
Recommendations on
Sustainable  Forestry and Wood Chip Mills

North Carolina's economy has long beendependent on the forest products industry for
both jobs and consumer goods. Indeed, some
suggest that the origin of its TarHeel State moniker
was the tar that got stuck on the feet of workers in
the piney woods, producing tar, pitch, and
turpentine for naval stores. And the hard truth is
that this same forest products industry relies
heavily on a ready supply of wood chips to
produce a broad range of consumer goods. But
the proliferation of satellite wood chip mills in
recent years (from two to 18 since 1980) should
give state policymakers pause.

While they are rarely operated at full capac-
ity, the 18 chip mills in North Carolina have the
potential to consume vast numbers of trees. Yet
the state may not face the sort of moonscape de-
struction that some environmentalists suggest.
That's because the majority of the state's forest
lands are held in private ownership. The sheer
number of individual property owners (some
700,000) argues against the likelihood of whole-
sale clear-cutting to feed chip mills. But there
are reasons beyond the prospect of a mountains-
to-sea denuded landscape that the state should
be cautious about any policy that encourages the
chipping of more trees than is necessary to sus-
tain both the state's forest products industry and
its forests.

Here are a few of them: additional chip
mills may encourage additional timber harvest,
including clear-cutting. Poorly managed sites
-whether clear cuts or selective cuts-create
sedimentation and erosion as well as visual
blight. Clear-cutting alters the diversity of and
perhaps the number of plant and animal species
on a harvested site, perhaps to the detriment of
rare or endangered species. While clear-cutting
may have its place in a continuum of forest
management practices, most people would
agree that too much clear-cutting is not a good
thing.

But it is important to place clear-cutting in

the context of overall forestry management.
Poorly managed sites where selective cutting
takes place can also create soil erosion, loss of
wildlife habitat, and visual blight that hurts the
recreational value of forests. There also is dan-
ger in taking too much timber without reseed-
ing and without allowing enough trees to grow
to maturity. What is most important to the state
is to adopt policies that encourage sustainable
forestry so that the state's forest resources are
not depleted.  The goal should be to replenish
trees as fast as they are cut.  In addition, state
policy should encourage longer rotations be-
tween harvests to preserve the state's stock of
saw timber. To these ends, the Center offers the
following recommendations:

1. The  legislature should repeal the tax
credit for exporting wood chips or at least al-
low it to expire when it sunsets  in 2001. The
Center acknowledges that wood chips are pri-
mary to the forest products industry and that a
ready supply is necessary to keep the industry
healthy. Yet a state policy that encourages the
chipping of more wood than is necessary to sus-
tain the forest products industry flies in the face
of efforts to sustain the state's forests. Provid-
ing a tax credit for wood chips and other com-
modities exported through the North Carolina
ports distorts market pricing and may encour-
age additional chipping. This is not to suggest
there should be no export market for forest prod-
ucts. If the state's forests can sustain exports

while adequately supplying the domestic mar-
ket, there is no reason not to have them. How-
ever, the state should not provide an  incentive  to
export, as this could tip the balance. An induce-
ment to export could lead to depletion of the
state's forest resources, damage to the environ-
ment, and inadequate supplies of both chips and
saw timber for domestic industry. This is too
high a price to pay just to prop up the state's
ports. If state ports need help, that should be
considered on its own merits and not in a way
that could exact a second environmental price.
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2. The  legislature should amend the
Sedimentation Pollution  and Control Act to
make Best Management Practices mandatory
on all commercial timber harvests . Best Man-
agement Practices are intended to preserve wa-
ter quality during forestry activities through such
practices as maintaining streamside buffers, pro-
hibitions against leaving debris in streams that
would obstruct flow, and keeping access roads
and skid trails away from streams or using cul-
verts or portable bridges where crossings are
necessary. Thus far, the forestry industry has
been exempted from the state's Sedimentation
Pollution Control Act on the condition that Best
Management Practices are followed, as outlined
in the state's  Forest Practices Guidelines.  In-
dustry officials say that Best Management Prac-
tices are thus already mandatory. If that is true,
they shouldn't mind this being clarified in state
statutes and regulations.

