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Beyond the Beauty Strip: A 20th Year Retrospective

By Mitch Lansky

"When I use a word," Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful tone, "it means just what I choose it to mean--neither more nor less."


"The question is," said Alice, "whether you can make words mean so many different things."

Lewis Carroll

This year, 2012, is the 20th anniversary of the publishing of the book Beyond the Beauty Strip: Saving What’s Left of Our Forests (BTBS).  The book is about industrial forest practices in Maine, a subject, one might think would be of great interest to Maine citizens.  Maine is, after all 90% forested.  During the 1980s, just before I started writing the book (in 1989), the paper industry, which was, and still is, the biggest user of wood, owned eight million of the seventeen million acres of Maine’s timberlands. This was, at the time, the largest concentration of industrial forestland of any state.

The paper industry has led the state in manufacturing exports and has had the biggest impact on air and water quality of any other industry.  An average of more than half a million acres is cut in Maine each year.  Since I wrote BTBS the equivalent of more than half of the timberlands in the state have been cut.  How the forest is managed impacts not just future timber supply, but also jobs, wildlife habitat, water quality, and recreation potential over a very large area of the state.

Why I wrote the book  

Forestry issues, at the time I started the book, barely showed up on the public’s radar screen.  A survey done in 1986, asking Maine people about the most important problems they faced, revealed that only 4/10 of 1% of the respondents, “either explicitly used the word ‘forests’ or its synonyms, or mentioned forest-associated industry in their replies.”  The authors commented (in surprise), “Apparently, forest-related concerns are not foremost in people’s minds.”


During the political campaigns of 1986 and 1990, no candidate for higher office (governor or Congress) had much to say about forestry issues.  Not only were politicians reticent about the subject, the press also failed to urge the candidates to address the issues.


This does not mean that politicians, especially at the state level, were unaware of the importance of forestry issues.  Politicians in key committees in Maine were reminded before every election of the importance of the forest by their receipt of forest-industry PAC money.  Although gubernatorial candidates may not have debated forestry issues during these campaigns, once Republican John McKernan was elected, he put former industry employees into such key positions as head of the Department of Conservation and the Maine Forest Service.  This was a practice that transcended political party—Democrats and Independents put industry people in such positions as well.


Yet, during this time period, major changes, quite worthy of public attention, were occurring with forestry and the forest.  I knew about these changes, in part, because I lived surrounded by industry owned forests.  Indeed, until just before I started the book, 90% of the land in my town, Reed Plantation, had been owned by Diamond International Paper Company—a company which today no longer exists.


Before I started writing the book, I had already gotten into the habit of reading all available literature from government and academic sources, attending forestry conferences, monitoring legislative initiatives, checking practices on the ground, and interviewing loggers and foresters.  Forest issues had very much caught my attention.

What first caught my attention in the industrial forest was the spruce budworm spray program.  The spruce budworm is a moth whose caterpillar stage has an especial fondness for fir and spruce.  The paper industry also had a fondness for these species because their long fibers make strong paper. The paper industry decided there wasn’t enough spruce and fir for both them and the budworm, so initiated a chemical war against the budworm that went on for decades.

Starting in 1959 the state started spraying “infected” forests with DDT (until this substance was banned in the late 1960s).  By the 1970s, spraying of broad-spectrum pesticides was annual and massive.  In 1976, the state sprayed Sevin-4-Oil TM (carbaryl), over 3.5 million acres.  Fifty of those acres were mine.

To my surprise, there was no organized opposition to the spraying, even though research showed that the chemicals not only killed budworms, but also predators and parasites of the budworms, pollinators, and aquatic invertebrates.  Later that year, I went to a hearing in Augusta to voice my objection to state subsidies for the program.  I was surprised that the state’s two largest environmental groups were there, testifying in favor of the subsidies.  

These groups argued that without the subsidies, environmental monitoring would not be adequate.  I argued that subsidies encourage more spraying over more acres, leading to more unintended damage.  Despite the evidence of harm evident from previous monitoring, there were still no mandated buffer zones around water bodies, or even around human settlements.  There were no guidelines as to how to use the results of monitoring to change the program.

It took years of organizing to get the state to require buffers, move to biological alternatives, and withdraw subsidies for this “emergency” program.  To be effective, I had to do intensive research and make sure I got my facts straight when I released them to the public.  Thus, I became an information junkie.

Because I was following forestry issues so closely, and because these issues had a direct impact on the forest and communities around me, I was, perhaps, a bit more sensitive to coverage of some major new trends that were occurring around the time I started writing:

End of budworm spraying.

The last year of the spray program was 1985, twenty six years after spraying began, nine years after I got sprayed, and four years before I started writing the book.  That year, the usual pesticides, whose base was the chemical methyl isocyanate, were not available.  A Union Carbide plant that manufactured that chemical in Bhopal, India had blown up.  Thousands of people died, and tens of thousands were blinded, neurolgically damaged, or otherwise impaired in the worst industrial accident in history.  The state relied, instead on the biological spray, Bt..  After that year, the outbreak finally started to collapse.

Large Clearcuts (Salvage).

Budworm spraying was just one of a number of strategies used by the timber industry for dealing with timber supply.  One strategy that the industry had developed was to “salvage” or even “pre-salvage” forests stands of spruce and fir.  I noticed that along with spruce and fir, all other species were “harvested” in what were becoming massive clearcuts.

I first started seeing these massive clearcuts in my own area during the late 1970s and early 1980s. Some of these cuts went on for miles.  Some of the loggers doing the work were concerned that they were cutting themselves out of a future job.  They warned that the companies were liquidating and were going to sell off their lands (“Cut and Run”).

I went to the University of Maine and was able to view some of the early satellite photos of the forest.  From these photos, it appeared as if entire townships (36 square miles) had been clearcut.  I was able to purchase high altitude photos of these areas before and after the cuts to confirm the radical change that had happened.  Some airplane pilots volunteered to fly me over these clearcuts, such as ones to the west of Baxter State Park or along the Allagash Wilderness Waterway.  I took pictures of these massive cuts from the air and ground and put together a slide show to alert the public to what was going on.


By the late 1980s, enough people were growing concerned over this heavy cutting so that it was actually starting to be discussed.  In 1985, Maine Audubon Society had a special issue of its magazine, Habitat, just about forestry.  To my surprise, there was no serious analysis of the problems connected to the massive clearcuts I was observing.  In one article, the author, a wildlife biologist proclaimed, “Large-scale management, potentially involving clearcuts of hundred of hectares, is appropriate on the best timber-producing sites.”  

What about the impacts on wildlife?  The author was philosophical, “there is no question that clearcuts are a visual travesty, and there remain some unanswered questions about soil erosion, nutrient cycling, herbicides, etc.  However, clearcutting is not intrinsically good or bad for wildlife; it creates habitat for some species while destroying it for others.”

From an academic, I was hoping for a little more sophistication.  For example, what size of a clearcut is not “appropriate”?  Are township-sized clearcuts okay?  Would smaller clearcuts spread over the landscape, and fragmenting the remaining habitat, be okay? Also, the companies doing the clearcutting were bragging that they could do this practice, with the help of herbicides (to “speed things up”) on 40-year rotations.  So, what impact would such a short rotation have on the landscape?  What would happen to late successional forests or forest legacies (such are large dead wood)?  How much time is required for the recovery of nutrients and organic matter on the sites where the clearcuts occur?



In 1987, the Natural Resources Council of Maine put out a study on the environmental impacts of forest clearcutting.  Once again, there was no discussion on impacts to landscape, habitat fragmentation, clearcut rotation, soil, or attempts to simplify forest structure with herbicides. Instead, the study looked at immediate impacts, such as siltation and increases in water temperature, and declared that most of these problems could be addressed with buffer strips.  


The authors declared that much of the public concern over clearcuts was due to the visual impact and suggested that buffer strips, irregular shapes and strip cuts could minimize these concerns.  “If these forest practices were expanded to other sensitive areas, the public clamor over clearcuts would be sure to subside.”


The “clamor,” however, was not subsiding.  The state was doing nothing about local concerns.  By the mid 1980s, several towns started writing their own forest regulations.  Maine Audubon Society initiated an Environmental/Industrial Forum, with industry and the Natural Resources Council of Maine, to help fend off more local regulations by creating a statewide set of regulations.


Not surprisingly, the result, which eventually turned into the Forest Practices Act (FPA) in 1989, reflected the point-of-view that the biggest forestry issue was the visual impact, rather than any silvicultural or biological concerns.  The FPA defines clearcuts, and then regulates their size.  It also regulates the width of buffer zones separating one clearcut from the next.  It, essentially, ended the rolling, township-sized clearcuts, but it did not stop habitat fragmentation from multiple clearcuts.


Under the FPA, if a landowner really likes to clearcut, it can stamp out one 20 acre opening after another, separated by 250 foot wide buffer zones that can be either poorly stocked or consist in saplings five feet tall.  One can cut a lot of volume of wood this way.

If a landowner feels that marking out the boundaries of all these clearcuts is too much work, it has even easier options for removing most of the wood.  If there is advanced regeneration, the landowner can do a “shelterwood overstory removal”—taking off all the merchantable wood, leaving behind softwood saplings at least three feet high or hardwood saplings at least five feet tall.  If there is inadequate advanced regeneration, the FPA lets landowners “thin” down to 30 square feet of basal area (leaving any less than this would be a clearcut).  Such a low amount of standing wood leaves the forest “understocked”—i.e. there are not enough trees in the overstory to lead to crown closure.  If the stand is well-stocked with mature trees, that means these “selection cuts” could remove 80% of the stand.


The FPA has nothing to say about cutting more than growth, highgrading, or leaving poorly-stocked stands—all of which would affect future timber supply and quality.  And landowners can legally transform whole landscapes from mature or late successional into seedlings and saplings.


I argued, at the time, that the FPA did not solve any real forestry issue (because it did not address them).  I pointed out the various loopholes that landowners could use to legally cut the majority of wood on their lands in a very short time.  

Those involved in the collaborative effort to create the regulations disagreed.  Roger Millikin, writing in Maine Audubon Society’s magazine Habitat, proclaimed that the creation of these regulations “…provides a model of what can happen when we decide as a society to move beyond simplistic divisive rhetoric and address environmental questions as complex, interrelated issues driven by economic forces and social values.”  At the time he wrote this, Millikin, owner of Baskahegan Lands, represented both the Natural Resources Council of Maine and the Maine Forest Products Council

Mechanization (Whole Tree Harvesting).


In the years leading up to the book, profound changes were happening not only to how the forest was cut, but also to how it was being cut.  It would have been difficult to mow down such extensive landscapes without increased mechanization.  Logging also was extremely dangerous, and workers compensation costs were prohibitive.  Companies looked for ways to reduce these costs.

Chainsaws were being rapidly replaced by feller bunchers; mechanized harvesters that cut and pre-bunched whole trees. Skidders, that pulled “twitches” of tree length boles, were replaced with grapple skidders; machines that can take bunches of trees—tops and branches included—to the yard.  At the yard, another machine, called a delimber, was introduced to mechanically remove the tops and branches. 

Even if the machinery was used for partial cuts, instead of clearcuts, they were so large that 25% or more of the forest was required for just logging trails.  And the machines were very expensive.  Much of the wood being cut was used to pay for the cost of the equipment. 


The tops and branches, which in the past rotted in the woods, providing nutrients and organic matter, were now left in huge piles at the yard.  This “waste wood” as it was called, became a new resource to those promoting a new “renewable” energy source—“biomass.” 

Biomass.


During the 1980s, biomass burning electric generation plants started popping up across the state.  Most of these plants were stand-alone.  Although these plants were touted as “renewable energy,” they were not an efficient use of a resource.  Less than a third of the energy from burning went into electricity—the rest was “waste heat.”  

Environmental groups, especially Maine Audubon Society, were the biggest boosters of biomass plants.  In 1985, MAS Director, Charles Hewitt, stated that “Whole tree harvesting is the most powerful silvicultural tool now available for managing Maine’s forests.”   When he left Maine Audubon, Hewitt went to work for Swift River, a company that built, among other things, biomass plants.  Richard Anderson, former MAS Director and Commissioner of Conservation at the time, got an award from the biomass industry as “public servant of the year,” for his promotion of the technology.  


The companies certainly appreciated all the subsidies state and federal governments granted for biomass energy.  Unfortunately for the industry, standard electric prices fell, and the high purchase prices for biomass energy became so onerous to utilities that the utilities bought many of the plants and shut them down.

Whole-tree clearcuts, of course, also have the potential to be the most damaging practice one can do to a forest.  There were no restrictions in place for these more intensive removals. 

In response to some concerns about whole-tree clearcuts, the legislature passed a bill in 1986 that, essentially, achieved nothing.  The biomass mills could report on the landowners’ management and regeneration plans—after the cut had already happened.  And the bill did not apply to members of the Tree Farm Association—which included nearly all the large landowners in the state.

Jobs. 


Mechanization was starting to reduce jobs available in paper mills and saw mills.  This trend was spreading into the woods as well.  Even though the rate of cutting, in the name of “salvage,” had increased, the number of loggers needed to cut this wood, due to mechanization, was starting to decrease.  

The combinations of lower earning capacity and fewer available jobs, and landscapes dominated by clearcuts and small trees, led many loggers to start telling their sons to find some other line of work.  Living in a logging town, I wondered what would happen to our community as these trends played out.

