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SUBMISSION FROM ANTHONY AMIS – FRIENDS OF THE EARTH MELBOURNE.
I have been involved in forestry issues at Friends of the Earth (Melbourne) since 1988.

In that time I have worked on native forest issues, but for the past 5 or so years I have been interested in looking at the ecological impacts of the established and burgeoning plantation industry.

Part of my motivation has been to see some sort of environmental outcome for the Strzelecki Ranges – located 2 hours south east of Melbourne.

STRZELECKI BACKGROUND

After being almost totally cleared by ‘settlers’ in the late 19th Century, a large portion of the Strzeleckis was ‘replanted’ through various reafforestation schemes from the 1940’s to the 1980’s, primarily to satisfy the demands of the Maryvale Pulp Mill owned by Australian Paper Manufacturers/Amcor/PaperlinX.

The plantations/reafforested areas were grown more as a pulp resource, rather than a sawlog resource, hence the reason why approximately 80% of the timber coming from the region is woodchipped.  These plantations generally have a poor sawlog quality, although there was a sawmill established in 1997 to take benefit of the so-called hardwood sawntimber from the Strzeleckis.  This mill went broke after it could not recoup the $20 million which was required to set it up – due also to lack of sawntimber demand.  We also understand that the mill was sourcing timber from non-plantation trees growing within the plantation boundaries that were under the control of Victorian Plantations Corporation.  This ‘dishonest’ use of plantation land raised the ire of many locals in the region.

Thus the Strzeleckis has possibly the oldest established plantation hardwood areas in Australia.  People delving into the plantation industry must need to understand issues confronting this area, to get an idea of the long term futures predicted by many now embracing the plantation expansion ‘ideal’.

Much of the hardwood area now being ‘targeted’ by the industry is in the northern slopes of Strzeleckis on approximately 8000 hectares of land leased to Australian Paper Manufacturers under the 1961 Wood Pulp Agreement and many more thousand hectares of land privately purchased by the company which was also under the control of Australian Paper Plantations.  Generally these trees are less than 40 years old.  Other land also being logged is plantation land established by the Forests Commission and then corporatised through the Victorian Plantations Corporation and then effectively privatized when the sale to Hancock Victorian Plantations went through in November 1998.  I should also point out that Australian Paper Plantations were also sold off to Hancock Natural Resource Group in 2001 – effectively meaning that Hancock now control 250,000 hectares of land throughout Victoria, with approximately 120,000 hectares of that land in the Gippsland and Strzelecki Region. 

Importantly the soils of the region were little understood when the clearing initially took place and the reafforestation commenced.  As a result, large portions of the Strzelecki plantations were established on very steep slopes on highly erodable soils.  This is leading to sedimentation issues on a very large scale which in turn impact on creeks and streams of the region, including waterways that eventually drain into the Gippsland Lakes.  The Gippsland tourism industry is worth about $40,000,000 to the states economy and the impacts of sedimentation on waterways has been well documented by the site Hancock Watch;

www.hancock.forests.org.au
I recommend that members of this committee get acquainted with this particular website as it contains a wealth of information concerning plantation developments in Victoria.  Hancock operate throughout Victoria in the following regions;  South West Victoria, Otways, Ballarat Region, Central Region, Benalla Region, Ovens Region, Upper Murray Region, Strzelecki Ranges, Central Gippsland and the Mitchell River catchment in Eastern Gippsland.

I have also been extremely concerned about the impact of plantations on water quantity and the impact of herbicides and associated toxicants associated with the plantation industry.  It is generally considered that plantations located in areas of 1000mm rainfall per year use 9 million litres (ML) of water per hectare per year.  A large portion of the Strzeleckis Ranges and Otway Ranges lie above 1000 mm rainfall areas.  Generally though, the bulk of Hancock’s plantations throughout the State lie in the 700 mm rainfall range, so the water yield from these plantations will be more likely to be in the vicinity of 6 – 7 ML per hectare per year.  Some plantations have also been located in areas under 600 mm rainfall per year.

