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30/09/02

To: The Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport Committee

       Australian Plantation Forestry References Committee
The following is a submission to the Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport References Committee with reference to Senate notice of motion that the Committee make inquiry and report into the ‘Plantations for Australia: The 2020 Vision’ made by Private Forestry North Queensland (PFNQ) on behalf of its industry cluster members. Note original text and references are in regular font style, while submissions are in bold.

Summary:

This submission and its comments are based on the state of the industry, available resource, existing infrastructure and level of support for Tropical North Queensland recognizing its difference from other tree growing regions of Australia.   

Harvesting from publicly owned rainforests of the wet tropics of north Queensland ceased with World Heritage listing in 1988.  This has led to increasing interest in establishing plantations of tropical hardwood species.  Early research results suggest the overall outlook for a plantation grown rainforest timbers is positive.  Studies have indicated that more than 80 000ha of land suitable for plantation forestry exists within 200km of Cairns.  Such research suggests a burgeoning timber industry based on niche market, high-value rainforest timbers could be generated in the region

While we recognise the 2020 Vision is achieving its goal to triple the plantation estate of Australia, it is also widely regarded as being highly dependant on the narrow industry streams of short rotation eucalypt species for pulp and paper production and, especially in Queensland, State owned Pinus for the domestic construction industry.

Opinions vary, but indications show these two options (eucalypt pulp and pine) are neither ecologically sustainable nor suited to regional development in tropical north Qld.  The new industry is increasingly interested in 15-40 year rotations growing tropical sawlog regimes. Target species are between 6-12 high value hardwood species, across an area of approximately 50 000 ha in the wet tropics, and considerably more in the dry tropics.  For this new industry to emerge, an innovative private sector investment incentive package is required to be developed by government.  The Douglas Shire Council AGO GGAP project could auger well for such an industry. 

PFNQ submitted an unsuccessful funding application to the last round of the Sustainable Regions program for the federal government to invest in carbon credits by offsetting some of the initial plantation establishment costs incurred in the development of a non-ASIC registered Pilot Project. The project is being attempted independently, although an application to the COMET program is likely at some stage.
PFNQ believes the industry needs:

· A mechanism to certify that Australian timber and its products are produced in an environmentally sustainable way;

· Secure funding, scaled to targets of self-sustainability being achieved;

· Domestic and international export-ability (infrastructure - roads, ports);

· Holistic education (primary, secondary, technical, academic and on-farm); and
· Security of harvest coupled with consistency between local, state and federal laws.
RURAL AND REGIONAL AFFAIRS AND TRANSPORT REFERENCES COMMITTEE
TERMS OF REFERENCE

(a)   whether there are impediments to the achievement of the aims of ‘Plantations for Australia: The 2020 Vision’ strategy;

· The lack of a specific strategic tropical forestry investment funding package.



Despite the establishment of the Wet Tropics World Heritage Area over the majority of this region’s productive native forest to act as a permanent reserve system, there exists no long-term strategy or scheme to compensate for the almost complete loss of timber resource or to develop and support innovative alternatives and an internationally competitive tropical hardwood industry. 



The Community Rainforest Reforestation Program (CRRP) planted approximately 2 000 ha of mixed species forest plots, though with an average of 2 ha sized lots and a modal average of 0.5 ha. Such small lots coupled with a lack of defined maintenance schedules, has not come near to replacing the native forest resource.



The north Queensland region, Tropical Forestry in particular, are in need of increased research and development of an investment promotion business entity to attract and manage funds from primarily the private sector.  Unlike previous tree planting schemes, such as CRRP, it is essential that the role of government be contracted to one of facilitation and project support.  PFNQ estimates that $400 000 of Federal Government support is required over the period 2003-05 to attract the necessary private sector investment to establish up to 50 000 ha of tropical forest plantations by 2008.  The $400 000 will be used primarily to set up the investment promotion entity and to effect the transition from government being the regional driver of the industry to the private sector.

· Ongoing Funding of Regional Plantation Committee’s (RPC) to achieve outcomes outlined as responsibilities in current (2001) review.

RPCs are listed as the main delivery mechanism in the current federal government strategy and Plantations 2020 Vision review for many of the actions and expected outcomes for industry development. At current funding levels this would seem an ambitious task. In north Qld there is limited forest industry to provide support or take responsibility for associated actions and outcomes.  This is compared to other regions of Australia, where industry has been previously subsidised and developed, and where RPC’s are able to act from a more undemanding, intermediary position.  Perhaps federal RPC funding could match the defined need of each region, depending on the level of scale of existing industry. In this vein, PFNQ is seeking a further $200 000, in addition to the $400 000 identified above, for the commercial spin-off entity’s associated tropical plantation pilot project.  Thus the total federal funds to fully capacity build the region’s industry are $600 000, over the next 3 years (2003-05).   

· Uncertainty regarding leasehold forest property rights.



The Queensland Government has released a position paper regarding land and timber rights on land under a lease arrangement.  This has not, however, clearly defined rights and responsibilities regarding plantation timber estates on such properties, especially concerning predominant land use and clearing of existing vegetation. This is particularly of concern within, though not exclusively to, the Cape York Peninsula region, as 73% of Qld is leasehold land.  Members of PFNQ are dealing with investors who are waiting on clarification by the state government on leasehold forest property rights, particularly in relation to native title.  

