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World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF)

Dear Director,

This letter is from the Tasmanian conservation groups whose members have worked to protect Tasmania’s forests for many years, and its contents are supported by national and international environmental organisations working to support our struggle.  The combined conservation groups listed in this letter have recently produced a joint proposal to put to the federal government and federal opposition regarding forest protection in Tasmania.

We are writing to express our disappointment and distress at the proposals contained in WWF’s July 2004 document entitled A Blueprint for the Forest Industry and Vegetation Management in Tasmania. We believe that, if adopted by government, WWF’s proposals would undermine the twenty five years’ campaign to protect Tasmania’s oldgrowth forests and biodiversity; continue undesirable and unpopular practices such as clearfelling of native forests; destroy wilderness areas of World Heritage value in western Tasmania; set a dangerous precedent for management of natural resources in Australia by rewarding Forestry Tasmania for its current destructive policies; and exacerbate current divisions in Tasmania regarding the future of forests, the development of forest-consuming industrial complexes, and the proposed expansion of plantations.

In more detail, our concerns are as follows:

1. Logging of oldgrowth forests is given the green light

In all other states of Australia, forest conservation groups have united to protect oldgrowth forests. This has resulted in inspiring achievements in Queensland, New South Wales and Western Australia. WWF’s Blueprint dismisses the value of oldgrowth forests in a single line. It endorses imminent proposals by Forestry Tasmania to modify its clearfelling regime in oldgrowth forests. It is an appalling betrayal of everything that conservationists and scientists have worked for years to achieve, both in Tasmania and around the rest of Australia.

2. Threatened World Heritage values other than in the Tarkine are ignored

Western Tasmania has recognised natural and cultural values that have resulted in a large World Heritage Area being declared over much of its wilderness. Unfortunately, the boundaries of the Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area (TWWHA) do not adequately protect either wilderness or World Heritage values. The Tarkine is missing from Tasmania’s World Heritage Area, as are areas on Tasmania’s West Coast and many of the tall-oldgrowth forests along the eastern boundary. These places, which should not be regarded in isolation from the TWWHA itself, contain values that include rare and threatened species, wilderness, giant trees, rainforests, wild rivers, karst systems and Aboriginal heritage.

The values of forested valleys adjacent to the eastern boundary of the TWWHA have been recognised by expert bodies such as the IUCN, World Heritage Bureau, World Heritage Committee, World Heritage Centre, Australian Heritage Commission, Tasmanian Department of Parks, Wildlife and Heritage and the Commonwealth Department of the Environment. Individuals such as Professor Jamie Kirkpatrick and Peter Hitchcock have warned of the impacts on the integrity of the TWWHA if such areas are logged.

Astonishingly, the WWF Blueprint fails to advocate protection of these areas. It appears they have been condemned to logging in the section entitled ‘Improve Logging Practices in Wet Eucalypt Forests’. This is an utter travesty.

We also note that WWF’s proposed Tarkine National Park falls well short of what has been proposed for protection by the Tarkine National Coalition (TNC) – by approximately 60,000 ha of forest. This will condemn these forests to a ‘sudden-death’ situation while we attempt to fight a rear-guard action against the perception that the Tarkine has already been saved.

3. Forests ‘saved’ from land-clearing are condemned to other forms of logging

The Blueprint itself says that 40,000 of the public forests to be ‘protected’ from land-clearing will still be logged. It is well documented (both by Forestry Tasmania and in the Blueprint) that Forestry Tasmania has targeted wet-eucalypt forests for conversion to plantations. Forestry Tasmania believes that clearfelling and burning is the best management regime for wet-eucalypt forests. These 40,000 hectares will therefore either be clearfelled or subject to WWF’s modified clearfelling regime. Either way, they will become tree farms. We believe that this will undo much of the benefit in stopping the clearing of these areas.

4. Forests important to local communities have been abandoned

For years, local Tasmanian communities have fought government and industry over their plans to log scenic, heritage and biodiversity rich forests in places such as the Great Western Tiers, North-East Highlands, Reedy Marsh, Black Bluff, the Leven Canyon and the Tasman Peninsula. Sometimes, despite meagre resources, local groups have brought logging to a standstill. This has occurred year-in-year-out with parts of the Tiers and with the Koonya forests on the Tasman Peninsula. Earlier this year, the Canyon and Bluff Working Group secured a three-year moratorium on logging of proposed reserve extensions in the Leven. In the Blue Tier, an inspired local campaign has garnered huge levels of support and awareness. 

Now is the time to give these groups assistance. They can’t go on indefinitely. The high profile of the Tasmanian forests debate has provided the opportunity to progress all of these agendas simultaneously.

Instead of helping Tasmanians with these campaigns, WWF has abandoned our cherished local forests to the logging industry. Some of the wording in the Blueprint extolling the virtues of ‘sustainable native forest management’ will be used against these forests by industry, government and Forestry Tasmania. We find this offensive and feel betrayed.

5. WWF has supported undesirable and unpopular forest-consuming developments such as Southwood and a ‘world-scale’ pulpmill

Southwood is a proposed ‘integrated log processing facility’ near Huonville, south of Hobart. Its proposed site is next to unprotected forests on the edge of Tasmania’s Southwest wilderness. According to Southwood’s own figures, 75% of native-forest logs to be fed into Southwood will be woodchipped. Thousands of local people have signed petitions, written letters and attended demonstrations or public meetings opposing Southwood because of its likely impacts on log truck traffic and destruction of forests. The WWF Blueprint has supported both Southwood and a proposed similar development in north-western Tasmania. The WWF Blueprint has also said that, if its proposals are adopted, industry would be able to invest with certainty in a ‘world-scale’ pulpmill. Yet Gunns has recently told the media that a ‘world-scale’ pulpmill would have to use native forests because sufficient Tasmanian plantations are not yet on stream. This means that WWF is giving the green light to feeding Tasmanian native forests – including those from areas of World Heritage  value and those with high biodiversity– into a pulpmill.

