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I have worked in Australian forests since 1983. I have written 816 peer-reviewed scientific
articles in the national and international literature on Australian forest biodiversity and forest
management. | was Research Director of the Threatened Species Recovery Hub and am a
Fellow of the Australian Academy of Science and a Fellow of the Ecological Society of
America. | am among the most highly cited forest ecologists in the world (71 048 citations as
of 17 March 2021). I have won numerous national and international awards for my research. |
run several of the largest, long-term monitoring studies in eastern Australia, including in
native forests and in (softwood) plantations. I held a prestigious ARC Laureate Fellowship
from 2013 til 2018.

The Australian Government has proposed to exempt Regional Forest Agreements from the
EPBC Act. Based on more than 37 years of experience in forest ecology and management,
both in Australia and overseas, I argue that it is clear that there are some major problems
associated with the proposal to exempt Regional Forest Agreements from the EPBC Act.
These problems are outlined in the following short summary. The overwhelming conclusion
is that the Regional Forest Agreements have failed to meet their aims to protect biodiversity,
secure employment, and provide resource security for the native forest logging industry
(Lindenmayer et al. 2015) (Lindenmayer 2018). I would welcome the opportunity to make
further representations to the Senate Inquiry on these matters.

1. The Regional Forest Agreements were designed to protect Australia’s forest
biodiversity. They have clearly failed to do this (Lindenmayer et al. 2015)
(Lindenmayer 2018). This is highlighted by significant declines in a large number of
Australian forest-dependent threatened species. For example, populations of
Leadbeater’s Possum and the Greater Glider have declined by 50% and 80% in the
past 20 years. The extent of logged forest in the landscape has been demonstrated to
be a key driver of decline in both species (Lindenmayer et al. 2020a). At the same
time there has been major declines in an array of forest-dependent bird species
(Lindenmayer and Sato 2018).

2. Spatial analyses conducted Victoria-wide have clearly shown that areas proposed for
logging under the Timber Release Plan in that State over the next 5 years are also
places of high conservation value for Victoria’s 70 threatened forest-dependent
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species (Taylor and Lindenmayer 2019). The problems associated with this major
source of conflict in land uses are magnified by the results of a series of studies that
have shown that the current reserve is inadequate for a range of key threatened
species (Todd et al. 2016) (Taylor et al. 2017) and hence off-reserve forests are
essential for the long-term persistence of these species. Exempting RFAs from the
EPBC Act would undermine efforts to secure the persistence of these species.
Moreover, an underpinned principle of the National Forest Policy Statement is that
reserve systems should be Comprehensive, Adequate and Representative. All analyses
to date indicate that there are not adequate to properly protect biodiversity (Todd ef al.
2016) (Taylor et al. 2017).

3. The Regional Forest Agreements were designed to ensure that areas of high
conservation value are not logged. This includes areas on steep slopes that are critical
to the maintenance of the integrity of water supplies for human consumption and for
agriculture. Recent analyses have shown that there have been major breaches of
logging prescriptions in Victorian water catchments with areas well above 30 degrees
having been logged. Indeed, 75% of all logging coupes in some catchments have
logged areas that exceed the specified slope threshold of 30 degrees (Taylor and
Lindenmayer 2021). This underscores the failure of not only codes of forest practice,
but also overarching initiatives such as the Regional Forest Agreements.

4. Ongoing logging under the Regional Agreements threatens the integrity of many
forest ecosystems. For example, logging is one of the key drivers of the risk of
ecosystem collapse in montane forests in Victoria (Bergstrom ef al. 2021), including
the Mountain Ash ecosystem which has been classified under the [IUCN Red Listed
Ecosystem system as Critically Endangered (Burns ef al. 2015) (Sato and
Lindenmayer 2017).

5. Regional Forest Agreements were designed to generate certainty in resource
availability for logging operations (Lindenmayer ef al. 2015) (Lindenmayer 2018).
This has clearly failed as wood shortages are apparent in both Victoria and New
South Wales. For example, in the case of the wet forests of Victoria, recurrent
wildfires mean there is a very low (~20%) probability of stands of trees growing old
enough to provide sawlogs (Cary et al. 2021). That is, there is a 4 in 5 (80%) chance
that forests will be burned severely before the 80 year period required for stands of
trees to reach an age to be suitable for sawlog production (Cary et al. 2021). Resource
availability challenges means that areas that have high conservation value and/or are
on steep slopes (and which should be exempt from logging) have in fact been targeted
for logging (Taylor and Lindenmayer 2021). Notably, the recent 2019-2020 wildfires
had major impacts on forests that were planned to be logged in the next 5 years in
Victoria (under the Timber Release Plan) — approximately 60% of forest planned for
logging in East Gippsland was burnt in those fires and 30% of forest Statewide
(Lindenmayer and Taylor 2020). This underscores the problems with resource
availability for the native forest logging industry.

