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Executive Summary 
The National Forest Company (NFC) leads the creation, management and delivery of the 
vision for a National Forest which will, through the creation of a large scale forested 
landscape, ultimately deliver: economic growth, more resilient ecosystems, the restoration 
of old mining areas, a market for wood products, a new visitor destination, climate change 
adaptation and mitigation and improved health, quality of life and social cohesion.  

The NFC’s work plays an important part in realising the objectives of the Government’s 
Forestry and Woodlands Policy Statement (2013) – ‘protecting, improving and expanding’ 
with its emphasis on economic growth and creating a woodland culture. The Review found 
that NFC is highly valued for its record of delivering government priorities and is well 
respected by its partners.  

The conclusion of the Review is that the functions of the NFC are still necessary, 
that NFC remains the right body for delivering them and that the NFC should remain 
an NDPB.   

Looking ahead, the Government and the NFC share a long term aim of a staged 
progression towards independence of the NFC from Government. This would see a viable 
and sustainable organisation passed from Government into the third sector and enable 
innovation and enterprise to be pursued with greater freedom. 

The NFC should work towards independence from Government by 2024. The NFC’s 
new 10-year strategy (2014-24) should set out how the company will move towards 
independence.  

To support the move towards independence, the NFC should set out how it will increase 
the use of wider funding sources. Two actions which might support that are further 
integration with the National Forest Charitable Trust (NFCT), including a possible merger, 
and taking on charitable status. 

- The NFC is currently undertaking work on the detailed legal, financial and other 
implications of the option of possible integration with the NFCT, with a merged body 
taking on charitable status. A merger clearly raises issues about risks, liabilities and 
income, both for the NFC and Defra. If, on assessing the risks and opportunities, it 
is decided that integration with the NFCT is not to be pursued, the NFC should 
pursue more effective working arrangements with NFCT in order to realise 
economies and enhanced delivery. 

- Regardless of the final decision on integration with the NFCT, the NFC should 
consider whether it takes on charitable status. Charitable status should improve the 
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Company’s ability to draw in a wider range of funding sources as it moves towards 
independence.    

The NFC and Defra should agree a decision on possible integration with the NFCT 
and charitable status once further work has been carried out. This should be 
announced next year, ahead of publication of their new 10-year strategy.   

Other key conclusions of the Review are that: 

• The NFC should develop a renewed vision and objectives for The National 
Forest as part of its new strategy, to be published by summer 2014.   
 

• Before the strategy mid-point of 2019, the NFC should revisit whether the 
original (1994) aim of ‘approximately a third’ forest cover remains valid in 
view of changed circumstances over the last 20 years. This will enable the NFC 
to set out how much more forest creation is appropriate based on national research 
to support the implementation of the Natural Environment White Paper. 

 

• The NFC should further explore opportunities to disseminate experience and 
carry out further work to value the benefits of The National Forest.  

 

• NFC should ensure that there is sufficient local representation in the NFC’s 
governance processes and that its future governance structures are as 
effective as possible. 

 
The Review team worked closely with the leadership and staff of NFC and is grateful for 
the invaluable support and information they have provided.  
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Summary of Conclusions 
• The functions of the NFC should continue. 

• The NFC should develop a renewed vision and objectives for The National Forest 
as part of its new strategy, to be published by Summer 2014.   

• By the strategy mid-point of 2019, the NFC should revisit whether the original 
(1994) aim of ‘approximately a third’ forest cover remains valid in view of changed 
circumstances over the last 20 years. 

• The NFC should further explore opportunities to disseminate experience and carry 
out further work to value the benefits of The National Forest.  

• The NFC should remain an NDPB but it should increase the use of wider funding 
sources with the long term aim of a staged progression towards independence of 
the NFC from Government.  

• The NFC’s new strategy should set out how the company will move to that new 
model, with the aim of the NFC being independent of government by 2024.   

• The NFC should continue to explore further integration with the National Forest 
Charitable Trust (NFCT) and the potential to take on charitable status. 

• The NFC should consider whether it takes on charitable status, regardless of the 
final decision on integration with the NFCT.  

• The NFC will agree a conclusion with Defra on possible integration with the NFCT 
and charitable status over the coming months and announce the conclusion in 2014 
to tie in with the publication of their new strategy. 

• NFC should ensure that there is sufficient local representation in the NFC’s 
governance processes and that its future governance structures are as effective as 
possible.  
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Introduction and purpose of the Review 
 

1. In April 2011 Cabinet Office announced that all Non Departmental Public Bodies 
(NDPBs) would undergo a substantive review at least once every three years. These 
triennial reviews have two purposes: 

a. To provide a robust challenge to the continuing need for individual NDPBs – 
both their function and their form; and 

b. Where it is agreed that a body should remain as an NDPB, to review the 
control and governance arrangements in place to ensure that the body is 
complying with recognised principles of good corporate governance. 

2. Triennial Reviews are carried out in line with Cabinet Office “Guidance on Reviews of 
Non Departmental Public Bodies” (2011)1. This guidance states that reviews should be 
proportionate, timely, challenging, inclusive, transparent and value for money.  

3. This Review of the National Forest Company was announced by David Heath, Minister 
of State for Agriculture and Food, by Written Ministerial Statement on 12th July 2013. 

Process 
4. The Terms of Reference for the Review are at Annex C. The Review was undertaken 

by a Triennial Review team within Defra, overseen by Defra’s Triennial Review 
Steering Group.   

5. Key stakeholders were consulted directly using a questionnaire with the option of a 
conversation with the Review team.  The Review was also flagged on the Government 
and NFC websites, inviting other interested parties to contribute views to the Review 
team. Wider evidence gathering included discussions with relevant policy teams within 
Defra and other government departments and a review of background literature.  

6. The list of stakeholders who responded to the questionnaire, and a summary of their 
responses is at Annex B.  These responses have also fed in to the development of the 
conclusions of this Review. 

