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Friends of the Earth (FoE) are very concerned about the proposed assessment of Timbercorp’s Plantations by FSC.  We will be more supportive of the assessment if the concerns listed below will be addressed by the assessors and company.  Friends of the Earth Australia are members of the FSC.

We are concerned that because of the lack of a National FSC standard, plantation companies such as Timbercorp could take advantage of Interim standards, thereby potentially weakening plantation standards throughout Australia.

We are happy that Smartwood are undertaking the assessment and believe that Smartwood have worked in a positive manner in regards to the only other FSC Assessment in Victoria thus far, Hancock Victorian Plantations.  We do however hold some concerns about Smartwood’s Australian plantation standard which we believe is still evolving as more information comes to hand.

We are concerned that Timbercorp is applying for an FSC assessment without going through an FSC scoping first.  If the scoping has been done it has not taken place in Victoria.  This lack of due consultation in Victoria could therefore reflect poorly on the whole process.

Before supporting the proposed Timbercorp Assessment we would like the following points resolved;

a) We understand that Timbercorp have 29, 790ha of E. globulus plantations in south-western Victoria.  Although we have limited understanding about the location of some of these plantations, we are unsure of the exact location of the majority of the holdings.  Most of our information comes from Timbercorp plantations established in the Portland catchment – especially those located near the Heywood-Woolesthorpe Road. We therefore request more information on the exact locations of all of Timbercorp’s plantations to be provided to us via maps.

b) Working on the assumption that 1 hectare of plantations consumes 2 ML (megalitres) of water per hectare per year, above what is used in grasslands/pasture, we can assume that Timbercorp plantations are consuming almost 60,000 ML of water per year above what would have been used recently by the pasture that these new plantations have replaced.  It is also assumed that these plantations will continue to consume at least this amount of water indefinitely.  

c) Given that most of the plantations are established in areas where rainfall falls on average 700mm per year, we further estimate that in total these bluegum plantations would use in the vicinity of 7 ML/per ha per year.  This means that Timbercorp’s current water usage would amount to possibly 210,000 ML per year.  This massive water consumption occurs across 5 catchment areas;  Glenelg, Millicent Coast, Portland, Hopkins and Corangamite.  Timbercorp are not paying for this water and FoE believes that the impact of these plantations in times of low rainfall and drought, may seriously impact on waterways and wetlands of the western districts.  (see Appendix 7)  Friends of the Earth would like more information from the company and the assessors about the impacts of bluegum plantations on water quantity in the region and we believe that this issue must be addressed properly via the FSC assessment.

d) With Greenhouse Effect scenarios probably meaning a reduction in rainfall in south western Victoria, water issues will become increasingly important over the next 30 - 100 years.  It is imperative that FSC address this issues and we hope that a hydrologist with experience in plantation development will be consulted during the FSC assessment.  We recommend that Rob Vertessy be approached.

e) FoE also is worried that if Timbercorp is given the FSC certificate then they may embark on further plantation expansion.  If the water isn’t addressed now, then huge problems may emerge with future plantation expansion.

f) This impact on water yield will also be of concern to Gournditchjmara native title claimants.  Although plantation companies operate on ‘private land’, plantations will impact on water yield downstream in areas currently under review for native title claims.  Reduced water yield may well impact on the creatures that inhabit wetlands and waterways which in turn effects native title;  eg impact on fisheries etc.  We therefore call on the assessors to meet with the Gournditchjmara Native Title Claimants as soon as possible to discuss the implications of their bluegum plantations.

g) Much of Timbercorp’s estate is located on lands that were once grasslands.  In terms of hydrological impact, more work needs to be done to determine what the long term impacts of such intensive plantation management will have on these indigenous natural landscapes.  (It should be noted that Timbercorps’ holdings in the Portland catchment west of the Merri River to Darlots Creek and south of the towns of Penshurst and Heywood were mainly located on country that was once basalt shrubby woodlands, stony knoll shrubland, plains grassy woodland, plains swampy woodland, aquatic herbland and herb rich foothill forest).  It is FoE’s belief that intensive plantation monocultures are likely to have an ‘unnatural’ hydrological impact in these regions as well.

