
7th October 2002

Robina Jaffnay

Secretary 

Senate Standing Committee on Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport

Parliament House

Canberra ACT  2600

Dear Ms Jaffnay,

Submission on plantation forests

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Inquiry into the plantation forest industry.

The Conservation Council of Western Australia is this State’s peak non-government conservation organisation.  For more than 25 years, we have been campaigning for the better use and management of Western Australia’s native forests, informing the public about past misuse and mismanagement and proposing improvements.  

In our work on native forests and environmental protection, we have necessarily become involved in plantation forests and have developed a policy on plantations.  As an appendix to this submission, I enclose a copy of the Conservation Council policy on plantations.

Yours sincerely,

(Dr) Beth Schultz

Vice-president

Encl

Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport Senate References Committee

Senate Inquiry into the Plantation Forests Industry

Submission by the Conservation Council of WA – October 2002

1. Underlying philosophy flawed

The logging industry occupies a curious position in Australian society:  it has long assumed that the State will provide its resource.  No other industry has achieved this privileged position.  This no doubt happened because in Australia the logging industry began by having access to extensive areas of publicly-owned native forests at very low prices.  The logging industry and the community came to expect that the State would provide an additional (or alternative) resource to industry as the native forest resource was exhausted.  So the State forestry agencies began to establish plantations to supplement the native forest resource.  However, it appears there has never been an independent analysis from the public perspective of the costs and benefits of State support to the logging industry.

Recommendation 1:  The logging industry should provide its own resource, and publicly-owned forests should be dedicated mainly to purposes other than wood production (conservation of biodiversity; provision of habitat, water and recreation), for which plantations are of less use.

2. Two competing logging industries

In WA as elsewhere in Australia there are two logging industries:  a native forest-based industry and a plantation-based industry.  These two industries compete in the same markets as their products can to a large extent be substituted.  Yet the WA government forestry agencies have tended to treat the plantation-based industry as a minor adjunct to, never as a replacement for, the native forest-based industry, which they have consistently promoted to the detriment of the plantation-based industry.

Recommendation 2:  The plantation-based logging industry must be encouraged to expand so that it can meet virtually all Australia’s needs for wood.

3. The plantation-based logging industry - public sector

Recognising that WA’s native forest species were very slow growing, the WA government forestry agency, the Forests Department, began establishing plantations, especially of coniferous species, in Western Australia soon after it was set up in 1919.  There are trial plots of numerous different species scattered all through State forest.  Many of these are unthrifty or now lie within the conservation estate and should be removed and replaced with native vegetation.  However, there seem to be inadequate funding to carry out this work.

In 1985, the Forests Department was replaced by the Department of Conservation and Land Management (CALM), which continued the Forests Department’s program of establishing plantations on Crown land and buying freehold land to establish plantations, managing the plantations and harvesting and selling the logs.  CALM also began an aggressive campaign to enter into sharefarming agreements with landowners who would make varying contributions and in return receive varying annuities from CALM.  

Initially there was an emphasis on radiata pine for sawlogs for local consumption and locally produced MDF but this quickly shifted to Eucalyptus globulus (blue gum) for export because the return on investment was quicker (10 years for blue gum chiplogs as opposed to 30 years for pine sawlogs).  There is now an over-emphasis on blue gum for export woodchips both within the government agencies and in the private sector, which will contribute to the worldwide glut of woodchips that is now predicted.

In 2000, the Forest Products Commission took over CALM’s role as contractor and seller of WA’s native forest and plantation resources, which are managed in accordance with management plans developed under the provisions of the Conservation and Land Management Act 1984.  There has been a long history of poor management of publicly-owned/managed plantations, which are often not pruned, not thinned and not weeded.  Under-funding and poor management seems to reflect the agency’s lack of interest in plantations.  Most of the farmland, bought and planted with pine at public expense, has now been sold off.

FPC managed coniferous plantations 31 December 2000

Publicly-owned 
Privately-owned

FPC managed

Pinus radiata
44,159


Pinus pinaster
36,238


Other
     760


Total
81,157
20,150

FPC managed broadleaf plantations 31 December 2000


Publicly-owned
Privately-owned

FPC managed

All species
13,754
37,940

Source:  Forest Products Commission Annual Report 2000-2001

A major problem with having the same government agency responsible for both the native forest-based and the plantation-based industries has been the agency’s ability to play one off against the other.  Given the agency’s bias in favour of native forest logging, there has been a tendency to underprice native forest logs relative to plantation logs (which have also been seriously underpriced).  Thus there has long been the ridiculous situation of a pine log costing more per tonne than a comparable old growth forest log and consequently jarrah and karri still being used in housing construction when they could and should be replaced with plantation pine.