This is another betrayal both of environmental values and of local communities by WWF.

6. WWF’s proposal to compensate Forestry Tasmania for not clearing State Forest would encourage irresponsible behaviour on the part of other management agencies in Australia

We support the end to clearing native forests for plantations as proposed in the WWF Blueprint. Indeed, we have been calling for this since the Regional Forest Agreement (RFA) was signed in 1997. However, we object to WWF’s proposed means of achieving this – that is, by giving Forestry Tasmania $145 million to buy farmland on which to establish plantations. Our objection is three-fold.

Firstly, Forestry Tasmania should not be clearing native forests for plantations – it is destructive and unsustainable. They should therefore not be receiving taxpayers’ funds as compensation for being made to stop behaving irresponsibly. Yet that is what WWF is proposing. This precedent will encourage other Australian resource-management agencies to behave in a similarly environmentally-irresponsible fashion. Australia’s environmental assets will be held to ransom by the organizations that are supposed to be managing them on taxpayers’ behalf because they will have the expectation of a taxpayer-funded payout.

Secondly, there is no guarantee that Forestry Tasmania will not use the funds (or carry out cost-shifting exercises to free up other funds) to continue its current destructive policies. If they can count on $145 million for new plantations, they will be able to fund other destructive activities such as new roads into wilderness areas, financially-unviable logging, and further clearing of native forests. Once the money has changed hands, WWF will be powerless to stop that money being used for destructive purposes. The mis-use of RFA funds that has occurred over the last seven years provides an example of how WWF’s intentions can go badly wrong. When that happens, we will be the ones having to clean up the mess as WWF will have moved on.

Thirdly, many conservation-minded people in the Tasmanian community don’t want more plantations. Especially in Northern Tasmania, substantial conflict occurs over plantation establishment and associated environmental and social impacts. Experience of regional and local conservation organisations is that many people are disadvantaged by plantation establishment and concomitant impacts (1080 poison, Atrazine etc) on the environment, social fabric and amenity. The recently released Schammell report and coverage of subsequent calls by medical and environmental authorities will only add to growing community concern about plantations. The conservation movement position on this issue is that there are already enough plantations in the ground to meet industry needs. We do not see our role as being an advocate for harmful and intrusive practices. 

7. 
The Forest Practices System

The WWF Blueprint [P34] portrays the Tasmanian Forest Practices System (FPS) as embodying many of the desirable attributes of new generation environmental instruments and suggests criticism of the FPS is just a mere perception. This is a great affront to all who battle this inequitable, unjust, backward, partial and ineffective industry funded system. WWF’s Blueprint solutions are in the main trite and will fail to solve the problem of the gross deficiencies of self regulation where complaints are largely ignored and industry gets free reign.

People have worked for years to reform Tasmania’s irresponsible forest practices system. You have seen Bill Manning, a former Forest Practices Officer and employee of the Forest Practices Board, a Forest Practices Auditor, make substantiated allegations of wrong doing. Forestry practices in Tasmania have received national in-depth exposure by programs such as Four Corners and The Sunday program. WWF has been dismissive of this deep and environmentally damaging problem.

8. 
The Private Forest Reserve Program

Claims such as “The Private Forest Reserve program has been relatively successful according to its terms” are untrue. It has achieved only 25% of its goal and the result does not meet the RFA milestones time wise. A vast amount of private forest 100% required for conservation under the RFA has been logged.

9.
 Other

While the document rightly opposes the broad scale conversion of native forest to plantation it does not link the conversion of natural forests to managed forests to the decline in biodiversity and life support. The low levels of forest proposed for reservation in the WWF Blueprint is unacceptable. It will remain a shame upon WWF and haunt its credentials into the future.

To claim clearfelling mimics nature is unsupportable. 

As a rationale for downstream processing, (on p5) WWF uses the phrases “the national and international significance of Tasmania’s forests” and “the uniqueness of Tasmania’s forest and non-forest vegetation as ‘consideration’ in promoting downstream processing. There is the most erroneous suggestion here that by entrenching logging that our wonderful forests will be conserved in good condition. It is well known that logging degrades forests. WWF’s statement is not true.

The above failings of the WWF Blueprint leave us feeling betrayed. It adds insult to injury to read the claims in WWF’s summary, that these proposals would solve the Tasmanian forestry debate; allow Tasmania ‘to start to move on from the decades-long fight’ over the future of our forests; allow industry to ‘plan with certainty’ investments in destructive and contentious developments such as Southwood, its north-west equivalent and a ‘world-scale’ pulpmill; and ‘ensure security and certainty’ for the environment.

This claim is entirely dishonest. The document as a whole is incredibly damaging to the cause of forest conservation in Tasmania. We believe that it will do irreparable harm to the reputation of WWF in Australia and internationally.

In conclusion:  

Twenty-five years of grassroots campaigning has won great victories in the campaign to save what remains of Australia’s precious old-growth forests.  Public opinion is behind the movement and now both major parties are on the verge of making the leap to true conservation policies for Tasmania’s precious forests.  Your recently published ‘blueprint’ threatens to stall the progress to greater success in Tasmania.  

We are however fully determined to protect Tasmania’s forests, with or without WWF, if necessary.  It would be great if WWF aligned with Tasmanian forest conservation groups for this crucial election, where this issue will be a deciding one and in which our campaign can be levered for significant environmental outcomes.  To support this happening, we urge you to remove the Blueprint document from circulation and the debate.  

If you cannot or will not it is the conservation groups’ preference that WWF withdraw from the Tasmanian forest campaign altogether.  

Yours sincerely,
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