Forestry and
development

By the Raw Materials Group

Most of the material published in the first
volume of RMR has dealt with minerals
and their role in the world economy and
world politics. This is the field in which
the Raw Materials Group has specialized
and in which we will continue to concen-
trate our research and documentation
work. Minerals will hence be in focus in
volume two as well, but we will also cover
other sectors of the global economy, pri-
marily those where qualified research on
the economic and political role of TNCs
has been carried out or is in progress. For-
estry and the forest industries is one such
sector. The similarities between forestry
and mineral extraction are often not re-
cognized by researchers, development
planners and, most important, political
decision makers.

Minerals are, as a rule, seen as the prime
example of so called non-renewable re-
sources, whereas forest resources are gen-
erally regarded as renewable. Forests are
indisputably biologically renewable. But
the slow regneration process in the tem-
perate zones makes this distinction highly
theoretical, at least from the corporate
point of view. The borderline between
non-renewable and renewable resources is
thus not particularly distinct and highly
influenced by economic and political con-
siderations.

Forests — how renewable?

Most resources are widely distributed
over the earth — minerals as well as for-
ests, but only the most concentrated and
easily accessible have been exploited.
When a mineral deposit or a forest area
has become unprofitable”, the corpo-
rations have moved on to another. The
driving force in this process has been a
small number of large corporations based
in the developed capitalist countries. How-
ever, despite abundant resources this prof-
it maximizing policy has inevitably lead
to rising costs for the TNCs.

If we look at the raw material for the
veneer and plywood industries, the logs
from the largest trees are often hundreds
of years old, tropical hardwoods as well

as temperate softwoods. The availability
of large trees of the most attractive spe-
cies is limited and the exploitation must
be carried out further and further away
from the final market.

To counter this tendency the TNCs
have spent and are spending large sums on
improved technology, ie in prospecting,
exploration and transports. Here the simi-
larities between mining and forestry are
striking.

From an economical point of view (at
least in the capitalist world) it is unim-
portant wether it takes a million years to
regenerate a resource (petroleum) or 100
to 1 000 years (log for veneer). Both are
beyond the planning horizon of any TNC.

It should also be emphasized that there
is no sharp demarcation line between the
larger logs that are used in saw mills and
the smaller logs that go to pulping and to
the production of fibre board and particle
board. This is especially so since the links
between different branches in modern
forest industry are very much stronger
than before. An important part of the
raw materials used in the pulp industry is
in fact chips and particles from sawmills,
besides waste from forests.

Larger trees

There might be a certain competion for
the larger trees with longer regeneration
periods between the different sectors, but
these trees normally go to the sawmills.
In a natural forest this timber is first de-
pleted and it will take a long time to re-
generate, which means dramatically in-
creased interest costs if/when reforesta-
tion takes place. As in the case of miner-
als, corporations active in this branch
must continually look for new deposits at
greater and greater distances from avail-
able transportation facilities, processing
industries and the consumer market. Even
if the long term price of sawn timber has
risen more than the price for lesser dimen-
sions the former is now challenged by
substitution from other materials and is
thus sensible to price competition.
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Lesser trees

For the lesser wood dimensions used by
the pulp and board industries there are al-
so important similarities with minerals
and other non-renewable resources. The
regeneration period is, even in Southern
Sweden, on average around 70 years for
these dimensions and it can be twice as
long in Northern Sweden, not to speak
about Siberia with its new large forest in-
dustries. Over time this will increase the
transportation costs and the raw material
will be considerably more expensive. The
alternative to continued production will
then be a writing off the production facil-
ities as soon as possible and a move to a
new area with virgin forests.

In other words, only in the tropical and
subtropical countries with a sufficient
rainfall, wood raw materials could really
become renewable in an economic sense
However, not even in these zones the re-
generation time is short enough to make

forest resources renewable regardless of
how they are exploited. An authority
with a longer planning perspective than
the short sighted TNCs is clearly needed
to balance the corporate interests,

Forest plantations shorten the regene-
ration period further. Under democratic
state control such plantations could con-
siderably improve the possibilities of the
’third world” countries to compete with
the TNCs , which have their main forest
resource bases in the temperate zones.

A restructing of the world forest in-
dustry?

Thus, to speak of renwable forest re-
sources presupposes, from the practical,
long term point of view, a massive trans-
fer of forest industries to the tropics.

The implications of such a radical re-
structuring of the global industry are far
reaching. One of the most important

questions it raises is wether it is a realistic
alternative, compatible with the political
and economic demands of the ”third
world” for a New International Economic
Order.

Large, highly mechanized plantations
in the tropics with a small number of se-
lected genetically improved species is a
possibility with great economic potential
for the developing countries, but it also
raises a number of very complicated eco-
nomic, social and ecological questions.
For example, in the natural tropical for-
est there is a large number of different
species, but in a plantation only one,
which could cause unforseen ecological
inbalances.

These questions can only be solved
through continued research and a broad
democratic discussion by the peoples in
all countries concerned, in the “’third
world” as well as in the developed indus-
trialized countries. =]
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Addenda

From Theodore Shabad, the author of
the study of the Soviet aluminum indust-
ry published in Vol 1 No 4, we have re-

ceived the following corrections to

Table 1:

4 should read 248 not 148

4b 150 not 50

5 2500 not 2 100
1900 not 2 900

Nepheline 600 not 200

Nicole Ball (letters, Vol 1 no 4) is a Visit-
ing Research Associate at the Swedish In-
stitute of International Affairs. Address:
Lilla Nygatan 23, 111 28 Stockholm.

Erratum

In Vol 1 No 4 p 71, the increase in “’third
world” steel production from 1972 to
1981 should be 110 per cent, not as stat-
ed 52 per cent.
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