LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 691

31 August 2020

The Committee Manager
Standing Committee on Environment and Planning
Parliament House, Spring Street
EAST MELBOURNE VIC 3002
ecosystems@parliament.vic.gov.au

Dear members of the Standing Committee on Environment and Planning,
Re: AFPA Submission to the Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
AFPA welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in
Victoria.
Our submission presents the context and facts around Victoria’s native forest timber harvesting
industry, understanding that this is likely to come under some scrutiny through the course of
the Inquiry.
I would welcome an opportunity to appear before the committee via video-link to expand on
AFPA’s submission and answer any questions you may have.

About AFPA and Victoria’s native timber industry
AFPA is the peak national body for Australia’s forest, wood and paper products industry. We
represent most of the major companies which process sawlogs and pulplogs sourced from
Victoria’s RFA regions, and the Victorian Association of Forest Industries (VAFI) is also a
member of AFPA.
AFPA represent the industry’s interests to governments, the general public and other
stakeholders on the sustainable development and use of Australia’s forest, wood and paper
products.
The forest, wood and paper products industry is one of Australia’s largest manufacturing
industries with an annual turnover of approximately $24 billion. Around 120,000 people are
directly employed along the industry value chain with a further 180,000 jobs supported through
flow-on economic activity.
Each year our industry produces around 12.5 million m3 of logs, 4.8 million m3 of sawn timber,
1.5 million m3 of wood-based panels, and more than 3 million tonnes of paper and paperboard
products.
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In Victoria, the industry contributed $7.3 billion to the state economy in 2016-17, directly
employed 15,000, and supported an additional 40,000 to 50,000 jobs, many of them in regional
and rural areas.1
Several reports on the full economic and social value have been published in the last four years
that show:
•

$573 million in revenue was generated by VicForests through its contractors ($76 million)
and its direct customers ($497 million) in the Central Highlands RFA Area in 2013-14. This
activity resulted in the direct employment of 2,117 full time equivalent workers within the
Central Highlands RFA area. 2

•

The Gross Regional Product of the native forest sector in Central Highlands and Gippsland
regions is $740.5 million annually.

•

The gross annual direct expenditure by the Victorian native hardwood sector is $678 million;
the net annual direct expenditure (excluding transfers to other parts of industry) is $417
million.

•

Each job in the Victorian native hardwood sector is estimated to generate a further 1.9 jobs
through flow-economic activity. 3

Victoria’s native hardwood timber industry is sustainable and environmentally
responsible
The Victorian native timber industry is a highly regulated and sustainably managed sector, with
only 3,000 hectares per year harvested and replanted, in an overall forest estate of nearly 8
million hectares. To put this in perspective, this is the equivalent of only 4 trees out of every
10,000 harvested annually, and every tree is replaced as the areas are regenerated and
regrown by law.
In addition, there is no old-growth forest harvested in Victoria. VicForests ceased all old growth
forest harvesting from 1 September 2019. Prior to that, only a tiny amount of old growth in East
Gippsland was being harvested at a rate of 100 hectares per year, or 0.015 per cent of Victoria’s
670,000 hectares of old- growth forest. No old-growth forest in Victoria’s Central Highlands
region has been harvested for decades.
Severe bushfires have been, and will continue to be, the greatest threat to Victoria’s old growth
forests most already in National Parks and have reduced their extent by around 20% since
2003.
As a responsible harvester of timber, VicForests, in accordance with Victoria’s strict
environmental regulations, actively ensures compliance with the legislative and regulatory
framework for the conduct of timber harvesting operations in Victoria. These operations are led

VAFI Industry Review 2017, p5
Deloitte Access Economics (2015) Economic assessment of the native timber industry in the Central Highlands RFA Area
Report 1 –Economic and financial impact