In 1975, loggers initiated a mill boycott over issues ranging from: unilateral price setting, arbitrary termination of contracts, falsified scaling of timber, lack of a uniform scaling law, lack of adequate insurance coverage, and import of Canadian labor.  Although the loggers were able to shut down some mills temporarily, their uprising was crushed.  The courts claimed these “independent contractors” were, ironically, violating anti-trust laws in organizing against the paper mill. The courts saw no problem with the mills collaborating to fend off the loggers.  A decade and a half later, as I was writing the book, logging labor issues were still not being addressed.

Herbicides.


Forests respond to the large clearcuts the way they responded to other major disturbances, such as fires.  Regeneration becomes dominated by rapidly growing, shade-intolerant species—such as raspberries, pin cherries, birch, or poplar.  These species immediately recolonize disturbed land, preventing leaching of nutrients and offering protection to more shade-tolerant species growing below.


Since industry, at the time, wanted spruce and fir, not birch, aspen, or raspberries, they started spraying herbicides to kill these unwanted species.  To some companies, (such as Great Northern, which had little use for hardwoods), anything that was not spruce or fir was a “weed,” including sugar maple, yellow birch, or beech that might naturally occupy a mixed stand along with spruce and fir.


During the 1970s and early 1980s, the favorite herbicides were 2,4-D, and 2,4,5-T, which, industry argued, were safer than table salt or aspirin.  The safety of these chemicals was touted even after Agent Orange (which was made up of 2,4-D and 2,4,5-T), was withdrawn in wartime for use as a defoliant in Vietnam.  In 1983, 2,4,5-T was withdrawn from the market after evidence of harm from its by-product, TCDD (dioxin), was found in a number of studies.


During the 1980s, industry rapidly increased its herbicide spraying, now with newer chemicals, such as RoundupTM (glyphosate), which is, supposedly, safer than table salt or aspirin.  Indeed, from 1980 to 1989, herbicide spraying went from nine to ninety thousand acres.  The state saw this trend as positive.  Officials were calling herbicide spraying a form of “intensive management.”  The spraying was supposed to increase future yields by shortening rotations and reducing competition. These theoretical increased yields in the future justified cutting more than growth in the present.  

Neither the press nor large environmental groups seemed concerned about the growing trend of herbicide spraying until 1989, when some people with clout in the legislature got upset when they learned that there had been spraying along the Allagash Wilderness Waterway.  The next year, the legislature had a one-year moratorium on spraying along the Allagash, while a “balanced” commission studied the problem.  

The commission, which included the president of the Senate and the Speaker of the House, came out with fairly modest recommendations for changes.  The bill, however, was quickly killed after busloads of farmers came before the legislature, claiming that the recommendations would jeopardize their way of life.  Some of the legislators running the hearing thought the study was supposed to be about the problems of forestry herbicide spraying and were puzzled about why they were now dealing with angry farmers…

Land sales.


In the 1980s, not only were there changes in how the forest was being managed, but there were also profound changes in ownership patterns and management goals.  The shot across the bow came in 1982, when Sir James Goldsmith, a British financier, bought Diamond International, which owned nearly a million acres in the northern forests stretching from New York to Maine.  Most of the land was in Maine.  Goldsmith immediately sold off the mills (to James River), making back most of his investment.  And then, in the late 1980s, he started selling off the land. Unlike in previous large industrial land sales, some of the land was not being sold to other paper companies—some was going to real-estate developers.  


Most paper companies up to this point, had viewed their land as a “strategic reserve” for pulpwood.  The companies actually bought much of the wood used in their mills.  They were able to keep purchase prices low, however, by cutting wood on their own lands, thus preventing timber sellers from having too much leverage over prices.  Sir James correctly reasoned that paper company lands were an undervalued asset—the parts of the company were worth more than the whole.  Some of these lands, especially near water bodies, were valued more for development than for timber.  By breaking up Diamond and selling the parts, Goldsmith made out quite well.


The federal government became so alarmed by this new trend that it initiated the Northern Forest Lands Study to look into what was going on and to develop strategies to deal with the problems.  Each of the four states of the Northern Forest contributed three members to a Governors’ Task Force.

The NFLS report, which was issued in 1991, was supposed to lead to federal legislation, but “property rights” groups argued that the report and legislation were an example of the “camel putting its nose under the tent.”  The real agenda, they claimed, was to either take citizens’ lands away, using eminent domain, or to cancel property owners’ rights to use their land, through excessive regulations.  The NFLS legislation under such an attack, died.

The NFLS, in reality, had no recommendations about forest practices or regulations.  Rather than recommendations on large land purchases through eminent domain, many of the recommendations were for tax breaks and easements that would benefit large landowners.


Even as the NFLS was coming to a conclusion, Georgia Pacific initiated a hostile takeover of the Maine’s biggest landowner, Great Northern Nekoosa, which owned 2.1 million acres.  Georgia Pacific promised not to do any land sales for at least two years.  Once year later, it started to sell its Maine holdings to another company, Bowater.

A new initiative, the Northern Forest Lands Council (NFLC) arose to continue the work begun by the NFLS.  The NFLC was ongoing as I wrote the book, but I did not have much hope for the process because of the Council’s starting assumptions, mission, structure, language, and strategies.

Assumptions.  The entire chain of logic followed by the Northern Forest Lands Council was based on the faulty premise, as stated by Senators Leahy and Rudman, that, "the current landownership and management patterns have served the people and forests of the region well."  The Council had to ignore all the evidence and public comments that showed this has not always been the case.  Large landownerships, in some cases, have contributed to:

Ÿ forest degradation;

Ÿ simplification, fragmentation, and conversion of wildlife habitat;

Ÿ worker exploitation;

Ÿ economic concentration so that industrial landowners and mill owners have had leverage over prices;

Ÿ lowering of industrial contributions to the tax base;

Ÿ domination of local economies, deterring economic diversity; and

Ÿ rural poverty.


By ignoring the role of large landownerships in the problems of the region, the NFLC was able to avoid discussions, analyses, or recommendations that might effectively address these serious problems.  The NFLC, for example, allocated no money to researching forest practices, and would have avoided any recommendations on forest practices had it not been for a substantial public response on the issue.  The NFLC avoided dealing with the import of Canadian labor, the export of raw sawlogs, or logging labor issues, despite repeated public requests, even though there was a committee that was supposed to deal with the “local forest based economy.”


Mission.  Based on the false premise, the Council came up with a faulty mission, which was to "reinforce the traditional patterns of landownership and uses of large forest areas in the Northern Forest."  Based on this faulty mission statement, anything the large landowners did, or do, which can be defined as "traditional" (in other words, they did more than once), became something for the Council to reinforce.  So clearcuts, herbicide spraying, short-rotation management, low logger wages, and other industrial policies became something to support, rather than to change.

Structure.  The makeup of the Council, which was to accomplish this mission, had a clear bias towards the needs of large landowners.   The majority of Council appointees were either large landowners, representatives of large landowners, contractors or employees of large landowners, or government employees (some of whom had formerly been employees of large landowners).  Such representatives certainly are in a position to feel strong resonance with the original assumptions and mission of the Council. 

Language.  The Council used words, such as "fragmentation," "conversion," and "conservation," to refer to real estate, rather than forest ecosystems.  The Council, therefore, was trying to prevent “fragmentation,” not of mature, interior forests, but of large landownerships.  The Council was trying to prevent “conversion,” not of natural forest ecosystems into plantations, but of commercial forests into non-commercial forests.  The Council considered it “conservation” when large landownerships were intact, rather than when forest ecosystems were protected from radical disruption or protected as reserves or wilderness.  


Strategies.  With a false premise, faulty mission, biased structure, and distorted language, the Council, quite naturally, came up with unbalanced strategies, which, not surprisingly, were aimed at giving an economic boost to the large landowners under the assumption that doing so would also benefit the forest and local communities.  

The top two options for solutions were for tax breaks and easements.  Indeed, forty two percent of the Council budget was allocated to research on tax issues, and, not surprisingly, nine of the thirty five recommendations that the Council eventually generated were for various types of tax breaks.  We were being asked to change the federal tax code for all forest landowners in the United States to protect threatened acreage in the northern forest—with no proof that high taxes were the cause of land sales here or that lower taxes would be the solution.  This emphasis on taxes seemed strange given that when asked why they were selling land, landowners listed “taxes” seventh after all other reasons. 

Easements were favored because they “protect” the “working forest.”  The status quo would not change.  Landowners get paid to keep doing what they are already doing.  The major restrictions for most easements are that there are limits to the number of subdivisions, and restrictions on non-forestry uses.  

Targeted easements that protect threatened areas with clear restrictions are an important tool.  No one was able to explain why we should pay for easements over hundreds of thousands, or even millions of acres, when only a small fraction of these acres (near water bodies) have any value for development.  No one wanted to talk about the legal and maintenance issues of easements that are supposed to last “forever,” or the problems of “orphaned” easements, where the easement holder no longer exists. 

State and federal tax breaks and easements all skew the economy in favor of the already wealthy and powerful with the assumption that the benefits will trickle down to the rest of us.

Media Coverage

As an eyewitness to all the above events, I was dismayed to see that media coverage was either absent, overly simplified, or skewed.  Newspapers, which only have so much space, have limited depth at which an issue can be covered.  By necessity, only a few people get quoted, making it seem as if there are just two sides, when there are often many more.  Readers of newspapers do get a chance to send letters to the editor, but these letters must be brief (which, as you can see, is not one of my strong points).  Papers will not print frequent letters from the same person.  


Because I was not happy with the way others covered the subject, I started writing about the issues myself.

Writing the book

Mark Melnicove, then an editor at Tilbury House Pulbishers, had seen a short piece I written earlier in 1989 about forestry “myths.”  He suggested I could turn it into a book, figuring I might be able to finish it in six months or so.  Once I got started, however, I realized how deeply the issues cut, and started researching with great intensity.  Three years later, and after over 450 pages, we decided that I had done quite enough—it was time to get the book to print.

In the book, I argued that forest policy should be based on approaches that are ecologically sound, socially responsible, and economically viable for the long term.  What I was seeing instead were policies that benefit a few interest groups for the short term under the assumption that such policies would benefit the whole.  

This latter philosophy was clearly enunciated in a promotional brochure for Champion International (another company that no longer exists in Maine):  “Champion’s objective is leadership in the forest products industry.  Profitable growth is fundamental to the achievement of that goal and will benefit all to whom we are responsible: shareholders, customers, employees, communities, and society at large.” 

I suggested that these companies are not in business to improve the forest, create jobs, or benefit communities.  They are in business to make money, and will only pursue social or ecological goals insofar as these do not interfere with their primary goal.


I had watched the issues unfold, close up.  I had been keeping up with the literature.  I had seen coverage of these issues from industry, government, the media, and even environmental groups that were framed from the industry perspective.  I had seen use of “facts” that were sometimes out of context or even wrong.  I sought, therefore to alert the public to the bias and misinformation through a series of point-by-point refutations of myths.

Myths/Beauty Strips


“Industrial forest myths, “ I wrote, “are intended to establish that, by some extraordinarily happy coincidence, whatever industry does in pursuit of growth and profit just happens to be good for the forest and society.” 


“For example,” I continued, “to achieve the goal of a cheap supply of wood for the mills, paper companies dominate the markets, exploit workers, fend off regulations, and extract tax breaks.  Myths are employed to help convince the public and legislators that such strategies are to their benefit and should be embraced rather than fought.”


When loggers in my area started creating huge clearcuts, they called the buffer strips that were placed between rivers or roads and the clearcuts, “beauty strips.” “Beauty strips,” I wrote, create the illusion that there really is a forest out there…To loggers however, these beauty strips are a sham—they do not protect the forest; they hide forest destruction.”  Going beyond these beauty strips seemed to be an appropriate metaphor for the myth busting that I would employ in the book:

“The beauty strip works somewhat like Lewis Carroll’s looking glass.  To step beyond the beauty strip is to step into a world of distorted priorities, distorted metaphors, and distorted logic.  If what you see looks degraded and ugly, the fault (according to corporate spokespeople) lies with your vision rather than industry’s management.  Once you learn the proper attitude, it should all look acceptable, if not admirable.


Beyond the beauty strip, the priorities for the forest are industrial priorities.  From the industrial perspective, the forest is not a biological community to which we belong and which we must maintain.  It is a resource to exploit.


Beyond the beauty strip, forest and society are described with industrial metaphors that help to justify industrial actions.  The forest becomes a pulpwood factory, a fiber farm, or just biomass.  It is a commodity to be bought or sold.  Rivers become an energy source or (along with air) a  pollution sink.  Human beings are labor (to avoid), consumers (to entice), or stockholders (to please).


The combination of industrial priorities and metaphors leads to a bizarre form of logic that asserts, for example, that:

· the way to improve forest health is to remove the forest;

· the way to increase wildlife diversity is to fragment and simplify wildlife habitat;

· the way to regulate forest practices is to legitimize what industry is already doing;

· the way to protect forest jobs is to invest in machines and chemicals that replace forest workers;

· the way to prevent timber shortfalls is to accelerate and intensify timber harvest.”
Topics.

The book organized myths within broad categories:  

In the “industrial society” chapter, I discussed issues relating to markets, development, community welfare, and labor security.  In this chapter I explored the myth of the “happy coincidence” to see if domination by these companies really was leading to the community and labor benefits claimed by industry.  I pointed out that the “free market” was actually not completely free and competitive.  Market domination, for both selling and buying (oligopolies and oligopsonies) by a handful of companies makes markets less competitive.  