A further problem with the publicly-owned sector has been the government practice of tying up the resource for long periods through ill-conceived State Agreement Acts (the Dardanup Pine Log Sawmill Agreement Act 1992 and the Wood Processing (Wesbeam) Agreement Act 2002).  Not only has this practice resulted in serious underpricing of the logs (see excerpt from the 1993 McCarrey report, attachment 1); it has also left the resource under-utilised, with one company failing to take its contracted volumes and the government agency failing to enforce the contract then asserting that there was no resource available (see attachment 2).

Plantations now have the added attraction of being desirable for land rehabilitation, especially to control salinisation.  Jumping onto this bandwagon CALM has launched into a program of extensive pinaster planting (renamed maritime pine, presumably because pinaster has a poor reputation) in the low rainfall zone without any prior research into soil and rainfall in the area or of growth rates and potential markets for the product (see attachment 3).  This could prove costly for taxpayers and landowners.

Recommendation 4:  The whole sharefarm program should be investigated as it would appear to have been very imperfectly implemented (unsuccessful establishment, crop failure and excessive expenditure not properly accounted for; over-generous annuities to attract participants). 

Recommendation 5:  The price of native forest logs should be least doubled and the price of plantation logs should be increased in line with the provisions of the Forest Products Act.  The additional money from plantations should be spent on improving their management.

4. The plantation based logging industry - the private sector

Tax minimisation seems to have been a driving force in the massive expansion of privately-owned plantations in WA.  Some of the companies involved in this expansion have been less than scrupulous, charging exorbitant establishment and management fees and engaging in environmentally unfriendly practices (clearing of native vegetation; overuse of chemicals).  Some have failed financially, and this has reflected badly on the whole sector.  Virtually the whole industry is aimed at short-rotation blue gum to be exported as woodchips to make paper pulp, with almost no plantations established and managed for the more valuable and socially desirable product, sawlogs. 

When the WA Regional Forest Agreement was signed in 1999, the State and Commonwealth Governments allocated funds to restructure the logging industry. The State Government is now contributing $121 million to implement its forest policy, but none of this money is being allocated to the plantation sector.  It is uncertain whether the Commonwealth will allow any of its $15 million RFA contribution to be allocated to the plantation sector.  Since the future for wood production in WA is with the plantation-based industry, this is a serious failure.

Recommendation 6:  Taxation incentives should be geared to length of the logging rotation.  They should be greater for trees grown for 30 years and longer to produce sawlogs and less for short rotation chiplogs.  This would encourage the production of sawlogs rather than chiplogs.

Recommendation 7:  Money allocated for forest industry structural adjustment under the Regional Forest Agreement should be made available to the plantation sector and not directed solely to the native forest sector.

5. Other issues 

There has been little concern for local communities, with shires depopulated as industrial  plantations expanded.

Some blue gum plantations have been planted beyond their climatic range.  This will mean crop failure, especially as rainfall in WA’s South-West has declined, with further decreases likely.

Plantations are being promoted for carbon sequestration in an attempt to address the problem of excessive greenhouse gas emissions.  While tree-planting should be encouraged for a variety of reasons, it should not be used as an excuse to avoid the far more necessary goal of actually reducing the emissions.

There is now a world-wide trend to have wood sources and products certified by an independent organisation, the best known being the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC).  In response to owner and buyer requests, plantation growers in WA are now beginning the process of seeking certification.  This should be encouraged.  In-house rubber-stamping (e.g., Australian Forestry Standard) is not an acceptable substitute.

Recommendation 8:  Shires should have the ability to guide land use so that industrial plantations do not cover excessive areas of land and result in depopulation.

Recommendation 9:  Greater care must be taken in the siting of new plantations, with proper regard for soil and rainfall requirements.

Recommendation 10:  The use of plantations for carbon credits must not be allowed to replace maximum efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.