1
2

3

Schirmer J. et al (2018) Socio-economic impacts of the forest industry Victoria (exc. the Green Triangle)
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by a team of experts, legal counsel and operations and support staff to ensure that VicForests
meets the highest standards of forest management. Additionally, VicForests’ operations are
regulated and monitored by Victoria’s Office of the Conservation Regulator, including through
the Victorian Government Forest Audit Program.
Beyond compliance with the legal and regulatory framework, VicForests is certified under the
Australian Standard for Sustainable Forest Management which is governed by the Responsible
Wood Certification Scheme and globally endorsed by the Programme for the Endorsement of
Forest Certification, which is the largest forest certification scheme in the world. Under that
standard, which VicForests has maintained since 2007, VicForests’ operations are
independently audited on a regular basis.
VicForests complies with the legislative and regulatory regime for timber harvesting in Victoria.
AFPA notes that a recent Federal Court decision regarding VicForests’ harvesting operations in
parts of the Central Highlands is being used by activist groups to claim that VicForests’
operations amount to “illegal logging”. AFPA notes that that VicForests has categorically
refuted these claims and has confirmed it will be appealing the decision.
AFPA also strongly rejects these claims, which do an enormous disservice to global efforts to
stamp out the international scourge of the illegal logging trade. Trivialising the global criminal
trade in illegally logged forest products that leads to deforestation, poor working conditions
and environmental vandalism is irresponsible. Groups equating VicForests’ lawful and tightly
regulated operations to “illegal logging” are undermining the enormous efforts of global
agencies such as Interpol to fight this issue.
AFPA has cautiously welcomed the Victorian Government’s recent announcement that it will
review of the Code of Practice for Timber Production to “minimise the risk to short-term supply
obligations arising from third-party litigation”. 4
AFPA notes that while VicForests has confirmed it will appeal the Federal Court judgment, the
court case has highlighted the need to reaffirm the intent of the regulatory framework and to
avoid the vexatious litigation that anti-forestry activist groups have waged in recent years to
disrupt lawful timber harvesting operations. AFPA urges the Victorian Government to progress
the necessary changes to the Code and to work with the Federal Government on providing
certainty to the RFA framework and for Victorian timber industry workers.

Victoria’s native forest industries need certainty
Almost all native hardwood processed in Victoria is supplied from State forests, managed by
VicForests. VicForests’ harvesting operations across the state are conducted under Regional
Forest Agreements (RFAs), which are bilateral agreements with the Commonwealth that
delegate environmental regulation to the Victorian Governments. RFAs are also subject to
statutory reviews every five years.
RFAs are also in place in Western Australia, New South Wales and Tasmania, and are typically
20-year plans for the conservation and sustainable management of Australia's native forests.
They represent the cornerstone of native forest policy in Australia, having emerged from the

4

Minister for Energy, Environment and Climate Change Lily D’Ambrosio media release, 27 July 2020
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National Forest Policy Statement agreed to by all State, Territory and Federal Governments in
1992. Victoria’s five RFAs were extended until 2030 earlier this year, reflecting the deadline the
Victorian Government has announced for the cessation of timber harvesting in timber
harvesting – a policy that AFPA and the Victorian timber industry does not support.
RFAs were put in place to:
• resolve long standing native forest land use conflicts between state and federal governments
through agreed 20-year commitments (10 years in the case of Victoria);
• improve the national reserve system and conservation outcomes through the addition of
significant forest areas to the comprehensive, adequate and representative (CAR) forest
reserve system;
• evaluate and accredit state based ecologically sustainable management systems in multipleuse areas available for wood production; and
• provide for long term investment and certainty in the forest industry.
The three main outcomes in each RFA have been:
•
•
•

the establishment of a Comprehensive, Adequate and Representative (CAR) reserve system
through the creation of additional national parks and reserves;
complementary ecologically sustainable forest management outside reserves (through
accredited state forest codes and practices); and
access to multiple-use forests for wood supply and industry development.

The RFAs are therefore crucial to maintaining a sustainable resource supply while also providing
good conservation outcomes.
However, the current RFAs have not provided the intended stability of supply and operation for
the timber and forestry industry. The last 10 years have seen increasing uncertainty within the
timber industry as the State government has not committed to a clear vision for managing State
forests for multiple uses, which has had detrimental impacts on forestry operations.
Much of this uncertainty stems from pressure from anti-forestry groups who misrepresent and
significantly overstate the impact of forestry on the environment. This is despite the
independent statutory reviews of the Victorian RFAs having been assessed as exceeding the
environmental requirements of the Commonwealth Environment Protection and Biodiversity
Conservation Act 1999.
The issue of uncertainty and loss of timber production forests is not unique to Victoria. The RFA
process in the 1990s resulted in a considerable initial reduction nationally in the area of
multiple-use forest available for wood production, which at the time had an adverse flow-on
effect to the native forest industry communities across Australia. Subsequent decisions by state
governments to further reduce the area of multi-use forests – often at odds with commitments
made in RFAs – has further diminished the area of production forest available for our forest
industries.
Nationally, as a direct result of the RFAs and public land use decisions since the early 1990s,
over 13.6 million hectares have been added to Australia's forest conservation reserve system.
The area of native forests in conservation reserves has almost trebled since 1990, from 6 per
cent to 16 per cent of all native forests.
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Consequently, industry development has been constrained by resource reductions that were
not in accordance with the RFAs, which has undermined the certainty to industry that the RFAs
are intended to provide. Nationally, since 1996 the number of hardwood sawmills in Australia
has fallen from more than 800 to around 200.
In Victoria, there has been a reduction in the total annual harvested timber volume (both
sawlog and pulp log) in State forests from approximately 2.2 million m3 in 2000-2001, to 1.2
million m3 in 2015-16. The Victorian Labor Government’s announcement last year that it would
phase out the native timber industry from 2020, with a full shutdown by 2030, means there will
be even further timber reductions between now and 2030.
These reductions will have a devastating impact on Victoria’s hardwood timber industry, as
native forestry industry in Victoria is already at the point where it cannot sustain any further
reduction in production forest. Further reductions will mean significant job losses even before
the Victorian Government’s 2030 deadline.