h) FoE has concerns about the impact of forestry herbicides on the soils and wetlands of Victoria’s south west.  FoE has concerns about the impact of Roundup on freshwater crustaceans.  We categorically oppose any certification for companies using chlorinated herbicides.  We understand that Timbercorp currently use Simazine, which is both a chlorinated herbicide and a groundwater contaminant.  Simazine is also noted by Pesticide Action Network (http://www.pesticideinfo.org/PCW/Detail_Chemical.jsp?Rec_Id=PC34340) as a possible carcinogen, a developmental or reproductive toxin and a suspected endocrine disruptor.  We would need to know more details about the current herbicide use by the company.  FSC guidelines state that certification will be granted to companies that reduce their use of chemicals – how can we address this matter when we don’t have any details about Timbercorp’s current chemical regimes!  (see also Appendix 9).  Our organization has major concerns about Timbercorp’s current and potential spraying regimes.  Comments made by company spokespeople in the West Australian newspaper are also of major concern.

i) FoE has concerns about the potential use or misuse of insecticides if the plantations come under serious insect attack.  We believe that aerial spraying may occur and we would oppose any aerial spraying of herbicides and insecticides by forest companies.  If this occurs it will reflect very badly on both Timbercorp and the FSC.  Problem insect species already recorded in eucalypt plantations in Western Australia include;  Spring Beetles (Liparetrus and Heteranyx spp), African Black Beetle (Heteronychus arator), wingless grasshoppers (Phaulacridium vittatum),locusts, autumn gum moth (Mnesampela privata), eucalyptus weevil (Gonipterus scuttellatus), Chrysomelid beetles (Chrysoptharta spp., parapsis spp., Trachymela spp., Cadmus excreemtalis, Native Budworm (Helicoverpa punctigera), Weevils, Rutherglen Bug (Nysius vinitor), Pasture Day Moth (Apina callisto), Lief Tier Moth (Decophoridae), Bluegum psyllid (Ctenarytaina eucalypt), Leafblister Sawfly (Phylacteophaga froggatti).  Friends of the Earth will oppose rampant insecticide use of insecticides such as chlorpyrifos.  We would like to know of Timbercorp’s existing insecticide regimes in the region.

j) FoE has concerns about lack of archaeological studies of private land in the vicinity of what could be considered to be some of the oldest archeological sites on the planet. FoE understands that the remnants of ‘dreaming tracks’ occur on private land in the vicinity of Lake Condah and are concerned that Lake Condah and surrounds – including the wetlands stretching through to Tyrendarra have not been properly assessed prior to planting to bluegum plantations where the land is ripped and mounded.  This intensive plantation development could seriously threaten archaeological sites in the area.  An excellent article was recently published in the Sydney Morning Herald March 13 ‘Secrets of the Stones’ which highlights the national significance of the Lake Condah region..  

k) FoE has major concerns about potential certification for Timbercorp plantations when logging of their plantations hasn’t even started.  We understand that logging will not start until 2008.  This sets a very poor precedent in that a logging company could be awarded certification without even starting to log.  What sort of message does this send out?  We fear that the certification is being rushed through so that either Japanese woodchip buyers can be assured that their woodchips are from FSC sources and that potential investors in new paper mills in either south west Victoria or south western Western Australia will be assured that there will be little environmental problems with these projects in terms of wood procurement.  (see appendix 1).

l) In line the point (k), the impacts of logging on local communities and local road infrastructure cannot be determined until logging starts.  We have no idea of the amount of log trucks that will be needed to haul plantation bluegums to the export dock at Portland, and the impact that these trucks will have.  We also understand that a pulp mill is being mooted for the region.  The exact location is unknown and once again what impacts will many log trucks have on the local infrastructure of the region?  Further details about potential truck movements need to be made public by the company.

m) FoE has concerns about the possibility of genetic pollution occurring with remnant stands of native vegetation in the region.  This genetic pollution would mean potential cross-pollinisation with species such as E.camaldulensis and E.viminalis which occur in the region.  This issue will become a serious problem with companies planting bluegum and shining gum in or around remnant vegetation.  FoE has already observed remnant redgum woodlands with Timbercorp plantations located very close by west of Hamilton.  Our organization would be very interested to see how FSC and Timbercorp will attempt to grapple with this issue as it is likely to be a problem unique to Australia. (See:  Genetic Pollution from Farm Forestry using eucalypt species and hybrids – Sept 2001 RIRDC Publication).

n) FoE has concerns that bluegum plantations could harbour pests and vermin which could in turn be problematic for local landholders (See Appendix 4).

o) Our organization is also worried about the impact of broadscale plantations on local farming communities.  Although it appears that the economy in some towns may benefit, we are unsure whether the considerations of all local people are being considered when plantations are foisted onto local communities.  Does FSC want to be associated with plantation companies that are causing problems in some communities?  (See Appendix 5).  These issues will magnify if insect attack occurs and if the water yield issue is not resolved.

