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24 September 2002

The Secretary,

Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport Reference Committee

Parliament House, 

Canberra, ACT 2600 

Re: Submissions on Australian Plantations Forestry

Dear Committee members,

I make this submission because I live in a beautiful rural area that has achieved a remarkable balance between agricultural pursuits (dairy, beef cattle, cropping) and conservation of old growth forests.  The drive through our district is delightful.  Unfortunately, recent years have seen the spread of plantations into our area and we have first hand knowledge of the results.  The following sets out points, issues and concerns that have arisen since this unannounced change in land use.

Loss of old growth forests:
Old growth forests need Federal Government protection from forestry operations like wood chipping and plantations.  Replacing old growth forests with plantations causes a loss of native species, reduces bio-diversity, results in waste on an unbelievable scale and creates a downturn in local economies as selective saw log milling and down stream processing operations are sacrificed for wood chip exports.   

Loss of prime agricultural land: 

Of major concern is the loss of prime agricultural land to private forest companies.  This results in a decline of rural population, a downturn of rural employment and a weakened economy.  Private foresters are able to purchase farming properties on good soils without impediment and, it seems, are encouraged by tax breaks. Struggling farmers should be encouraged by government to weather fluctuations in farm fortunes as situations can quickly change. We’ve seen local farm properties go under plantations to be quickly followed by unmet demands for Australian beef from Japan.  

The planting of trees on farm land locks away fertile soils for many years and makes the later recovery of this land an expensive proposition, as every stump has to be grubbed by machine.  Once a farm is sold to a private forester, the infrastructure is removed.  Houses, sheds, stockyards, fences, dams and irrigation systems are destroyed while titles are, apparently, amalgamated to reduce rates payable. It cannot make future economic sense to promote the destruction of years of effort, infrastructure and capital input. 

Nor can it make economic sense to reduce the agricultural opportunities for smaller-scale operations of a diverse nature.  This stops our youth from entering farming pursuits and stops our rural area from sustaining itself or developing further.  Our economy would be better served if government looked at ways of resettling people, including the young and migrants, on such farming properties to boost rural economies.   

Plantation planting practices and Water Quality: 

The quality of rainwater runoff from catchment areas and in creeks running through plantation land is also an important issue.  Locally, our dairy and cattle farming community have traditionally used low levels of toxic chemicals in their farm practices but the company’s liberal application of hazardous chemicals in the tree planting process has changed our prospects for a clean environment. 

The plantation company employed a knock down and follow up spray approach despite our written concerns that our sole drinking water source comes from a dam on our property whose catchment area backs onto their operation. Several requests by us not to spray the 13 acre catchment met with failure.  Indeed, the company displayed no sensitivity regarding our concerns insisting it’s their right to spray and employees even adopted threatening attitudes and belligerent manners. 

We are now faced with the prospect of contamination of our water supplies due to a high annual rainfall and voluminous surface water run-off transferring chemicals from their property. We believe people have a common law right to clean water and that good neighbors should not pollute other people’s water supply. 

We are gravely concerned at the danger posed to marine life in our waterways and dam, especially the lobster, frogs and native black fish that are in abundance. 

Our valued organic status is also under threat because our plantation neighbour sprayed with hazardous chemicals, contaminated our water supplies from run-off, spray drift and soil erosion.

We know from the first hand accounts of others how private foresters have over-sprayed dangerous chemicals from helicopters and dumped waste from land clearing in and around creeks and crossed through creeks with heavy machinery.

Forest Practices Code:  

Proposed plantation operations are the subject to a plan prepared in accordance with the Forest Practices Code.  In respect of the plantation bordering our boundary, the Forest Practices Board (FPB) failed to consult with us after we wrote to warn them of some threatened cultural and environmental values.  I refer mainly to a beautiful stand of blackwood trees on a rocky knoll in full view of tourists accessing our local waterfall.  