Economic and social outcomes should be given equal weighting to
environmental considerations
Victoria’s public native forest resources are managed productively and sustainably. This was
confirmed in a 2013 audit by the Victorian Auditor-General, Managing Victoria’s Native Forest
Timber Resources. 5 This is not surprising given the scientific rigour and planning that VicForests
applies to its operations, and the comparatively small volumes of native forest harvested each
year.
RFAs commit the parties to balancing and protecting the full range of environmental, social,
economic and heritage values that forests provide for current and future generations. However,
commitments across the five Victorian RFAs aimed at providing industry with the level of
continuity and confidence in long-term resource supply to sustain activity and to drive
investment and growth have been undermined, particularly in the last five years.
AFPA contends that in managing our State forest estate, and the modest area that is available
for timber production, the Victorian Government should give equal weight to the economic and
social objectives of the RFAs. To date, the focus of environment policy in our multi-use forests
has been heavily skewed towards environmental objectives. This is despite the significantly
larger area of Victoria’s native forest estate that is in permanent formal and informal reserves,
including National Parks.

The need for landscape-scale forest planning and management, and
conservation of native species
The Comprehensive Adequate and Representative (CAR) reserve system developed as part of
the RFA process sought to maintain all forest types at a landscape scale, based on the best
information available at the time. However, subsequent threatened species surveying has been
overwhelmingly focused on timber harvesting coupes. With field data collection being biased

5

Managing Victoria’s Native Forest Timber Resources. Victorian Auditor-General Office, 2013.
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towards timber production areas, there has not been a comprehensive review of forest species
or ecosystems across both State forests and conservation reserves. This means that population
and distribution models are not fully representative and provide limited means for
understanding how well our conservation reserves are performing compared to the general
management zone of State forests.
The biased data collection has also led to increased application of small timber exclusion zones
for protected species based on sightings of individual animals (e.g. Leadbeater’s Possum). This
approach creates a scattered reserve system that is not strategic and therefore has limited longterm conservation management value.
Reactive, detection-based prescriptions create a fundamental disconnect between planning for
sustainable harvest yields and threatened species protection. This approach counteracts the
intentions of the RFAs, leading to undesirable long-term outcomes for both resource availability
and biodiversity outcomes, such as:
• Unpredictable reductions in timber supply;
•

Fragmentation of forest area available for harvest, reducing coupe access and increasing
operating costs;

•

An ad hoc and fragmentary, reserve system. The current focus on sightings in State forests
means that new reserve areas are not representative of the species range; and

•

Inefficient use of staffing resources. In the case of Leadbeater’s Possum, the use of
exclusion zones was criticised as “reactive [and] resource-hungry”11, as planning responses
must be prepared for each animal sighting.

The shortcomings of a detection-based approach is evident in the Leadbeater’s Possum “200m
buffer zones”, where – separate to the Commonwealth EPBC Act listing process and
Conservation Advice – the Victorian Government introduced detection-based protections for
individual Leadbeater’s Possums. These detection-based protections incentivised anti-forestry
activists to seek out LBP in planned timber harvesting coupes with the sole intention of
preventing harvesting, while ignoring the vast National Park and reserves network that makes
up the majority of the LBP’s suitable habitat. Consequently, around 90 per cent of the LBP’s
potential habitat remains unsurveyed, which highlights the ineffectiveness and perverse
outcomes that can result when a landscape-wide approach to conservation is not followed.
A Victorian Government review of the buffer zones in 2017 found that “only 6-10 per cent of
the [Leadbeater’s] possum’s potential, or most likely occupied, habitat in the Central Highlands
has been surveyed”, recommended a transition to a “strategic landscape-scale planning and
management approach”.6
The introduction of long-term cross-tenure forest monitoring is essential. Forest monitoring just
on State forest is a major waste of public resources as there is no benchmark to which
performance can be objectively judged.

