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A few thoughts on the future of forestry
Wink Sutton

As the global climate has always been changing 
I am not climate change denier.  For example, there 
is no doubt that the arctic is warming.  In addition, 
there is measurable increase in atmospheric 
greenhouse gases, especially carbon dioxide, and as 
a result the sea is becoming more acidic. However, I 
am yet to be convinced that there is sufficient proof 
that the increase in atmospheric greenhouse gases is 
the major cause of climate change. Correlation does 
not necessarily imply cause and effect.  

I am also sceptical of the claim that if we 
reduce the rate of fossil carbon emissions we might 
actually slow the rate of global warming. But I am 
very concerned about resource depletion, especially 
of oil and natural gas.  What right do the present 
generation have to use up most of the world’s 
available and easily accessible resources?

The future of our civilisation

I am also very concerned about the survival 
of our civilisation. The global population is now 
over seven billion and is still increasing. Living in a 
country with only just over four million people, a 
global population in excess of seven billion is almost 
beyond comprehension. There are simply not enough 
resources of energy, water and other materials to 
support this number of people to the standard of 
living enjoyed by those in the wealthiest countries.  

Compounding the problem is that any 
democratic government has to attract majority 
support before it can take action that might reduce 
living standards.  It is naive to consider otherwise. 
The alternative of a benevolent dictatorship is just 
a dream.  Almost all dictatorships in the world 
concentrate on maintaining power. Are any dictators 
taking action that benefits the future?  Companies 
must survive and to do so they must be profitable. 
People need to be employed and must, on average, 
be productive or where is the money for their pay to 
come from?

Energy supply is a major problem because if 
we have unlimited cheap energy we can do almost 
anything. There is universal agreement that for oil 
and gas we may be past peak supply, or soon will 
be at. The global supply of coal will last longer but 
it is not inexhaustible. What the world needs is a 
renewable and sustainable energy source.  

The sun, which will last at least another billion 
years, is likely to be that sustainable if not renewable 
energy source, assuming our civilisation will survive 
that long.  The popular view is that we should 

capture solar energy with solar panels or something 
similar. As I have often said before, wood is almost 
always overlooked, but wood is little more than 
water, carbon dioxide and stored solar energy – a 
100-yearold tree contains a 100 years of stored solar 
energy.  Wood use is very energy efficient.

Wood as wood

I have long maintained that it is environmentally 
responsible to use wood directly in as near a solid 
form as possible, such as sawn timber or plywood, 
rather than to break the wood down to its chemical 
constituents and then use these as fuel or to 
manufacture new products.  Advocates for bio-energy 
and biomaterials often ignore the very important 
fact that bio-energy and bio-material industries want 
to purchase their wood as cheaply as possible.

But tree growing is very capital intensive and 
plantation investors will only be forthcoming if the 
wood is perceived as being of high value. Bio-energy 
and bio-materials will have to compete with other 
wood residue industries such as pulp, particleboard, 
and wood pellets.  As a tree grower I am not very 
excited by new uses for wood residues.  Such 
developments may be impressive but are unlikely to 
result in greater returns for wood growers.

Responsible harvesting 

What is disturbing is the attitude of many 
environmentalists to forests and wood use. Even 
though some admit wood is a renewable resource, 
most environmentalists appear to dislike a greater 
wood harvest. But most seem unable to suggest 
an energy efficient and environmentally friendly 
alternative. Many are reluctant to support efforts 
to responsibly and sustainably harvest wood from 
indigenous forests. New Zealand Greenpeace 
appears not to be opposed to responsible harvesting 
of indigenous forests.  Their forestry spokesperson, 
Grant Rosoman stated in a paper in 2003:

The reliance of plantations as a source of 
the wood and fibre was not a matter of good 
planning or management but rather a strategy 
to deal with the failure of the State and New 
Zealanders to [manage] their native forests in 
any way for the future wood supply.

If Greenpeace is so supportive of responsible 
wood harvesting in our indigenous forest why 
did they not publicly and vigorously oppose the 
Labour Government decision to disband West Coast 
Timberlands? 
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Worldwide, indigenous forests are portrayed as 
fragile and very long lived. Claims that old growth 
must be preserved conveniently ignore the reality 
that trees are living organisms and as such they 
must eventually die. Forests are far from fragile. 
They are remarkable in their ability to recover from 
catastrophic events such as fire, tree harvesting 
and even forest clearance and the land used for 
agriculture.  

One of the most irresponsible campaigns is 
the current opposition by the Australian Greens to 
responsible indigenous forest use. As every forester 
is aware the Australian forests do not remain old 
growth for ever. Eucalypt forests, even those which 
are protected, are rejuvenated by spectacular and 
uncontrollable fire. Prohibiting responsible forest 
management is a certain way of ensuring future 
disasters.

Environmentalists are very keen to publish 
photographs of forest sites just after harvesting as 
the site gives the appearance of destruction.  But that 
destructive appearance is only temporary. It would be 
far more realistic, but of course far less supportive of 
their objective, to show photographs of the same site 
a decade or two later when the forest has recovered 
from the harvesting operation. 

Not a real forest

At the world level environmentalists are generally 
opposed to plantations or planted forests.  Many 
would agree with Grant Rosoman of Greenpeace 
who wrote in the same paper as above: 

Greenpeace doesn’t like plantations: we 
have learned to live with them for strategic 
advantage.  We disagree with calling them 
‘planted forests ‘ because they are not forests.   

Environmentalists often claim plantations to 
be biological deserts because they are almost always 
monocultures, to be not as productive as indigenous 
forest and to be destroyers of the soil.  Plantations 
are opposed because they are perceived as unnatural, 
especially if the species used is not an indigenous tree. 
If we are unable to grow an introduced tree species 
then by the same logic we should consume only 
indigenous animal life and indigenous plants.  We 
could not support our population if we were limited 

to indigenous food sources and our diet would be 
very limited.  If our food supply relied on introduced 
plant and animal species, why should trees to be 
treated differently?   Some introduced trees are very 
productive. Radiata pine, for example, grows 10 to 20 
times as fast as most of our indigenous tree species.

Monocultures are not as rare in indigenous 
forest as many environmentalists often claim. In the 
temperate regions many indigenous forests are very 
nearly monocultures such as the forests in the south 
east and west of the United States.  Our own beech in 
the South Island is a monoculture.

Wood farms or tree farms

Studies worldwide have shown that plantations 
take minimal amounts of nutrients from the soil.  
Even our fast growing radiata, on average, takes up as 
much soil nutrients in a rotation as most agricultural 
crops take up in single year.  There is no evidence 
that successive plantation crops harm the soil. The 
clearance of plantations for conversion to dairy 
farming is proof that the soil is not degraded by 
previously being under a plantation.

Foresters may be convinced that plantations 
are forests and that they greatly benefit society.  
Plantations are a responsible sustainable source of 
wood and are not in any way detrimental.  However, 
some are equally convinced otherwise. It may be 
hard for foresters to accept but let us say we agree 
with the argument that plantations are not forests. 
So what are they?  

Are they wood farms or tree farms?  If plantations 
are regarded as farms would they not also have to 
comply with agricultural regulations.  This could be 
advantageous to the sector. Unlike forests, farms do 
not have to meet biodiversity standards, set-asides 
or greater restrictions on the use of chemicals. We 
may think it is foolish, but there could be major 
advantages to the forest industry if foresters accepted 
the environmentalist’s claim that plantations are not 
true forests.
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