 
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/230191/Cabinet-Office-
Guidance-on-Reviews-of-Non-Departmental-Public-Bodies.pdf

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/230191/Cabinet-Office-Guidance-on-Reviews-of-Non-Departmental-Public-Bodies.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/230191/Cabinet-Office-Guidance-on-Reviews-of-Non-Departmental-Public-Bodies.pdf
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Background to the National Forest Company 
7. The National Forest was established in 1994 with cross party support. The National 

Forest Company (NFC) was set up in 1995 as an NDPB – the Company is not 
established in statute. The vision has been for the NFC to lead the creation, 
management and evolution of a National Forest which will, through the creation of a 
large scale forested landscape, ultimately deliver: economic growth, more resilient 
ecosystems, the restoration of old mining areas, a market for wood products, a new 
visitor destination, climate change adaptation and mitigation and improved health, 
quality of life and social cohesion. The original (1994) aim of ‘approximately a third’ 
forest cover currently remains in place.  

8. The NFC has 17 FTE and works through partnerships with landowners, public, private 
and voluntary organisations and local communities to deliver the shared vision for the 
Forest. Grant in aid from Defra of around £3m is supplemented by business 
sponsorship and other funds (around £1m last year). The main delivery model for the 
creation of the Forest is grant funding to private owners, supplemented by strategic 
land acquisition and planting gained through the planning system.  

9. The Company works closely with the National Forest Charitable Trust (NFCT).  The 
Trust was set up in 1998 and its aim is to transform dereliction at the heart of the 
National Forest and create environmental, educational and recreational facilities.  
Further information on the history of The National Forest and the Company are in 
Annex D.  Further information about the Trust is at Annex E.  
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Review Findings 

Assessment of NFC’s functions 
10. The NFC’s key functions are the creation and management of The National Forest to 

deliver the vision for the Forest. To assess whether the NFC’s functions should 
continue, this Triennial Review considered both key prior assessments of the delivery 
of the National Forest Company functions (see Annex F) and views obtained from 
external stakeholders and Defra policy teams during the Review.   

11. The original aims of the NFC were set out in the National Forest Vision (1994) and 
informed the 1994-2004 Strategy. In 2003 an (independently verified) audit of that first 
strategy assessed whether activities and targets were still relevant and the findings 
were incorporated into the 2004-2014 Strategy.  A mid-strategy review in 2009 found 
widespread endorsement of the strategy, which was refreshed in the Delivery Plan 
2009-2014. The NFC is due to update its strategy early in 2014 to run to 2024.  

12. In 2010 the Environment, Food & Rural Affairs Committee looked at whether there was 
a need for the National Forest Company to deliver The National Forest.  They firmly 
endorsed the continuation of the NFC and the need for continued Government funding 
of it. In response to this report, Defra produced an economic assessment of the Forest 
in 2010 which demonstrated the clear value of the Forest in delivering across 
government priorities including recreation, carbon sequestration, regeneration, 
landscape and biodiversity. 

13. In 2010 the National Forest Company was also considered as part of the cross-
Government Review of Arm’s Length Bodies.  The conclusion from that Review was 
that the NFC should be retained as an NDPB on the grounds that it performed a 
technical function which should remain independent of government. 

14. The evidence gathered in this Review has re-affirmed the conclusions of previous 
reviews of the NFC. Responses from stakeholders demonstrated that the NFC is 
highly valued for its record of delivering government priorities and is well respected by 
its partners. There was a very clear view from consultation that the NFC’s role in 
establishing strong relationships with many partners to deliver its range of objectives 
has been vital in the progress achieved to date. 

15. Many stressed the need for the continued role of the NFC to maintain momentum and 
ensure that the long term aims for The National Forest are achieved.  The importance 
of a ‘truly sustainable landscape scale project’ was stressed, with the need for 
continued objectives across a wide agenda including economic growth, woodland 
culture and habitat networks (in line with the Lawton Report). This on-going delivery of 

http://www.nationalforest.org/document/reports/delivery_plan.pdf
http://www.nationalforest.org/document/reports/delivery_plan.pdf
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the key functions is fully aligned to the objectives of the Government’s Woodlands 
Policy Statement (2013) – ‘protecting, improving and expanding’ woodlands.   

16. This Review found that NFC’s key functions of creating and managing The National 
Forest are fully aligned with Government priorities and are important in delivering 
government objectives, including economic growth and regeneration, woodland 
creation, health and other social objectives, public amenity and landscape scale 
environmental objectives.  

Conclusion 1: The functions of the NFC should continue 

17. It is important that the NFC continues to ensure that it is working towards a clear vision 
for the “finished” National Forest landscape. This vision should be supported by the 
most up to date evidence base and ensure that the benefits from investment to date 
are maximised.  

18. The Review recommends that the NFC sets out a clear renewed vision in its next 10 
year strategy which is underpinned by clear aims and objectives which are aligned 
with government priorities and deliverable over the next strategy period. 

Conclusion 2: The NFC should develop a renewed vision and objectives for The 
National Forest as part of its new strategy, to be published by Summer 2014.   

19. NFC is currently participating in national research to support implementation of the 
Natural Environment White Paper - influenced by the Lawton Report Making Space for 
Nature (2010).2 That research will not be completed in time to fully inform the 
forthcoming NFC strategy renewal.  However the NFC should clearly articulate its long 
term vision for the Forest in the new strategy and then update how it will be delivered 
as new evidence becomes available.  

20. By the strategy mid-point of 2019 the results of the research should be reflected in a 
renewed strategy which should include: 

• How much more forest creation is appropriate. The NFC should revisit whether the 
original (1994) aim of  ‘approximately a third’  forest cover remains valid in view of 
changed circumstances over the last 20 years; 

• What new creation should consist of,  including the balance of woodland and other 
habitats and where it should be targeted for the best delivery of government 
objectives; 

• NFC activity, with partners, to deliver the vision.   

