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LAST WORD

In November 2019, David 
Attenborough’s Blue Planet 
2	highlighted	the	ubiquitous	

presence of plastic in our seas 
and oceans and the resultant 
widespread damage to wildlife 
and ecosystems. This prompted 
many, including foresters, 
to start thinking about what 
plastic products we used and 
how we disposed of them. 

In February 2018, Stuart 
Wilkie, Environment and 
Certification	Manager	at	
Scottish Woodlands, wrote 
a thought-provoking blog 
for the Institute of Chartered 
Foresters newsletter entitled 
Forestry without plastic [1]. 
Stuart’s piece was a crie de 
coeur to foresters and the 
forestry sector to examine 
their environmental credentials 
and to compare their claims of 
green action against the reality 
of millions of plastic tree tubes 
used as protection and the 
enormous amount of plastic 
being employed by nurseries 
to wrap and containerise our 
saplings and planting stock. 
His appeal was simple… “As 
foresters we need to challenge 
the accepted way of doing 
things, lead innovation and put 
pressure	on	our	suppliers.”

Stuart’s blog provoked a follow 
up from Simon Pace [2],  a 
forest owner who recognised 
that plastic was a problem but 
also recognised that plastic was 
really useful, it helped trees, 
and besides, we were not as 
bad as those countries who 
were pouring 90 per cent of 
all plastic in the oceans via the 

Yangtze	and	other	river	
systems. This highlights 
the polarisation that 
we get in an industry 
that is hell bent on 
planting millions of trees, 
with a following wind 
provided by politicians 
who are convinced 
we need such trees, 
without considering too 
carefully what impact 
our tree planting and 

tree protection is having. 
However, the forestry sector 
has considered carefully what it 
is doing and is doing it anyway. 

As	a	serial	offender	in	using	
plastic	tubes,	I	made	enquiries	
about where I could dispose of 
some of the many thousands 
of tree tubes that I am 
personally responsible for. 
One collection centre for tree 
tubes close to the Scottish 
Borders is Coastal Grains in 
Belford, Northumberland who 
are operating on behalf of 
Agri.Cycle, a national (English) 
plastics recycling business. The 
cost of their recycling is £30 per 
1.2	square	metre	bag	delivered	
to your tree planting site, 
which	you	then	fill	and	take	to	
the collection centre or pay an 
additional fee for uplift. A list 
of agricultural plastic recycling 
(which may not include tree 
tubes—check	first)	is	available	
from Zero Waste Scotland 
[3]. This prompts the thought 
that perhaps we should be 
incentivised to remove and 
recycle plastic tubes, as is soon 
to be the case with plastic 
drinks bottles. 

In January 2020, the Sunday 
Times ran an article [4] which 
highlighted the environmental 
cost of using plastic in new 
woodlands, and stated that 
some 200 million plastic 
tubes have been used by the 
Woodland Trust, Forestry 
England, the National Trust 
and private landowners over 
the last four decades. If we 
guesstimate that we have 
deployed a similar number of 

tubes, spirals and voleguards in 
Scotland over the same period 
we may have, or may soon 
have, upwards of half a billion 
pieces of plastic adorning 
trees in the UK. And we are 
now gearing up for bigger, 
climate-busting Scottish and 
UK Government inspired tree 
planting programmes from 
2020 onwards, which will 
undoubtedly result in many 
more millions of plastic tree 
tubes being used.  In the same 
article, Nicola Abbatt of Tilhill 
Forestry, based in Stirling, 
quipped	that	…”we	accumulate	
20 tonnes of plastic tree bags a 
year”.	

We all need to act, to avoid 
putting more plastic into the 
countryside, and acting means 
pressurising the suppliers of 
tubes and the commercial 
nurseries who are reliant on 
plastic wraps and containers 
to	find	and	use	biodegradable	
alternatives. We also need to 
lobby the Scottish Government 
and Scottish Forestry to 
introduce a plastic tree tube 
collection and recycling 
scheme to help us responsibly 
dispose of the millions of 
plastic tree shelters, that if left 
as they are, will disintegrate, 
litter the countryside and will 
in	time	find	their	way	down	to	
the sea.  
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