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The title of the yearbook is apposite as it makes the link 
between the forest and the product while illustrating the 
interdependency of the forestry and forest products sector. 
Timber is the ideal ecological building material. It sequesters 
carbon, is renewable and biodiverse, so why is it still not an 
equal partner to our masonry building culture?  Ireland's mild 
climate is ideal for growing timber.  Many species grow three 
times faster here than in Scandinavia. 
 
At the beginning of the 1900s,  prior to Irish Independence, 
we had just 1% forest cover. Through various government 
initiatives we have now attained  11% forest cover. In addition, 
this rural based forestry related industry contributes an 
annual value of €2.2 billion to the Irish economy.  Since the 
1990s some 23,000 landowners – mainly farmers – have 
availed of forestry  grants but recently the goal of  reaching 
18% forest cover by 2050 has stalled.  The problem varies in 
different parts of the country as do the reasons.  
 
Some people feel that forestry is displacing people  and 
therefore they oppose it on social grounds even though it 
creates much needed jobs in rural Ireland.  There is a cohort 
of people who oppose specific coniferous species such as 
Sitka spruce, which is a very adaptable tree and will grow in 
poor ground where other species will not. My resolution 
motto is "the right tree in the right place," an approach that 
would match ecological, microclimate, economic and societal 
needs. 
 
The licencing system could surely be simplified. Other 
countries have a much simpler process where a single  licence 
provides  for planting, access and tree felling to cover the 
forest rotation. This would avoid delays in felling licences and 
ensure security of timber supply, which is essential in 
achieving a sustainable forestry and forest products sector 
including a viable sawmilling industry.  
 
The story of Ireland's sawmills is impressive.  When I 
returned from Canada in the 1980s and worked on the 
innovative first phase of Killykeen Forest Park – which 
featured the experimental use of  six Irish grown timber 
species – the country had some 120 sawmills. None of these 
had combined drying and mechanical stress grading facilities. 
Today Irish sawmills have been rationalised and automated 
to compete successfully with their European counterparts. 
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Now, we have unified European timber standards for timber 
quality, structural grading and preservation. 
 
The EU Green Agenda will support further developments in 
timber use from seed to sawdust, and from Green 
Procurement to carbon capture. From traditional craft to 
prefabrication, and from veneers to laminated timber, wood 
has shown itself to be a natural, authentic and ecological 
material with great versatility. The long history of wood 
through  human use means it has a special meaning for us, 
which is beyond most other materials. 
 
 Technological developments will continue apace. Ireland is a 
major exporter not only of sawn timber but medium density 
fibreboard (MDF) and oriented strandboard (OSB). 
 
Engineered wood products, including cross laminated timber 
(CLT) and glulam will continue to evolve with digital 
technology. Taller buildings in timber will become possible 
with structural and fire engineering developments. In the 
meantime, a combination of concrete, steel and timber seems 
the best way forward. Evolution not revolution is the best 
way to advance an Irish wood culture.  
 
The much needed circular economy must be matched by a 
sustainable wood chain. Forests can contribute to Ireland's 
climate change mitigation actions in the reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions, as well as developing a sustainable 
timber industry.  
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