 
2 Making Space for Nature (Lawton et al, 2010) discusses potential for areas of the country where the opportunities and 
benefits for the whole ecological network justify focused efforts on a large scale. This ambition was reflected in the white 
paper The Natural Choice: securing the value of nature (Defra, 2011), which established Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs) to 
restore and connect nature “on a significant scale”. 
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• In the meantime annual business plans agreed with Defra ministers will ensure that 
delivery continues in line with the renewed vision. 

Conclusion 3: By the strategy mid-point of 2019, the NFC should revisit whether 
the original (1994) aim of ‘approximately a third’ forest cover remains valid in 
view of changed circumstances over the last 20 years. 

21. The NFC also has an important role in disseminating experience and assessing the 
benefits of forest creation.  

22. The 2010 Environment, Food & Rural Affairs Committee3 said there was a need for a 
systematic approach to disseminating the NFC’s experiences so that lessons can be 
used across England. Some contributors to this Review also noted the value of the 
NFC as a source of evidence and best practice across areas including woodland and 
wider habitat creation and management, partnership working, local engagement and 
local enterprise, and tourism partnership work. The NFC has done some work on 
disseminating experience - for example with Nature Improvement Areas and in a 
transnational project on green infrastructure. The NFC plans further activity to share 
best practice around large scale habitat restoration and is exploring the possibility of 
generating additional funds to do this.  Intentions in this area should be included in the 
new strategy.   

23. The Government Forestry and Woodlands Policy Statement wants to: ‘Encourage, 
where appropriate, local government and Local Enterprise Partnerships to take 
advantage of the opportunities provided by Government policies to realise the potential 
of local woodland assets’. It was commented during this Review that in order for this to 
succeed, there needs to be clear evidence of the role of trees and woods in creating 
jobs and underpinning local economic growth, and that the NFC could play a useful 
role in demonstrating this. NFC plays a full part in its Local Enterprise Partnerships 
and Local Nature Partnerships and this should continue.  

24. The Government Forestry Policy Statement included: ‘Woodlands have value across 
many sectors of the economy and society. We are supporting further work to assess 
these values to explore new ways of enabling the outputs of woodlands to be 
recognised and valued in markets’.   It was commented during this review that NFC 
should engage more directly with the developing ecosystems services approach to 
valuing the social and environmental benefits of woodlands. 

25. The NFC should continue to provide key assessments of the benefits of multipurpose 
forestry. This includes the sustainable development impacts, economic, social and 
environmental, and the adoption of ecosystems services modelling. Defra and the 
NFC began assessing the value of the ecosystem services provided by The National 
Forest in 2010 in the eftec study ‘Initial Assessment of the Costs and Benefits of the 

 
3 House of Commons EFRA Committee Report: The National Forest (2010).  HC281.  Page 19 
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National Forest’.4 The NFC should continue to contribute to forestry ecosystem service 
valuation using the Forest as a case study of appropriate methodologies. The NFC is 
linked into Grown in Britain’s piloting of the woodland ecosystem CSR framework, 
which draws on the Forestry Commission GB study of how the social and 
environmental benefits of woodland creation projects can be measured. NFC could 
also link to a further Forestry Commission study assessing the scale and viability of 
forest ecosystem service markets. 

Conclusion 4: The NFC should further explore opportunities to disseminate 
experience and carry out further work to value the benefits of The National 
Forest.  

Assessment of alternative delivery models 
26. This Review considered the full range of alternative delivery models set out in Triennial 

Review guidance for delivery of the NFC’s functions, with a key focus on the next few 
years but also looking to the longer term.  These are set out in Annex H.  Some of 
these were quickly rejected as not appropriate to the Government’s objectives for the 
National Forest but a more detailed assessment was made of the most viable options 
for future delivery of the National Forest, including consideration of the NFC’s 
relationship with the National Forest Charitable Trust (NFCT).  

27. Consideration was given to bringing the functions in house.  However, people who 
responded to this Review stressed that the strong relationships and partnerships 
which NFC has built up with landowners and a range of other partners are vital for 
effective delivery.  The Review determines that it is very likely those would be lost or 
negatively impacted by bringing activity in house.  The Review also considers that 
keeping the NFC outside of central government is sensible given the proposed 
direction of travel: that over time the NFC should increase its external revenue sources 
with a view to moving out of government control entirely. 

28. Another option explored was the possibility of transferring NFC’s functions to local 
authorities.  However, The National Forest covers a number of local authority areas 
and many of those who responded to this Review stressed the value of the NFC 
delivery model in providing a focused strategic approach across the Forest.  A number 
were concerned that passing responsibility for National Forest delivery on to local 
authorities would see resources diverted into other local authority priorities.  Therefore, 
the Review discounted this option and determined that there is benefit retaining an 
organisation capable of working across local authority boundaries to develop the 
Forest as a whole. 

29. The appropriateness of merging the NFC with other bodies was also considered.  The 
Review determined that the Forestry Commission, Natural England and others outside 

 
4 http://www.nationalforest.org/document/research/eftec_analysis.pdf  

http://www.nationalforest.org/document/research/eftec_analysis.pdf
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government could each deliver some NFC objectives, but none of them has the 
expertise to deliver across them all.  It is also clear that the NFC’s focussed local 
engagement, deep local knowledge and a strong sense of being solely for the National 
Forest carries significant influence with stakeholders and secures buy-in to the mission 
which a national body with a wide expanse of responsibility might not. 

30. It might be possible for the new body that is being proposed to manage the public 
forest estate, Public Forest Estate Management Organisation (PFE MO), to take on 
the management of The National Forest in the long run with a suitably managed 
transition.  However, the PFE MO’s powers and duties will primarily be framed around 
its direct management responsibility for the public estate in its care.  The NFC is not 
primarily an estate owner in achieving its mission and so has a very different delivery 
approach.  Such a transition could also risk significant loss of momentum as the new 
body establishes itself.  Therefore, the Review discounted this option at this time. 