6

A review of the effectiveness and impact of establishing timber harvesting exclusion zones around Leadbeater's Possum
colonies, Victorian Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning, July 2017, p6
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Research and monitoring data are needed to properly assess and report on the performance of
the RFA forest sustainability indicators. Cross-tenure research into the conservation status of
threatened species is sorely needed and long overdue.
Vast tracts of land have been taken from timber harvesting and reserved on the dubious premise
that they are providing critical habitat for threatened species. For many of these species, their
listing can be traced back to there being a lack of basic knowledge and information about their
natural distribution and density. Knowledge of the status of plants and animals in National Parks
and reserves has barely advanced in fifteen years. In contrast over the last twenty years extensive
fauna surveys on State forests have revealed that most of the species listed as threatened are in
fact common and widespread, albeit at low densities.
The Victorian government has signaled a clear intent to move away from species-based
prescriptions in favour of a strategic approach that considers all species and all threats and
possible actions together to efficiently deliver the maximum benefit for the most species.
This will require a landscape-scale approach. Instead of focusing on excluding forest habitat
around detected individuals, a true landscape- scale approach will assess the best actions for
forest species populations, using methods such as predator control. Maintenance and linkage of
appropriate habitat across all tenures of public forests will allow land managers to deliver
maximum benefit for the highest number of forest-dependent species.
The Victorian Government’s strategy document, Protecting Victoria’s Environment –
Biodiversity 2037, recommends landscape management strategies as the preferred means to
biodiversity conservation within Victoria.
The strategy says, “Threats need to be better managed across the landscape to ensure that
species and ecosystems are conserved, and to give biodiversity the best chance to adapt to the
effects of climate change and human population growth.” 7
A landscape approach to protection of threatened species is based on the premise that
protecting habitat is the best strategy for conserving mobile fauna. Landscape conservation
strategies can consider multiple species, threats and management options at multiple scales –
both temporally and spatially.
The introduction of landscape-scale forest planning undertaken across all tenures of public land
should:

7

•

Maintain a viable supply of timber from public forests;

•

Use a population approach to forest species protection based on ecological information
from all public forests;

•

Place a strong focus on the role of industry in forest management for multiple outcomes;

•

be implemented with an extensive engagement campaign to improve public knowledge of
forest management approaches.

Protecting Victoria’s Environment – Biodiversity 2037, Victorian Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning
2017, p46
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While AFPA strongly supports a whole-of landscape approach to conserving species, it must be
accompanied by improved research into how all land tenures are delivering conservation and
biodiversity outcomes. AFPA is concerned that there is an assumption that creating reserves
equates to improved conservation outcomes.
This assumption is not supported by the facts. Nationally, 17 per cent of Australia’s 132 million
native forest estate is already set aside in National Parks and reserves, and yet ecosystems are
reportedly in decline in these protected areas. Clearly, there is no guarantee that locking up the
remaining 5 per cent of multi-use public forest will deliver the conservation panacea that
activists claim. More importantly, however, it is necessary that in embracing a landscape-scale
approach that Governments invest the resources to ensure that it is accompanied by whole-oflandscape benchmarking and monitoring of conservation outcomes, regardless of land tenure.

Transitioning to plantations is not an option
The Andrews Government and anti-forestry groups gloss over the disastrous economic and
social impacts of their policy to end native timber industries by claiming there will be a smooth
transition to a plantation resource. These claims have no credibility, completely misrepresent
how the timber industry works and are at odds with fundamental concepts of forest science.
The native hardwood timber and plantation timber industries are complementary industries
but are not readily interchangeable. While plantations play an important role in the broader
timber and wood products industry, the current plantation estate is not suitable for highquality timber products that the native hardwood timber industry supplies.
Hardwood timber from our native forests is sustainably harvested typically after more than 60
years, giving it time to develop the strength and appearance properties required.
Approximately 90% of hardwood plantations are harvested on short rotations (10-15 years)
specifically for woodchips. As a result, this wood does not develop the same size, strength and
visual properties as timber from our native forests and cannot be used by sawmills. Sawmills
also operate with highly specialised equipment that is custom-made to process particular types
of logs and cannot readily be adapted to process logs of different size or density.
Furthermore, the national and Victorian plantation estates have not increased in the past
decade, due to a number of factors. Identifying and securing suitable land, and managing
environmental and land use issues to establish new plantations are complex and costly
processes which the Victorian Government has failed to explain in their 2030 plan. Quite
simply, the transition to plantation by 2030 is a fallacy and nothing more than spin to hide the
economic wrecking ball across Gippsland, the Latrobe Valley and many other regional Victorian
communities that the Andrews Government’s policy to end native timber harvesting will bring.

