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In this address we aim to respond to several terms of reference presented by the House of
Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture, Resources, Fisheries, and Forestry for
inquiring into the Australian Forestry Industry.

e Opportunities for and constraints upon production

Forests cover approximately 19% of Australia’s land area, being 18.7% native forest
(mainly eucalypts) and 0.3% plantation forests (DAFF, 2010). By far the major constraint to
production from these Australian forests is government policy and regulation. Those
involved in the industry are highly aware that while demand for timber continues to not
only increase domestically but internationally (particularly in China), peculiarly, increasing
areas of native forests have been placed under protection from harvest. Only 6% (or 9.4
million ha) of public native forests remain accessible (DAFF, 2010). This has created a long-
term problem for Australia in relation to wood supply, highlighted in magnitude by the $2.2
billion trade deficit in timber and wood products in 2009, and increasing. Not a small figure
by any means given the entire merchandise trade deficit for Australia in this period was $2.9
billion (DFAT, 2010).

The current lack of growth in the plantation forestry industry, which could have
helped significantly with long-term wood supply, again is a direct result of inappropriate
policy. This came to a head after the collapse of major companies reliant on the managed
investment retail forestry scheme throughout 2009 and 2010. The fact the model depended
on a continuous flow of investment funds was surely visible to most in the industry and
unsustainable from the start, given the normality and acceptance that economic cycles
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always have downturns after good times. Now we are faced with a sovereign crisis in that
international investors are capitalising on Australia’s misfortunes, buying these resources at
fire sale prices while the federal government allows this. Recently the Canadian pension
fund AimCo purchased the Great Southern’s forestry estate at a ridiculously low price of
$415 million, having previously been valued at over $1 billion two years prior, for 2500
square kilometres of Australian freehold land that also includes prime agricultural tracts
(Main, 2011). The global financial crisis and subsequent collapse of these companies have
left the hardwood plantation forests without active management in the north-east region of
NSW now for years and are degrading. Management by the new owners is urgently
required.

For too long politicians have responded to pressure to lock up native (natural)
forests based on non-scientific calls from environmental groups who promote a lack of
management as sound environmental practice. Significantly, science suggests otherwise
(Montagu et al., 2003; Florence, 2004). Sound management practice in forests offers many
benefits towards environmental sustainability and protection, not to mention community
social and economic sustainability (Leys and Vanclay, 2010). There are significant tracts of
plantation forest that have been placed under protection in the conversion of State Forests
to National Parks. These areas include sections of Goonengerry, Bindarri and Whian Whian
National Parks in Northern NSW that contain significant plantation timber resources that
should be made available for harvesting to help address the nations under-supply of timber.
Mebbin National Park has plantations of Gympie messmate, flooded gum and hoop pine
(Source: John MacGregor-Skinner, pers. comm., 2011). The quality of the timber will be
dependant on future management, as currently this doesn’t happen in our degraded and
underfunded National Parks.

Society needs to ensure forests are well managed. However, management is too
often denied to foresters or underfunded in native forests. Foresters must be allowed to
remove invasive weeds that take nutrients away from existing trees that overgrow habitats
for native animals, pollute and choke natural waterways, impact survival of aquatic species
and contribute to the deterioration in water quality (Crooks, 2002), and degrade landscapes.
Managing forests by tending trees through thinning and pruning improves the wood
properties and commercial value of trees remaining. Managing regrowth and fuel loads on
forest floors can help prevent wildfires and subsequent losses to neighbouring
infrastructure, not to mention human lives, wildlife and domestic animals which can so
tragically occur. Tending tracks and water points also assist in responding to fire threats, and
all contribute to active management and ultimate multiple values of forests (Leys and
Vanclay, 2011). This is where policy must match industry commitment for sustainable forest
management based on credible science.



e Opportunities for diversification, value adding and product innovation

Pulp mills also need to be approved on the basis that the latest technology is used to
ensure environmental impacts are minimised and managed. The recent approval of the Bell
Bay pulp mill proposal (March 2011) has been a sound commitment from government, as
paper imports contribute the major proportion of the annual trade deficit in forest and
wood products (DAFF, 2010), costing Australian’s dearly. Concern regarding the quality of
wastewater from pulp and paper mills has often been raised, and understandably given the
potential risks to waterways and aquatic organisms if suitable treatment measures are not
undertaken. However the commitment from the forestry industry to comply with the
highest international environmental standards can not only be enforced by strict regulation,
it can also be built on science which attests to the efficiency in aerobic and anaerobic
treatment processes that remove soluble biodegradable organic pollutants otherwise of
concern (Pokhrel and Viraraghaven, 2004).

Scientific reports also suggest that technologies in the pulp bleaching process that
minimise the use of chlorine dioxide and increase the amounts of other bleaching agents
including oxygen and ozone will reduce potential by-products while still being able to
produce high grade commercial pulp products from eucalypt timber (Lachanel et al., 2005,
2006). This process is referred to in the literature as Elemental Chlorine Free (ECF)-Lite.
Further, Gutierrez (2001) report that technologies for closed-cycle milling where there is
zero liquid effluent (ZLE) may be possible longer term, although at the moment the process
is non-commercial due to problems arising in the handling of wood extracts and poor quality
of the final product.