p) If fertilizers are going to be used on Timbercorp plantations, what is the source of the fertilizers and do they contain industrial waste including heavy metals?  What quantity of fertilizers will be used on these plantations and what type of fertilisers will be used, including the manufacturing company. (See Appendix 6).
q) Many people involved in our organization are still angry about Timbercorps’ role in the destruction of Red Tail Black Cockatoo breeding sites in 2000.  This was an outrageous mistake by the company and we are not entirely convinced that Timbercorp were as innocent as they appear to be in this fiasco.  Some members of our group remain upset that a company that could have pushed this bird over the edge of extinction is now going for Forest Stewardship Certification. (See appendix 8).  Soon after this information went public our group decided to conduct a direct protest action at Timbercorp’s head office in Melbourne.  Timbercorp were mysteriously tipped off about this protests and security guards were waiting at the entrance of the building as we arrived.  This indicates to us that our group could have had Timbercorp informants at our meeting.  How else would have Timbercorp found out about our groups activities?  Nevertheless we still managed to get a 40 minute hearing from Timbercorp's Executive Director Robert J. Hance.  Timbercorp basically put the blame of clearing red tail black cockatoo nesting sites on the local DNRE and local shire, who according to Hance had not informed Timbercorp that there were nesting sites on the land before they established their bluegum plantation.  It should also be pointed out that the local council told FoE that Timbercorp were told that the area was significant and Timbercorp cleared it anyway.  
r) FoE believes that Timbercorp must get all of their land holdings assessed by 'independent' ecologists/biologists.  This assessment should include the creation of 1:25,000 EVC maps that will be made available to the certifiers, interested parties and local government authorities.  This maps must also include known archaelogical sites and all remnant wetlands/swamps/grasslands.  Both flora and fauna surveys must be included and need to be an ongoing concern.
s) FoE also believes that Timbercorp should be reinstating natural vegetation on all of their plantation areas.  Local trees and plants are bound to appear once cattle and sheep have been removed from old pastures.  These regenerating plants should be retained and not destroyed when plantation logging is carried out.  FoE would like to see Timbercorp instate a 35% revegetation policy within their land holdings after the first rotation of bluegums are logged.  See FoE Forest Network website for further details. (http://www.jeack.com.au/%7Emartdy/Docs/Plantations.htm)
t) FoE would like further information about the role of Silvagene (based at the development section of LaTrobe University) in Timbercorp's plantations and Timbercorp's links with the Centre for Forest Free Technology in Heidelberg, Melbourne.  More specifically we would like to know what Timbercorp is planning in regards to genetic engineering of tree species.  FoE is fundamentally opposed to the genetic engineering of life.
u) FoE also has concerns about fire risk associated with the plantations.  Although the plantations may not be much of a fire risk in small grassland fires, what happens if a massive bushfire occurs in the region?  We fear that many of the bluegum plantations in an intense fire and under the right circumstances could fuel an even more massive fire with extremely destructive capability.  Recent bushfires in Bluegum plantations in the LaTrobe Valley showed that bluegums can be explosive if the fire is large enough.  These fires will be very difficult to contain.
v) We are interested to here about soil issues in regard to the certification.  Our information suggests that Western Victoria – near Casterton has similar soils to those in the Strzeleckis and Otways.  These soils would be highly erodable.  We would like further information regarding the work that Timbercorp has done in regards to assessing the soils that its plantations have been established on in Western Victoria.
Appendix One

New Paper Mill for Victoria/South Australia?

From Border Watch  2/1/01

Mill War - Portland and Hamilton enter the fray.

The South East is embroiled in a tug-o-war to wrest a possible billion dollar paper mill from Victoria, after the State Government announced a $50,000 capital injection to kick start major marketing strategies.

The Southern Grampian and Glenelg Shires have already raised $110,000 to undertake the joint strategy to make their area “investment ready” for overseas companies. 

The report will identify timber availability in South West Victoria over a 20 year period, processing opportunities and potential investors.  This will be followed by a “high impact marketing plan . . .

The burgeoning bluegum resource, which has rapidly expanded in South East South Australia and Western Victoria, is expected to attract interest from global paper companies.

The race to attract a mill was fuelled by Federal Forestry Minister Wilson Tuckey during a recent visit to the South East, where he claimed a world scale paper mill would be built in either Western Victoria or the South East.