Assessment against the Government’s three tests 

31. The Review considered whether the body passes at least one of the Government’s 
“three tests” which are required to be met by NDPBs: 

• is this a technical function which needs external expertise to deliver; 

• is this a function which needs to be delivered with absolute political impartiality; 
and/or 

• is this a function which needs to be delivered independently of Ministers to establish 
facts or figures with integrity. 

32. Our conclusion is that the NFC’s functions are technical - they require external 
expertise to deliver them effectively. Defra does not have the expertise to deliver 
NFC’s functions and bringing the activities into central government would have serious 
impacts on delivery. 

33. At this stage the National Forest Company should remain as an NDPB to ensure 
appropriate accountability for government spending.  However as the NFC moves to a 
sustainable long term model there will be a change in the balance of government to 
other sources of funding. Government will keep under review what organisational form 
is most appropriate, taking into account the balance of funding sources and the 
necessary accountability of the future delivery body to government and other parties.     

Conclusion – That the NFC should remain an NDPB 

The long term future of the NFC 

34. Although this Review concludes that the NDPB model is the most appropriate one at 
this stage, further work is required on the best model for sustainable long term delivery 
of The National Forest. In the longer term, the role of the NFC will shift much more 
from forest creation to forest management as the National Forest gets closer to its 



 

11 

‘finished’ landscape. The Government also faces continued fiscal constraints and must 
seek opportunities to deliver environmental priorities in different ways. 

35. In the long term, Government and the NFC share the aim of a staged progression 
towards independence of the Company from Government. This would see a viable and 
sustainable organisation passed from Government into the third sector and enable 
innovation and enterprise to be pursued with greater freedom.  

36. The pace of the progression will depend on three key things:  

(1) The findings of research over the next few years on what level and kind of forest 
creation is further needed to create a resilient landscape and ecosystem, making 
the most of the investment so far;  

(2) The NFC’s ability to draw in funding from other sources; 

(3) The scope for the sustainable management and development of The National 
Forest to be picked up by other bodies as the programme of work moves into more 
advanced stages.  

37. Suggestions were made during this Review about the NFC looking for options for more 
shared or different ownership of Forest objectives as it sets out a sustainable long 
term vision for the Forest.  For example there could be scope for more options in 
disposing or leasing of land and greater community involvement in the management of 
woodland within the Forest, with the ultimate aim of a wider range of landowners 
taking on ownership of some of the woods.  This would decentralise power to local 
communities and reduce NFC costs. Local authorities or others could take on more of 
the development and promotion of social and amenity benefits.  Maintenance of the 
resource might transition to the main national forestry and woodland grant support 
schemes. As part of the strategy renewal NFC should articulate their aims in this area.  

38. The NFC has benefited from increasing use of external sources of funds in recent 
years, although it still draws on Government funding for the majority of its spending. 
Grant in aid from Defra of around £3m is supplemented by business sponsorship and 
other funds which totalled around £1m last year. 

39. The NFC considers that a move to charitable status would help it access more from 
other funding sources. During this Review it was commented that there may be scope 
for the NFC to create a broader base of support from businesses in or close to the 
Forest that have Corporate Social Responsibility agendas.   

40. In its new strategy the NFC should set out its vision for sustainable long-term funding, 
including trajectories for reducing government grant and increasing income from other 
sources.  It is difficult to accurately predict at this stage what funding can be obtained 
from various sources. However the strategy should include projections for the 10 year 
period and those should be updated and agreed with Defra annually through the usual 
business planning process.    
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41. Areas which should be included in the strategy are:  

• Plans to increase commercial and private sector activity and NFC’s major 
donor programme. Commercial opportunities across all work areas should be 
looked at thoroughly.  If charitable status is pursued, the NFC considers that status 
would significantly enhance its ability to access grants from trust funds and increase 
donations from corporates and individuals.  

• EU and LEP-related funding. NFC, working closely with the Forestry Commission 
and Defra, should continue to review the potential for Rural Development 
Programme funding of their woodland activities.  This is likely to be increasingly 
relevant as the balance of activity continues to shift from woodland creation into 
long term management. The potential for savings in grant in aid funding needs to be 
weighed against the risks of altering the current model. The NFC should also 
continue to make maximum use of EU and regional growth funding across the wider 
range of their activities.  

• Grown in Britain. The NFC should continue to engage with the sector-led Grown in 
Britain initiative, which is currently developing a woodland ecosystem framework to 
attract increased private sector investment for projects that deliver sustainable 
woodland management and creation.  NFC’s strong track record and commitment 
to sustainable, productive local woodland with community and social benefits could 
be very attractive to potential investors.  The NFC should work with the emerging 
developments in the Grown in Britain report (published on 15 October 2013) and 
agree practical next steps with the initiative on how it can best engage with 
opportunities that may arise.  

• As they look to move towards independence from government in the long term NFC 
should articulate its plans for where objectives could best be delivered by other 
bodies. 

Conclusion: The NFC should increase the use of wider funding sources with the 
long term aim of being independent of Government by 2024. The NFC’s new 10-year 
strategy (2014-24) should set out how the NFC will move towards independence. 

Integration with the National Forest Charitable Trust 

42. The NFC’s work over recent years has been integrated more closely with that of the 
National Forest Charitable Trust (see Annex F). Over that time the overlap between 
the priorities of the Company and Trust has become more obvious, particularly around 
the 2009 – 2014 Delivery Plan theme ‘Making the most of what has been created’. 
This has included working jointly on a strategy for the visitor centre, managing 
landholdings and collaborating on fundraising.  Since before this Review the Company 
and Trust have been exploring the detail of a possible integration of the two 
organisations into one body with charitable status, as the most sustainable long term 
delivery model for The National Forest.  The NFC is currently undertaking work on the 
detailed legal, financial and other implications of the option of possible integration with 
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the National Forest Charitable Trust.  A range of options exist for the relationship 
between the Company and the Trust:  

• The status quo; 

• Closer working of the NFC and Trust without organisational ‘integration’. This could 
include co-location of staff and joint working on key projects; 

• Organisational integration of the NFC and Trust – possibly with the new body taking 
on charitable status. The NFC and Trust are looking at a range of possible options, 
for which more modelling work is required; 

43. Stakeholders who responded to this review did not make detailed comments on these 
options, but some noted that there could be benefits in a more joined up approach 
between the Company and the Trust.  