Industry was fond of complaining about Maine’s “ bad business climate.”  These supposedly competitive companies actively cooperated through lobby groups to lessen regulations, decrease taxes, and encourage subsidies, which, apparently they believed were needed to keep the market free (or at least real cheap). They did not complain that government interference in these ways can distort the market and shift the tax burden to others.  

When companies falter, sometimes there are “socialized losses” as governments bail out companies that are too big to fail. Governor Joseph Brennan “saved” a smaller paper company years earlier using tax breaks.  In the early 1990s, the state was trying to prevent the former Great Northern Paper mill from shutting down.

As I was writing the book, the state gave older hydro dams an exemption to meeting standards for dissolved oxygen.  Bowater had just purchased the largest private dam complex in the state (and nation) when it bought the former Great Northern mills.  The state also gave the company $62 million in tax-free bonds to fund building a paper recycling plant, saving the company $2 million a year in taxes.  Within a few days of receiving the grant, Bowater announced job layoffs.

In a section on “regional development,” I quoted a study that suggested that, if anything, Maine’s dependence on the export-dependent paper industry seemed to be heading us towards greater community insecurity and job losses, rather than greater security.

In the “industrial forest” chapter I questioned the assertions of industry that the forest was naturally an even-aged spruce-fir forest that normally has short cycles of catastrophic disturbance.  This assertion was used to justify the even aged management that depended on herbicides to purge out the “weed” hardwoods.  I argued that the regional Acadian Forest (a transition spruce-fir/northern hardwood forest) during presettlement times actually had very long cycles of catastrophic disturbance and that it was mostly uneven aged, with old trees.  I, therefore, argued for more uneven-aged management.

In the chapter on “industrial forest fixes,” I examined the justifications for whole-tree clearcuts, herbicide spraying, and spruce budworm spraying.  At a time when companies were spraying to get rid of hardwoods, I cited a study by University of Maine professor Robert Seymour projecting that, in the 21st century, the biggest shortfall in wood supply might be for hardwoods, rather than spruce and fir.

In “industrial wildlife,” I looked at the myths that claimed that industrial practices were not only benign, but even beneficial, and perhaps essential, for wildlife.  I also examined evidence concerning the impact of air pollution on forest health.  Finally I looked at the arguments industry used to oppose any increase in wilderness acreage.

To those who argued that, by some happy coincidence, the heavy cuts from multiple landowners across the landscape actually create a “diverse” landscape “mosaic” that is beneficial to biodiversity, I responded that: 

“Putting degraded and simplified fragments together into a mosaic does not magically compensate for the deficiencies of the constituent parts.   A mosaic of relatively young stands does not create habitat for species associated with old growth.  A mosaic of stands favorable to common species does not create a larger haven for rare species.  A mosaic of fragmented stands does not create habitat for species requiring a more continuous mature forest.  A mosaic of unstable stands does not create a more stable forest ecosystem.”  

In “industrial government,” I looked at the range of government interactions on forestry issues, including policy formation, research, education, taxation, regulations, and management of public forests. 

The bigger context.

In the final chapter, “changing directions,” I showed how the industrial forestry myths in the book were just a subset of much bigger myths, which I called “metamyths.” These metamyths permeate our entire society and include such ideas as:

· The market is the most efficient means to regulate social welfare.

· Nature and human beings are market commodities.

· Money is a universal measure of value, even of that which is social or ecological.

· The Gross Domestic Product is a legitimate measure of social welfare.

· There are no limits to industrial growth.

Regulation of social welfare by market forces is a recent development in human history and is an inversion of what was formerly the case; that the market as a rule was submerged in social relations.  Social and ecological stability are not market goals, so it is only a coincidence if these attributes are enhanced, rather than degraded by the market.  Governments have had to intervene with markets to prevent monopolistic market domination or to deal with crime, violence, pollution, poverty, addictions, or homelessness.

When nature and human beings are regarded just as economic inputs, rather than as living support systems or the basis of society, destruction of ecosystem or community stability becomes an unfortunate side effect of market efficiency.  

Money is treated as a “universal solvent” making trees, labor, machines, and chemicals equivalent at a given price.  The impacts of pollution, destruction of wildlife habitat, or increases in local illness are “externalized, so are not part of the producer’s equation.  

The growth of the Gross Domestic Product can be driven by rapid growth of the wealthiest 5% of the public while the incomes of the remaining 95% stagnate.  The GDP can grow as non-renewable resources are depleted or renewable resources are harvested faster than they are renewed.  What appears to be a growth of wealth, in these cases, is actually a form of natural capital depletion.  The GDP can grow as more and more money is spent on prisons, hospitals, depression drugs, or military buildup.  Such spending is more a measurement of illth than wealth, and is hardly worth celebrating.

Even though it is physically impossible for there to be endless growth in consumption on a limited planet, this idea is taken as a matter of faith by every government.  There are obvious limits to the extraction of oil, minerals, fish, timber, and topsoil.  There are also limits to how much we can simplify ecosystems to make them “work” for human goals before we have massive losses of species.  And there are limits to how much carbon we can emit into the atmosphere before our climates become so unstable as to threaten the civilizations that are adapted to them. 

The global market masks regional shortages and creates the potential for eventual global shortages.  Those consuming have no idea where the products come from, how they are made, or where the waste goes when the products are thrown away.  When you do not know the consequences of your actions, it is difficult to take responsibility for them and make corrections for any problems.

Geometric growth over long enough time creates absurd situations. Economists believe, for example, that economic growth should be at least 3% a year to be "healthy." If, somehow there were no limits to extraction and people could produce as much stuff as they wanted, with no impacts to ecosystems or the atmosphere, there would still be limits. If a ton of "stuff" increases in mass at 3% per year, in 2,000 years it would be 700 times heavier than the planet Earth. 

Of course, those who believe that economics will fix everything would argue that future generations would be able to deal with the impacts on planetary spin from increasing the mass of the planet by such a factor.  After all, it is money that makes the world go round.

Fixes.

Clearly there are limits to growth.  The question is—are we going to deal with such limits after we exceed them and start to crash, or now, when there are still options left?

In the next section, “distorted feedback—mechanisms,” I showed how our society believes that somehow technology, the free market, or the political process of democracy will save us from increased instability or collapse.  I noted that supposed corrective feedback mechanisms won't be fully effective because they are serving the economic goals of society and industry first. 

New technology is being created for industry to increase control, profits, and growth, rather than to feed the hungry, house the homeless, or clothe the naked.  Technologies that allow citizens to spend less money and be less dependent on corporations are not high on the agenda. 

The “free market” is not all that free.  Large parts of the economy are controlled by small groups of multi-national corporations whose interest is for their own benefit, rather than the benefit of the country or for fixing problems in the country.  Since these companies are “too big to fail,” the government lends support to prevent such failure—tax breaks, subsidies, infrastructure, and even military.

And lastly, at the national level, politicians can only get elected if they can get big donations with which to run their campaigns. You can choose between a corporate funded Republican or a corporate funded Democrat. The politicians’ first priority is to get elected, and they must not stray far from the agendas of their funders. They can deal with social or ecological problems only so far as it does not interfere with being able to generate enough money from the large donors to get reelected.

“As long as these feedback mechanisms exist in the context of the global industrial growth society (GIGS),” I wrote, “ they will maintain as first priority the course of the GIGS.  The mechanisms can respond to lower priority goals, such as dealing with environmental or social problems, but these responses are limited to actions that do not disrupt the primary goal, which is maintaining the pace of growth.  The result of this hierarchy of priorities is that feedback from the lower priority goals, relating to social and environmental problems, becomes distorted.” 


We will not, therefore, be able to have sustainable forestry, or a sustainable society in Maine as long as our entire society continues to pursue endless global growth as a top priority.  We need a “metafeedback” where the correction is not by the model, but to the model.  

What I argued that we need first is to change our hierarchy of goals.  Most importantly, we need to recognize that ecosystems are not just the content of the economic system, they are also the context for the survival of society.  We need to recognize that these biological systems, upon which we depend, have limits, and we must live within those limits.  And we need a societal structure that will be more sensitive to feedback to the new, higher-order goals.  It will make sense to decentralize where possible to both use less energy and have the public be more connected to, and responsible for, that which is consumed.  

To gauge our success at change, we need measuring sticks that are appropriate to the task—social criteria for social goals, and ecological criteria for ecological goals.  Dollar values of growth of the Gross Domestic Product, as mentioned before, are not an accurate measuring stick for these values.


Getting from here to there will not be easy, especially since these topics are not welcome in the realm of political debate, and since corporate control over the media is so pervasive.  But I also pointed out that the global issues will not be solved unless we tackle the same issues at the local level.


In the “epilog” of the book, I ended with a response to the question of whether ecologically sustainable forestry is practical or economically viable:


“Our technological, economic, and political systems are supposed to serve people, not enslave them.  If it becomes impractical within these systems to have healthy forests and stable communities, if it becomes impractical to ensure the passing of biological wealth to future generations, then there is obviously something wrong with these systems.  Rather than degrade forests and communities to adjust to the needs of these systems, we should adjust the systems to the needs of forests and communities.”

Reaction to the book


I was expecting to be roundly attacked by representatives of large land ownerships for questioning their practices.  To my surprise and relief, that did not happen.  There were no industry “corrections” to my assertions in the media.  I did see one negative review from an industrial reviewer in British Columbia, but none in Maine.  Of course, less controversy meant less coverage.

If anything, industrial foresters in Maine were rather civil, considering that I was critiquing much of what they were doing.  The Society of American Foresters (many of whom were industrial foresters), initiated a bus tour of sites in my area to view, first hand, some examples of the issues I was raising.  Unfortunately, I had laryngitis that day, so was unable to contribute to the discussion very well.

While there were no real book reviews (where someone actually reads the book and then discusses it), some newspapers and magazines did cover me (author of the book).  The writers knew (because they looked at the cover and some of the pictures in the book) that the book was critical of clearcuts, so decided that must be what the book was about.  

I got more informed reactions from scientists, other authors, activists, and academics that wrote me very nice letters, thanking me for my effort.  Over the years, the book has been used as reading material for college courses, and has been cited in academic studies and even popular books.  It was gratifying to know the book was useful.

Because the book looked at the whole picture, I got supportive responses from factions covered in the book—such as those concerned about; improving forest management, labor issues, or increasing wilderness.  Some of these factions, such as labor and wilderness advocates, were not on the best of terms with each other.

Writing the book gave me a “ticket to ride.”  I was invited to give talks, attend conferences, and get involved in forest-related initiatives.  These initiatives included the Citizens Advisory Committee of the Northern Forest Lands Council, a review panel for the Maine Council on Sustainable Forest Management, membership in the multi-year symposium of the Maine Forest Biodiversity Project, and membership on the Round Table on Economic and Labor Issues in the Maine Woods.  I even got to be a reviewer of a Forest Inventory Analysis of Maine’s forest by the US Forest Service.

Changes since the book

Acadian Forest biology.   

Decades of research have established that the presettlement Acadian Forest was, as I maintained in the book, mostly uneven-aged, with long catastrophic disturbance cycles.  A 2005 literature review of the characteristics of old-growth forests in northern New England, stated that in the presettlement forest, old growth forests covered nearly two thirds of the landscape.
  

While forests older than 140 years since a major disturbance might be considered “old,” true old-growth characteristics of structure (such as large standing and down dead wood) do not kick in until stands are over 180-215 years old.  This, and other studies, including work from the Maine Forest Biodiversity Project
 found that old growth represents an important habitat that favors a very different mix of species—some of which are obligates—from the younger, managed forest.  The keys are the biological legacies of big trees, dead trees, and the range of species—from lichens and salamanders to mycorrhizae fungi—that are dependent on these microhabitats.

Recent data from the 2003 US Forest Service inventory show how rare old growth, and even late-successional forests are in Maine.
 While old growth normally is dominated by trees over 20-30 inches in diameter, only 6.6% of stands inventoried in 2003 had dominant trees over 15 inches in diameter. An estimate made of stand age in 2006 found only 2% of the forest in stands older than 120 years (high basal area, large sawtimber over 15 inches diameter).
  The 2008 US Forest Service inventory estimated that 0.08% (8/100 of 1%) of the forest had gone more than 180 years from the last catastrophic disturbance.
  The 2008 inventory, did show that the number of live and snag trees over 21 inches in diameter increased in the state, mostly in southern Maine.  Most of the large-diameter trees were hemlock, pine, and sugar maple.

The 2003 forest inventory report showed that 45% of stands were single story and 42% had only two stories, leaving only 10% in stands with three or more age classes and 3% in a “mosaic.”  In contrast, the presettlement forest of northeastern Maine was mostly covered with uneven-aged stands (three or more age classes). Researcher Craig Lorimer estimated that 59% of these forests were in stands over 150 years old.

Ecological forest management.  

As the understanding of natural forest dynamics in the region has spread, so have initiatives to promote ecologically-based forest management. In their chapter, “Principles of Ecological Forestry,” Robert Seymour and Malcolm Hunter wrote:  “We believe that the central axiom of ecological forestry is that manipulation of a forest ecosystem should work within the limits established by natural disturbance patterns prior to extensive human alteration of the landscape.” (their emphases).  In explanation for this statement, they continued:  “The key assumption here is that native species evolved under such circumstances, and thus that maintaining a full range of similar conditions under management offers the best assurance against losses in biodiversity.”
 