Official accounts from the N.C. Division of
Forest Resources boast of sample surveys, the
latest in 1996, showing a compliance rate of up
to 95 percent. Unofficial accounts beg to differ.
Mickey Henson, who conducted the surveys in
his role as hydrologist with the Division of For-
est Resources but has since resigned, says the
survey sites were not representative. "My sur-
veys were skewed in that they took place after
the jobs were complete and did not include
many sites where water ran through the prop-
erty," says Henson. "I would guess that total
compliance with BMPs is probably 30 to 40 per-
cent during on-going operations."

If Best Management Practices are implic-
itly mandatory, the industry should not mind if
observance of Best Management Practices is
mandated explicitly in the Sedimentation Pollu-
tion Control Act. This will aid both in compli-
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ance with and enforcement of these guidelines.
Increased sedimentation of the state's streams
and rivers is one of the greatest environmental
threats posed by the increased clear-cutting
brought on by stand-alone chip mills. Increased
observance of Best Management Practices can
mitigate the risk and thus should be made man-
datory.

3. The General Assembly's  amendments
to the Sedimentation Pollution  Control Act
should include a requirement that commer-
cial timber harvesters  notify  the Division of
Forest Resources of intent to harvest to aid
the task of water quality inspectors. Manda-
tory notification is imposed by Virginia as part
of its Silvicultural Water Quality Act and pro-
vides a good model for North Carolina to fol-
low. As long as state agencies are assigned the
task of education, inspection, and enforcement
of water quality laws, they need to know where
and when timber harvesting is taking place.
Currently, the Division of Forest Resources em-
ploys six water quality foresters and is hiring a
seventh. Division officers at the county level
also conduct site inspections. More than 3,700
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sites were inspected in 1997-98. Division offi-
cials do not know what percentage of actual har-
vests these inspections represented since notifi-
cation of harvest is not required. As few water
quality inspectors as North Carolina has in the
field, their job should be made as easy as pos-
sible. Notification of harvest would give the
Division of Forest Resources the opportunity to
contact the landowner about desirable forest
management practices and it would allow for
timely inspection of the harvest site.

Virginia law requires loggers to report the lo-
cation of any harvest of more than 10 acres within
three days of beginning work. The state has set up
a toll-free number where loggers can call in and
leave a message. The number receives about 140
calls per month. Informing the Division of Forest
Resources of intent to harvest in order to protect
water quality seems a prudent step that would not
impede harvests in any appreciable way.

4. The N.C.  Division of Forest Resources
should develop a plan for enhancing its refor-
estation program to further the goal of sus-
tainable forestry .  The Division should seek
funding for the plan ,  and the governor should
include this in the budget proposed for 2001.
The only state policy that directly applies to
sustainability and reforestation is the Forest De-
velopment Program, which provides qualifying
private landowners with up to 40 percent cost-
sharing for replanting seedlings after a timber
harvest. In order to qualify, landowners must
comply with Forest Practices Guidelines after a
timber harvest. As a first step, the Division of
Forest Resources should develop a strategy for
assuring that all landowners know about the re-
seeding program, perhaps by requiring that be-
fore commencing a cut, loggers notify landown-
ers in writing of the program's existence.
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But it may be that more is needed to sus-
tain the state's forest resource for future gen-
erations. Among the possibilities is encour-
aging longer timber rotations by increasing
the percentage of cost-share for replanting for
those landowners who are willing to retain the
majority of trees on a tract for 40 to 50 years.
Such a program would allow some cutting
during this time period so the landowner could
maintain a stream of income. Yet another idea
might be similar to the old federal land bank
for farmers-provide qualifying timber own-
ers a cash payment every decade or so for not
removing more than a certain percentage of
trees. This is not to suggest an age limit for
harvesting trees-merely incentives to en-
courage longer rotations.

These four recommendations will not make
chip mills palatable to everyone. They will,
however, guard against the threat of wholesale
decimation of the state's forests. Ending the tax
credit for exporting will insure against the unin-
tended consequence of depleting a precious re-
source to help the state's ports. Bringing log-
ging operations under the Sedimentation
Pollution and Control Act will guard against the
worst environmental degradation from poorly
managed logging sites. And enhancing the
state's reforestation program will assure a ready
supply of timber for future generations. Mean-
while, the state must continue to monitor and
evaluate stand-alone chip mills to assure that the
visual blight created by clear-cutting remains
contained and the harvest of timber does not be-
gin to outstrip supply. Should timber harvests
exceed a sustainable level, the state will need to
revisit the issue of additional regulation of wood
chip mills.

-Mike McLaughlin
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