Locking up Victoria’s multi-use forests will not store more carbon
The Victorian Government and environmental groups wrongly claim that reduced harvesting in
native forests will increase carbon sequestration. This is at odds with the international and
Australian scientific evidence.
The significant potential for the forestry and forest products industry to contribute to climate
change mitigation was acknowledged in the 4th assessment report of the Intergovernmental
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Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), which stated:
A sustainable forest management strategy aimed at maintaining or increasing forest carbon
stocks, while producing an annual sustained yield of timber, fibre or energy from the forest, will
generate the largest sustained mitigation benefit. 8
This is achieved by storing carbon in wood products which both minimises carbon losses from
future bushfires and produces renewable, low emissions materials.
Trees in forests and plantations typically sequester carbon at a maximum rate between 10 to 30
years old. After this age, if the trees are not harvested, the sequestration rate slows until
maturity at about 80 to 100 years of age.
Claims that a reduction in timber harvesting sequesters more carbon also ignores the stored
carbon from the timber and paper products produced, and the substitution that would occur
with imported wood and paper products from countries that do not have the stringent
environmental protections and sophisticated forest managements practices that are in place in
Australia.
All native forest harvested in Victoria (and Australia) is sustainably regenerated by law and so
does not result in deforestation. However, reforesting cleared areas will create carbon sinks to
counteract greenhouse gas emissions and will also assist in controlling salinity and creation of
wildlife habitat.

Timber harvesting does not affect Victoria’s water supply
Timber harvesting is excluded from many of Victoria’s domestic water catchments and is only a
proportionally minor activity within those catchments where it is permitted.
Harvesting takes place in around 200 hectares (0.14% of catchment area) per year.
Large scale bushfire remains the biggest threat to water supply and quality in Melbourne’s
catchment areas. The 2009 Black Saturday fires impacted around 30% of Melbourne’s water
catchments – two and a half times greater than the forest area harvested for timber within
these catchments, over an 80-year period.

Timber production forests are better managed to mitigate against bushfires
The vital role of the timber industry in managing bushfire risk and fighting fires is not well
known or recognised.
In Victoria, of VicForests’ 130 staff, 72 are trained in firefighting and firefighting support.
VicForests staff undertake a broad range of fire roles including operational firefighting, incident
management and support roles such as logistics and information, and plant and aircraft
support.
Furthermore, forest contracting businesses engaged by VicForests also play a critical role in fire
suppression by providing plant equipment such as bulldozers, excavators, skidders and

8

https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/03/ar4_wg3_full_report-1.pdf
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harvesters at blazes to create fire breaks and remove dangerous trees. VicForests’ contractors
use a fleet of over 200 specialised machines, as well as operate transport that relocate this
machinery around the forest. Without a timber industry this vital resource will be lost.
Contractors also create many of the roads used to access areas and have reported that they are
often the first to observe fire activity, report it and act to extinguish it before it becomes a
greater threat.
Experience has also shown that National Parks and reserves are not well managed to mitigate
against bushfire risk, particularly with respect to fuel loads and access roads.
While public land managers continue to view fire protection as a critical management function,
the conversion of state forest into parks and reserves has substantially reduced government
revenue (from timber sales) with a concurrent loss of considerable forest and fire expertise
from government agencies.
Urban based environmentalism has lower enthusiasm for the broad-scale use of controlled fire.
This contrasts sharply with the strong culture of active management and heightened summer
readiness that was traditionally associated with state forests - typified by relatively high levels
of fuel reduction burning, maintained road and track access, larger and more experienced
government workforces located closer to forests, an economic imperative to protect timber
resources, and far greater availability of skilled timber industry men and machines for firefighting.

Mechanical Fuel Reduction should be used to complement hazard reduction
burns
The Black Summer fires have shown that Australia cannot rely on prescribed burns alone to
reduce the fuel loads in our forests, particularly around towns where they can cause smoke
pollution or worse, get out of control.
Since 1939, there have been more than 50 systematic examinations of fire management in
Australia, including royal commissions, parliamentary, government, public and coronial
inquiries and independent reviews.9 Most have identified fuel load as a significant contributing
factor and recommended that more be done to address this fuel build-up in our forests.
However, our national response has been to do less burning off and barely any mechanical fuel
removal even though it can be done year-round.
The strategic use of specialised machinery to reduce understory and dense forest regrowth
(and removing the biomass from the forest floor), in conjunction with fuel reduction burns, can
reduce the intensity of forest fires around communities and assets.
AFPA recently published a report, Using Fire and Machines to Better Fire-Proof Our Country
Towns, 10 to inform national policy deliberations about how we can better mitigate against

G. W. Morgan, K. G. Tolhurst, M. W. Poynter, N. Cooper, T. McGuffog, R.
Ryan, M. A. Wouters, N. Stephens, P. Black, D. Sheehan, P. Leeson, S. Whight & S. M. Davey
(2020): Prescribed burning in south-eastern Australia: history and future directions, Australian
Forestry, https://doi.org/10.1080/00049158.2020.1739883

9

10

https://ausfpa.com.au/publications/using-fire-and-machines-to-better-fire/

10 of 17

Forest Industries House • PO Box 239 Deakin West ACT 2600 •02 6285 3833 • enquiries@ausfpa.com. au

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 691

catastrophic bushfires, as forest industries are on the frontline of firefighting and mitigation
efforts. The report makes the case for mechanical fuel reduction, showing its effectiveness
overseas, and providing examples where it could have reduced bushfire risk in Australia if it was
being used as part of the fuel reduction, whole of landscape approach.
In the United States, where the Federal Government has recently extended and doubled
investment in an initial 10-year program that incorporated mechanical fuel removal, a mid-term
review found: “Re-establishing desired vegetation conditions through mechanical thinning or
prescribed burning makes landscapes more resilient to fire and reduces the risk of catastrophic
wildfire.” 11
Using the latest data from the Commonwealth Department of Environment and Energy, AFPA’s
report overlays almost 30 years of records for prescribed burns and bushfires to show a clear
trend of reduced burns and increasing bushfires. See figure 2, below.