44. Such a merger clearly raises issues about risks, liabilities and income, both for the 
NFC and Defra. Key issues to be addressed include whether adding the NFCT’s 
assets to government accounts is appropriate and how integration could affect NFCT 
funding and charges. The Company will agree a conclusion on possible integration 
with Defra over the coming months and announce that in 2014 to tie in with the 
publication of their new strategy. If, on assessing the risks and opportunities, it is 
decided that integration with the National Forest Charitable Trust is not to be pursued, 
the NFC should pursue more effective working arrangements with NFCT in order to 
realise economies.   

Conclusion: The NFC should continue to explore further integration with the 
National Forest Charitable Trust (NFCT) and the potential to take on charitable 
status. 

Charitable Status for the NFC 

45. The Company is also looking at whether charitable status would help provide the most 
sustainable long term delivery model for the National Forest.   Charitable status should 
improve the Company’s ability to draw in a wider range of funding sources as it moves 
towards independence from government.  

46. The NFC will agree a conclusion with Defra (and if relevant the Charity Commission) 
on charitable status over the coming months.  

Conclusion: The NFC should consider whether it takes on charitable status, 
regardless of the final decision on integration with the NFCT. 

Conclusion: The NFC will agree a conclusion with Defra on possible integration 
with the NFCT and charitable status over the coming months and announce the 
conclusion in 2014 to tie in with the publication of their new strategy. 
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Governance and control 
47. The second stage of the Review process involved an assessment of performance 

against the principles of good corporate governance. NFC is performing well in 
delivering across its range of business plan performance indicators and has good 
governance systems in place.  These meet the financial accountability and 
performance monitoring requirements of Defra from its NDPBs. However certain areas 
were identified for improvement including the lack of local representation on the board 
or wider governance processes. It was felt that this was an area that the NFC board 
should focus on in future recruitment.   

48. In exploring the potential for integration with the National Forest Charitable Trust, NFC 
should ensure their future governance arrangements are as clear and effective as 
possible.  Defra will want to assure itself that there continues to be full compliance with 
the Code of Corporate Governance and other relevant controls and, in particular that 
clear accountability for public funds is maintained. In particular the NFC should 
carefully explore the following aspects: 

• Accountability: NFC should ensure that, in any move towards greater integration 
with the National Forest Charitable Trust, the lines of accountability are clearly 
established and set out. 

• Representation: NFC should consider how to ensure local representation where 
possible up to and including Board level, and other mechanisms for representation, 
in line with Office of the Commissioner of Public Appointment (OCPA) guidelines. 

• Communication: NFC should explore opportunities to improve the communications 
and engagement between the NFC Board and local stakeholders and landowners 
to involve them more in the decisions that affect them locally. 

Conclusion: The NFC should ensure that there is sufficient local representation 
in the NFC’s governance processes and that its future governance structures 
are as effective as possible.  
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What happens next? 
The recommendations of this Review will be picked up by the NFC as they produce their 
2014-2024 Strategy and 2013-14 Business Plan both of which will be signed off by Defra 
Ministers.   
 
Defra will continue to work closely with the NFC as they undertake further work on the 
detail of possible integration with the National Forest Charitable Trust and charitable 
status.  Any changes to the current model will be agreed by Defra (and where relevant 
Cabinet Office) Ministers in 2014 to tie in with the publication of the NFC’s 2014-2024 
strategy.  

Cost of the Review 
The Review was carried out by existing Civil Servants within Defra.    Civil Servants in 
Defra’s forestry policy and sponsorship teams were also involved.  No additional costs 
were incurred as part of the Review. 
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Annex A: Compliance with the Principles of 
Good Corporate Governance 
Governance Checklist can be found in the separate document. 
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Annex B: Questionnaire sent to stakeholders 
Review Questions 

(1) Do you think that the overall mission of the National Forest Company, to create and 
look after The National Forest, is still important?  
 

 

 

(2) Do you think that all the activities of the NFC are needed and contribute to its core 
business and Government objectives?  If not, please provide detail.   

 

 

(3) Please provide comments or examples of what you think works well under the current 
delivery arrangements. 

 

 

(4) Please provide comments or examples of anything you think could be improved or 
done differently.  

 

(5) Do you think there is any overlap between the NFC’s activities and those of other 
organisations? Does this lead to any confusion or duplication of activity? Please make 
any suggestions you have for improvement.  

 

 

(6) Do you have any additional comments about NFC activities and how it carries them 
out? 
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If you think that NFC activities are still needed you may wish to complete the following 
section.   

Delivery model  

(7) NFC is a non-departmental public body (NDPB), which delivers a public service on 
behalf of, and at arm’s length from, Defra.  Do you believe that this is the best delivery 
model for NFC activities?  If you think an alternative delivery model would be better 
please clearly explain why.  

(You might want to consider whether NFC activities could be better delivered by central 
Government, local government, voluntary, charitable or private sectors, or whether 
there is scope for merger with another body.)  

Please provide any evidence you can to support your views. 

 

 

Stage 2 

(8) The second stage of the Review process will look at how NFC is run and managed and 
whether it complies with principles of transparency and accountability.  Do you have 
any comments on any of these aspects? 

(Annex B of the Triennial Review guidance provides detail).  
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Annex C: Summary of Questionnaire 
Responses 
The summary below provides an overview of the responses to the Triennial Review 
Questionnaire, a list of the people who responded is below.  A copy of the questionnaire is 
available in Annex B.   