· Queensland state and local government planning inconsistencies.


The Qld state and local governments have an ambiguous position in relation to private forestry planning regulation.  On one hand, farm forestry is defined as a primary industry and is supposed to attract no discrimination in terms of land use planning.  The Qld Forest Practices System (QFPS) is 12 months behind its deadline of achieving a registration option for private forest growers at the state level, yet the Local Government Association of Qld (LGAQ) have already produced a Private Forestry Model Planning Framework (PFMPF).  The PFMPF and the QFPS appear to be duplicating some of the “resource security” related planning issues.  Some further clarity of the issue for private forest growers is required if investment into plantations is to be expanded.  The state government is still 3-4 months away from releasing a Code of Practice, yet the PFMPF has a 3-page forest management planning form required to be filled in by growers prior to gaining local government approval.  The two processes need to be integrated in a seamless manner so that growers can achieve local government planning permission as well as state government resource security simultaneously.

(b) whether there are elements of the strategy which should be altered in light of any impediments identified;

· The potential for disproportional funding according to regional requirements. 

· Identification of long-term funding sources for RPC’s from both Federal and State Governments to undertake actions and responsibilities.

· Establish stronger links between the Vision and other programmes like:
i. Greenhouse and Agriculture Taskforce (AGO/AFFA)

ii. Bush for Greenhouse (AGO)

iii. R&D Institutions (FWPRDC, NTCP, RIRDC, CRC’s etc)


(c)
whether there are further opportunities to maximise the benefits from plantations in respect of their potential to contribute environmental benefits, including whether there are opportunities to:


(i)
better integrate plantations into achieving salinity and water quality objectives and targets,


(ii)
optimise the environmental benefits of plantations in low rainfall areas, and


(iii)
address the provision of public good services (environmental benefits) at the cost of private plantation growers;

· It is hard to find a better industry than plantation forestry to benefit not only to the environment but also social stability because of its economic potential (“triple bottom line”).  This is especially so in Tropical North Queensland because of the variety of species that can be grown here.  This recognises the benefits of multiple species plantations and warns against timber mono-cultures.

· There is also the bad potential of non-native species being used for the short-term economic benefit at the expense of the environment, and the consequential ultimate expense of the economy and social benefit.

· There are a raft of incentives (tax, rates, rebates and land improvement and therefore value) including the values of the harvestable crop, carbon sequestration and of thinnings that can be promoted to encourage plantation forestry.

· In low rainfall areas where irrigation infrastructure already exists, there are huge benefits to be gained from planting and irrigating native timber trees due to the reduced costs of water.  Suitable tree species selection will invariably result in using less water to irrigate than any other short period crop.

· There are opportunities for combined tree and crop planting.  This overcomes the long lead-time before the value of a timber crop can be realised because it allows growers to produce short period crops as well as trees.

· Environmental and social benefits can only be achieved if security of harvest can be assured.  There is some urgency to put a plan in place that allows growers to register the trees they are now planting (or would plant if they were sure they would be able to harvest them) that will secure their ability to harvest them.
(d) whether there is the need for government action to encourage longer rotation plantations, particularly in order to supply sawlogs;  

· There is the need to promote longer rotation (15-40 years), tropical hardwood plantations to provide high value sawlogs to a regional value-adding industry. This industry could then supply domestic and international markets with unique products. Longer rotations provide enhanced land care and environmental benefits, reduced ecological impacts, and long-term community structure and employment.

(e) whether other action is desirable to maintain and expand a viable and sustainable plantation forest sector, including the expansion of processing industries to enhance the contribution to regional economic development.

· Specific programs aimed at establishing Tropical Hardwood Plantation Forestry need to be adequately funded and implemented.  Industry development by way of either joint ventures or development loans and investment attraction must be implemented in tropical north Qld to ensure the ability of Australia to supply quality cabinet timbers to the domestic and international market. 



While the total volume of hardwood sawlogs produced in Australia in 2000/01 was approximately 14% less than in 1999/00, analysts believe the future market for hardwood sawlogs will improve, further increasing demand and creating better prices.


Brazil recently reported timber supplies from current plantation estates were unable to meet the global demand with their government announcing the creation of a loan facility of US$125million to support small landowners to establish forestry plantations.

The commercial log harvest in China is expected to fall by 10% in 2002 though total investment in the forestry sector in China has seen an increase of 21.5% with the total value of imports and exports at US$270.7billion.

Indonesia has recently banned export and Malaysia the import of whole logs. Ghana has banned the export of teak and the lack of supply of timber in Cameroon is forcing large sawmills to close with an overall rise in prices for West African sawn wood. The supply of rubberwood from Malaysia cannot meet demand also affecting the MDF and particleboard industry where price increases are ranging from 20 – 30%. Prices for premium imported wood continues to rise steeply in the US with Genuine Mahogany now sold in excess of US$ 3500 for 1000 board feet of kiln dried lumber.
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