But Wattle Range Council Mayor Don Ferguson, who has thrown his weight behind attracting major processing opportunities to the South East, claimed if the region stood by and did nothing “all the development would go to Victoria”.

Mr Ferguson said his ambition to attract a mill was buoyed by Mr Tuckey who claimed the region’s resource would be large enough to sustain a world class mill.

But he warned it was imperative more bluegum plantations were planted and the water licence debacle sorted out . . . 

Meanwhile, Independent Member for Gordon Rory McEwen has challenged Green Triangle major centres to work together and not fight over where a billion dollar paper/pulp mill could be located.

Mr McEwen has also written to Prime Minister John Howard asking that the CSIRO be funded to seriously investigate all value adding potential for the bluegum resource . . . 

Appendix Two

Bluegums and water

From p4  Weekly Times 3/1/01

Row looms over water threat to blue gums.

By Nikki Borchard

A heated debate between irrigators and forestry developers has broken out in South Australia over state government plans to amend water legislation.

Significant forestry development in the south-east of South Australia, particularly blue gum plantations, has caused concern over its impact on the sustainability of water resources.

As a result, water resources minister Mark Brindal last month proposed the introduction of water licences for new forestry plantations to deal with significant land use change.

But forestry developers claim such amendments to the Water Resources Act would freeze plantation development and threaten the future of forestry.

One of Australia’s largest plantation companies, Timbercorp Limited, argued that plantation developers should not have to pay for what they did not use.

“The industry cannot proceed with further expansion until it gains a clearer view of the effects of his (Mr Brindal) proposals,”  Timbercorp chairman David Muir said.

“But if they are implemented as he has stated, the freeze will become permanent.”

He said industry saw no reason to pay for a resource it did not use, and the added cost could only detract from its economic viability.

But irrigators claim they face having their groundwater licences reduced as a result of the effect of land use changes and recharge.

Mt Gambier dairy farmer Gary Spain said it came down to the fact that “you can’t allow one industry out of the water net to expand at the detriment or expense of others”.

“We all acknowledge that we just can’t have open slather irrigation,”  Mr Spain said.

“But for forestry to operate in this area, it needs to operate under the same regime and be accountable for their impact.

“So long as there is a level playing field, market forces will prevail.”

However, Mr Muir argued it was “a scientifically dubious proposition that forestry plantations were reducing groundwater resources and hindering their recharge”.

Mr Brindal told the South Australian parliament in November that there were two main schools of thought on the issue - a traditionalist view and a contemporary view.

“Traditionalists do not believe that water rights should be seperated from land and that any loss of water resource caused by land use change - such as forestry - should be borne by irrigators,” Mr Brindal said.

“But the contemporary view would require an amendment ensuring that plantations in sensitive areas of the south-east - to be known as Recharge Water Management Areas - will be accountable for their impact upon the recharge of the unconfined aquifer.”

Mr Brindal will meet irrigators and plantation developers in the south-east next week.

Appendix 3

Border Watch p3 3/1/01

Bluegum water use research

Early research by the CSIRO has suggested that bluegums can use underground water.

Embryonic results at a Beachport planting indicate that bluegums could be taking groundwater specifically on that site.

But CSIRO Forestry and Forestry Products research scientist Richard Benyon said the results were not yet conclusive enough to publish.

He said the Beachport trial site did not have the same characteristics as other plantings around the Wattle Range Council area, where most bluegums were going.
“We cannot yet say that (the trees use underground water) for the majority of bluegums in the region,” Mr Benyon said.

“The CSIRO is hoping for extra funding to gain knowledge about the water use of bluegums in the Wattle Range area and we hope to focus this research over the next few years.”

Two bluegum sites were being tested, the Beachport plantation and a small one at Padthaway.

At this stage the Padthaway site had not used underground water but this water table was much lower than at Beachport and further south.
Meanwhile, the Beachport site had soils which were too different to provide a conclusive result for plantings in the Wattle Range and Mount Gambier districts.

A wet winter did not make results any easier to determine and more information would be known after summer.

“I think a lot of sites around Wattle Range perhaps have more clay in the soil.  But some early results give an indication that the (Beachport bluegums) may be taking some groundwater,” Mr Benyan said.

“At Beachport the bluegums use at least as much water as they receive from rainfall, a possibly use a bit more than that from the shallow water table, but that is not a generalisation.

“We really need to focus on where the trees are going into the ground rather than 40 hectares at Beachport and five hectares at Padthaway.