The Government and NFC websites invited other interested parties to provide their views. 
A total of 16 responses were received: most of the responses were from stakeholders, 
other forestry and land based organisations, landowners, and local authorities.  

The responses from the questionnaire were positive and respondents overwhelmingly 
agreed that the overall mission of the National Forest Company to create and look after 
The National Forest is still important. Respondents agreed that NFC activities contribute to 
its core business and Government objectives, including economic development, 
regeneration, health, tourism and forestry. The activities set out in the Business Plan were 
also a good match with the headline objectives of the Government’s Policy Statement. 

In terms of suggestions for change, some felt that the NFC should build on existing/new 
partnerships opportunities to help look after what has already been created, including 
further development of the tourism partnership. 

List of organisations that submitted a response to the Questionnaire 
Leicestershire County Council 
South Derbyshire District Council 
National Trust 
Woodland Trust 
Forestry Commission 
Lex Autolease 
Cameron Forest & Garden Limited 
Visit England 
Natural England 
National Forest Charitable Trust 
Catton Hall (Landowner) 
Leicestershire and Rutland Wildlife Trust 
CLA 
Additional individual response 
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Annex D: Terms of Reference of Review  
 

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

TRIENNIAL REVIEW OF THE NATIONAL FOREST COMPANY  

July 2013 

Aim of the Review 

• Stage 1: To provide a challenge of the function and form of the NFC.  The Review will 
examine:  

• the NFC’s main objectives and how the organisation structures its functions, 
people and resources to deliver them; 

• the nature of the functions and whether they are appropriate; 
• the full range of alternative models through which the NFC’s functions could 

be delivered, including reasons why some models are not feasible; 
• the costs, benefits and risks associated with key alternative delivery options, 

including an assessment of the extent to which the benefits of alternative 
delivery models could be delivered within the current model.  
 

• Stage 2: If it is agreed that the NFC should remain as an NDPB, to review the control 
and governance arrangements in place to ensure that the public body is complying with 
recognised principles of good corporate governance.  

• The Review will be undertaken by Defra Civil Servants.  It will be conducted in an open 
and inclusive way, working closely with NFC, other Government Departments, 
Parliament and a range of stakeholders. Anyone with an interest will be able to 
contribute.  

• The Review was formally launched in July 2013 and is expected to publish 
conclusions in Autumn 2013. 
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Annex E: Background on The National Forest 
and the National Forest Company 
Original National Forest concept 

The idea of a new ‘multi-purpose forest for the nation’ was first mooted in the Countryside 
Commission's 1987 policy document 'Forestry in the Countryside'. The aim was to 
demonstrate in lowland Britain that a large scale Forest could be created near where 
people lived and worked, blending commercial forestry with ecological, landscape and 
public benefit. Economic regeneration would come from the restoration of mining sites but 
in the long term many other benefits would also be achieved. The future of agriculture 
would be supported through opportunities for rural diversification.  

The initiative was promoted in the 1990 White Paper ‘This Common Inheritance’. After the 
1992 Earth Summit the idea was seen as a contribution to combating global warming. A 
range of possible locations were considered and the area of the Midlands chosen was 
selected for a range of reasons including the generally low existing woodland distribution, 
opportunities for public access, substantial environmental degradation and proximity to 
substantial populations in need of economic and social regeneration.  There was also a 
high level of support from residents, mining companies, businesses and local authorities.  

Organisational structure  

The National Forest was established in 1994 and the National Forest Company was set up 
in 1995 as a non-departmental public body (NDPB).  No existing public or private body 
was considered to have the necessary remit, cross-sectoral authority or powers to deliver 
the aims of the Forest. It was decided that legislation would not be required, and the NFC 
was set up in 1995 as an NDPB and company limited by guarantee. The National Forest 
staff team is currently 19 people - 17 FTE. It has a budget of £2.9m in 2013/2014 of which 
£1.5m is allocated to forest creation.   

National Forest Company Aims and Objectives  

The overall aim for The National Forest has always been to create a modern, multi-
purpose forest that meets multiple environmental, economic and social objectives 
including landscape, tourism, job creation and timber supply.  As originally set out in 1994, 
the aim was for The National Forest to achieve around 33% ‘forest cover’. The exact 
interpretation of that varies in the density of trees per hectare and other habitats, 
depending on the site and across different areas of the Forest.   The argument put forward 
for this level of cover was that 33% would provide ‘sufficient weight’ for the area to feel and 
look different from surrounding landscapes; the area could absorb this amount of planting; 
and economically it was justified, with the costs getting higher above 33%. A true working 
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forest was envisaged, rather than a wooded illusion of forest, which could be achieved with 
less planting. The idea has always been to create a linked pattern of wooded features with 
many different types of planting.  

A summary from the 2012/13 Business Plan of key objectives and activities is:  

• Creating a forest for the nation: Establish new forest sites where they are cost-
effective and clearly contribute to biodiversity, public access, landscape or other key 
strategic goals; 

• Making the most of the asset: Initiate a sustained and systematic forest and 
woodland management programme to maximise the value, biodiversity and long-
term sustainability of the Forest;  

• A woodland  culture of practical engagement: Encourage responsibility for and 
enjoyment of local green space and a deeper, wider understanding of woodland in 
the 21st century; 

• Economic growth: Promote the woodland and visitor economies and the 
engagement with the forest brand by business and partners; 

• The future: Work toward and agree sustainable organisational, funding and 
governance arrangements for the National Forest in the next CSR period and 
beyond. 
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Annex F: The National Forest Charitable Trust 
 

1. Originally named the Heart of the National Forest Foundation, the Trust was formed in 
1998 by a partnership of public and private sectors with the local community.  The 
Trust is a charity constituted as a company limited by guarantee. The National Forest 
Charitable Trust’s aim is transforming dereliction at the heart of The National Forest 
and creating environmental, educational and recreational facilities for people to enjoy.  
The main objectives of the Trust are: 

 

• To promote for the benefit of the public any charitable purpose connected with 
forestry in England and Wales, particularly in the areas of Leicestershire, 
Derbyshire and Staffordshire. 