Because plantation trees are kept forever young, they consume large amounts of water.  Most plantation trees under Hancock’s management are cut at a 28 year rotation.  It was previously 34 years, but that rate has come down significantly in the past few years.  Plantation trees generally are more thirsty from the ages of 5 to 15 years.  Water use slows down significantly at about 35 years, but the plantation trees rarely last that long.  Water yield can increase for a year or two after logging, however water quality at this time is highly likely to suffer from very large increases in sediment.  In some cases up to hundreds of tones of sediment can be washed away per hectare.  If heavy rainfall occurs post logging and if the plantation is located on steep slopes then all sorts of water quality problems can occur, especially in plantations where there are next to no buffer zones protecting drainage lines and ephemeral streams that drain from the plantations.  It should also be remembered that logging roads are the main cause of sediment entering waterways over a rotation length and there is usually a high density of logging roads in plantations.  This in turn can impact negatively on streams and creeks that lie downstream.  As a recreational fishermen I can concur that sediment problems can cause enourmous problems with freshwater species.

Hancock control 250,000 hectares of land throughout Victoria.  Approximately 170,000 hectares of this land is plantation.  Probably (a) 20,000 hectares of ‘plantations’ lie above 1000mm, with (b) 100,000 hectares located in the 700mm zone.  The rest, possibly (c) 50,000 hectares lie in lands of under 600mm rainfall per year.  Working on this assumption, Hancock plantations would consume approximately (a) 180,000 ML + (b) 700,000 ML + (c) 250,000 ML of water per year.  All up my estimation would be 1,130,000 ML (1130 GL Giga Litres*) of water per year.  

*Gigalitre = 1000 ML  (Hancock’s Murray Basin operations amount to 50,000 ha x 6 (ML/Yr = 300,000 ML = 300 GL/yr).  Efforts to get decent environmental flows into the Murray Darling Basin could well be thwarted by existing softwood plantations and newly established plantations located in the wrong location.  This problem will be magnified by the clearfelling of old growth forests in the headwaters of streams flowing into the Murray Darling Basin.

Water prices vary throughout Victoria where Hancock’s plantations have been established.  The highest rate of water cost would be in the Geelong region where water is currently priced at $728 ML.  Other water, in the west of State would be worth only a few dollars per ML.  Using a conservative estimate, water costs could be averaged at $100 ML across the state, potentially meaning that Hancock could be using $113 million worth of water per year.  Hancock were granted a 99 year lease from the State Government, meaning that when that lease has expired Hancock trees would have used $11.2 billion of water, valued at todays prices!  They are not paying a cent for this water!

I would recommend that the Senate Committee carry out an independent water quantity review for Victoria’s privatized plantations.  It is a very strange situation where people from Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia end up effectively subsidizing a multi-national insurance company.  With recent rumours that State Forests NSW will be selling off their plantations to Hancock, it is not entirely impossible that Hancock would be receiving a $30 billion water subsidy by the year 2100 – given that State Forests NSW control some 300,000 hectares of plantations throughout New South Wales.  This appears to an unmentioned factor when considering further plantation establishment and the impacts of globalisation.

Privatisation of the plantation resource is an economic disaster under this scenario.  Why should a US based privately owned company receive such enourmous water subsidies at the cost of all downstream users?  Many of the plantations in NSW are located in the Murray Darling Basin.  In Victoria approximately 50,000 hectares are located in the Murray catchment – many of which however are located in the headwaters of Rivers and streams.  These include the mainly Avoca, Wimmera, Loddon, Acheron, Ovens and Cudgewa Creek catchments.

This figure assumes that water prices will keep stable at the current prices, which of course they won’t.  Under Greenhouse Effect scenarios we are likely to see a decrease in rainfall in Victoria and a warming of something like 3 degrees Celcius by the year 2030.  Under these scenarios the price of water should skyrocket.  I understand that farmers in the Murrumbidgee catchment were paying upwards of $250 ML this year with drought – some irrigators were paying almost $1000 this year alone!.

http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,6583482%255E12810,00.html

A large portion of the states plantations have been located in the headwaters of river systems.  I would argue that these plantations have been located in the worst possible location in terms of waterways and the generation of decent environmental flows.  Poorly located plantations will draw up a huge amount of water, slowing down the flow as the young trees grow.  These plantations will also deny rivers much needed flush outs of salt, potentially worsening salinisation in some areas.  Of course tree plantations can lower water tables in certain catchment locations and plantations may well be beneficial when grown in the proper locations, however it is my contention that many of Hancock’s existing plantations were not grown to control salinisation, they were grown as ‘woodchip farms’.  Hydrological concerns in many instances may not have been properly factored in.  In some cases the locations of existing plantations could be considered to be poorly planned land management ‘mistakes’ that we will continue to pay for, for decades.  