The FPB processed the plantation application without implementing any of those special provisions in the code to protect significant values and the FPB made no effort to address our written concerns.  It seems the plan was certified by a Forest Practices Officer without any on-the-ground inspections.  We were left with the impression the company merely submits a plan and an FPB officer rubber-stamps it.

Good Neighbour Charter: 

Plantation companies do not adhere to the Good Neighbour Charter for commercial tree farming in Tasmania. Environmental values are not protected.  On their property next to ours, the company did not employ contour ploughing but ploughed straight down the slopes. When, as a result of their land cultivation practices, thistles appeared in vast quantities overnight, they made no attempt to control weeds by tractor slashing but insisted chemical sprays were the only answer.  

Although we were told spraying had finished with the tree planting, a few months later they sprayed their plantation for weeds. Unfortunately, only their plantation trees and thistles survived. For twenty five years, we have joined with our neighbours in preventing the propagation of thistles.  Now, we have lost the battle and are adversely affected.

Boundary fences:  

Unlike our farmers, plantation companies do not maintain their boundary fences where such adjoin roads.  This allows plantation areas to be accessed by off-road vehicles that use the properties for rallying causing noise pollution and concern for adjoining neighbors.

Fire fighting:  

Plantation companies do not maintain dams, instead they prefer to breach them. There is no infrastructure and equipment maintained in these districts in the event of serious forest fires.  Government cutbacks to services has seen the loss of our rural fire brigade but the risk from wildfire increases with each year the plantations grow. 

Social concerns: 

We know people are worried they will have trouble insuring their lives and property once plantations surround them and the loss of their property values where they adjoin forestry.  Shading from trees and the future obscuring of views are other concerns we have heard expressed.

Animals and 1080 poisoning:

The practice of poisoning with 1080 has been all but abandoned by the farming community in our area, and replaced with vermin-proof fencing and weekly spotlight shooting. We believe native populations of animals and birds have recovered to some extent as a result of these changing attitudes to poisoning. 

The numbers of goshawks, devils, ravens, native cats, quolls, bettong, poteroo, giant freshwater cray, owls and possibly even eagles appear stable.  But the forestry companies are out of step with the best practice maintained by most of our farming community and their use of  1080 once again threatens our fauna. 

Local Government: 

Other councils have advanced planning schemes that zone their lands and designate land use.  Forestry companies try to stop these sensible schemes by appeal. Our local government favors plantations at the expense of already-established agricultural land.  Some members of our local council appear to have pecuniary interests in private forestry and a prominent councillor serves on the Forest Practices Board (FPB). 

State government:

It seems our State Government also fosters forestry companies and plantation activities above other land uses. 

Tourism: 

Plantations will significantly reduce tourist appeal as plantation companies show no respect for landscape values.  Soon, there will be no roadside views while tourism icons like our waterfall require protection from the further creation of artificial environments. 

In our situation, tourists access the falls along what used to be a scenic drive up a gravel road.  Beautiful stands of blackwood were clumsily bulldozed and can still be seen heaped up by the roadside two years later.  The tourist value of our area is now considerably diminished.  

Our region also backs onto the Tarkine, a national heritage area of high natural significance but the plantations have removed the scenic values along the access roads into the Tarkine adversely affecting the potential for future tourism.  

Summation:

Summing up, I feel plantations should not replace old growth forests or be placed on prime agricultural soils or replace existing farms.  Plantations should not supplant other agricultural practices nor should foresters receive tax incentives above other primary producers.  It is better to encourage our food producers.

There is a place for small-scale plantations on marginal parts of farms and in areas where soils are not suited to agriculture provided they do not intrude on neighbours or impact on cultural and tourist values.  Compared with other types of farming, plantations result in less economic benefits thereby contributing to an economic down turn and further unemployment.  

Thank you, 

Robert Taylor 
216 Detention Falls Road, 

Milabena, Tasmania 7325 

{Phone (03) 6445 4323}