Soon after I wrote Beyond the Beauty Strip, I got a letter from a logger, Robert Matthews, wondering if I could help him get out of the industrial-style cutting he was doing and into less destructive, ecologically-based practices that improved the forest.  I ended up starting, in 1994, the Low-Impact Forestry Project—a group of loggers, landowners, and foresters who identified excellent forestry, analyzed how it was done, and promoted it to others.  

We were concerned not only with the goals of management, but the technologies and techniques used to meet the goals.  The dominant forest technology, feller-bunchers, when used for partial cuts, requires one quarter of the area to be cleared just for trails. These trails are often so wide that they soon are covered with shade intolerant species.  We identified logging systems that used fewer and narrower trails—keeping more forest habitat intact.  

The most important outcome of logging with LIF is the quality of the residual stand, not just the quantity of wood removed.  Removing so many potential “crop trees” just to make trails not only lowers quality, but productivity.  Goals for LIF practitioners include minimizing land taken up in trails, minimizing damage to residual trees, and improving, over time, the quality and health of the forest.

The Low-Impact Forestry Project was adopted by the Hancock County Planning Commission later in the decade and resulted in the book, which I edited, Low-Impact Forestry: Forestry as if the Future Mattered, published in 2002.  

LIF now resides at the Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners Association.  I’ve had very little input into the LIF since it moved to MOFGA because I had to rebuild my home (after losing it to a fire) and because I’ve been occupied with work for my town.  The MOFGA LIF not only manages MOFGA’s woodlots, but also trains loggers in hands-on workshops for reducing damage to the woods while improving long-term quality and structure.    

Foresters who are committed to more benign approaches have organized nationally into the Forest Guild.  The first (of six) principles that members of the Guild agree to follow is that “The well-being of human society is dependent on responsible forest management that places the highest priority on the maintenance and enhancement of the entire forest ecosystem.”  The second principle is that, “The natural forest provides a model for sustainable resource management; therefore, responsible forest management imitates nature’s dynamic processes and minimizes impacts when harvesting trees and other products.”

Academics have, over the last decade, also been promoting forestry approaches that help maintain late-successional forests in the managed landscape.  Some regional examples include the work of William Keeton, from Vermont, who has not only written about the subject, but started experiments on the ground to find ways to speed up the transition to older structures.
  John Roe, of the Nature Conservancy, in Vermont, published a work in 2006, on Natural Dynamics Silviculture.  In Canada, in 2010, forester/ecologist Jamie Simpson published a book dedicated to Restoring the Acadian Forest.  

Ecological Reserves.

In the late 1990s, the Maine Forest Biodiversity Project, a multi-year effort that involved over a hundred individuals from government, industry, academia, and environmental groups, financed some important research and publications on the status of biodiversity in the state and guidelines for managing for biodiversity.  It also looked into the need and guidelines for establishing ecological reserves.  This was a difficult exercise, as large companies would not consider allowing scientists to look at or map industry land—research had to be restricted to existing public land.  

The Project’s Biological Diversity in Maine, published in 1996,concluded that: “Eight of the 25 forest community types in Maine are rare; of the types that are not rare, good natural examples are rare. Natural forest diversity, in common as well as rare types, is not adequately represented or protected within the lands that are currently in public ownership or private conservation ownership." 

The goal of the researchers was to find representatives of all ecosystem types.  In determining the ideal size, researchers did not account for the needs for wide-ranging species or long-term viability given large-scale disturbance patterns.  The assumption was that the “managed forest matrix” would take care of such issues.  Even then, the Project’s

Ecological Reserve Study Inventory found the state came up short in even small representative reserves.  Only 25% of potential reserves had the scientific advisory committee's minimum acreage. Only 23% (16 of the 69 potential reserves) would be "self contained" (have the ecosystem all in reserve boundaries). Only 46% of ecosystem types were represented at least once by geographical area in the potential reserves.


Maine government policy is not favorable to creating more reserves on existing public land.  Soon after the Project disbanded, former members got a bill passed in the legislature that restricted the Bureau of Parks and Lands to converting no more than 15% of its area to ecological reserves.  The bill also stated that the Bureau cannot reduce its level of cut below the average of the previous ten years.  The only way to get more reserved land, therefore, would be to purchase it.


In 2000, the Bureau of Public Land designated 70,000 acres of land under its jurisdictions as ecological reserves.  It bought 20,000 acres more later.  The Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife added another 10,000 acres.
  

The Land for Maine’s Future Board, which gets funding through public initiatives, is restricted from making land purchases for ecological reserves if the land is considered commercial timberland (which is just about all the possible forestland in the state that is not currently in reserves). In its mandate is the following provision:  "LMF is prohibited by statute to acquire land for which the primary use value has been or will be commercially harvested or harvestable forest land.” 

Instead, LMF is encouraged to create “working forest” easements:  “This does not prohibit the acquisition of conservation easements on working forest lands which allow for timber production while securing public access and the conservation of other natural resource values." 

Creating more ecological reserves, therefore is left to organizations and private individuals—such as The Nature Conservancy, the Appalachian Mountain Club, and Roxanne Quimby—all of whom have purchased large acreages.  The two groups mentioned are managing most of their holdings for timber.  Ms. Quimby, however, is not.  

The issue of reserves has become highly charged, with some making accusations that the goal of environmentalists (with Ms. Quimby as the example) is to shut down the Maine Woods and take away citizens’ properties through eminent domain.  Including these new purchases, the state estimates that around 3% of the Maine’s forests (most of which are in Baxter State Park or in the state’s ecological reserves), have restrictions against cutting.  This small amount of “reserved” land has very little impact on the state’s forest products industries.

Forestry certification.  

At the time I wrote BTBS, forestry certification was not a commercial option in Maine.  Soon afterwards, however this changed, with the certification of nearly one million acres of land managed by Seven Islands by the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC).  Industrial landowners, in response, created their own, more industry-friendly certification system—the Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI). The Tree Farm system also issues certifications.  A 2008 tally of certified lands in Maine showed 7.6 million acres certified as “green” or “sustainable” by one or more of the certification systems.

State governments, large landowners, and some environmental groups have embraced certification because it, theoretically, pulls up better forest practices through voluntary, market-based programs, rather than pushes them up with minimal regulatory standards.  Big forest-products buyers, such as Home Depot, Time Warner, Staples, or Bank of America, have demanded that suppliers be certified.  While these companies haven’t volunteered to pay a premium, certification, theoretically, gives growers a market edge.

Certification, which uses the language of ecology and social responsibility, sounds more impressive the further away you are from the actual practices on the ground.  While some certified landowners are doing the types of practices that are recognizable as  “green” others are not.

Nearly all industrial land in Maine was certified by SFI.  In 2002, industrial landowners, which only did 28% of the cutting, did 82% of all clearcuts, established 83% of all plantations, and did 91% of all herbicide spraying.
  Industrial landowners were also cutting more than growth and had some of the lowest average volumes per acre of any landowner class, except for logging contractors.  They converted millions of acres of mature forest to seedlings and saplings.

In 2003, the SFI certified forest industry landowners had 29% of their land in stands with less than 500 cubic feet (less than 6 cords) per acre, but only 19% in stands with more than 2000 cubic feet (23 cords). On public land, however, the figures were 13% under 500 cubic feet to the acre and 37% in stands with more than 2000 cubic feet to the acre.
It is hard to see how forest management can be “sustainable” if the land is sold to forest liquidators, who cut off most of the value and then resell the land.  SFI certified paper companies, or the investment companies that followed them, sold hundreds of thousands of acres to known liquidators.  Even FSC certified companies have sold to liquidators—they do pay the highest prices, after all.  

In 2003, the J.D. Irving company sold 12,000 acres east of Baxter State Park to the H.C. Haynes Company.  H.C. Haynes is a company that made a lot of money buying up large properties, cutting to the maximum allowed by law, and then subdividing and selling the properties.  Later that year, Irving sold another 47,000 acres for thirty million dollars to Haynes and Gardner (another large contractor/owner that has done heavy cutting followed by sales).  In 2010, The Forestland Group (which is certified by FSC) sold 103,000 acres in Aroostook and Washington Counties to Haynes.  The Forestland Group had just bought the Aroostook land (240,000 acres) in 2003 from Fraser Paper Company.  

J.D. Irving, a company that has been a leader in establishing plantations of white, black, and Norway spruce, as well as doing pre-commercial thining to create plantation-like stands from natural regeneration, was certified, in 2000, under FSC. At the time of certification, the Natural Resources Council of Maine issued a press release that congratulated the company and stated that, “J.D. Irving's comprehensive independent audit sets a new standard among Maine's industrial landowners.” 

FSC certification as a “natural forest” is supposed to exclude plantations established after 1994, especially plantations of exotic species (Norway spruce is not native).  FSC claimed that Irving’s plantations these were not “plantations,” but “planted forests,” even though establishment required clearcuts, site preparation, and herbicides.  The use of plantations and herbicides helped justify cutting more than growth in the present because projections were for greater growth in the future.

Bob Seymour, one of the certifiers (for Scientific Certification Systems, SCS which gave the FSC certification), wrote (along with Alan White and Philip deMaynadier) in an academic paper that, "boreal species [...] rarely form extensive monocultures in the northeast, except after rare large-scale, stand-replacing disturbances to which they are well adapted." Also, from the same document, Seymour et al. wrote that short rotations (less than 100 years) are very unnatural and that "leaving a few scattered reserve trees [...] could offer only limited benefits." "Management that deliberately produces such stands thus cannot claim to be emulating natural disturbances...”
 

Although plantations are not the dominant management strategy on J.D. Irving, most of the softwood acreage is being managed on an even-aged basis for rotations far shorter than 100 years.   Seymour certified Irving as “natural” none-the-less.

FSC is also supposed to exclude companies that manage in a way that heightens dependence on pesticides. At the time of certification, Irving had been spraying 95% of its plantations with herbicides.  Indeed, Irving is one of the top herbicide sprayers in the state.  Yet, SCS gave Irving a 90 for pesticide use.

Apparently, there is a range of attitudes over the acceptability of reliance on chemicals in silviculture.  FSC seems to think it is “green” to spray 95% of plantations (that they don’t consider to be plantations) rather than 100%. In contrast, the province of Quebec in 2001 banned herbicides on public lands and stopped subsidizing the use of herbicides on private lands.

At the time of certification, loggers and truckers working on Irving land were so upset with their unbalanced relationship with the company that they initiated blockades and attempted to pass legislation to allow collective bargaining (which is supposed to be a right for workers in FSC certified companies).  Irving lobbied hard against such legislation.  Irving got a 92 rating, however, for contractor and employee relations.  

In 2002, J.D. Irving (which was certified by both FSC and SFI) violated the Forest Practices Act (with illegal clearcuts) as well as LURC riparian zone regulations.  Violating state regulations, apparently, is not a problem, as long as there is not a pattern of gross violations.  

J.D. Irving voluntarily withdrew from FSC certification in 2003, complaining about the FSC process in New Brunswick.  The company got recertified in Maine in 2010.

Certified loggers.
Cutting to specifications on certified forests takes more effort (theoretically) for loggers than on non-certified lands.  Logging contractors, who are paid by the volume cut, rather than for the quality of what is left, did not want to get penalized for making more effort to do a better job.  During the 1990s, they organized to set up a Certified Logging Professional course and a Certified Master Logger course as well.

While it is not clear if this certification has led to an adequate financial improvement, it does appear that performance on voluntary Best Management Practices (that are designed to protect water quality), have been improving over time.  The state also offers incentives to landowners that use certified loggers.  For example, operations using certified loggers are exempt from the Liquidation Harvest Rules.

Changes in the Forest.  

Most of the 7.6 million acres certified in Maine is in what the federal 2008 Forest Inventory Analysis (FIA) called the “Northern Megaregion,” an area made up of Aroostook, Piscataquis, and Somerset counties.  Indeed, the majority of land in this region is certified as “sustainable.” One would think that the most obvious requirement of sustainable management is that growth is greater than cut.  The ratio of growth-to-cut for these three counties, however, was 0.79.  This means that for every 8 cords of growth, there were 10 cords of cut.  If the certified companies are sustainable, this meant that the non-certified companies must have really cut very hard to get the region this far out of balance.

Red spruce is the key species of the Acadian forest and has always been the number one tree in volume—until this century.  Now that distinction belongs to what, in the presettlement forest was once a minor species—red maple, a species that responds well to disturbance.  In the Northern Megaregion, the ratio of growth-to-cut for red spruce in 2008 was 0.67.  Hardwoods had an even worse growth-to-cut ratio of 0.63.   Sugar maple had a growth to cut ratio of 0.53.  Statewide, the growth-to-cut ratio for sugar maple was 0.65.

Not surprisingly the volume per acre in these counties declined since 2003.  In 2008, the Northern Megaregion averaged 14.3 cords to the acre (derived from dividing cubic-foot volume per acre by 85).  The FIA (pg. 24) estimated that in the Northern Megaregion since 2003, hardwood volumes declined by 6.4% and spruce-fir by 2.1%.  “…both declines,” said the study (page 24), “are attributed to ongoing harvest levels.”

