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NORTH AMERICAN FOREST COMMISSION

TWENTY-FIRST SESSION

Kailua-Kona, Hawaii, United States of America, 22-26 October 2002

FOREST PLANTATIONS

Secretariat Note

INTRODUCTION

1.
Forest Plantations in North America, was prepared by collaboration among the three NAFC countries. The paper is presented to the NAFC in English, as this is how it was received from the authors. Because it was not received by FAO until late September and because of its length, it was only possible to translate this short abstract into Spanish and French. The paper is a very useful contribution to the information on forest plantations in the three countries.

Abstract

2.
Forest plantations are increasing in North America and around the world in response to the increasing demand for wood products. Forest plantations can relieve pressure to use natural forests for wood, as well as combating desertification, protection soil and water, and other benefits. However, plantation forestry is also controversial, especially where it is perceived as a substitute for natural forests and their environmental benefits including biodiversity.

3.
In Mexico, information about forest plantations is fragmented. Plantations in Mexico are estimated by the authors of this paper to cover 50,000 hectares, only .01% of the total forest area.  Forest plantations started in Mexico in the 1950s, when eucalyptus was planted for a fibreboard factory in central Mexico. In the 1970s a pine plantation was established in Oaxaca to supply cellulose and paper to the Government. In the 1990s foreign investors started planting eucalyptus for chips and fiber boards. Various other foreign and domestic investors have started plantations in the late 1990s and early 2000s, including species such as cedar, mahogany and teak. Because of the high yields and short rotations, interest in forest plantations has increased rapidly in recent years. PRODEPLAN is a plantation incentive program started by the government in 1997.  Responsibility for plantations was recently passed from SEMARNAT to CONAFOR.

4.
In the United States of Ameica, forest plantations cover over 16 million hectares, mostly on private land. Plantations account for over 5% of the total forest land. Management intensity is greatest in the South where one out of six hectares of forest is planted, and lowest in the Northeast. Pines dominate the southern plantations (Pinus. taeda, P. elliottii  and P. palustris), but many other species are also popular for plantations  including the Eastern cottonwood (Populus deltoides), oaks (Quercus spp.), larch (Larix spp.), willows (Salix spp.), hybrid poplars (Populus), Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii) in the West, and Eucalyptus.

5.
Reforestation is common in Canada, but the paper notes that FAO reported zero hectares of forest plantations for Canada in FRA 2000. The paper quotes the Canadian Council of Forest Ministers reported 425,000 hectares of planted or seeded forest in 2000, but notes that it is not possible to distinguish between afforestation, reforestation or replanting. Hybrid poplars (Populus spp.) are the most commonly planted species, a cross of native and non-native poplars. Yields vary widely according to differences in climate and soils across the country. Other planted species include Norway spruce (Picea abies), red pine (Pinus resinosa), larch (Larix spp.), white spruce (Picea glauca) and trembling aspen (Populus tremuloides).

6.
The paper provides an interesting discussion of issues associated with plantations. Even-age monocultures can produce ten times as much wood volume as natural forests on the same land area, and plantations tend to be easier and less costly to manage and harvest than natural forests.  The economic incentives are high, but plantations also pose risks, including a relatively high susceptibility to insects and disease. But the major controversies surrounding forest plantations are the objections raised by environmentalists. In all three NAFC countries, environmental NGOs have objected to plantations.  

7.
In Mexico, there was a strong opposition to Eucalyptus plantations in the early 1990s, but this has died down because the economic benefits, including employment, have become obvious.  In Canada, the use of fast-growing exotic species such as hybrid poplars has become problematic, especially in provinces that have passed legislation prohibiting non-native trees. In all three countries, environmental groups have opposed plantations and the use of genetically modified trees on the grounds that they threaten biodiversity and aquatic ecosystems. Plantation proponents have countered with studies showing the plantations can increase biodiversity.  

8.
The authors conclude by identifying areas of potential collaboration among NAFC countries:

· Collaboration on ways to differentiate between forest plantations and improved forests

· Improved reporting for global forest resource assessments

· Collaboration on research into nutrient and water management in intensively managed plantations. 

Comments by FAO

9.
The estimated area of forest plantations in Mexico is reported by the authors as 50,000 hectares.  This compares with 267,300 hectares reported to FAO by SEMARNAP and PRODEPLAN for the Global Forest Resources Assessment 2000 (FRA 2000).

10.
The area of forest plantations reported in FRA 2000 for most countries, including Canada,  is what the country itself reported.  The government of Canada reported zero increase or loss of its forest area between 1990 and 2000, and zero total area of forest plantations in 2000.

11.
The paper does not provide a definition of forest plantations.  This may be the cause of some of the differences that the authors had in comparing plantation statistics among the three countries.  FRA 2000 used the following definitions:

· Forest plantation:  A forest established by planting or/and seeding in the process of afforestation or reforestation.  It consists of introduced species or, in some cases, indigenous species.

· Afforestation:  Establishment of forest plantations on land that, until then, was not classified as forest.

· Reforestation: Establishment of forest plantations on temporarily unstocked lands that are considered as forest.

12.
The FAO Forestry Department offers to collaborate with the three countries to further improve their work on the assessment of plantations and the analysis of the economic, social and environmental costs and benefits of plantations.  Among issues which may be interesting to further explore are:

· The potential of forest plantations to contribute to the conservation of biological diversity by reducing logging pressure on natural forests.

· Analysis of the costs and benefits of alternative policies regarding forest plantations.

· Further clarification and discussion of the differences among such concepts as natural vs. semi-natural forests, and augmented forests vs. forest plantations.

· Consideration of a more consistent approach to reporting on forest plantations in future global forest assessments. 
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