Figure 2: The area of native forest in Australia burnt through bushfires has increased
significantly over the past 30 years as the rate of prescribed burns has declined.15 State
governments are failing to meet their own annual hazard reduction burn targets, pointing to the
need for additional means of removing fuel loads from our forests. 12
Research has found that in the eucalypt forests of south-eastern Australia, an annual fuel reduction
program of 5% of the landscape could reduce the extent of bushfires by as much as 50%. 13

United States Department of Agriculture (2015), Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration Program 5-Year Report, FY
2010–2014, https://www.fs.fed.us/restoration/documents/cflrp/CFLRP_5-YearReport.pdf
12
Australian Greenhouse Emissions Information System data, Land Use, Land Use Change and Forestry 1990-2017,
Commonwealth Department of Environment and Energy, June 2019
11

Lachlan Mccaw (2013), Managing forest fuels using prescribed fire – A perspective from southern Australia,
Forest Ecology and Management, vol 294
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0378112712005452

13
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However, the recent fires have shown that we cannot rely on prescribed burns alone to reduce
the fuel loads in our forests, particularly around towns where they can cause smoke pollution or
worse, get out of control.
The strategic use of specialised machinery to reduce understory and dense forest regrowth (and
removing the biomass from the forest floor), in conjunction with fuel reduction burns, can reduce
the intensity of forest fires around communities and assets.
The evidence indicates bushfire risk in Australia can be significantly reduced through a far more
aggressive approach of targeted reduction of understory and dense forest regrowth around
strategically important asset such as power sub-stations, telecommunications towers, water
catchments and timber plantations.
Research has shown that as fuel load in the forest is doubled, the rate of fire spread is doubled
and fire intensity is quadrupled. 14 Similarly, a CSIRO study found that in some forest types, one
hectare of forest can accumulate up to 20 tonnes of fuel after just 5 years, highlighting the
need for fuel reduction programs to be ongoing and frequent.
Mechanical fuel reduction is a widely accepted bushfire mitigation tool in other fire-prone
nations, however, it is underutilised in Australia despite its proven efficacy. A Deloitte Access
Economic analysis commissioned by AFPA found the economic benefits of removing fuel from
the bush, in combination with fuel reduction burning, could dramatically reduce the damage
caused by bushfires and massively outweigh the costs.
Similarly, mechanical “thinning” of native vegetation also decreases fire severity. While
mechanical fuel removal takes away the smaller ground fuel, mechanical thinning involves
felling about half the trees in even-aged, uniformly structured forests. As Professor Rod Keenan
from the University of Melbourne wrote for The Conversation in January, “the recent fires have
created conditions for forest regeneration on a large scale. These regenerating forests will thin
naturally over time, creating more fuel and increased risk of more large-scale fires. Mechanical
thinning can remove this potential flammable vegetation.” 15
Thinning to reduce fire risk is intended to slow the rate fire spreads, lower flame heights and
improve recovery after wildfire hits. This was shown in a 2016 extensive review of US research,
which found thinning and prescribed burning helped reduce fire severity, tree mortality and
crown scorch. A 2018 study on Spanish pine forests had similar results. Keenan writes:
Our own research on Australian forests also supported these findings. We found mechanical
thinning plus burning in silver top ash reduces fire fuel hazard, with major reductions in dead
trees, stumps and understory.
We compared thinned and unthinned alpine ash forests using computer modelling, simulating
severe to extreme weather conditions. And we found modelled fire intensity decreased by 30%

14Bill McCormick (2002), Science, Technology, Environment and Resources Group, briefing note: Bushfires: Is Fuel Reduction the

Answer?, APH Library
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/Publications_
Archive/CIB/cib0203/03Cib08

15

https://theconversation.com/forest-thinning-is-controversial-but-it-shouldnt-be-ruled-out-for-managing-bushfires130124
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and the rate of fire spread and spot fires moving ahead of the main fire decreased by 20% with
thinning.
Reducing tree density and fuel through thinning can also make it easier and safer for firesuppression activities, like direct attack with fire hoses, litter raking or back burns, increasing
our chances to control the size of wildfires.