In 2008, the Southern Megaregion, in contrast averaged 21.8 cords to the acre.  The entire state (including these counties) averaged 15.8 cords to the acre—not much to cheer about. State and Local Public lands had to 21.8 cords to the acre.  The White Mountain National Forest, in western Maine, averaged close to 29.5 cords to the acre.  

The Northern Megaregion also saw a shift in stand size classes.  Between 1995 and 2008, the landscape shifted from having more sawtimber, and less seedlings and saplings to the reverse— less sawtimber and more seedlings and saplings.  For those hoping that sustainable forestry means increasing the acreage of larger-diameter trees, these findings are a disappointment.

Change in Stand Size in the Northern Megaregion
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In the Northern Megaregion, from 1995-2008, there was an increase of 664,800 acres of seedlings and saplings, making this stand type 37% of all acres. In the Eastern Megaregion (Penobscot, Hancock, and Washington), which also has a lot of large landownerships, seedlings and sapling dominated stands increased by 539,100 acres, making this land type 36% of all acres. In the whole state, seedlings and saplings increased by 2,565,000 acres since 1982. This is a net increase--and includes the seedling/sapling acres that became poletimber. This massive conversion of mature forest to seedlings and sapling took some rather heavy cutting.

The spruce-fir forest type, which was what brought the paper industry to Maine, covered 5.6 million acres in 2008 (31% of the entire forest), down from 6 million acres in 1995, and 7.9 million acres (44%) in 1972.  The mills have shifted to using more hardwoods than softwoods in the pulpwood mix—which is why hardwoods are cut more heavily than growth now in the industrial management zone.  

Spruce-fir stands are starting to come back from the spruce budworm mortality and heavy cutting of thirty years ago.  The bad news is that much of this growth is not red spruce; it is balsam fir—a short-lived, disturbance-adapted species that is most vulnerable to the budworm.  In 2003, balsam fir represented 39% of all trees from 1 to 5 inches in diameter.
  As the trees pass 5 inches, they are counted as “ingrowth” which is added to growth of existing trees in the growth-to-cut ratios. Foresters expect the growth-to-cut ratio to improve, for fir.

After 2002, the cut of spruce-fir declined, as cut shifted more to hardwood.  The drop from 2002 to 2009 was around 38%.
  The cut further declined during the recession, so that the three-year average, starting in 2008, was lower than the previous ten year average by 25%.  Even this lowered cut, during the ten years preceding the recession, was greater than growth.  

As the budworm-regenerated wood matures, however, growth will increase so much, that the J.W. Sewall Company estimates that cut in 20 years can increase by 64% over the recession years’ level.  Of course, this scenario assumes that the spruce budworm does not cause any major mortality during this period

The Southern Megaregion, which is the most populated region in Maine, had a growth-to-cut ratio of 2.33.  This excess of total growth over cut was enough to “balance out” the overcutting to the north so that the statewide figures look more “sustainable.”  However, according to the FIA, millions of acres in this megaregion are owned by people whose primary reasons for having their land are:

· To enjoy beauty or scenery;

· To protect nature and biologic diversity;

· Part of home or vacation home;

· Privacy;

· To cultivate non timber products;

· Hunting and fishing;

· For recreation other than hunting or fishing;

· For firewood; or

· For recreation other than hunting or fishing.

These landowners have no intention of doing major commercial cuts on their land.  A survey cited in the 2003 inventory estimated that on 2,608,000 acres of family-owned woodlots, there was no or minimal commerical activity.  On another 2,312,000 acres, the owners used their lots to cut firewood, but not commercial products (pulp or sawlogs).

As more of the Northern Megaregion is subdivided and parcelized, more of the smaller woodlots will likewise drop out of the commerical timber base.  As parcel size gets smaller, the timber harvesting tends to get less profitable.  For the whole state, by 2006, 20% of all forest timberland acres were in parcels less than 100 acres.


Having excess growth in woodlots that are marginally cut (if at all) does not make the overcutting in the industrial zone “sustainable.”  Some of the cutting in southern Maine for timber products has not been sustainable either.  The 2003 inventory found that 31.5% of all the pine volume cut in Maine was from land conversions.  Even more startling, 95% percent of all red oak harvests were from land conversions.

Forest regulations.  

The Forest Practices Act led to an immediate reduction in acreage in clearcuts in the state.  Of course, much of this “reduction” was based on new ways of reporting clearcuts.  Landowners figured out that they could continue to cut heavily by increasing overstory removals or leaving just more than 30 square feet of basal area.  Some landowners, who didn’t want to give up clearcutting, did exactly what I had predicted, stamped out one clearcut after another across the landscape, separated by 250 foot buffer zones.

By the mid 1990s, it was clear to many that the FPA was hardly a solution to any real forestry problems.  We ended up having to vote on several forestry referendums; one written by the Forest Ecology Network (FEN), and another generated by a coalition of representatives from environmental groups, industry, and government—the Forestry Compact.  

In Beyond the Beauty Strip, I had suggested that referendums were bound to lose unless they were clear, easily understandable, and based on overwhelming public sentiment that the legislature was not heeding.  Apparently, those who wrote those various referendums did not read that section of the book.  

The public did not understand what it was supposed to vote on.  The FEN referendum required the public to know what are adequate post-harvest residuals measured by basal area, and when such residual quotas should be waived.  The Compact was even more complicated and went on for over twenty pages with agreements on restrictions that most of the forest industry companies were already living within.  All the referendums were defeated.  It is safer to vote “no” on something new that you don’t understand.  

Landowners, however, got the message.  In 1989, the year that the FPA passed, 45% of all cuts were clearcuts.  The next year (as landowners started figuring out the definitions) clearcuts made up 30% of all cuts.  By 1994, when referendums were first proposed, clearcuts were down to 11%.  By 2000, clearcuts only made up a little more than 2% (though in 2010, it went up to over 4%).  If clearcutting is the problem, then, I suppose, the problem has been solved without any changes in regulations.  

In 1992, when 13% of all cuts were clearcuts, landowners were removing an average of nearly 14 cords to the acre.
  In 2009, when clearcutting was 4% of all cuts, the average harvest was nearly 15 cords to the acre. This means that the average cutting intensity was higher when landowners were clearcutting two-thirds fewer acres.

According to FIA data from the 2003 inventory (but not in the final draft), over 31% of cuts removed more than 80% of the basal area, and 50% removed more than 60% of the basal area.  In contrast, one would expect selection cuts to remove less than 20% of stand volume.  By whatever name you call it, there has been, and still is, some heavy cutting going on.

Later attempts at creating new forestry regulations through the legislature failed, leaving the Forest Practices Act, along with LURC shoreline regulations, as our forestry “safety net.” That situation changed in 2004, when the state passed regulations that were supposed to end “liquidation harvesting.”  Liquidation, according to the regulations, consists in cutting more than half of the standing timber and then selling the property within a five-year period.   

Some of the biggest liquidators have been large contractors who found that they could make more money by buying up land, flattening it, and then selling it, rather than try to make a living contracting on industrial lands.

The framers of the bill estimated that anywhere from three to more than ten percent of the forest was being liquidated each year.  At a minimum, an area equivalent in size to Baxter State Park was being liquidated every ten years.  Forestry consultant Lloyd Irland testified at a hearing that, “Here we have an extraordinary contradiction.  The same people who protest the “locking up” of forests for nontimber purposes tell us that the slow grinding up of the resource – and future supply -- by the liquidators is essential to the forest economy’s survival. They want to have it both ways.”

Those testifying against the bill were predicting dire consequences to the forest industry, including increased highgrading, a bad business climate, intrusion into property rights, and more.  After they figured out that a bill was inevitable, they started asking for more exemptions, including all operations with a forester and every land under the current-use Tree Growth Tax, since these are “proof” of sustainability.

Since the bill was passed, there have been no violations.  This does not mean that heavy cutting for short-term returns has ended.  Landowners who want to “liquidate” have found ways to do it that are legal.  For example, they sell in six years instead of five.  The bill has four options for living within the regulations and twelve exemptions.  Exemptions include operations by certified landowners or loggers, or forester-signed management plans that justify the heavy cutting. Landowners who want to cut heavily and sell the land have found legal ways to do so.

Outcome based forestry

The Maine Forest Service has decided it has gone as far as it can go with prescriptive regulations, even though none of the regulations in place, so far, have any silvicultural basis.  As I have shown, landowners can cut more than growth, they can highgrade, and they can leave poorly stocked stands all quite legally.  The next step, however, is going to be “outcome based forestry.” 

According to the Maine Forest Service, outcome-based forest policy means “a science-based, voluntary process to achieve agreed-upon economic, environmental and social outcomes in the State's forest.”  It is supposed to be an alternative to prescriptive regulation, “demonstrating measurable progress towards achieving statewide sustainability goals and allowing landowners to use creativity and flexibility to achieve objectives, while providing for the conservation of public trust resources and the public values of forests.”


The incentive for taking this approach, supposedly, is that those who engage in such an agreement with the state are exempted from certain regulations.  One wonders; if exemption from regulations is a reward, are the regulations an unnecessary punishment, rather than some needed protection?  Under current regulations, landowners can be nearly as abusive as they want to be—with the exception of making really big rolling clearcuts.  Landowners are also free to do exemplary forestry if they want.  In fact, they always have been free to do so.


Which landowners will contract with the Maine Forest Service to perform to agreed standards?  It appears they will not be small landowners.  Since the only real restrictions of regulations, besides those concerning riparian zones and deer yards, are the size and distribution of clearcuts, perhaps companies that would like to do larger clearcuts will be attracted.  Companies, such as J.D. Irving are already in negotiations.  The panel members that will oversee these outcomes mostly have backgrounds in industrial forestry, so it is quite likely they will feel comfortable easing restrictions on intensive practices.


Tree Growth Tax Law

In BTBS, I discussed how the current-use property tax, theTree Growth Tax Law, was passed in the legislature in the early 1970s with the promise of promoting sustainable forest practices.  All the large ownerships are taxed under this program.  But, as we have seen, in the counties dominated by these ownerships, cut is greater than growth, and forest practices can hardly be considered “sustainable.”  


The Tree Growth Tax is based on a formula that considers stumpage values, growth rates, and a capitalization rate.  Using this formula, the state, not the town, determines a valuation, countywide, of softwood, mixedwood, and hardwood acres.  The townships (or county, if the townships are unorganized) apply the local mil rate to determine the tax.  


The major requirement to qualify for the tax is to have a management plan.  There is no requirement for the plans to be silviculturally or biologically sound, and there is no requirement for the plan to be followed.  The state or towns do not have to approve of, or even see the plans.   There is a penalty, however, for conversion of the property to non-forestry uses, but the penalty applies to the acres removed, not the whole property, which can continue to remain under Tree Growth. 

Over the last ten or so years, non-Tree Growth property values have gone up, but Tree Growth softwood acreage values have gone down.  Until recently in my county, Aroostook, softwoods have been more valuable than hardwoods.  The heavy cutting in the past several decades led to a conversion of softwood acres to less-valuable mixedwood and hardwood acres.  Because of the lower softwood valuations and conversions to even lower-valued hardwoods and mixedwoods, the big landowners in my town under Tree Growth now pay a lower share of property taxes than they paid 20 years ago. 

In the last few years in Aroostook, Piscataquis, and Somerset  Counties, however, valuation of hardwood land is now higher than valuation of softwood land.  The first time I saw this, I called the Bureau of Revenue Services to see if this was a mistake.  It wasn’t.  Hardwoods have gained in value in the northern region for pulp and biomass.  Softwood land is more valuable than hardwood land in all other counties, however.


There are bills before the legislature, as I write this article, to “reform” the Tree Growth Tax.  The issue that has gotten the attention of legislators is not the abuse on tens or hundreds of thousands of acres a year that are being highgraded and cut at non-sustainable rates.  The issue of concern is the use of Tree Growth by wealthy landowners along the coast that are not cutting their land, but instead using Tree Growth as a tax dodge.  Ironically, one of the offenders cited for the use of Tree Growth as a property tax dodge, is State Treasurer Bruce Poliquin, who has around 10 acres in the program in an area of very high value coastal properties.  There is a provision in his deed restricting the cutting of trees.


I talked to one of the negotiators on this Tree Growth legislation and asked why the legislature was not reforming the tax for the other kind of abuse.  Why not ask that all those getting the tax break should have a management plan that would lead to long-term forest improvement (more growth, better quality)?  And why not ask that landowners follow such plans?  Otherwise we are accepting a tax shift that benefits those who lower abutting property values, diminish the potential for high quality timber products, and destroy potential for future jobs.  Why should such practices deserve a subsidy?  I was told the answer is that there is currently no constituency for such requirements.  

In 1998 and 1999 there were attempts to require those on Tree Growth to cut less than growth over a rolling ten year average.  The legislature rejected these attempts in committee.  Opponents declared that such a law would be a disaster to landowners and the forest industry.  There has been no attempt to change Tree Growth to require sustainable management plans since then.

Land transfers.  

Even as BTBS was being written, there were buyouts (some quite unfriendly) of some of the biggest landowners in the state.  Some of the land at the edges of the industrial forest was not sold to other paper companies, but instead to investors, large contractors, or conservation groups.  Soon after the book was written, for example, Bowater sold its holdings of 2.1 million acres to 15 different landowners.  This was just a taste of what was to come.  

