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The Secretary 

Senate Standing Committee on Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport

Parliament House

Canberra ACT.  2600

Dear Sir

Inquiry into Plantation Forests Industry

Background

David Wettenhall is the sole consultant for PLANTALL Forestry Consultants.  David is a Registered Professional Forester (RPF™) and Member of the Association of Consulting Foresters of Australia.  He has experience gained in the following roles in Australian forestry:

Period
Operation
Role

1975-1980
APPM, Tamar Woodchip Mill, Tasmania
Harvesting supervision and planning

1980-1985
Brymay Forests, Yarrawonga, Victoria
Poplar plantation management

1985- 1991
Australian Forest Industries, Myrtleford, Victoria
Softwood log supply management

1991-1995
Bowater Tissue Limited, Myrtleford, Victoria
Hardwood log supply and plantation development

1995-1997
Carter Holt Harvey, Myrtleford, Victoria
Hardwood log supply and environmental management

1998-1999
Integrated Tree Cropping, Albany WA
Blue Gum plantation management

1999- 
PLANTALL Forestry Consultants 
Consultant

David owns small plantations in north east Victoria and near Albany, WA.

PLANTALL Forestry Consultants are the only professional freelance forestry service in the Great Southern.  The bulk of our work is in Blue Gum plantations and we act as expert forester for a number of prospectus projects.

David is a member of the WA Plantations Industry Ministerial Advisory Committee, Deputy Chairman of Timber 2002 and Deputy Chairman of the Institute of Foresters of Australia WA Branch.

Historical perspective

The history of plantation development in southern Australia has been variable - responsive but slow in the absence of stimuli.

A relatively rapid expansion of the softwood estate occurred during the Great Depression of the 1930’s when governments funded plantation establishment to employ sustenance labour.

After World War II there was a desire to increase the softwood plantations but progress was slow until the introduction of the Commonwealth Softwoods Agreement Acts which provided State governments with low cost capital for plantations.  These underpinned the development of one million hectares of softwood plantations up to the mid 1990’s.

There has been a remarkable transformation of plantation forestry in the last decade as governments have sought to divest plantation assets.  

Today by far the bulk of investment in plantations is coming from the private sector.  These funds are invested by individuals through Managed Investment Schemes (MIS) which normally aim  for short rotation crops and institutional investors seeking a reliable if not spectacular return which may be quite long term.  Other investors such as farm foresters and private wholesale investors constitute a small proportion of the areas planted.  The tax deductibility of investment in the crop is important to most investors who also accept the taxability of the income.

In the Great Southern region of Western Australia there was approximately 5,000 hectares of softwood plantation established in the 1980’s and early 1990’s.  This was truncated by the development of Blue Gum plantations throughout the1990’s to 2001.  There are approximately 130,000 hectares of Blue Gum plantation in the region (although this figure is difficult to verify).

Today the expansion of Blue Gum plantations has slowed and there are multiple government efforts to encourage tree planting in the 400 mm to 600 mm rainfall zone.  There is no sustained State government effort to increase the plantations in the 600+mm rainfall zone.  There is a viable hardwood plantation industry in the region sufficient to supply a world scale pulp and paper mill and a number of smaller mills.

Future developments

Domestic demand for construction timbers and solid wood will be supplied from sustainably managed native forests, softwood and hardwood plantations. Suitable regions within Australia will export wood products to the Asia region and there will be international investment in Australian revegetation programs.

Western Australia will be a net exporter of forest products grown in the high rainfall zones in the south of the State.  Hardwood plantations in the high rainfall zone will increase to 250,000 hectares supporting a vigorous pulpwood export industry and small solidwood industry.  Harvest and processing bi-products will be used for energy generation.  There will be a number of wood panel mills.

We will not advocate a local Eucalypt KRAFT pulp mill until it can be demonstrated to provide a more profitable return for growers than the export woodchip market.

We would like to see the area of softwood plantation expanded to meet the threshold adequate to supply internationally competitive milling complexes.  These may or may not be integrated with the hardwood processing industries.  Some of the softwood plantations may be established on sites which were unsuitable for Blue Gum pulpwood cropping.  We estimate that the target area of softwood plantation within 100 kilometres of Mount Barker should be 60,000 hectares established over 20 years.

There will be extensive agroforestry throughout the lower rainfall zone but these will not be economically justified by the wood production alone.  These plantings will be grown on long rotations by Australian standards located to maximise the benefits to agriculture.  

We promote a future for the plantation industry funded by private investors, managed by professional foresters and supported by government with  silvicultural and market research and infrastructure development.

Supporting plantation development in WA

We believe that uncertainty is a critical impediment to plantation investment.  Forestry investments have a particularly long lead time to maturity.  During that time they are subject to many risks.  The ability of forestry to attract investment will depend upon reducing the actual and perceived risks associated with the investments.

Research & development

Australia could support and encourage future plantation development by developing excellent risk  management strategies.  Even drought and climatic risk is taken into account at the planning stage of professionally managed forestry schemes.  The agricultural risks such as pests and disease are often manageable through good science and emergency response planning.    

