Analyzing the decline of tree planting in the South


According to annual research done by Steve Chapman with the Georgia Forestry Commission, planting levels throughout the South have been on a constant decline. Chapman annually polls state foresters in southern states, and the information received from those that respond has shown sharply declining numbers over the past decade.


For example, pine plantings in the south dropped from more than two million acres in 2001 to just under one million in 2008; hardwood plantings also dropped significantly, from more than 150,000 acres in 2001 to just more than 80,000 in 2008. And, in each year but one during that period, pine plantings decreased from the year prior.


Researchers, foresters and conservationists all seem to agree that the decline is very real, and all agree that it is a cause for concern- though not all have the same level of concern- but the reason for the decline varies depending upon region.


Twenty years ago in South Carolina, Hurricane Hugo damaged 4.5 million acres across 23 counties in the state, reducing the softwood inventory 21 percent.  Of the damaged acreage, one million needed reforestation. 


“All of those acres were in one form or another regenerated, either naturally or by planting trees.  That created a huge wall of wood that has been moving through the system in South Carolina as it ages,” said Tim Adams, the director of the Resource Development Division of the South Carolina Forestry Commission. 


CRP in the mid- 1980’s put a lot of acres into forestry that would not have otherwise been. In 1988, for example, more than 68,000 acres went into CRP plantations.


“It wasn’t as large a factor, but it was significant.  But of those facts, though, created a lot of young forests that have been growing vigorously and reached maturity five or six years ago,” said Adams.


Starting in 2003, South Carolina had a growth in its forest products industry. Biomass has done very well, where $ 1.1 billion in capital was invested in the last year alone. The forest industry, as a whole, is important to South Carolina. It’s the number one manufacturing industry in the state, contributing $ 17.4 billion annually to the state’s economic climate.

“We’re riding the crest of a wave in South Carolina. It’s a positive story that we have to tell so far, but with regard to tree planting, there’s a storm cloud on the horizon that we’re starting to tell people about.”


The storm Adams speaks of is the lack of re-planting in the state.


Adams has done long-term projections looking at how the current demand coupled with a decreasing number of plantings would impact industry. “Because of a lack of regeneration our pulp wood supply might see a peek then decline over the next decade.”


The state planted 164 million seedlings in 1987 during the height of CRP. Little more than a decade later that number had dropped to 105 million. Numbers continued to decline, and in 2009 the state saw its lowest planting total since 1972 -- just 43 million seedlings.


The perfect number? Adams predicted the state would need to plant around 100 million seedlings per year to keep up with the industries projected pace. To help, Adams has started the “Grow Some Green” campaign to make state folks aware of potential pitfalls of decreased tree plantings in the state.


In other areas of the south, a poor saw timber market could be to blame for low planting numbers. Wrote Brian Fiacco on the Timberlands Blog he manages for TimberlandStrategies.com:


There is clearly some sound logic behind this … During the late 1980’s national planting levels peaked at the three million-acre mark and the lion’s share of that was in the south. Today we are thinning those plantations and that is what is providing much of the resource for pulp production. In addition, the shift in timberland ownership from pulp and paper companies to institutional owners has probably resulted in lengthening of pine rotations by a couple of years as the ownership objectives shifted from maximizing mean annual increment to maximizing return of investment. High planting levels of the late 80’s and lengthening rotations have clearly provided a thinning opportunity, So… we are living on the investment of previous tree planters.


Added Fiacco: The other clear driver behind the lack of planting is the saw timber market. Low demand resulting in low saw log prices means reduced sales and reduced final harvest cutting (clear-cuts) and that results in reduced need for planting.


The debate as to “why” is, though, in many ways secondary to the research and the need to get a feel for where accurate planting numbers should be throughout the south. 


Fiacco has used his site and blog to pressure the few state foresters that do not participate with Chapman’s research to do so, and he addressed the topic of southern tree planting decline at the Southern Forest Tree Improvement Conference in Blacksburg, VA., and the North Carolina Forestry Association Meeting in Myrtle Beach, SC.

“I’m not as concerned as I was a year ago when I first came across (Chapman’s) survey data,” said Fiacco. “The declining numbers are serious, but what we’ve found is that the wood procurement people are just not clear cutting because of the markets.


“It looks good for the saw mill long-term but, much more competitive for pulp and paper.”

Adams has seen the same issue in South Carolina, where harvests have declined. “If you don’t harvest,” he said,” you don’t need to replant.”


Plus, a poor economy has hurt.

Said Adams, the economy has reduced the demand on our forest resources temporarily, but the long-term trends of reduced tree planting are still in place. New federal energy policies could reverse tree-planting trends quickly, though, as trees are planted for biomass markets
To learn more about Grow Some Green, visit http://www.state.sc.us/forest. Fiacco’s blog can be found by visiting http://www.timberlandstrategies.com.
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