The large paper company-landowners sold all of their land in Maine. The only large industrial landowner left is  J.D. Irving, a Canadian conglomerate that does not own a paper mill in Maine.  Between 1994 and 2005, industrial share of the 11.6 million acre area dominated by large landownerships in Maine shifted from nearly 60% to less than 16%. Why did the paper industry dump all its land holdings?  Analysts have given the following reasons:

· Paper markets have become more global and market share was being lost to Latin America and Asia.

· The paper industry, to become more “efficient,” consolidated, specialized and reorganized in the US.

· Divestiture of industrial timberland helped to pay down debt from consolidation, provide capital to invest in products and markets, and provide quick returns to stockholders.
The reasons for the massive changes in landownership were not reasons that local efforts, such as the Northern Forest Lands Council, could address.  It was hard, at the time, to understand the international forces that were affecting local forests, and even harder to do anything about it.

Changes in the tax code, however, made timberland investment a lower risk and more profitable way to park large sums of money with a lower correlation with inflation and other investments.  The benefits are greater for land investors than for paper corporations. The combination of Contractors, Developers, Timber Barons, Timber Investment Management Organizations (TIMOs), and Real Estate Investment Trusts (REITS) went from less than 6% in 1994 to more than 46% of the 11.6 million acre large ownership area of Maine by 2005.  The total of government (mostly state) and conservation ownership increased from less than 6% to nearly 16% of this area.  Large, “old-line” family ownerships (such as lands managed by Seven Islands, Prentiss and Carlisle, or Baskahegan Lands) were stable at around 21% of the area. 

Changes in Forest Ownership in Northern Maine 1994-2009
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Industry landowners had a time horizon for ownership that went into decades (a mill could be expected to last 50 years, more or less), and so they could justify investments in planting, herbicides, and pre-commercial thinning.  With the decline in industrial ownership has come a marked decline in clearcutting and the “intensive” practices that often follow.  Herbicide spraying, for example, went from nearly 92,000 acres in 1989 to around 8,000 acres in 2010—a 91% drop.  Tree planting declined by 80% between 1992 and 2010.

The new investment landowners have a shorter time horizon for ownership; perhaps 10 to 15 years.  Those that are not cash rich have strong incentives to cut heavily to help pay off the debt of purchasing the land.  

Investment landowners make money from the annual income of cutting wood and the capital gains of selling the land.  If the issue were strictly timber value, then there would be an incentive to cut conservatively.  With conservative cutting, when the land gets sold in a decade, it could be worth more than it was when first bought.  Unlike industrial landowners that need to feed their mills, however, the new investors do not need to raise timber to make money.  They can sell for development.

Economists have questioned if it is possible to do economically-viable, long-term forest management on parcels that have a high purchase price.  Between 2000 and 2006, forest land prices increased way above values reflected in the standing timber as conservation groups (such as the Appalachian Mountain Club or The Nature Conservancy) and individuals (such as Roxanne Quimby), as well as investment speculators tried to purchase strategic parcels.  These increased prices have led to more pressure, in remaining timberlands, to cut more heavily to recoup initial investments.

Another factor increasing prices was the knowledge of the new purchasers that they could threaten to parcelize and develop lots near important recreation areas unless they got an easement.  There were close to two million acres of forestland under easements by 2009.
  The easements might pay back half the cost of buying the land, so that the need to increase timber values over time was no longer as important an issue.  Landowners could cut fairly aggressively, sell the land for less than what they bought it for and still make a profit.


A report by the Manomet Center concluded that: “Some new owners may have reasoned that they can pay a premium for timberland, cut most of the wood, and still sell the land, or sell an easement on the land, to anxious conservation interests.  Easement buyers have been most interested in preventing future development.  That is, the current conservation condition of the forest may be of secondary interest to the easement buyer, and therefore factor weakly, or not at all, in the purchase or easement price.  In short, the conservation market, being as hot as it has been, may be contributing to inflation of timberland values.”
  



The hottest “forestry” issue amongst environmental groups over the last decade has been the purchase of hundreds of thousands of acres by a REIT, Plum Creek Timber Company, in the Moosehead Lake region.  The company offered a tradeoff—put 9,300 acres into houselots and resorts, and then put 417,000 acres into “working forest” easements.  Some groups, such as The Nature Conservancy, saw this as a big win—look at all the land “conserved.”  Others, such as the Natural Resources Council of Maine, saw it as a big loss—look at an area of high recreational value transformed for the rest of our lifetimes.  As I was writing this report, the Maine Supreme Court ruled that the LURC acceptance of a version of this Plum Creek proposal was valid.

Big changes are about to happen on smaller woodlots too.  According to the 2008 FIA, twenty five percent of these family lots are owned by people aged 65-74.  Twenty percent is owned by people older than 75.  This means that there will be a major generational shift, if the land is passed on, or major land sales if the land is not passed on.  


Changes in employment and communities. 

After BTBS was published, not only did ownership of land change rapidly, but also ownership of paper mills belonging to the big landowners:  

1992




2011

Boise Cascade



NewPage (in Chapter 11 in 2011)

Bowater



Great Northern (awaiting restart in 2011))

Champion



Verso

Fraser




Fraser (see note)

Georgia Pacific


Baileyville (Chinese owned)

International Paper


Verso

James River



Old Town Fuel and Fiber

Scott Paper



SAPPI

Note: While Fraser still owned its mill in Madawaska in 2011, it had sold all of its land to a TIMO a few years before.


Some of these mills, especially the former Bowater mill, have changed hands a number of times.  The threat of a company town losing its mill, and thus jobs and tax base, has been unsettling enough so that, with each change of ownership, new concessions are made, to prevent the unthinkable.  As a result, the tax base has dwindled, labor protections have been diminished, and jobs have been lost.  


Governors have not wanted paper mill closings during their watch.  They have gotten into the negotiations with potential buyers as well, giving the new companies all kinds of assurances, including even buying toxic waste dumps (near Old Town and Millinocket).  These purchases could end up costing the state millions or tens of millions of dollars.


Employment figures from the Bureau of Labor Statistics between 1990 and 2010 show a 62% reduction in paper mill jobs.  During the same time period, sawmill labor declined by 39%, and logging labor by 24%.
  Along with these job losses came other job losses from businesses that supported the mills and forest workers.  With declining populations and declining tax bases, company towns have been falling apart.  Businesses have closed and government services have had to be cut back.


Jobs have not only been lost due to mechanization, they have also been lost due to export of raw sawlogs to Canada.  Had the logs been milled in Maine, they would have created not only jobs, but also increased tax revenues.  Based on state wood processor reports, it appears that the export of raw sawlogs has increased for some key species:

Percent of Sawlogs Harvested in Maine that are Exported

Species

Spruce-fir
Red Maple
Sugar Maple
Yellow Birch
Oak

1990

21%

10%

26%

9%

30%

2010

41%

51%

30%

39%

36%


In 2010, Maine was exporting 29% of all sawlogs.  Yet, Maine was a net importer of wood.  Most of the imports were for hardwood pulpwood.  In that year, Maine paper mills imported 26% of the hardwood pulpwood that they used.   Although at the time I wrote BTBS, spruce and fir were still the crucial species for making paper, now hardwoods are cut and used at a much higher rate.

The growth-to-cut ratio for hardwoods in the whole state of Maine in 2008 was 0.92.  This was despite the impressive growth-to-cut ratio of 2.86 in the Southern Megaregion—a region with many woodlot owners that do little or no cutting in their woodlots. 

In the past, growth in harvest and mill capacity lessened the impact of mechanization in job losses.  Continued growth in papermill capacity can no longer be such a buffering factor.  By 2000, the forest-based industries only created around 4% of total labor income to the state.  By 2008, only 3% of state jobs were in the forest industry.
 The decline in labor in paper mills used to be counteracted, to some extent, by higher wages.  Such increases in real wages, since mills have been changing hands, have ended. 

Because products, such as paper and studwood, are dependent on export to national and international markets, they are subject to national and international competition.  They have also been hurt by our latest national/global recession.  Indeed, the cut of hardwood in Maine has gone down 11% since 2008 due to a drop in demand.

Our paper mills are old and they are competing against new mills with lower energy and labor costs in the Southeast and abroad.  As costs increase, the oldest, most inefficient machines in Maine have been and will continue to be shut down. Between 1998 and 2008 there was a 35% reduction in investment by the paper industry in its mills, although investment in sawmills and wood manufacturing has increased.

This will mean that the surviving mills will have a bigger wood supply—and so pulpwood stumpage prices, rather than responding to scarcity and going up, will continue, as has been the case for decades, to not rise significantly, or at all, in real terms (inflation adjusted).

The impact to the state of the decline in forest-based industry employment has been masked by the rise of the rest of the economy.  Jobs, over the last 20 years have increased—until the recession started in 2008 and housing markets collapsed.  This was not true, however, in towns that have been dominated by a forest industry.  

For those familiar with concepts taught in basic Economic 101 courses, the responses to mechanized logging did not follow what one would expect from a “Free Market.”  One would think, for example, that laying off thousands of workers would lead to a worker “surplus.”  Yet, year after year, companies were importing bonded Canadians to work in the Maine woods.  By law, companies can only hire such bonds if there is a shortage of workers.
  


Indeed, in 2003 there were articles in Maine newspapers about a labor shortage in the woods that was impacting timber supply.  One would think that if there were such a shortage, that companies would attract more workers by offering better wages and working conditions, and by initiating training programs. Yet, real wages were actually dropping.
  These losses in real wages came not only during labor “shortages,” but also at a time of increased productivity and landowner profits.
 

According to a study published in 1999, when employers were asked if they would raise wages 10% if it would end the labor shortage, 70% said no, 12% were unsure.
  They didn’t raise wages because they didn’t have to.  Loggers have been telling their children to find other work than logging—laboring 60 or more hours a week, far from home, for low wages, with no bargaining power.

I live in a Reed Plantation, which has been dependent on logging for over a century and a half.  At the time I wrote BTBS, a large proportion of the working men in town were employed in the woods as loggers or truckers.  According to Census figures, we lost 44% of our population between 1990 and 2010.  Our county, Aroostook, lost around 14% of its population from 1990-2010.

Most Reed Plantation residents, upon graduation from highschool, have left the area because there are so few jobs available.  In the 1980s, the Wytopitlock Elementary School had around 80 students.  In 2008, we had to close the school down—there were only nine students left, with only seven anticipated for the next year.  Many of our volunteer fire department members are over 70.  The two towns surrounding us, Drew Plantation and Bancroft, are contemplating deorganization.  Towns further south, Prentiss and Kingman, have already deorganized.  There’s not much mature timber left in the area.
 

“Multiple Use.”
While this report is focussed primarily on forest practices, there are other uses of the forest that impact forest practices.  Certainly development has major impacts due to land taken out of production, increased roads, and shadow effects as parcelizations lead to less forest management.  We also have massive powerline corridors for wind energy projects, and for wheeling Canadian energy through Maine to southern New England.  And then there is the proposed East-West highway.  For some reason, taking tens of thousands of acres of forestland out of production for development and rights-of-way doesn’t bother the people who are railing at the loss of timberland for ecological reserves.

In BTBS I had a “Multiple Use Working Forest Algorithm” that first asks if there are resources above ground.  If yes, if it moves, shoot it; if it doesn’t cut it down.  If there are no resources above ground, dig a hole.  If there are resources below ground, mine it.  If not, fill the hole with toxic waste.  

While the algorithm was clearly satiric, life sometimes imitates satire.  I got letters from people around the world who said the algorithm was no joke.  They were living with the consequences.  At the time I am writing this, the legislature is looking at ways to streamline regulations to speed up the process of mining for various metals (such as copper and gold) in Aroostook County.
  The desperation for some “development” is so great, that communities will contemplate projects that are clearly short-term and that leave a legacy of ruined landscapes and toxic water.

As our communities are slowly dying, we are being told that the only way to “develop” and create jobs is to accept toxic waste dumps, mines, high-security prisons, gambling casinos, refineries, windmills (that send electricity somewhere else), and other megaprojects.  If townspeople are reluctant to accept such drastic changes to their landscapes and communities, they are labeled as NIMBYs.

Where we were headed.

At the beginning of the last chapter in BTBS, I quoted the Chinese sage who proclaimed that, “Unless we change our direction, we will wind up where we are headed.”  Despite all the efforts of so many initiatives to conserve the large landownerships and protect the forest: 

· the land was still sold, 

· parcel sizes are getting smaller, 

· the time horizon for ownership is shortening, 

· the forest is still getting overcut in the industrial zones, 

· forest types and species have still shifted to lower values,

· the forest structure is getting younger, 

· many mills closed or are still barely hanging on, 

· jobs are still being lost,

· real wages are still going down, and 

· forest and mill communities are still slowly dying.

We wound up where we were headed.

Where we are headed—or not?


In BTBS I talked about how people believe that technology, the free market, and politics will fix any problem.  But if all these “fixes” are based on continuing the higher order economic goals, then any attempt at dealing with ecological and social goals will become distorted and will continue causing the problems.

The state and other organizations are still trying to come up with strategies to improve the situation. The state is periodically doing studies and issuing reports with strategies to make the forest industry in Maine more viable and sustainable. There are many good ideas in these reports.  But there is no discussion as to why all the good ideas of the past have failed to fix the problems we are still trying to fix today.