“The main reason for doing the work there was to look at how management of the plantations affected water use and to see if we could grow bluegums to produce higher value products.”
Mr Benyon said main research on water use of bluegums had not yet started and would not begin until funding was received.  He hoped money would come from the industry and State Government.

He said research would start early next year, and continue for several years to take into account climate and soil differences among other variations.
Appendix 4

Sharp rise in fox numbers puts Victorian lamb producers under threat.  According to VFF regional manager of the Western District, Mr Tyrrell Evans, "Fox numbers are definately increasing very quickly.  There has been a big increase in the number of blue gum plantations and the foxes have been breeding in these relatively sheltered areas".  With most of the traditional agricultural activities delivering poor returns, many Victorian farmers have turned their paddocks over to blue gum trees as a long-term investment.  Mr Ivan Vowles from Beaufort said "We've lost about 20 lambs this year.  The foxes have been very active . . . They are coming out of the blue gum plantations and picking off the lambs" he said.  (Age Newspaper p7 16/6/99).

Appendix 5

Bush towns fearful as timber plantations swallow farms  (Age 4/9/99 p17). 445 hectare farm leveled at Wanwin, in western Victoria.  "But the rapid growth in plantations has many farmers concerned about the future of their communities.  Mr Peter Grist a spokesperson for the Western Plains Plantation Group, a coalition of farmers formed to fight for improved planning arrangements for the plantation industry, said the economic, social and environmental problems associated with tree farms were often overlooked by the authorities . . . He said plantations were removing people from regional communities.  "If those families go, the negative flow-on effects on mail deliveries, local businesses, schools and doctors is enourmous."  Other impacts include a reduction in land prices due to contracting of the local community, a decrease in surface water run-off and the recharge of underground water systems, an increased fire risk.  "We are not opposed to commercial plantations as long as they add to the positive things already happening in the rural community" he said.  A spokeswoman for the lobby group A Future for Rural Australia, Ms Linette Treasure, believes plantations are contributing to the "social and cultural genocide of rural communties . . . An East Gippsland farmer, Mr Derek Manning, is taking a plantation company to the Victorian Civil and Administrative Appeals Tribunal to stop an approved development on Mount Delegate.  "We are trying to build up tourism around the mountain but no one will want to come and see it when its half-covered by pine trees," he said.

Appendix 6

The following information was sourced from the WMC website (WMC own Hi-Fert)

Hi-Fert mainly sells ammonium phosphate fertilisers.

Ammonium phosphate fertilisers are sourced from 3 processes:

(a)  Sulphuric acid sourced from metalurgical sulphur dioxide emissions at MIM mines in Mount Isa and Sun Metals (a Korean owned Zinc refinery) based in Townsville.

(b)  Ammonia from natural gas supplied through the Carpentaria pipeline

(c)  Phosphate rock from WMC's operation at Phosphate Hill in Qld.

Ammonium phosphate is also produced at WMC's Nickel refinery in WA.

Many fertilizers have impurities in them such as Cadmium, Lead and Mercury.
Appendix 7

In regards to the bluegum expansion, the following studies may give some implication into the enormity of the water problem that could emerge as these plantations swallow up more and more of western Victoria - especially with a government hell bent on trebling the planation base by the year 2020.

The first quote is from Rob Vertessy from the CRC for Catchment Hydrology (CSIRO).

“The afforestation of agricultural and pastoral areas, if conducted on a sufficiently broad scale, will profoundly influence the hydrology of catchments.  Principal amongst the consequences will be reduced water yields and reduced groundwater recharge, though changes in the seasonal distribution of runoff, the timing and magnitude of peak flows, and the persistence of low flows can also be expected.  While hydrologic changes may appear within four years of plantation establishment, the full effects may not be felt for ten or more years.  In the case of groundwater, the benefits of reduced recharge may take several decades to appear... models show that runoff reductions will be greatest in high-rainfall areas and that pine plantations will have a greater impact than eucalypts.  For areas with 800mm mean annual rainfall, mean annual runoff may decline by up to 165mm under eucalypts and up to 210mm under pines.  For areas with mean annual rainfall of 1200mm, the mean annual runoff reductions may be 265 and 350mm...”