In regards to energy innovation, interestingly Mollersten et al. (2004) report that
‘pulp mills and integrated pulp and paper mills have the potential to become net exporters of
biomass-based electricity while at the same time removing CO, from the atmosphere on a
net basis.’

e Social and economic benefits of forestry production

It is interesting to note that a study found recreational and well-being values of
forests to humans were enhanced by improving their visual appeal. Martens et al. (2010)
found forests that had been tended and made accessible to people for walking had a greater
effect on human well-being than forests left untended or wild. This was a direct result of
physical accessibility through provision of paths, visible access achieved through thinning
and pruning forest stands and removing hanging dead wood that all stimulated, aroused
and activated people, leaving them with a sense of calm and tranquillity. This highlights the



human restorative potential of managed forests which appears to be overlooked in policy
on managing forests for multiple-uses including recreation in Australia.

Rural communities have faced severe job losses through cuts in the forest industry.
Mill closures continue, which for over a hundred years have supported small communities.
The latest closures in the north-east region of NSW include Ford Timber Mills in the Upper
Clarence region in late 2010, with 34 jobs lost (includes Urbenville and Woodenbong mills).
Other mills and manufacturing businesses in the north-east NSW region that have closed
include: Sandilands Mill where approximately 30 jobs were lost; South Grafton Mill with 26
jobs lost; South Grafton Parquetry put off 35 workers, Kempsey Mill approximately 30
workers, Bolangerie 30 workers, Tenterfield 30 workers, Glenn Innes 30 workers, Boserbrick
30 workers, Walcha 30 workers, and Gloucester put off 30 workers (Source: Tony Wade,
Timber Communities Australia, 2011). This is a total of approximately 335 employees put
out of work, not to mention the negative socio-economic impacts on their local
communities, including loss of spending with local goods and services providers.

The following data on timber related business closures (table below) confirms the
difficulty and plight of timber communities in the North East region and the Southern &
Eden regions of NSW, provided by the National Timber Union (Mr Craig Smith, NSW State
Secretary, CFMEU Forestry & Furnishing Products Division, 18 March 2011). This data refers
only to the recorded number of businesses that received exit assistance between 1996 and
2007 for particular regions of NSW, plus the mill closures in the North-East region
mentioned previously, and don’t include the many businesses ineligible for exit assistance or
flow on businesses affected:

Table: Recorded number of timber industry business closures across NSW forest regions
(having received business exit assistance between 1996 — 2007, plus NE mill closures)

Region of NSW | Sawmills Lorry Owner | Harvest or Other related | TOTALS
Drivers haulage businesses
contractors
North-East 30 14 32 5 81
Southern & 6 20 14 1 41
Eden
TOTALS 36 34 46 6 122




Figure: Ford’s Timber Mill at Urbenville just prior to recent closure

This is an urgent situation across Australia that requires government intervention to
stimulate forestry, not provide compensation packages for people to exit the industry as
reported both above and in Tasmania (Colbeck, 2011), and most certainly across other
states. In regards to forest governance, Larson and Petkova (2011) suggest the main
objective of good governance should be ‘to ensure forest sustainability, together with fair
decision making and benefit distribution’ and ‘that decision makers are accountable and that
decisions are based on the analysis of what is good for people and forests in general and not
personal interest.” While genuine old growth forest should certainly be protected from
logging, many communities across Australia for a long time have relied on harvesting
regrowth forests for economic and social sustainability. Decisions that prevent further
harvest in these regions have severe negative impacts for people working and living in these
communities, and to the flow-on business and service industries.

The new task for federal politicians will be to support the forest industry through
sensible policy initiatives that realign timber needs of society with the commitment of
foresters to sustainably manage Australian native (natural) and plantation forests based on
credible science. New or amended policy will need to allow sustainable harvest of larger
tracts of native (natural) forests than is currently available, and with increased funding to
assist in management and regulatory services (as opposed to regulation codes), known
currently to be severely under-resourced and under-funded.



e Potential energy production from the forestry sector

Less wastage will also increase efficiencies within the forest industry; however this is
currently constrained by a lack of investment in this area. Cellulose biomass materials from
harvest and mill waste offer enormous potential as feed stocks in the production of
renewable energy for gas and liquid fuels (Berndes, 2011; Takeshita and Yamaji, 2008;
Regalbuto, 2009), however requires significant investment in research to refine technologies
for small scale production and regional infrastructure development. In particular, biodiesel
production at the local scale could substantially reduce fuel haulage costs and
environmental impacts from the forestry and agricultural industries as a result of changing
focus away from non-renewable petroleum based products.

e Land use competition between the forestry and agriculture sectors &

Creating a better business environment for forest industries

New policy to stimulate plantation forestry development on private land will be
necessary, and subsidies are likely to have the quickest impact for the helping address the
increasing timber supply deficit. Subsidies for farmers that include establishing plantations
on land of least agricultural value would be the most welcome to primary industries as a
collective, and promote integration between the industries rather than competition. Ideally
this model was supported by agriculturalists in a study in north-east NSW (Leys and Vanclay,
2010). Payments (subsidies) should be made dependant on performance criteria such as
timber growth rates, improvements to biodiversity, and water quality and soil protection
after the initial establishment phase, however will require the development of policy
mechanisms and targeted investment for measuring, monitoring and evaluation by
employing experts in these fields. Through the promotion of environmental services by the
forestry industry, the business environment is highly likely to be improved (Bauhus et al.,
2010).

In summary, there is a need for increased federal investment and policy
development to align with our comprehensive understanding of forest science and the
needs of society to improve Australia’s prospects for a more sustainable forest industry and
re-invigoration of rural communities. Matching capacity, capability and commitment by
foresters and land managers to a sustainable future is only hindered by lack of effective
government policy; forest policy development and amendment is now within the hands and
powers of our government.
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