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Submission to the Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport Legislation Committee’s Inquiry into Plantation Forests

Timber Communities Australia strongly supports the vision of Plantations 2020, and welcome the opportunity to participate in this review.  We believe that the Plantation 2020 is starting to have an effect in growing timber to address both the imbalance in trade of timber products and to make up for the loss of Native forest being placed in reserves.

However we are concerned that the development of plantations enjoys only limited support of local government authorities, and that value adding of the timber resource by local processing has yet to be fully achieved.  Plantation development has also been subject to a media campaign by anti forestry groups, which still needs to be fully rebuffed.  We see these as major impediments to achieving the aims of the 2020 Vision.

Plantation development is critical to many communities and family businesses that depend on sustainable timber production.  Many of these small communities rely on government to ensure the right policies to allow their region to improve its social and economic position.  Plantations 2020 is a positive policy, which gives hope to many small regional towns.  It must be implemented urgently and all steps be taken to remove impediments to it’s success.

This submission addresses your terms of reference, which are:

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

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

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

(d) whether there is the need for Government action to encourage longer rotation plantations, particularly in order to supply sawlogs; and

(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.
We consider that the policy framework is not yet consistent at the Federal Government level.  National Heritage Trusts funds are being used to develop regional strategies that discriminate against plantation development. Examples of this policy glitch are found in Natural Resource Management strategies and Vegetation management strategy developed in Tasmania and funded by the NHT.  The NHT must be reviewed to ensure that it is consistent with government policy on developing plantations.

The Commonwealth needs a more constant approach to this issue.  It has more than a leadership role in developing a national expansion of resources including infrastructure.  It must ensure that major policy areas maximize the opportunity for plantation development.  These areas include environmental management, provision of infrastructure, primary industry sector, taxation and funding of direct projects to State and local government.

More work needs to be done at local government level to give both elected representatives and land use planners a better understanding of plantation development and its benefits.  Local government is generally wary of plantation development.  This attitude must be turned around so that councils and shires are supportive.  

Recently local governments in Tasmania have developed both vegetation and landscape management strategies to be incorporated into planning schemes.  These strategies have the potential to not support plantation expansions or recognize expected environmental outcomes.  

The Tasmania government has implemented the Forest Practices Act to provide for Private Timber Reserves.  These reserves provide security for both planting and harvesting of timber.  Recent attempts have been made by anti plantation activists to weaken this legislation.  These attempts must be vigilantly rejected if the plantation strategy’s aims are to be achieved.

Many plantation investors have been discouraged over the last 18 months due to uncertainty over taxation.  This has led to job losses and plantation companies struggling to remain viable.  This uncertainty can not be allowed again for the 2020 vision to be achieved their must be a consistent taxation policy for the next 20 years which encourages investment in both growing plantation and the down stream processing of the timber. Policies relating to depreciation, diesel fuel rebates are equally important to investment taxation issues.

Tasmania has an effective code of practice for both harvesting and plantation development.  It has recently been reviewed and protects natural and cultural values.  The code ensures that there is an extremely high standard of environmental practice.  A feature of the code is the accreditation of Forest Planning Officers and its self regulation.  The Forest Practices Board audits forest practices plans and publishes Annual reports to State Parliament on forest practices.

Timber Communities Australia supports the Forest Practices Code and considers that this code is more than adequate to satisfy any sustainability and environmental indicators. 

In Tasmania we have seen both local and international investment frustrated by complex planning approval processes and a series of misinformation campaigns by anti forestry groups.  Government must counter these perceived impediments by the provisions of factual advice. 

The development of plantations have been subject to unfair criticism by a vocal minority of anti- forestry activists.  The broader community doesn’t share there their views, but are concerned at their alarmist claims.  This is reflected by local government who are confronted with claims of a loss of rate base, and higher costs of maintaining rural roads.   Many of these alarmist claims are proved false once detailed analysis is done, however the initial media cry gives the impression of community concern.

The vast majority of the people within rural community welcome employment and income that plantation expansion can bring.  For too long rural communities have faced decline in rural services and infrastructure.  A vibrant industry based on renewable trees gives long term hope to many rural and regional centers.

The Tasmanian plantation sector has established a “Good Neighbour Charter” which provides for industry to consult with neighbours and this charter is addressing legitimate concerns with neighbours.  This has seen many positive outcomes including redesign of plantation, over coming potential shading, use of chemicals and  silvicultural methods to preserve views. 

There has been many instances already of positive outcomes of plantation development, bringing social and economic benefit to both individuals and the community.  Farmers have been able to sell marginal properties and reinvest in more productive land, or to invest in other businesses or in retirement.  Shops in rural areas have also benefited from the increased workforce due to plantation establishment.

Supply industries such as nurseries and machine wholesalers have also reported increased business resulting in increased employment, turnover and taxation.

Almost a third of Tasmania’s original forest has been cleared for towns, agriculture and dams.  Plantation expansion is a chance to reforest many marginal farm areas to bring substantial environmental benefits.  Trees can act as a carbon sink having global benefit to climate.  Planting of trees can also address issues such as salinity and erosion.  Landscape aesthetic values can also be enhanced by plantation development screening denuded hills and other visual eyesores.

Plantations can also be grown in conjunction with the treatment of storm water or wastewater from effluent treatment. 

There is a need to promote the natural resource management benefits of commercially planted trees.  Strategically placed plantations can have great positive impact in natural resource management planning.  They can have a positive contribution to water catchments and the retention of soils for other agriculture industries.  

Opportunities for down stream processing of plantation timber and value adding must be taken up if regional communities are to survive.  With much of the native forest estate reserved for conservation, plantations are needed to create critical volumes for investment in processing plants.  The results of monitoring plantation development and growth must be disseminated to the local community as well as national and international investors.  

Conclusion

The hopes and aspirations of many regional communities depend on a sound plan for the development.  The Plantation 2020 vision is a plan that will see rural and regional areas continue to prosper.  It will bring long term social, economic and environmental benefits to many regions throughout Australia, particularly to Tasmania.

Government at all levels as well as industry needs to ensure that impediments to investment in plantations and the processing of timber are removed.  These include taxation issues as well as dealing with the misinformation campaign undertaken by anti forestry activists.

Plantations do have a positive impact on regional communities and can create sustainable employment growth in otherwise depressed economic regions.  Plantations can be integrated to form a vibrant part of a regional economy without adverse impact to the local environment.  In fact, plantations offer many environmental benefits both on a local and global scale.

Kind regards

Barry Chipman

State Coordinator

Thursday, 31 October 2002







