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Governor Baldacci's Maine Forest Certification Workshop

Sustainable Forestry: Growing Supply, Growing Demand
by Mitch Lansky


To advance Governor John Baldacci's initiative to have 10 million acres of forest land in Maine certified by 2007, the state put on a Forest Certification Workshop in Hallowell, Maine, on November 12.  Currently there are 6.3 million acres in Maine certified under various systems, including SFI (Sustainable Forestry Initiative), FSC (Forest Stewardship Council), and ATF (American Tree Farm).  Only 25,000 of these acres (less than 4/10 of 1%) represent forest managers who are certified for managing smaller woodlots.


Conference attendees heard from a number of major corporate purchasers of paper products.  The old image of corporations stuck in a defensive stance, denying any need to change, was quickly dispelled by all these speakers.  They all claimed their companies are taking a pro-active stance. While our present federal administration is still questioning whether environmental threats, such as global warming, are real, these companies are way out in front and are taking active steps to cut carbon emissions as well as to ensure accountability at all levels of their organizations.


John Oliver, Vice President of Public Affairs at L.L. Bean, was quite frank about what turned his, and other companies around. Environmental groups, such as Forest Ethics, have targeted companies and their products with public relations campaigns, attacking the procurement policies for paper and other products.  He showed one ad, targeted at Victoria's Secret, which showed a model clothed in lingerie clutching a chainsaw, with a clearcut behind her and the caption, "the secret is out."


What these groups are demanding is higher recycled content, avoidance of all wood from old growth forests, and protection of boreal and other forest types from conversion or simplification.  And they are demanding that wood come from sustainably managed forests.


Mark Buckly, Vice President of Environmental Affairs for Staples, gave another reason for changes in practices; Socially Responsible Investments.  There is now a "Sustainable Index" for the Dow Jones, and there are funds, such as Calvert, that can influence where hundreds of millions of dollars will be invested. These funds are demanding higher standards for both social and environmental practices.


Before these campaigns, companies thought of business ethics as applying to their relations with customers, suppliers, and shareholders. Now they have to look at the full range of implications of their business operations, including where resources come from before production and where they go after consumption.  Buckly described the new approach as the "triple bottom line," economic practices that are good for the company, the community, and the environment.


While the companies may have become environmentally active for defensive reasons, once they got into the mind set they started seeing advantages--they can cut costs while improving the environment through efficiency, recycling, waste avoidance, and reuse (such as photocopying on both sides of paper).  



Another advantage nearly all the companies agreed on was that the process of certification required examination and documentation of all phases of company practice.  This scrutiny has led, in many cases to improvements that also helped the bottom line.  



A key theme throughout the conference was that companies cannot defend their practices unless they can document them.  All the audits and documentation, however, cost money.  When asked if their companies would pay a premium for certified wood, the universal answer was, "no." Though the buyers would not pay a premium, they did, however, suggest that certified companies could have other advantages, such as market share.


One landowner/mill owner, Jim Robbins of Robbins Lumber, told of how he got his company certified through SFI to satisfy one customer, at a cost of $100,000, only to have the customer say he not only wanted certified wood, but cheaper wood.  Robbins told that customer where he could go to get his wood...
Despite this experience, Robbins is pleased with being certified because new markets did open up with other customers.


The Domtar mill in Woodland is part of the chain of custody for FSC certification for using their certified from Ontario.  The mill, according to Debbie Feck, a mill manager, runs the certified wood in a separate batch from all other wood.  Getting certified and having special processes for certified wood costs money, but, she said, customers do not want to pay any more for the pulp or paper.


David Refkin, of Time, told of how some really big buyers, including Time, Staples, Kinko, Nike, Toyota, Bank of America, and MacDonalds, are all demanding more recycled paper and paper from certified wood.  Maine is leading the nation in supplying this demand for certified wood.  While Refkin offered no hope that suppliers would get any more money for their products through certification, he suggested that Maine could use branding that its products are "green" and "sustainable" to capture more market share.  He gave figures that showed Maine is increasing its market share for Time's business.

During the discussion after Refkin's talk, I suggested that getting certified was becoming necessary to sell wood in this new climate and that demanding such products (which cost more money) without paying a premium, was akin to the unfunded mandates that our towns are struggling with. I also wondered why the consumer would pay a premium for certified wood when it is not clear what the certification means.  In Maine, over 90% of all the clearcuts, herbicide spraying, and monoculture plantations are being done by SFI certified companies.  This is not what most of the public expects to see when they go into a "green" certified forest.  Refkin replied that certification needs to be realistic and economically attainable by companies.


A number of workshop participants expressed concern over the small percentage of certified acreage represented by non-industrial private woodlands and by smaller manufacturers.  Dwain Allen, of Moosehead Manufacturing, told how his company, which manufactures furniture, has decided against certification because of its cost.  He suggested that companies like his might do better marketing their own name and brand and tell their own story and that customers would associate that with quality. 


Sandy Brawders talked about the Master Logger program that certifies loggers with clear, measurable performance standards.  Wood coming from cuts done by certified loggers qualifies as "certified" to big purchasers, such as Time.  Because these loggers operate on smaller as well as larger landholdings, this opens up the chance to broaden the certification base.  Representatives from IP and Mead/Westvaco see enough promise from the program that they offered checks to Brawders right after her talk.  The Master Logger Program has 83 firms enrolled with 60 on the waiting list.  


Another way to draw in woodlot owners was discussed by Tom Doak, of the Small Woodland Owners Association of Maine (SWOAM).  SWOAM is doing group certifications through the American Tree Farm program.  You don't have to be SWOAM members to get involved in the certification, but SWOAM is hoping this might inspire an increase in membership, though this has not yet happened.  So far, 60 landowners, encompassing 30,000 acres, have signed up for the program.


Barrie Brusila, of Mid-Maine Forestry, is an FSC certified resource manager.  The woodlots her company manages are part of the certification acreage.  Brusila is a member of the Governor's certification committee and she expressed concerns over two items in a report that her committee is issuing.  One is that it does not differentiate between the various certification systems.  They are not the same, she said.  In fact, only one system meets all the goals expressed in the committee report, and that is FSC.  The other item of concern is that in the rush to certify lots of acres, practices on the ground are passing that ought not to pass.  If the public were aware of such practices, certification could lose credibility and "we could have the rug pulled out from under us."


Other participants were hoping standards would not become any stricter than they are.  Jim Robbins, in his wish list for certification, for example, included to stop putting on more requirements, to stop throwing in more obstacles (like regulations) and to allow certification of plantations.  Henry Whittemore, the Maine Forest Certification Initiative director, had his own wish list as a hand out, which included tax incentives, such as reduction in property taxes, for those who get certified, and "regulatory relief," such as a waiver of parts or all of the Maine Forest Practices Act for certified landowners.  


Since the Forest Practices Act (FPA) only regulates the size and distribution of clearcuts, and since most clearcuts are being done by certified companies, the FPA would have little application if such a suggestion were followed.  In the past few years, certified companies, such as J.D. Irving, and Plum Creek, have actually violated the FPA, as well as riparian zone regulations, but this has not any impact on their certification status.  



Workshop speakers made it clear that certification is here to stay.  This is not a fad, but a model of what is to come--a demand for accountability and responsibility at all levels of production.  If actions on the ground could catch up to the rhetoric, we could be heading towards a good thing.