6. Ongoing logging under the Regional Forest Agreements is adding significantly to the
fire burden in the forests of south-eastern Australia. This is because logging
significantly elevates the risk of high-severity wildfire (Lindenmayer ef al. 2020c;
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Taylor et al. 2014). This effect has been seen in forests around the world (e.g. see
(Thompson et al. 2007; Tiribelli et al. 2018; Zald and Dunn 2017)). This means that
biodiversity in Australian forests (which has been massively impacted by wildfires
(Ward 2020)) is at increased risk from further high severity wildfires. Regional Forest
Agreements fail to account for the interacting effects of logging and fire on the
decline in forest biodiversity.

7. Long-term monitoring is essential to understand the status of forest biodiversity
(Wintle and Lindenmayer 2008). Regional Forest Agreements have failed to ensure
that adequate monitoring takes place. This means there is no basis for determining
sustainability (or otherwise). The best forest monitoring currently being undertaken is
being done by third parties and not Government agencies responsible for management
of public native forest estates — including State Governments that have co-signed
Regional Forest Agreements.

8. The basis for the Regional Forest Agreements is extremely dated. For example, the
agreements do not account for other key drivers of forest integrity such as the effects
of climate change (Lindenmayer et al. 2015) (Lindenmayer 2018). This is highly
problematic for species that are at risk not only from the effects of climate change but
also the impacts of logging operations. That is, they are risk of multiple negatively
impacting drivers of decline (Lindenmayer et al. 2020b).

9. Regional Forest Agreements fail to properly account for forest values other than
timber. Indeed, formal environmental and economic accounting has shown that water,
tourism, agriculture and carbon values far exceed the value of native forest timber in
jurisdictions such as the Central Highlands of Victoria (Keith ef al. 2017a; Keith et al.
2017b; c). Regional Forest Agreements should aim to provide for the best and highest
values from native forests for the owners of those forests (the Australian public).
They have failed to do this. Regional Forest Agreements have also failed to properly
engage with the Traditional Owners on native forests and seek their opinions and
input on how they should be managed.

10. One of the key features of the Regional Forest Agreements was to secure the
economic viability of the native forest logging sector. This has clearly failed
(Lindenmayer et al. 2015) (Lindenmayer 2018). There is abundance evidence that the
native forest logging sector is uneconomic. For example, the Corporate Business Case
submitted by VicForests shows that logging operations are a major loss-making entity
in regions such as East Gippsland (VicForests 2013). Indeed, various analyses
indicate that Victoria would be economically and financially better off (by up to
$110m per year) if the forest industry was transitioned into a plantation-only industry
(Keith et al. 2017a; Keith et al. 2017b; c). Yet other studies suggest that Victoria
would be $192m a year better off financially if the native forest logging industry was
stopped and wood products were sourced from plantations (see
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/apr/13/ending-logging-in-victoria-
now-would-save-taxpayers-192m-budget-office-estimates) — recognizing that: (1)
88% of all sawn timber in Victoria already comes from plantations, (2) 75% of all
plantation-grown eucalypt pulplogs are exported overseas (rather than processed in
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Victoria where it would create manufacturing jobs for Australians), and (3) plantation
eucalypt pulplogs are preferred feedstock for paper production.

In summary, the Samuel Review had recommended that Regional Forest Agreements
should be reformed — but also subject to National Environmental Standards. It is our belief
that these standards must not override the EPBC Act. Rather, the standards must ensure that:
(1) forest biodiversity is properly protected (both in adequate reserves and in off-reserve
areas), (2) that science-based forestry practices and prescriptions are properly implemented
and audited [and not routinely breached — see Taylor and Lindenmayer (2021)], (3) that forest
biodiversity is properly monitored (and then rigorously reported), and (4) forestry operations
meet true triple bottom line standards (that is, they are economically, socially and
environmentally appropriate). Under current Regional Forest Agreements, none of these four
requirements have been met.
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