• To hold and develop land in its ownership or occupation for the benefit of the public 
for recreational and leisure occupations and in the interest of social welfare of the 
public. 

2. The National Forest Charitable Trust has two wholly owned subsidiaries: The Forest 
Experience Ltd is responsible for the operation of Conkers and The Heart of the 
National Forest Park Developments Ltd is responsible for the creation of the Heart of 
the Forest woodland park. The Trust was set up initially to create Conkers, the visitor 
centre most associated with the Forest, and to develop the area surrounding it in the 
centre of the Forest. Conkers is a family visitor attraction and community hub which 
tells the story of woodlands and the growing National Forest, together with their impact 
on climate change.  The income from Conkers helps the Trust to carry out its work with 
no public sector grants being received. The NFCT currently has its own fundraising 
function and attracts both private and public sector funds. 

 

3. The Trust and Company have a close working partnership and the Company’s Chief 
Executive has always been a member of the Trust Board.  In recent years, each 
organisation has worked ever more collaboratively towards the realisation of the 
Forest.  
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Annex G: Prior and ongoing assessments  
NFC functions have been assessed in a number of ways prior to this Review, in particular: 

Defra oversight   

Defra Ministers approve NFC strategies and annual plans to ensure that their aims remain 
valid and fully aligned with Government priorities.  The Annual Report summarises budget, 
activity, core achievements over the last five years and ways of working.  
http://www.nationalforest.org/document/reports/ar2013.pdf

The Business Plan which is updated annually includes sections on Ministerial Priorities 
and the mission of the National Forest Company. It also includes the NFC work plan, 
which covers sections on activity, resources, outcomes and key performance measures. 
The plan also looks to the future and progress of forestry policy through the Government 
Forestry and Woodlands Policy Statement.   
http://www.nationalforest.org/document/reports/business_plan_2013.pdf  

In September 2012 the NFC reviewed their Framework Document which effectively 
explained how to govern activities and ensure regularity, propriety and value for money in 
NFC.  This review was part of the new Corporate Governance required in central 
departments. This new update was required to meet the standards set in the Cabinet 
Office’s corporate governance codes. 

This Code of good practice (published by Cabinet Office and Treasury) set out a number 
of principles for departments and Arm’s Length Bodies to follow. In particular the Code of 
good practice sets the minimum requirements: 

• Regular scrutiny of ALB performance by Defra’s Supervisory Board. 
• Having a clear framework document between the department and the ALB, 

the legal framework, and the environment in which it operates. The document 
should be regularly reviewed (formally every 3 years), but other events such 
as a new chair or change in ALB’s responsibilities and functions would trigger 
an update. 

• That the department should periodically review the effectiveness of its ALB, 
whether or not they are delivering in line with departmental policy; effective 
and provide value for money; the most appropriate mechanism for 
implementing policy objectives. 

The statement covers: the purpose of the organisation, including the aims of the 
relationship, its working remit, the key objectives and its targets; governance and 
accountability; decision making, which includes how NFC will identify manage and track 
opportunities and risks; financial management including monitoring, reporting, regular 
liaison and any other tracking.  

http://www.nationalforest.org/document/reports/ar2013.pdf
http://www.nationalforest.org/document/reports/business_plan_2013.pdf
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The NFC’s revised document sets out the framework under which the National Forest 
Company operates – it summarises the Company’s aims and objectives; governance 
arrangements; rules under which the Company operates; conditions under which public 
funds are paid to the Company; and how the Company will be held to account.  

The Chair and the CEO of the NFC meet with the Minister of State for Agriculture and 
Food at least once a year to discuss progress of the objectives. The Chair also has 
a separate one to one appraisal with the Minister to discuss progress against the 
objectives set by the Minister.

Defra check financial progress throughout the financial year. The NFC submits their GIA 
claims quarterly, and these are then checked by the sponsorship team, to check spending 
against their profile for the year.  

2010 Select Committee Report 

In 2010 the EFRA Select Committee produced a very positive report ‘The National Forest’.  
Key conclusions from the Select Committee included5:  

‘The National Forest Company has proved to be a highly effective vehicle for leading the 
creation of The National Forest, delivering good value for public money. It has 
demonstrated how a small, non-bureaucratic body can bring significant impetus to a 
partnership of organisations working together to deliver national and local strategies.’ 

The Select Committee6  felt it was essential that Defra continue to give the project 
sufficient financial support to enable the creation of at least 200 hectares a year of new 
woodland so that progress towards the target of around a third woodland cover is 
maintained.  The report concluded7:  

‘Clearly there are challenges to be met in continuing to create new forest at a sufficient 
pace to both meet local targets and help meet national climate change mitigation aims. 
The National Forest Company is well-placed to continue to meet these challenges, in 
collaboration with its partners. However, growing a forest is a long-term project and it is 
imperative that national and local commitment is sustained over the decades to come, 
both in terms of the relatively limited financial support which is required, and, more 
significantly, to maintain the enthusiasm and commitment of all the partners’.  

2010 Assessment of Costs and Benefits of the National Forest  

The Select Committee requested8 publication of a comprehensive assessment of the full 
value of the project’s benefits.  A report was produced in 2010: an ‘Initial Assessment of 
the Costs and Benefits of The National Forest’. This provided a conservative assessment 

                                            
5 House of Commons EFRA Committee Report: The National Forest (2010).  HC281.  Page 19 
6 House of Commons EFRA Committee Report: The National Forest (2010).  HC281.  Page 7 
7 House of Commons EFRA Committee Report: The National Forest (2010).  HC281.  Page 20 
8 House of Commons EFRA Committee Report: The National Forest (2010).  HC281.  Page 11 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200910/cmselect/cmenvfru/281/281.pdf
http://www.nationalforest.org/document/research/eftec_analysis.pdf
http://www.nationalforest.org/document/research/eftec_analysis.pdf
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of the net value of the forest was £140m by 2010, calculated to rise to £700m by 2100, by 
which time the estimation of total costs, from 1991, is £188m.  