Timber harvesting does not increase bushfire severity
There is a misconception perpetuated by anti-forestry advocates that have sought to politicise
the bushfires that timber harvesting increases the severity of bushfires.
This claim also overstates the scale of native forestry harvesting that occurs annually – Fewer
than 100,000 hectares of native forest is harvested for timber annually – less than 0.06 per cent
of Australia’s total native forests. All native forest harvested is sustainably regenerated.
Significantly, on 28 August 2020 one of the key studies that anti-forestry campaigners have
relied on to support their claim that timber harvesting exacerbated the risk of bushfires was
retracted due to significant scientific errors 16. Unfortunately, the withdrawal came only after
the paper had received significant media coverage.
Meanwhile, there is a breadth of scientific research which refutes any link between timber
harvesting and bushfire severity. Put simply, the scientific consensus is that there is no link
between timber harvesting in Australia and increased bushfire severity. Suggestions to the
contrary are based on flawed science. Perhaps the best dissection of the inaccuracies
underpinning this claim is by the University of Melbourne’s Professor Peter Attiwill in 2014,
who wrote for a scientific journal:
“…there is no evidence from recent megafires in Victoria that younger regrowth (<10 years)
burnt with greater severity than older forest (>70 years); furthermore, forests in reserves (with
no logging) did not burn with less severity than multiple-use forests (with some logging).
“The evidence we have presented here gives little support for the argument that logging in the
wet eucalypt forests across southern Australia results in forests that are drier and more fireprone.” 17
Similarly, Professor Jerry Vanclay from Southern Cross University and Associate Professor Kevin
Tolhurst from the University of Melbourne penned a piece for the Hobart Mercury published on
25 March 2020:
Scientists suggesting that timber harvesting leads to more severe fires are basing their
conclusions on selective, local-scale observations where the only variable considered is the time
since harvesting. This is poor science because it is well established that several factors lead to
fire severity.

16
17

https://www.mdpi.com/2571-6255/3/3/47/htm
Attiwill et al, ‘Timber harvesting does not increase fire risk and severity in wet eucalypt forests of southern Australia’,
Society for Conservation Biology journal, Conservation Letters, July/August 2014, 7(4), 341–35
https://conbio.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/conl.12062
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A landscape scale study of fire severity published in 2014 based on an analysis of more than 2
million ha burnt in Victoria in 2003 and 2007, shows there is no significant difference between a
fire severity in parks compared with forests (including timber harvesting areas).
Fire severity does change with time after timber harvesting (both up and down), but if the whole
harvested landscape is considered rather than isolated local areas, the conclusion that
harvesting increases bushfire risk and severity cannot be supported. 18
The NSW Bushfire Inquiry Research Hub 19 and a separate study recently completed by NSW
Department of Primary Industries20 (referenced through the Inquiry) found that at the
landscape scale, fire severity was much the same regardless of tenure and in State forests fire
severity does not appear to have been influenced by harvesting. It appears during the 2019/20
Black Summer fires in NSW there was no significant difference between harvested and
unharvested areas in the probability of elevated fire severity and inconsistent and minor effects
of time since harvest on probability of elevated fire severity.
Another fallacy that anti-forestry campaigners are arguing is that “salvage” harvesting, or postfire recovery harvesting, of burnt logs from bushfire-affected native forests that are designated
for timber production also increases fire severity.
Beyond generating revenue, post-fire harvesting of burnt trees (sometimes referred to as
‘salvaging’) can also help manage fuels and future fire behaviour. Removal of hazardous
standing dead fuel also contributes to firefighter safety. Post-fire salvage can help reduce
excess fuels and decrease the risk of subsequent high-severity bushfires.
Converting dead or dying trees into carbon-storing forest products rather than allowing them to
decompose in the forest or burn in future bushfires (thereby releasing carbon emissions) also
provide carbon sequestration benefits.21 It is also important to remove and replant so that
forest managers have the flexibility as soon as possible in the future to restore the forest age
profile.
Many of the burnt trees to be harvested in native forests are near roads and trails and pose a
significant safety hazard to the public. If not removed now, they will continue to be a safety risk
for motorists, forest workers and recreational users. In the case of plantations, unrecoverable
burnt areas must be cleared to prepare the land for replanting.
Recovery harvesting operations in native forests are subject to strict state environmental
prescriptions, as is the case with the modest recovery operations underway in Victoria and
NSW’s native forests that are designated for timber production and burnt.
In Victoria, for example, VicForests will harvest up to 3,500 hectares over several years in areas
already allocated to it for harvesting in the fire-affected 1.6 million hectares in Eastern
Victoria. The decision to implement recovery followed an assessment of threatened species
conducted by the Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP), and the

