hardwood Forestry
A thinning group
Native woodlands
Plantations of different maturity

Joining a KTG
For the other schemes, farmers apply to a facilitator to become members of the group. It is recommended that
in the Forestry Scheme, farmers should first join the Producer Group before applying via the Producer Group to
become a member of a particular KTG. The importance of this is that the control should remain with the forest
owners and not the facilitator.
Group Facilitators
The consultation paper proposes that group facilitators be trained to a FETAC-accredited standard. Group
facilitators in other farming schemes attended a 2 day FETAC course and if this is the only criteria it is not
sufficient. As explained previously, the peer-to-peer learning within the groups may be limited. For this reason
it is recommended that groups have access to a registered forester to engage with timber producers for
specific training and management planning.
As owners attend KTG meetings they will build a relationship with the group facilitator. If the facilitator can also
operate as a registered Forester this would be efficient for the producer organisations. However this will only
work if the Producer Groups has develop a robust commercial structure. Requiring group to have access
registered Foresters will result in significantly more timber coming to market and this should be supported
through the Forestry Development Programme.
Choosing Group Facilitators
Groups Facilitators, as described above, should be invited to apply to the Producer Group to act as a facilitator
to one, or a number, of the Producer Groups KTGs. It is important that the members of the Producer Group
4

For comparison, the beef discussion group scheme rules recommend that each group have a maximum of 20 members.
Point 4, Page 3 of the Terms & Conditions.
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have the ability to choose, and if necessary replace, the group facilitator. This is an important distinction from
other discussion groups, where the facilitator is often the main driver.
Group Meetings
It is suggested that owners be required to attend 4 meetings per year. This is welcome. However owners also
need targeted advice. It is suggested that each owner may be required to have a one hour face to face meeting
with the group facilitator each year. The facilitator should prepare a brief report for the owner after this
meeting.
Conditions under which Owners should receive assistance to join Groups
The draft programme proposes that owners would complete a KTG programme over a two year period. A two
year period is not considered adequate and a smaller number of owners should be supported for a longer
space of time. This could be done by limiting KTGs to owners who are thinning, or are about to thin, their
forestry. Alternatively, KTG’s that focus on afforestation could be limited to a single meeting per year and
members of these groups receive a smaller contribution.
This could be further facilitated by ensuring part of the grant producers receive for participating in a KTG, a
portion of this grant aid should be paid back to their producer group for the organisation of training and other
services to them.
KTGs should be constructed in such a way that owners who are ineligible for funding should be able to join at
their own cost.
Sharing information within the Producer Group
A particular challenge of harvesting private sector timber is the relatively small size of plantations. Some
Producer Groups have successfully clustered and harvested thinning’s and this approach should be
encouraged. To enable this, members of KTG’s should be encouraged, but not obliged, to share summary
information about their forestry with the producer group.
Targeted Training and Advisory Services
Sections 5.7.4 and 5.7.5 of the consultation paper proposes that Target Training and Advisory Services be
provided to forest holders. The former will be through accredited training organisation and the latter primarily
by Teagasc (who currently provide an excellent service to Forest Owners).
If this Forestry Programme wishes to develop Knowledge Transfer and Producer Groups, the training and
advisory services should also be channelled, or co-ordinated, through the groups. To maximise the effect of
these services and increase the efficiencies of the producer groups, it is important that contact with owners is
concentrated through these groups.

Measure 8: Setting up of Producer Groups
In September 2012, Teagasc published a booklet listing 26 Forest Owner Groups (Producer Groups) in Ireland.
Of the 10 groups within this booklet that list their membership numbers, 8 have between 50 and 120
members. However if support is provided by the Forest Service, it is likely that the average membership will
grow.
Support for Producer Groups
The establishment of producer groups are integral to the future development of the forestry sector in Ireland.
However once producer groups are established as legal entities, support should not stop there as is suggested
in 5.8.3
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A legal entity does not infer that the group is gone beyond ‘start-up’ stage. The complexities involved in
organising the governance and personnel of producer groups means that once the legal entity is in place, in
reality, it could take years for the entity to be a sustainable commercial entity.
Understanding that the programme requires that any supports available need to have limits in order to ensure
that funding available is directed towards those who need it most, this paper maintains that a ‘start-up’ should
be defined as follows:
1) a producer group less than 7 years since it registered as a legal entity
Or
2) an organisation which can show on its balance sheet that it is not making sufficient profits to pay out to
it directors/members
At present, the existing groups are not sustainable, profitable entities. They are highly dependent on voluntary
effort on their members to ensure smooth running of business and also from support through Teagasc and
LEADER. Should these groups be overlooked for support due to the fact that they were the first to
constructively develop their sector, this would be detrimental for the development of other producer groups.
Need for establishment of producer groups
Growers need individual and targeted advice if they are to apply for grant schemes, comply with legislative
requirements and generally organise to mobilise their timber resource. It is unrealistic to expect an owner
thinning their first plantation to complete harvesting plans or site hazard maps, both of which are legal
requirements. It is important that owners have a go-to person for forestry advice, and unfortunately this is
becoming diluted by the range of services on offer. Amalgamating the KTG’s with existing Producer Groups,
and funnelling advisory services through this structure, would make it easier for owners to engage with the
range of services on offer and also easier for the Department of Agriculture and other state agencies to engage
with forestry growers.
A large number of private owners have timber that is ready to be thinned but are not doing anything. If Ireland
is to reach a round wood supply of 7 to 8 million cubic meters / annum as detailed in the recently published
document “Forests, Products and People”, then a game changer is needed within the private forest industry.
Other European countries have a stronger history of both forestry and forest owner (producer) groups. A 2008
report by the Confederation of European Forest Owners (www.cepf-eu.org) shows that in several countries
over 20% of the harvested timber comes from Producer Groups. Currently less than 10,000 tonnes/year, or
significantly less than half a percent, of Irish timber is harvested by Producer Groups.
The recent rise in Irish Producer Groups shows an appetite for an alternative option which mirrors the trend
across Europe. However, in other European countries the groups provide a significantly wider range of services
than those in Ireland. The Irish groups are in their infancy and are not yet bringing significant levels of timber
to market. The careful development of sustainable and commercial Irish Producer Groups could result in very
significant volumes of timber coming to market.
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