2010 Arm’s Length Bodies Review 

In 2010 the National Forest Company was considered as part of the cross-Government 
Review of Arm’s Length Bodies.  The conclusion from that Review was that the NFC 
should be retained as an NDPB on the grounds that it performed a technical function 
which should remain independent of government. 

On-going NFC assessments 

Each year the National Forest Company Board determines the activity required to make 
progress against the current strategy. It reports annually against objectives. At the mid-
point of a strategy period, the last being in 2009, it takes stock of progress and adjusts 
activity as necessary. In 2009 for example, recognising increasing land scarcity, the 
annual target for forest site creation was slightly reduced and the requirement for 
increased focus on managing the sites already created began to be articulated. Forest 
cover across the National Forest has increased from 6% in the 1990s to nearly 20% in 
2013; about 200 hectares per year are added to the forest.    

The National Forest Company tracks progress against national sustainable development 
indicators which demonstrate, amongst other measures, the economic resilience of the 
forest. In 2010, reporting on the previous three years, only river quality did not show any 
progress. The overall assessment was: 

Since 2007 the Forest has made substantial positive progress against 19 of its 
indicators with only one showing little or no change. The quality of the Forest 
environment continues to significantly improve; community enthusiasm for the 
Forest and interest in engaging with it continues to grow; and the local economy 
has remained relatively robust in the face of the economic recession, demonstrating 
an underlying resilience.  

Qualitatively, residents and local organisations consistently state that the Forest has been 
transformative. This is regularly tested through focus groups and interviews in varied 
locations. In 2008, out of the 100 people who answered the question ‘Has The National 
Forest improved the environment?’ 94 said yes, 2 said no and 4 said they didn’t know.  A 
similar proportion said that the landscape had been changed for the better. Residents also 
gave helpful pointers for future direction, such as greater communication. 

The National Forest Company times the on-going assessments to coincide with strategic 
review or other significant points in the life of the Forest.  

The NFC produced a report in 2010 with an update of their progress in sustainable 
development. In 2007, the NFC defined and measured the National Forest’s activity 
against 20 sustainable indicators. The report updates on progress made since 2007 and 
on the overall progress made since 2007 and on the overall progress since the Forest’s 
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inception in 1995. Further information on this report and the sustainable development 
indicators:  http://www.nationalforest.org/document/research/perceptions_report.pdf  and 

http://www.nationalforest.org/document/research/sustainability_update_2010.pdf

http://www.nationalforest.org/document/research/perceptions_report.pdf
http://www.nationalforest.org/document/research/sustainability_update_2010.pdf
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Annex H: Alternative Delivery Options 
Considered 
Abolish 

The Review determined that the functions delivered by NFC need to continue and that 
they would not be delivered by another body.  Therefore this option was discounted. 

Move out of Central Government 

The Review considered moving delivery to local authorities.  However, The National Forest 
covers a number of local authority areas and many of those who responded to this Review 
stressed the value of the NFC delivery model in providing a focused strategic approach 
across the Forest.  A number were concerned that passing responsibility for National 
Forest delivery on to local authorities would see resources diverted into other local 
authority priorities.  Therefore, the Review discounted this option and determined that 
there is benefit retaining an organisation capable of working across local authority 
boundaries to develop the Forest as a whole. 

Bring In-House 

The Review concluded that NFC’s functions are technical - they require external expertise 
to deliver them effectively. Defra does not have the expertise to deliver NFC’s functions 
and bringing the activities into central government would have serious impacts on delivery. 
In addition, people who responded to this Review stressed that the strong relationships 
and partnerships which NFC has built up with landowners and a range of other partners 
are vital for effective delivery.  The Review determines that it is very likely those would be 
lost or negatively impacted by bringing activity in house.  The Review also considers that 
keeping the NFC outside of central government is sensible given the proposed direction of 
travel: that over time the NFC should increase its external revenue sources with a view to 
moving out of government control entirely. 

Delivery by a new Executive Agency 

For the reasons expressed above for discounting bringing the functions in house, the 
Review concluded that delivery should be at arm’s length from Government.  Setting up 
another body would also encompass significant expense which is not warranted given that 
NFC is already delivering its functions effectively. 

Merge with another body 

The appropriateness of merging the NFC with other bodies was also considered.  The 
Review determined that the Forestry Commission, Natural England and others outside 
government could each deliver some NFC objectives, but none of them has the expertise 
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to deliver across them all.  It is also clear that the NFC’s focussed local engagement, deep 
local knowledge and a strong sense of being solely for The National Forest carries 
significant influence with stakeholders and secures buy-in to the mission which a national 
body with a wide expanse of responsibility might not. 

It might be possible for the new body that is being proposed to manage the public forest 
estate, Public Forest Estate Management Organisation (PFE MO), to take on the 
management of the National Forest in the long run with a suitably managed transition.  
However, the PFE MO’s powers and duties will primarily be framed around its direct 
management responsibility for the public estate in its care.  The NFC is not primarily an 
estate owner in achieving its mission and so has a very different delivery approach.  Such 
a transition could also risk significant loss of momentum as the new body establishes itself.  
Therefore, the Review discounted this option at this time.  However, the NFC will carry out 
work over the next few months to explore the possibility of integrating with the National 
Forest Charitable Trust (NFCT). 

Continued delivery by an NDPB 

NFC’s functions are of a technical nature and therefore meet the requirements of the 
Government’s three tests for continued delivery by an NDPB and the Review concluded 
that this is best option for delivery at this time.  However, the Review does not rule out a 
future change to status as NFC further explores the feasibility of integration with the 
National Forest Charitable Trust. 
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