https://www.themercury.com.au/news/opinion/talking-point-stopping-native-forest-logging-to-fight-fire-doesnt-stackup/news-story/d15897c6a2d1e244d5458d180099be17
19 https://www.dpc.nsw.gov.au/assets/dpc-nsw-gov-au/publications/NSW-Bushfire-Inquiry-1630/Final-Report-of-theNSW-Bushfire-Inquiry.pdf
20
https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/1222391/fire-severity-in-harvested-areas.pdf
21
https://www.fs.fed.us/psw/topics/fire_science/ecosystems/harvest.shtml
18
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Office of the Conservation Regulator was consulted in the development of the timber recovery
program and monitors the standards and protections used in harvesting. 22
Professor Keenan said in The Sydney Morning Herald, 26 January 2020, that under current
regulations, with harvesting restricted to state forests, salvage logging could be managed to
minimise the environmental impacts. "There are ways to do salvage logging that doesn't impact
more broadly on the environment," Professor Keenan said. "You wouldn't expect to see logging
across large areas, that's not what is happening now anyway. The timber industry is only
focused on a relatively small part of the landscape." 23

Upholding First Peoples’ connection to country and creating job opportunities
for Indigenous Australians
AFPA believes that land use policy should work with Traditional Owners at a local/regional level
to identify their priorities for forest use that generate economic, social, cultural and
environmental outcomes; protect Aboriginal cultural heritage and respect native title and
traditional land use rights; and support Aboriginal communities gaining access to contracting,
training and employment opportunities in Victoria’s timber and forestry industry.
Where Traditional Owners own land suitable for timber production, partnerships with industry
can offer substantial business and employment/training opportunities at the local level.
Victoria’s RFAs commit the Victorian and Commonwealth governments to develop measures
that “ensure the appropriate management of Aboriginal heritage including the maintenance of
traditional historic uses and values” in the RFA regions.
These measures are the development of statewide guidelines for the management of cultural
heritage values; provision for participation and negotiation through the establishment of formal
consultation mechanisms with local Aboriginal communities; modelling to establish priority
areas for future surveys of Aboriginal sites; and training of staff.
Furthermore, Australia’s two major forest management certification schemes, Responsible
Wood and Forest Stewardship Council of Australia, both require certificate holders to uphold
Indigenous values and work with Traditional Owners.
As previously outlined, VicForests is certified under the Australian Standard for Sustainable
Forest Management which is governed by the Responsible Wood Certification Scheme and
globally endorsed by the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC) – the
largest such scheme in the world. Under that standard, VicForests is required to assess the
possible impact of forest operations on immediate neighbours, which includes consultation
with forest user groups, including Indigenous groups.
The Standard states:
“The intent of this requirement is to ensure due recognition, acknowledgement and enjoyment
of Aboriginal peoples’ and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ culture is maintained within Australia’s

22
23

https://www.vicforests.com.au/fire-management-1/vicforests-starts-post-fire-timber-recovery
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/critics-put-axe-to-forestry-industry-push-to-increase-logging-20200126p53utg.html
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natural resources especially the forested environment where native title exists. It allows for the
maintenance of ecosystems based on traditional land use methods, where appropriate to the
forest management objectives of an organisation 24.
The standard also requires:
“That appropriate consultation is initiated or occurs with Indigenous people to identify and
acknowledge their traditional knowledge in forest management and use of forest species and
other non-wood products.”
VicForests’ Aboriginal Engagement Policy 25 guides the future direction and approaches to
engaging with Aboriginal stakeholders. The Policy outlines the following key focus areas:

24
25

•

Respect native title, the rights and interests of Traditional Owners and have procedures
and plans in place to achieve this;

•

Work respectfully and collaboratively with relevant Aboriginal groups and agencies to
improve protection of Aboriginal cultural, spiritual and natural heritage values in
Victoria’s State forests;

•

Provide improved opportunities for involvement of Traditional Owners into broader
forest management planning processes and practices;

•

Identify and develop partnership, employment, contracting and training opportunities
with Traditional Owners to foster mutual learning and improved capacity and
participation in land management;

•

Work with Traditional Owners to ensure staff and contractors are appropriately trained
in cultural awareness and cultural heritage; and

•

Develop protocols for Welcome to Country and Acknowledgement of Country in
consultation with Traditional Owner groups.

https://www.responsiblewood.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/AS4708-2013-GN01-Publish.pdf
https://www.vicforests.com.au/static/uploads/files/vf-policy-aboriginal-engagement-final-oct-2017-wfvvfjynjmuv.pdf

16 of 17

Forest Industries House • PO Box 239 Deakin West ACT 2600 •02 6285 3833 • enquiries@ausfpa.com. au

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 691

Appearing before the Inquiry
I would welcome an opportunity to appear before the Inquiry via video link to answer any
questions the Committee may have. Please contact the AFPA office on
to
arrange a time.
Yours sincerely,

Ross Hampton
AFPA Chief Executive Officer
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