In a draft of the introduction to a 2010 report on such strategies, the author wrote: “…please note that to say this agenda is very ambitious is an understatement of the first order.  The resources needed to carry out the strategies described below far exceed those currently available; and beyond resources, the strategies outlined below will require changes in both state and federal law as well as support of a host of other parties not currently so disposed.”


That document at least raised the issues of making long-term forest management economically viable, of training loggers, improving logging, addressing the problem of declines in late-successional forests, improving marketing of Maine forest products, and even helping companies be more energy efficient.  


In 2010 The Harvard Forest set out a vision for the entire New England landscape: Wildlands and Woodlands.  This document not only recommended ways to retain managed woodlands (mostly through easements), it also recognized the importance of increasing ecologically-based forestry in the managed zones.  The study also advocated for an increase in wild, unmanaged lands to cover at least 7% of the whole area of New England.  At present, Maine has only around 3% of its land designated as reserves.  Maine also has the lowest percentage of its land in public ownership in the entire northeast.


Changing direction, even for moderate improvements, will be challenging.  For example, starting in 2007, a diverse group of landowners, loggers, mill owners, environmentalists, and government agencies participated in an initiative called “Keeping Maine’s Forests.”  They came up with numerous strategies to keep up wood flow, protect natural resource, preserve wildlife habitat, and promote recreation, and sustain local communities.  As with Wildlands and Woodlands, there was a big emphasis on easements.  The document they produced, in 2009, pointed out success stories of local land trusts protecting regional forests for various purposes with this tool.


The document was careful to state it was opposed to setting up a park.  “…this form of conservation seems unlikely to be well-suited to Maine’s historic forms of landownership and use, because it generally excludes harvesting and other commercial uses.”  

Yet, even as this project was ongoing, one of its proposals, for a “Great Maine Forest Initiative,” aroused so much fear in some parts of the state that town councils (including Millinocket and East Millinocket) issued Resolves opposing any such efforts.  The Maine Woods Coalition sent letters to elected officials in many towns, warning them that this coalition of environmental groups and government agencies (there was no mention of mill owners, or landowners) was planning to turn millions of acres into a park and destroy the local economy.


It is not clear how we get from here to there, given how the economy and politics work. As Robert Burns wrote, “The best laid schemes o' Mice an' Men, gang aft agley, An' lea'e us nought but grief an' pain, for promis'd joy!””

 
We currently have a governor, Paul LePage, who believes that the way to fix Maine is to make it more “business friendly” by reducing taxes and regulations for the “job creators.” Up until now, these people have not responded well to the tax incentives and minimal regulations they already have.  

The head of the Maine Forest Service, Doug Denico, is a former forester for SAPPI Paper Company .  The Commissioner of Conservation, William Beardsley, early on expressed how important it is to increase clearcuts on short rotations to make more good deer habitat.  He also expressed his opposition to any new areas of wilderness.
  

The decline in forest-based jobs has been happening without appreciable additions of wilderness in Maine, however.  These job losses have been the result of the status quo that some are trying to maintain or enhance.

There are forces trying to decrease the impact of current and even future regulations.  The legislature, as I write this, is considering a bill to pay landowners if regulations decrease the value of their property.  Such a bill could tie the state up in expensive litigation.  The legislature is also looking at ways to dismantle or “reform” the Land Use Regulation Commission, the regulatory body that zones the 10.5 million acres of the Unorganized Territories.

More myths


In Beyond the Beauty Strip, I identified and refuted numerous myths used to justify industrial forestry.  Myths are still being created.  Some are repeated so often that the public accepts them as fact.  These myths are another barrier to change.


In this report, I’ve already identified a few new ones concerning sustainable management:

· Forest practices are sustainable if they are certified (even though some certified landowners have cut more than growth and transformed the landscape to a younger forest). 

· The hardwood resource is being managed sustainably (even though cut of hardwoods is far greater than growth in the northern megaregion.  Somehow we are supposed to accept this overcutting because there is a surplus of growth in the southern megaregion.  The research that showed that the hardwood cut can be sustainable is based on: a low level of cut for the next ten years; a shift of cutting from the north to the south and west; and convincing landowners who are not currently interested in commercial scale cutting to change their minds).

· Industries (such as biomass or paper) are “sustainable” because they rely on a “renewable resource” (even though this resource may be cut at a non-sustainable rate on some landownerships and the cutting may drastically change forest habitats).  

These three myths are based on the same fallacy—that because something can be sustainable in theory, it must, therefore, be sustainable in practice.

One myth that was not dealt with in BTBS, but which I addressed in depth in Low-Impact Forestry, is that forestry in Maine is sustainable because there is more wood (or trees) now than in 1959.  The increase in wood volume however, is not due to improved forestry, it is due to a number of factors:

· As farmers moved west, millions of acres of farmland and pasture got abandoned in Maine after the turn of the century and was still reverting back to forest in 1959.

· In the 19th and early 20th century, cutting was very heavy—in 1909, there were a billion board feet of lumber cut.  Lumbering went into decline after that year as timber companies moved to resources out west. Transportation routes (including railroads and canals) opened up resource markets with bigger, better trees in the Lake States and Pacific Northwest, taking pressure off of Maine. As cutting declined, forests started to recover.

· In the 19th and early 20th centuries (up until 1947), Maine had some huge forest fires that consumed hundreds of thousands of acres.  As the 20th century progressed, fire control improved and formerly burned acres started to recover.

· From 1911 to 1919, there was a major spruce budworm outbreak that killed most of the balsam fir and much of the spruce.  By 1959, the regenerated spruce-fir forest was still only 40 years old.

· The demand for timber products declined during the Great Depression.  As cutting declined, forests recovered.

· Use of concrete and steel for buildings, chemicals for leather tanning, cardboard for boxes, and fossil fuels for energy reduced the drain on forests.

· Forest Inventories are done differently now than they were in 1959.  Marketing standards have changed as well.  The previous inventories cannot accurately be compared, so exact-sounding percentages of increase are not credible.

The inventory, apparently, hit a low by the 1930s.  By 1959, there were still millions of acres of forest recovering from heavy cutting, from abandoned farms and pastureland, from forest fires, and from the spruce budworm outbreak.  So there was less wood then than there is now.  But there is less wood now than there was in 1982.  For some reason, the boosters of Maine as a successful example of sustainability choose to compare to 1959, rather than 1982.


The Maine Forest Service is aware that sustainability is not just looking at cut versus growth or volume per acre.  Sustainability also concerns soil, water quality, wetlands and riparian zones, timber supply and quality, aesthetics, and biodiversity.
  These are complex topics that aren’t so easily summarized by the one word “sustainable.”  

Keeping options open


There is no way to predict what future technology or markets will be.  It is tempting to conclude that no matter how small and degraded the trees, there will always be markets where these trees can get ground up and transformed into some product, such as energy, engineered wood, chemicals, or even “thneeds”
 that everyone, everyone, everyone needs.  So why bother managing?


If one allows current trends to continue, then options for large timbers, guitar tonewood, late-successional wildlife habitat, recreation scenery, and carbon sequestration will get even more diminished. 

The climate has already changed, and will continue to destabilize.  In the last thirty years, the ocean has already risen a few inches, ice-out on rivers and lakes is earlier, and snow is melting sooner.
  If the climate continues to change, allowing the forest to get more simplified and fragmented only worsens the impact to wildlife and biodiversity.  To migrate to more favorable habitats, species require intact corridors of suitable habitat; not just isolated reserves surrounded by heavy cutting or development.

Industrial commodity markets rely on more machines and less labor, so labor will continue to decline if chip-based markets increase and quality log markets decline.  Stumpage returns for pulp and biomass are lucky if they keep up with inflation, so woodlot owners who only have markets for chips may get lower real returns. 

While some people may find it satisfying to hike through scruffy forests with small diameter trees, many others would prefer to recreate where the forests are dominated by big trees.  A managed forest dominated by heavy cutting may be considered “multiple use,” but clearly, one of those uses dominates to the detriment of others.


If much of the landscape is managed for large, high-quality trees,
 however, then options for forest products, biodiversity, carbon sequestration, aesthetics, and recreation are retained or increased. If you have a well-stocked forest with big trees you still can grind them for chips, if that’s what you really want to do. 

Managing for growth on large, high-quality products, as opposed to chips, requires more skilled foresters and loggers.  Such management increases returns per acre (over time).  Sugar maple veneer in 2008 was valued at nearly 38 times more than the same volume of biomass. Stumpage returns for high-quality lumber and veneer markets have risen above inflation.  Low-grade commodities have not.

Too many landowners, however, choose to highgrade, and take the value of the forest now, diminishing future options.  The economic system currently rewards such short-term strategies.  It will be a real struggle to change such incentives, given the political power of those benefiting from the status quo.  

Can you get there from here?

Forests grow and improve in value much too slowly for human time scales.  When landowners thin out the slow-growing, poor-quality, short-lived, and low-value wood, they get little immediate return for the effort.  The economic calculus gives more value to what is removed than to what is left behind.  The benefits of improved forestry may be for the next generation, and very few people can think that far ahead.  Indeed, many fear that our economy might not last that long.  The strategy of cashing in now, is, ironically, helping to spur such a dreaded future.  


It is difficult for policy makers in Maine to have an influence over the global markets upon which the Maine timber economy is so dependent.  There does not seem to be the will to address market domination, labor issues, or needs of local communities.  

That there are limits to global growth is not even a concept that can be debated, because the idea violates one of the foundations upon which our economy is based.  

In discussing strategies for protecting forests, the government reports do not address the need to reduce waste in paper and lumber use, or to increase recycling as a way to lessen the need for more and more cutting. Of course, if Maine were the only place where this happened, we would have a very small impact on the problem.  But, unless others and we do this, future shortages are assured.  The United States, with less than 5% of the world’s population is consuming nearly 30% of the world’s paper.  Surely not all of this paper use is a necessity.  Do we really need all the advertising flyers and layers and layers of packaging?  Would we really be inconvenienced by increased efficiency and less waste?

Apparently, when it comes to policy making, restraint is not an option.  Trend is Destiny.  The state has used computers to project present trends of supply and demand into the future, and has come up with strategies to try to meet the expanding needs of this projected future.  But these projections only go for 40 or 50 years, rather than for hundreds of years, and so do not confront the impossibility of continued growth in resource extraction and ecosystem simplification in a world of limited resources. 

To meet these projected “needs” in the future, invariably “requires” more intensive management—relying on chemicals, planting, and pre-commercial thinning to simplify the forest and speed up growth.  Due to the shift in land away from industrial landowners, however, intensive management has declined, not increased.

These projections also are not good at predicting recessions or depressions.  Ironically, these economic downturns have done more for allowing forest recovery than all the forest policy promoted by the government.

What I recommended in BTBS is to envision a future use of the forest (and society) that could be sustained, and use the computers to project backward—backcasting instead of forecasting—to see if and how we can get there from here.  If we cannot figure out how to transition to sustainability, if “you can’t get there from here,” then it is quite likely that our current social/economic structure is unlikely to persist.


For dealing with global climate change, the emphasis of most studies is to continue growth, but with “renewable” energy sources.  Maine already gets 25% of its energy, and 20% of its electricity from wood biomass.  The authors of these studies seem unable to contemplate less consumption.  Boosters of  biomass as a substitute for fossil fuels point to studies that show that burning wood is “carbon neutral.”  But there are also studies, including one from Manomet, that show that biomass can be a major net carbon source.  It all depends on your assumptions.
 A more recent study from Oregon warns that increased reliance on biomass can have serious impacts to biodiversity and forest soils nutrients, as well as to the climate.


If we want to have wilderness and lower-impact forestry here, but want to continue growth in consumption, then we will have to import more wood.  We are not being very ethical if we import wood from countries that have less environmental or labor protections, spurring them on to ecological and social disasters.  In such a case, we would be importing forest products and exporting forest and social degradation. At some point, these areas we import from will also meet limits.


In BTBS I wrote, “While I have suggested that we may need to save the world to save our forests, a good place to start saving the world is here, in the forests of our own backyard.  While I have suggested goals for where we ought to be, the place to start is here, where we are now.”

With the perspective of twenty years, I’ve learned that even when there is growing agreement on the science and on some of the goals, changing direction at the statewide level takes time.  As I have already pointed out, we don’t have agreement on the forest science or the goals in Maine.  

We are having enough trouble coming up with solutions to the problems that are currently under discussion.  Some of the “discussions” going on are not in the form of “civil discourse”; they are more in the form of toxic discourse.  It will be even more of a challenge to come up with solutions to problems that aren’t being discussed at all.

       In the Epilog of BTBS I wrote of other challenges:

· Some of the existing damage is so severe it will take decades to start to reverse, or the damage, such as loss of species, is irreversible and cannot be fixed.

· The status quo of corporate domination and the current direction, requiring ever more growth, have momentum.  It would take decades to change the technological, economic, and political infrastructures—even if we agreed as a society to do so.

· Those who have power and privilege will not relinquish it willingly.  There is a serious resistance to change. As John Kenneth Galbraith wrote: "People of privilege will always risk their complete destruction rather than surrender any material part of their advantage."

· Forestry is just one of innumerable issues that the public is supposed to deal with.  Much of the public is overwhelmed that there are so many problems.  Instead of tackling problems, the tendency is to indulge in regressive escapes: such as alcohol, drugs, computer games, television, violence, or even accelerated shopping. 

· Activists have to deal not only with a public that is overwhelmed, but also with competing ideologies, some of which may be encouraged or supported by those with privilege.  Ideas get cancelled out and activists tend to burn out.  

