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At World Forestry Centre, October 19, 2008

Ladies and gentlemen, distinguished guests.

It is with great pleasure that I once again address the
World Forestry Centre.

Almost twelve months ago in Melbourne, we discussed the
role of forestry in climate change.

Forestry has a huge potential to assist in reducing
greenhouse gases without sacrificing economic development.

This is significant for developing nations with large
forestry resources. These include countries in the Congo Basin,
and emerging economies in South-East Asia.

Yet, even with a clear win-win outcome presented by
forestry, there are still many groups and governments that
want to see our industry shut down.

The "illegal logging" bogeyman continues to rear its head.

Our industry – particularly in South-East Asia – has been
constantly accused of illegal logging.

It has happened on so many occasions that we in the
region have lost count.

It's not just Malaysia. The claims go from Papua New
Guinea, to Indonesia, through to China.

Greenpeace committed an act of piracy in Papua New
Guinea. It seized a boat, claiming it was carrying illegal timber.
And as far as we could tell, the timber wasn't illegally logged.
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It seems odd that Greenpeace, a group that specialises in
trespass and damage to property was trying to accuse people
of criminal activity.

The act was a stunt designed to get media attention. We
are all familiar with this kind of activity.

Unfortunately, these stunts have been getting attention all
over the world.

Now it's not just fringe groups like Greenpeace accusing
developing nations of illegal logging.

Recently, the US Farm Bill included an amendment to the
108-year-old Lacey Act to include plant products. The
amendment is squarely aimed at so-called "illegal timber"
entering the US.

Last month, the EU was supposed to consider proposed
measures to prevent the import of so-called "illegal timber".

A UK MP recently introduced a Bill that proposed to
penalise retailers with five years' jail for selling so-called
"illegal" timber.

Some banks have introduced policies that would preclude
entering into relationships with companies engaging in so-
called "illegal logging".

But what is this "illegal timber"?

The typical NGO definition of illegal logging isn't just to do
with laws being broken. Their definition requires consent from
all directly and indirectly affected parties. It requires
compliance with international treaties and taxation law. It
requires provision of health insurance to workers – which may
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be the norm in the US, but in most parts of the world we
consider that a function of government.

Yet there is very little concrete data on how much "illegal
timber" there is in the world.

It could be safely said that the "illegal logging" case has
been greatly exaggerated.

There is just one report on illegal logging, published by
the American Forest and Paper Association, that is relied upon
by NGOs and governments around the world.

This report claimed that 12 per cent of global softwood
exports and 17 per cent of global hardwood exports are of
suspicious origin.

These numbers have become 'factoids' circulated in
government and industry circles.

Yet, there was no fieldwork undertaken as part of the
study.

There was no examination of legislation in exporting
countries.

In fact, there was no first-hand account of laws being
broken.

Instead, the report relied upon anecdotal evidence and
estimates from other reports. And most of these estimates
came from NGO reports themselves.

So, there is very little solid evidence on the apparent
levels of illegal timber in the world.
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Why, then, is the illegal logging case being carried by
governments around the world?

There are two main reasons.

First, domestic forestry industries in the developed world
are keen to protect their own patch.

The proponents of legislation have not always been green
groups. They are also industry associations.

This is understandable.

We all know that increasing manufacturing and export
capacity in the developing world and emerging economies has
had an astounding impact on global markets.

Timber is not the only industry that is affected. All sectors
have to compete in this new economic landscape.

But using environmental regulation or accusing developing
countries of illegal logging as a form of protectionism has
negative impacts.

Many developing countries only have forest products as a
potential export. It is only through this use of natural resources
that living standards can be raised.

Imposing first-world labour and accounting standards on
third world countries makes an uneven playing field.

Which leads me to my next point.

Second, the Green ideal of restricting commercial forestry
is being pushed by NGOs and Governments around the world.
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According to this view, forests in developing countries
should resemble natural museums.

Little or no forests should be exploited for commercial use.
They should be 'locked up', and the local communities should
continue their 'traditional' ways of life.

If forests are to be harvested, it must be done according
to developed world standards.

Never mind that infant mortality is high. Or that life
expectancy is low. Or that medical and educational facilities are
poor.

Yes, in an ideal world, all forestry in the developing world
would use certified sustainable forestry management, and use
environmental management systems in all operations.

But these things take time.

The industry in the developing world is gradually moving
towards sustainable forestry.

In Papua New Guinea for example, Rimbunan Hijau is
implementing the country's first legality verification scheme. It
seems like a small step, but it is a significant development in
one of the world's poorest countries.

In Malaysia, the Malaysian Timber Certification scheme is
being assessed for conformity with the PEFC.

Similarly, in Indonesia, the Ekolabel Indonesia has taken a
decision to apply for conformity under PEFC.

By all accounts, China is looking to do the same.
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But for some Green idealists, even certification is not
enough.

There have been Green campaigns launched against the
FSC system of certification – the system that is preferred by
NGOs.

Some major international NGOs have withdrawn their
support for the system.

There have also been campaigns launched against legality
verification systems managed by SGS, one of the world's most
respected auditing companies.

And, the New Zealand government excluded MTCC
certified timber from its procurement policy – a move heavily
supported by the Greens in that country.

These assurance systems that have been pushed by
Governments and NGOs around the world for years have
suddenly fallen out of favour.

Again, we must ask why.

No, it's not because the harvesting might be legal or
illegal.

And it's not because the forestry might be sustainable or
unsustainable.

It's because some groups and governments simply oppose
commercial forestry.

This view is not based on science or economics. It is a
political view.

This poses another question: What can be done?
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There are some people that will never be convinced that
forestry can have a positive impact on the world.

However, reasonable people will listen. Governments will
listen. Business partners will listen.

Governments and aid agencies can be persuaded that
sustainable forestry can provide greater economic and social
benefits than simply cutting an industry off.
Again, I bring up the example of PNG.

To develop a legality verification system in PNG, the
industry there has partnered with the ITTO. It has also
partnered with the Australian Government.

If banks are so concerned about the state of the world's
forests, they can be persuaded to work in partnership with
forestry companies to improve standards.

That's what I would define as good corporate social
responsibility.

But, as with improving forestry standards in developing
countries, these things take time and effort.

It requires making a case on a global level.

Many of us operate in different countries. We assume that
Greenpeace taking over a boat in PNG will not impact a
hardwood floor retailer in New York.

But they are all interconnected.

Any legislation on illegal logging in the US, UK and EU will
impact on how all of us import or export.
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Any global agreement on climate change will impact on
how we manage our forestry operations.

If we are to sustain our industry into the future, we must
stay alert and aware of these developments.

Most importantly, we must respond by making our case to
Governments and business partners around the world.

If we don't, the future of our industry will be in peril.

Thank you.