Recommendation 11:  Plantation growers should be encouraged to join, and seek certification from,  the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC).

Attachment 1

TO BE FORWARDED SEPARATELY

Pine resource on Crown land in Western Australia

Beth Schultz, Conservation Council of WA – (08) 9420 7266

June 2001 (revised)

We are repeatedly told that WA has insufficient plantation resources to replace the native forest timber resource for many years to come.  As regards timber for construction purposes, this is not true.  WA has a resource of unharvested pine trees of harvestable age that could be used to meet virtually all WA’s timber needs right now.  The problem is that in 1992 CALM (now the Forest Products Commission) entered into a contract to sell the pine plantation resource to Wespine Industries Pty Ltd, so the logs are committed to a buyer.  However, Wespine has not taken the contracted volumes, which remain as standing trees in plantations on Crown land. The evidence for the existence of this resource comes from government sources, as follows.


Radiata pine
Pinaster (Maritime) pine

Harvesting age
30 years
40 years

Area in WA
61,394 ha 1
32,170 ha 1

Area planted by Forests  Dept/CALM
41,367 (1969-98 2 )
25,419 ha (1959-98 3 )

Annual average planting rate
1,379 ha/yr
635 ha/yr

Mean annual increment (MAI)
17.8 m3/ha/yr 4 
12.0 m3/ha/yr 4

Gross annual harvestable volume 
736,3863  5
304,800 m3  6

Volume of sawlogs (50% of gross) 7
368,193 m3
152,4003

Total annual volume of sawlogs available from Crown land:  

       520,593 m3
Less 40,000 m3 deducted to account for unpredicted losses (fire,  

wind, disease, decreasing rainfall) 8



       480,593 m3
Pine sawlog resource on Crown land

In 1998-99, CALM produced 266,516 m3 of radiata and pinaster sawlogs from Crown land (CALM 1998-99 Annual Report, p. 89).  In 1999-2000 CALM produced 298,907 m3 of radiata and pinaster sawlogs from Crown land (CALM 1999-2000 Annual Report, p. 95).  

That means there are 214,077 m3 of unharvested pine sawlogs on Crown land ready for harvest left over from 1998-99 (480,593 m3 minus 266,516 m3) and 181,686 m3 of unharvested pine sawlogs left over from 1999-2000 (480,593 m3 minus 298,907 m3).  The total amount of unharvested pine sawlogs for 1998-2000 is 395 763 m3.

CALM’s commitments to supply pine sawlogs

CALM has commitments to supply 426,0003 of pine sawlogs a year (i.e. 586,000 m3 minus 160,000 m3 LVL logs) (ForPac Report, p. 39).  

In 1998-99 it sold 266,516 m3 of pine sawlogs (CALM 1998-99 Annual Report, p. 89) and in 1999-2000 it sold 298,907 m3 of pine sawlogs (CALM 1999-2000 Annual Report, p. 95).

The major purchaser of CALM’s pine sawlogs is Wespine Industries Pty Ltd, a joint venture between Westralian Forest Industries Limited (Wesfi) and Wesfarmers Sotico, which has a contract with CALM to buy 350,000 m3/yr ( ForPac Report, p. 39).

In 1999-2000 Wespine bought only 200,000 m3.  Yet it appears that neither Wespine nor CALM took legal action to enforce the contract.

In view of CALM’s repeated assertion that it has no pine sawlogs available for sale, the question arises as to whether the Forest Products Commission is selling pine sawlogs as industrial wood.

1 Forestry Pacific Pty Ltd, Review of CALM Plantations Business Unit Activities, January 2000 (‘ForPac Report,’), p. 80

2 Forpac Report, p. 21

3 ForPac Report, p. 23

4 ForPac Report, Appendix C

517.8 X 1,379 X 30

612.0 X 635 X 40

7 Mr Gavin Butcher, Forest Products Commission, pers. comm.

8 ForPac Report, p. 29
Policy on plantations

Conservation Council of WA

Adopted 27 April 2000

Relentlessly we humans ravage the forests of the earth, unwittingly destroying the material foundation upon which our very survival depends.  Too many people are demanding too many products too rapidly from a finite area of fragile woodland whose capacity to produce is limited by the intractable facts of biology and environment.