· If we do not change direction, we are headed toward disaster.  If we do change direction, we are headed toward instability.  

Irrational Economics
While the situation may seem hopeless, it will really be hopeless if those aware of the problems do nothing to move towards more sustainable directions.  Change has, as I have observed over the last two decades, been going on, despite resistance.  The idea of forestry as if the future matters is already starting to make sense to the point where more people are starting to ask a few basic questions, such as:

· How could forests be managed in a way that ensures the survival of all native species and the habitats they depend on?

· How could forests be managed to improve, rather than degrade, future timber values?

· How could trees be cut to minimize damage to the residual forest?

· What types of logging machinery would help protect the residual forest while being safe for the operators?

· How could foresters measure success towards minimizing damage?

· How could loggers to be compensated to lower logging impacts and protect the residual forest rather than just to remove as much wood as fast as possible?

· How could loggers be paid so as to make the profession more rewarding and attractive?

· How would woodlot owners be able to afford this type of management?

· How can the system of economic incentives be changed to favor long-term forest improvement rather than short-term forest degradation?

A study by the Penobscot Experimental Forest, in Bradley Maine, calculated that the net present value of forests cut by diameter-limit gives twice the economic yields of selection cutting for long-improvement.  Diameter-limit cutting (where the landowner cuts all trees over a certain diameter) is not silviculturally sound—it tends to degrade the stand and lower its productivity.  Even though selection increased the quality, value, and yield, standard net-present-value approaches discount these future values.

The Maine Forest Service, in reporting the above study, concluded that:  "Even with favorable public policies, such as current use taxation and subsidized forest management plans and implementation practices, long-term forest management is not economically rational."
  Ironically, the next section of the report was about convincing woodlot owners to take up sustained-yield forestry.

A study on 50 years of managing the Harvard Forest, in western Massachusetts, concluded that the highest returns would have been obtained by cutting all the merchantable timber when markets were at their peak, and then investing the proceeds into the endowment.  Such a strategy would have yielded $550,000.  Instead, by trying to manage for “sustained yield” the Harvard Forest only got $60,000.  If most of the timber had not been knocked down by a hurricane in 1938, the author estimated Harvard could have gotten $90,000 from sustained-yield practices—one-fourth of what would have been obtained by the cut-when-the-market-is-hot strategy.

This study reminds us that “sustained-yield” forestry is not only economically irrational, it is biologically irrational as well.  Sustained yield has more to do with keeping mills going and having a regular income than the way forests actually work.  Messy things like fires, hurricanes, and insect outbreaks can ruin the plans for cutting a given amount at regular intervals.  Also, markets change and have highs and lows that confound the ability to have regular, predictable incomes. 

In many cases, the returns that landowners are expecting from their investments, are obtainable only through depletion of biological capital.  This capital depletion is mistaken by economists for income.

Where are we going?

There seems to be some agreement that we need more “ecological forestry,” but there is little agreement as to what this term means.  Some interpreters of “ecological forestry” have argued that it implies imitating natural disturbances, such as fire, wind, or insects, but capturing the wood for people instead of “wasting” it.  The problem with this approach is that managing forests in this way does not stop the wind, fires, or insects from doing what they normally do.  Such forest management, therefore, adds more disturbances to the ones that naturally occur.  And human management does something that nature does not do—removes the trees from the ecosystem.

Human management has, to some extent, exacerbated some of these factors.  Leaving a sparse overstory of trees that are not windfirm leads to more blowdowns.  Fires increased in frequency, extent, and severity since settlement until the state became more adept at fire control.  Spruce budworm outbreaks in Maine, have also increased in frequency, extent, and severity, due, in part, to cutting that encouraged more vulnerable, fir-dominated stands, and to spraying that harmed predator/prey balances.

Forest scientists have advocated for years a strategy of cutting out the fir to favor red spruce in spruce budworm vulnerable stands.
  Stands dominated by large, older red spruce, appear to be more resistant to catastrophic mortality, perhaps due to a greater array of budworm predators and parasites and other defenses.  Indeed, if such stands were not resistant, how could they have survived multiple budworm outbreaks over hundreds of years?  Yet during and after the budworm outbreak, landowners cut more spruce than fir
 and regenerated young, even-aged stands, which, after being sprayed with herbicides, became dominated by fir.

The consequence of this “economically-rational” forestry is that future generations are forced to inherit a simplified or degraded forest landscapes. Landowners trying to do long-term forestry may be economically irrational, but the economic system, which is so fixated on the short term at the expense of the long term, is socially irrational.

Gandhi talked about, "dreaming of a system so perfect that no one will need to be good."  While it is unlikely that we can dream up a new economic system that will force landowners to be ecological stewards, it is clear that the system we have now encourages the opposite.  It certainly makes sense to at least increase the odds of better management by changing the goals, the incentives and the rules—including how benefits are measured over time.

Even if we could figure out how to change the incentives and rules, it is not totally clear what the goals would be.  We are at a stage with ecologically-based silviculture where we are still struggling to understand what it is.  Seymour and Hunter, in 1999 hinted that, “there is a certain arrogance to such an approach to managing forests for biodiversity.  It assumes a near-perfect understanding of the ecosystems under management.”
  

While scientists are just starting to experiment with applying the concepts of ecosystem-based forestry on the ground, it will be many decades before we have results. By then, much of the rest of the forest will have been cut over.  We still won’t have a “near-perfect understanding” of forest ecosystem processes, even after a century of such experimentation.  There are too many variables, including a changing climate and migrating species.  

We don’t need near-perfect understanding of ecosystems to act, however.  Principle 15 from the Rio Conference on the Environment and Development, in 1992, states that, “Where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environmental degradation.”

There has been a far worse arrogance from those who assume that the pursuit of high economic returns on the part of absentee corporate landowners will benefit forest ecosystems and society in general.  Forest practices have degraded, simplified, converted, or fragmented millions of acres of forests in Maine.  Defending such management seems a far more serious case of hubris than trying to prevent the problems caused by such management.  Though untested, at least the principles of ecological forestry have some scientific basis.  Economics, when applied to forestry, does not.

It is true that we don’t know exactly how much land should be in old-growth reserves or late-successional forest.  We do know that reducing these forest stages leads to more problems, examples of which we have already witnessed.  We know that increasing acreage of these older age classes creates more habitat within the range of variables that native species have been adapted to for thousands of years. So these species have a better chance to survive.

It is true that we don’t know exactly how many biological legacies of large trees, dead-standing trees, and dead-downed trees to leave per acre.  But we do know that eliminating these legacies reduces habitats and reduces species dependent on these habitats.  We know that increasing these legacies will increase the habitat for these species.
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It is true that we don’t know exactly what proportion of the forest should be in the key tree species that once dominated the Acadian Forest of northern New England and Eastern Canada.  But we do know that red spruce, sugar maple, yellow birch, and beech are in decline over much of Maine, and that these species are shade tolerant or intermediate tolerant.  We know that the heavy cutting going on so widely is not helping the situation.  We know that lighter cutting in classic Acadian stands would better help retain these species.  Maine’s Bureau of Parks and Lands, which does lighter cutting than many of the industrial-style landowners has a 75% higher volume of red spruce to the acre than the state average.

Uncertainty over the details of ecosystem based management did not deter the province of Quebec. Under the Sustainable Forest Development Act, Quebec, in 2003, created a commission examining forest management.  The result was that it is now provincial policy to have ecosystem-based forestry.  This nod to ecosystem management on behalf of Quebec does not mean they have all the answers; it means they are committed to learn over time.

We know that the trends of low volumes per acre and increased acreage of seedlings and saplings were not necessary.  Maine’s Bureau of Parks and Lands has seen an increase in volume over the last decade because it cut less than growth.  The Bureau manages mostly for large saw timber in multi-aged stands.  Where it manages for even-aged stands, it has rotations of 100-150 years.  In 2011, the Bureau averaged nearly 23 cords to the acre in its managed stands—60% more than the 14.3 cords to the acre in the northern megaregion.
  The Bureau recognizes that large trees are valuable for both mills and wildlife.

We also know that with an uncertain future due to climate change, encouraging natural diversity is a more fruitful strategy then creating monocultures of boreal species, such as white and black spruce.


We also know that mechanization, conversion to a chip-based economy, and export of raw sawlogs have lost Maine jobs.  We know that domination of markets by a handful of companies has harmed the bargaining ability of labor and that inflation-adjusted wages have declined, even as productivity has increased.  We know that more appropriate woods technology, more local value-added processing, and more local ownership would improve employment and increase the local tax base.


The current mix of feller bunchers, grapple skidders, and delimbers is so expensive that contractors are forced to cut enormous amounts of wood, just to pay for their machines.  Unfortunately, costs, including the cost for fuel, are going up, and inflation adjusted revenues for loggers are going down, forcing the contractors to cut even more wood.  This downward spiral is not a good incentive for the careful logging that is needed to improve forests for the future.


Those who want to continue degrading the forest will come up with numerous excuses, dire predictions, and threats, just as they did for the Liquidation Harvest Rules and the Forest Practices Act.  The disasters that they predicted then did not happen. One disaster that did happen was that these laws were not all that effective at leading to forestry improvements.  Many of the problems that were supposed to be corrected continued. Even though the cut may have increased for a while, jobs, wages, and tax revenues declined.  As a result of the recent recession, the cut declined as well. 


There is an irony that substitutes for wood, such as concrete, steel and fossil fuels, helped to save the woods in the early part of the last century.  Now there is a demand to use “renewable” wood for fuel, chemicals, and even plastics to help lessen the demand on non-renewable resources.  Going “green” in this way, will encourage overcutting.  With biomass energy and chemicals, you don’t have to wait for trees to mature to chip them up.  The major control to prevent overcutting in Maine is the market, and, as I have demonstrated, this “control” is not very effective.


While we may never have near-perfect knowledge, we can have more humility.  We can lower our impacts both in consumption and in our management.   Lowering the impacts creates more options for future generations.  We know that too.  
Final Note.

In researching this report, I read books and reports I had written years ago.  One of the reports, Where Are We Headed?An Analysis of Forest Statistics for Maine, 2001,
 covers much the same material, but more thoroughly, for forestry data from ten years ago.  This earlier document has important arguments concerning how to bring about the needed changes, including demand reduction, increased value-added processing, and lower-impact forestry.  


While it is rather discouraging to have written similar arguments over the last twenty years, I recognize that change takes time.  MOFGA, for example, has been around for forty years, and organic agriculture has grown at a remarkable rate throughout the country and in Maine.  One can now buy organic produce in supermarkets.  Mainstream authorities are advocating eating organic foods.  But organic agriculture is still a minority of farming.  Monocultures of genetically engineered crops that are resistant to herbicides have proliferated faster than the increase organic acreage.


Likewise, a shift towards more ecologically-based, long-term forestry may take a long time to catch on, and during this time, industrial-style forest practices might proliferate even more.  I do not see that certified forest products, at this time, are in the same class as certified organic foods.  Consumers know that organic agriculture uses no chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and that the benefits are both to the land and to the consumer.  Consumers do not know what certified forest land looks like.  They might be shocked to find out, in some circumstances.  Forests, unlike farms, cannot shift radically to ideal structures in just a few years.


A major difference between now and twenty years ago is that awareness is shifting. Young foresters have more background in forest ecosystems.  There is far more research available for alternatives to what is going on.    The decline of the forest and the communities that depend on them is readily observable.  People can go on Google Earth and look at satellite images of the Maine woods.  Much of it looks like mange on a dog. 


Desire for change is increasing, so is resistance to change. The resistance is greatest when those preaching change represent only one faction that might benefit at the expense of other factions. Frightened people can do desperate things to protect what they think is threatened in their lives.  In dying communities, with high unemployment and a lowering tax base, many people will not readily embrace appeals to more regulations or more wilderness if they think their own situation will get worse.  

As I wrote twenty years ago, we need a bigger, more inclusive vision that sustains forests and people for the long term.  We need an economic system that serves these goals.  I don’t know exactly how we will get there from here.  The issues are incredibly complex. Our political system seems to be challenged at solving even fairly simple problems nowadays. 

In BTBS, I responded to the assertion that making the change needed for sustainable forestry is impractical in the “real world.”  I wrote: “Unfortunately it is practical and realistic in [the current political/economic] framework to pollute the environment, exploit workers, degrade the present, and write off the future.  Minor inconveniences of restraint, conservation, or recycling are impractical or unrealistic, even through without them major inconveniences, such as economic collapse, ecological catastrophes, or destructive wars become inevitable.  When reality is such that it becomes practical to commit cultural and ecological suicide, it is time for people to create a new reality.”

Twenty years later, after serious weather-related catastrophes (affected by global climate change?), three major ground wars (having, perhaps, something to do with energy?) and near economic collapse (having, perhaps, something to do with unbridled greed?), the need to create a new reality is even more urgent. 
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� Bureau of Parks and Lands 2011 annual report: � HYPERLINK http://www.maine.gov/doc/parks/pdf/2011landsannualreport.pdf ��http://www.maine.gov/doc/parks/pdf/2011landsannualreport.pdf� 





� � HYPERLINK http://www.maine.gov/doc/parks/pdf/2011landsannualreport.pdf ��http://www.maine.gov/doc/parks/pdf/2011landsannualreport.pdf� 





� See http://www.lowimpactforestry.org/  
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