I should also point out that the worst thing the Federal and State Governments should be doing in regard to water quality and quantity is to continue to log old growth forests.  This situation is especially the case in Tasmania where old growth forest is being replaced by thirsty plantations.  This short term land conversion for the woodchip industry is unforgiveable and extremely ignorant.  Regrowth forests will also consume vast amounts of water post logging, however native forests managed on longer rotations will eventually use less water over a longer period of time, in comparison to a plantation that is logged every 30 years or so.  Some experiments have been carried out which show that water yield from a logged plantation a logged native forest are similar after 30 years.  However these experiments would have to be carried out for 100 years to get a clearer picture on the long term impacts.  For instance three rotations of plantations would be grown within a hundred years, whereas you would be very lucky to get one and a half rotations in a native forest managed for sawlogs.  The plantations are kept forever thirsty, whereas forests managed for sawlogs would slow down their water use at about 35-40 years and continue to do so until they are logged at 80 years.

The 2020 Vision.

From the perspective of Friends of the Earth Melbourne, most of our attention has been focused on the existing plantations in Victoria.  Very little of our work has looked at the role of new plantations grown as part of the 2020 Vision.

However it would be fair to say that our organisation has been critical of the Vision ever since its inception in 1996. The Vision was not based on ecological factors, it was based on economic theory.  Inappropriately located plantations will cause problems.  Most of the growth of the plantation sector in Victoria appears to be occurring in the South West of the State in the Green Triangle.

Many of these plantations are bluegum and approximately 100,000 hectares of blue gum have been established in the Green Triangle region since 1996.  Much of this new plantation expansion has occurred in the Glenelg River system and on land that was originally grasslands and woodlands – not forest.  Existing water yield data has been determined by the CRC for Catchment Hydrology who have concluded that in regions of 1000mm rainfall per year new plantations will use about 2ML/ha/yr above what was being used by pasture.  So it could be claimed that water yield in these south western catchments will be reduced by <200,000 ML per year (2000 GL). This change in land use will have the most impact in dry years and drought.  It is also very possible that groundwater will be lessened by having large catchment areas converted to bluegum plantations.  These new plantations will undoubtedly reduce surface water in the downstream vicinity of the plantations.  The south west of Victoria contains many wetlands.  Many of these wetlands may be threatened by lack of water in the future.  Such a water reduction will also impact on native title claims.

Friends of the Earth also fears that there may be a market glut in bluegum woodchips over the next 5 years as there was an exponentional growth in the amount of plantations established between the years 1996 – 2000.  At the same time woodchipping of native forests has escalated in Tasmania and Eastern Victoria, so the argument that these plantations have stopped the logging elsewhere is a complete furphy.

In regards to herbicides Friends of the Earth has a number of concerns over the use of herbicides in plantation forestry.  Most of these concerns relate to the continuing use of Triazine herbcides such as Simazine, Atrazine and Hexazinone.  We understand that numerous new bluegum plantation companies use Simazine and we are currently having to deal with Hancock Victorian Plantations wanting to continue to use Simazine in the Strzelecki and Gippsland regions of Victoria.  

I have included a document that I have recently compiled about Simazine in regards to the recent derogation by Hancock towards Forest Stewardship Council certification.  As a member of FSC FoE is keeping a close eye on developments of FSC in Australia.

Our current plantation policy can be viewed at;

http://www.jeack.com.au/%7Emartdy/Docs/Plantations.htm
Yours truly,

Anthony Amis

Friends of the Earth Melbourne 2/9/03.