It is vital to the future development of plantations in WA that there be a well funded research effort to quantify risks and to develop risk management strategies.  The research program will have the added benefit of training a pool of scientists with appropriate understanding of risk management.

Much of the forestry research in Australia is based in the south eastern states.  While there is excellent work coming from these efforts it requires verification and adaptation for Western Australian conditions prior to being useful.  For example, The Joint Venture Agroforestry Program published useful growth models for agroforestry (RIRDC Publication No 00/68, Forecasting Growth of Key Agroforestry Species in south eastern Australia) but it is based on Victorian and South Australian data.  It cannot be applied to Western Australia without adaptation.  The Farm  Forestry Toolbox is another excellent piece of technology which requires adaptation for WA conditions.  Sometimes this work has been done by particular interests in WA but the results are not made publicly available.  For example, both the Farm Forestry Toolbox and Pro-Mod have variations suitable for WA but these are not published.  We need to create opportunities for the public to contribute to these efforts in a manner which ensures the results are publicly available.

Marketing

We are concerned on two fronts that marketing of forest products marketing could represent an area of unnecessary risk to growers making investment in plantations less attractive.

Hardwood pulpwood is already a net export product and this is likely to continue.  Australian pulpwood will need to maintain and increase share of the Japanese fibre resource supply and gain access to new markets in China, south east Asia and the Indian sub-continent.

Firstly, there needs to be an well conceived national marketing effort. It would be desirable to avoid a situation where Australian producers received less than world market price  because they lacked market knowledge or scale which compromised their negotiating position.  Perhaps the Australian forest products industry can learn from some of Australia’s past successes and failures in international commodity trading such as petroleum products, minerals and other agricultural commodities.

We believe there is merit in developing a major effort to market Australian wood fibre to China in an industry coordinated manner.  Western Australia has enjoy significant success in marketing LNG to China.  There is a huge opportunity for Australia to achieve similar success in plantation products if the marketing effort draws upon our national experience and resources.

Secondly, at present our main markets are a small number of Japanese paper companies and trading houses. These companies characteristically avoid competing for plantation resources by operating from geographically separate ports.  It is vital to best returns for growers that the local market is competitive.  Competitive local markets will create efficient pathways and maximise returns for growers.

Road Infrastructure

The roads infrastructure is breaking down and this will accelerate as the expanding plantations resources reach harvest.  Industry has recognised this for many years and has sought opportunities to address this in concert with the community and government.  However, the Federal government appears to be unresponsive.  Patently inadequate amounts of funding has been allocated to local and state roads in the plantation zones.  Local and state governments say they have insufficient funds to address the problem.

Public roads are normally funded by government.  We are unaware of other industries which use a broad spread of roads being required to fund upgrade of the public road network.  We understand that precedents where companies fund the upgrade of public roads normally enjoy reduced costs of access to resources and/or that the roads upgraded are limited in their spread and use by other traffic.  For example, a road to a mine site may be upgraded by the mine.

The plantations industry has introduced road saving technology such as more efficient truck combinations, central tyre inflation, use of railheads and traffic management protocols.  

Some companies are offering to repair roads damaged by their operations.  However, as the plantations develop in the farming zone and diversity of ownership of the plantations increases it will become difficult to assign the costs of roading to particular plantation operations.  For example, the roads will need to be upgraded for the first plantation to be harvested but the upgrade will benefit younger plantations which may not have the cash flow to fund roads when needed.  There may be several companies using the same road at any time.  Some users may be responsible and others may cause unnecessary damage.

It would be inequitable to ask the plantations industries to contribute to road funding without extending the same expectation to other industries, especially where they compete for land and other resources.  For example, tourism, dairy and grain industries use the same roads as many plantations in this region.  There are differences in the traffic loadings but any equitable funding solution would recognise all traffic requirements, damage contributions and beneficiaries.

It is urgent that the road network be upgraded to facilitate the transport of wood products to market.  The Federal government must actively participate in finding efficient and equitable solutions to this issue.

Regional Plantations Committees

Timber 2002 was formed in the mid 1990’s with a view to achieving the export of woodchips from Albany by 2002.  This has been an outstanding success with the first load of chips exported in March 2002. Timber 2002 Inc. is funded by AFFA and the State government with significant funds coming from membership subscriptions.  

In Western Australia the Regional Plantations Committees have become the delivery vehicles for the Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry Australia (AFFA) and State government farm forestry programs.  The increasing influence of AFFA has resulted in a shift in emphasis from industrial forestry in the 700+ mm rainfall zone to farm forestry in mid to low rainfall zones.

We believe that RPC’s should be resourced sufficiently to allow them to pursue both their traditional roles as where the community and the plantations industry come together and the new role of promoting tree growing in as part of the Salinity Action Plan.

There is an ongoing need for the community to have access to discuss issues with the plantations industry and for the industry to listen to the community.  RPC’s are the appropriate forum for these discussions.  We believe the RPC’s are the best locally based vehicle for the promotion of the Vision 2020 and for the coordination of community input into the process.

Yours sincerely

David Wettenhall, B Sc Forestry, RPF™, MACFA
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