“There is a growing body of evidence to show that, in addition to reducing groundwater recharge, trees can use significant quantities of groundwater, depending on the depth and quality of this.  For these reasons, tree planting is regarded as an effective strategy for salinity abatement.  However, there are circumstances where reduced recharge and groundwater abstraction by trees may be undesirable”

“... One of the best local examples of altered flow durations has emerged from the Tumut catchment experiment” planted with pine “It reveals significant changes in the duration of daily flows of all magnitudes.  Redhill catchment now ceases to flow for about 40% of the time, assuming that 0.001mm per day is a ‘no flow’ threshold.” ... “The Tumut data ... show that the maximal hydrologic impacts of pine plantations may not be felt until the stand has reached about 10-15yr of age.  Hence, any catchment containing a significant proportion of young stands will not exhibit the maximum hydrologic effects of afforestation”  

Appendix 8

Herald Sun p 11 March 22 2000.

Critically endangered red-tailed black cockatoos have had their Victorian breeding haven ruined.
The clearing of a patch of dead and hollowed red gum trees – the species' most important nesting site - in the Wimmera has been dealt a blow to hopes of their survival.

Plantation company Timbercorp allegedly knocked down the ancient trees in a breach of a council instruction.

Of the 18 known nesting sites of the cockatoo, the 80 trees on the 287ha property contained six.

There are believed to be fewer than 1000 birds left.
Director of municipal services for West Wimmera Shire Council, Date Thornton, said the planning permit given to Timbercorp in January stated the trees must be kept.

"They knocked the down against the permit and we are now going through two choices - one of which is to seek an enforcement order through VCAT or negotitate a settlement for restitution,"  Mr Thronton said.

Timbercorp applied for a permit so they could start a blue gum plantation on the property near Dergholm in the west Wimmera.

Federal Environment Minister Robert Hill (?) is angry about the alleged breach.

"It is simply not good enough that the trees specifically identified for protection under the conditions of the clearing permit have been destroyed," he said.
Environment Australia's (?) Katrina Jensz said the cleared site was the most significant nesting area of the birds.

"This is one of the country's most endangered birds," Ms Jensz said.
A spokesperson for Timbercorp said he could not comment because of negotiations with the shire.

Appendix 9

West Australian page 1 27/12/00.

Spray fears - Plantation giant rejects risk claims

By Ruth Callaghan

THE State Government has threatened to ban all aerial spraying of pesticides on bluegum plantations amid concerns that the chemicals could damage WA's beef, wine and aquaculture industries.

Use of one pesticide has been banned until at least February and Primary Industry Minister Monty House has warned that other chemicals will be blacklisted unless plantation owners change their habits.

But the timber industry has condemned the threat as a cheap vote-buying measure in Mr House's Great Southern electorate of Stirling. Plantation groups fear a ban could damage their own industry, which is worth close to a billion dollars.

And while environmentalists have welcomed a ban, they say it may come too late to prevent potential health problems.

Farmers, particularly in the Great Southern, have expressed fears that chemicals sprayed on plantations drifted on to other properties, collected on roofs and possibly threatened drinking water.

There are also concerns that aerial spraying has killed crustaceans in some dams and waterways.

Mr House said he shared the community's concern that spraying had a potential impact on human health and agricultural industries.

Earlier this year, the Health Department banned aerial spraying of the toxic chemical dimethoate - which can be fatal if ingested in very high concentrations - until at least February. Dimethoate is used against moths. Another four chemicals are commonly sprayed on bluegums.

Mr House said he had asked Attorney-General Peter Foss for information about legally proving that over-spraying of plantations was occurring in agricultural regions.

He also announced that Agriculture WA would meet beef producers to develop a way of monitoring pesticide residue to protect exports.  Mr House said plantation managers would need to commit to a final code of practice for the use of agricultural chemicals, which was in draft stage.

But plantation investment giant Timbercorp denied that the bluegum industry was not doing enough to minimise risks from aerial spraying.

Timbercorp spokesman Tim Browning said that a code of practice had been in place since September. The industry had adopted the code fully. He said Mr House was biased against plantations and was putting his re-election ahead of the State's best interests.

Mr Browning said the same chemicals used by the industry were used by canola growers,  orchardists and on bowling greens.
If concerns about the safety of meat and wine were genuine, the same risks would have been presented by the massive locust eradication program run by Agriculture WA in recent months.

Conservationist Rob Versluis, a resident in Bow Bridge, between Denmark and Walpole, backed a ban on aerial spraying, but said the Government had taken too long to act. "We don't know that the drinking water is safe, even though they say (the chemicals) break down in time," Mr Versluis said.

"The yabbies are dying in the river, so I just don't believe the spray is harmless. We need to know if it is dangerous before they start to use it, not ban it down the track."