Professor Conrad Totman, The Origins of Japan’s Modern Forests, University of Hawaii Press, 1985

Wood is a useful and versatile product that society needs in many forms.  When Europeans settled in Western Australia, it was readily available from the relatively extensive forests that grew here.  These have now decreased by half, and what remains continues to be reduced through clearing or used principally for the production of wood.

Government policy in the 1960s and 1970s led to the planting of extensive areas of pine, especially Pinus radiata.  Unfortunately, this resulted in the destruction of tens of thousands of hectares of forest and other native vegetation and the creation of large expanses of monoculture plantations, with their attendant problems of loss of biodiversity, and pests, diseases and chemical pollution.  More recently, large areas of Tasmanian Blue gum (Eucalyptus globulus) have been planted, mainly for the production of export woodchips.

Forests have values other than wood production, which the community increasingly recognises.  These values – spiritual, aesthetic, environmental, social and economic – cannot be met by plantations, whereas plantations can provide wood in types and quantities impossible from forests.

In the light of these considerations, the Conservation Council of WA has adopted the following policy on plantations:

Policy

Plantations in WA can now provide virtually all the wood needed in this State.  In future, trees grown as a crop should be the source of all but specialist timber, whether for local consumption or for export.  The growing of tree crops should be sustainable.

Existing publicly-owned plantations are a community asset that should:

· remain in public ownership unless it can be demonstrated that privatisation would have environmental, social and economic benefits for the whole community;

· be managed for their optimum outputs;

· if practicable, be processed locally rather than exported as whole logs or woodchips;

· be fed into the market to allow a rapid end to WA’s reliance on native forests for wood.

New plantations should be encouraged and, with the objective of achieving sustainability, should:

· be planned so as to minimise potential problems with depopulation of country shires and the transport of harvested wood;

· not involve the clearing of any native vegetation or the removal of any remnants;

· not replace wildlife corridors and not be planted in riparian zones or watercourses;

· be located so as to maximise landcare and environmental benefits such as lowering watertables to no lower than pre-clearing levels;

· avoid large-scale monocultures but rather be integrated with other crops and farming operations, a practice known as agroforestry, to maximise their economic and environmental benefits;

· be established, managed, harvested and processed in accordance with high standards of environmental protection;

· rely on improved breeding and not use genetically modified stock;

· where practicable, use local species;

· use a variety of species for a wide range of products; 

· be managed so as to prevent escapes into bushland;

· not require the routine use of irrigation except where treated urban effluent is used;

· not require the routine use of chemicals (fertilisers, herbicides, pesticides, preservatives in processing);

· not result in surface water or groundwater pollution;

· return excess biomass to the soil and minimise the loss of soil nutrients;

· have effective fire management plans that are fully implemented.

In addition to the above, any new publicly-owned plantations should:

· be commercially viable, and any subsidies should be fully transparent;

· be directed towards local processing primarily for local needs and secondarily for export.

New privately-owned plantations should:

· be grown in the knowledge that the owners have the right to harvest the tree crop, provided  this is carried out in accordance with high standards of environmental protection;

· if they have been funded by the public or required by the Soil and Land Conservation Act, be grown in the knowledge that the community through a government agency has the right to regulate harvesting of the tree crop.

Definitions

Agroforestry:  The combination of forestry and agricultural pursuits on the same land.

Forest: Woody vegetation, usually with a single stem, having a mature or potential 

mature stand height exceeding 5 metres, with existing or projective foliage cover of overstorey strata of 30 per cent or more, growing with naturally occurring flora and fauna (modified from Resource Assessment Commission, Forest and Timber Inquiry, Final Report 1992, Volume 1).  To indicate that it does not include plantations, it may be called ‘native forest’.

In Western Australia, forest means the taller eucalypt species karri (Eucalyptus diversicolor), jarrah (E. marginata), marri (E. calophylla), tuart (E. gomphocephala), tingle (E. brevistylis, guilfoylei, jacksonii), and wandoo (E. wandoo) growing either in single-species stands or with one or more of the other species, together with other naturally occurring flora and fauna.  To indicate that it does not include woodland or open forest, it may be called ‘tall forest’.

Plantation:  Intensively managed stand of trees of either native or exotic species created

by the regular placement of seedlings or seeds, grown for the production of wood (modified from Australia’s State of the Forests Report 1998, Bureau of Rural Sciences).
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