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The primary missions of the South Carolina Forestry Commission are to protect and develop the state’s forest resource.  Many people are familiar with our role in protecting the resource as they see the yellow tractor/plow units traveling rural roads.  However, the agency’s “develop the resource” mission is less well-known, but just as critical to forestry’s future.

Our Resource Development Program includes the Forest Inventory & Analysis (FIA) Program at its core.  The Forestry Commission’s unique role in resource development is in collecting data from a network of 3,452 permanent plots on all land uses across the state.   Developed in cooperation with the USDA Forest Service’s FIA Unit in Knoxville, the FIA data provides accurate, up-to-date information about our forest resource.  These data are utilized by a diverse range of interests including forest products manufacturers, forest landowners, environmental organizations, and economic developers in order to make better informed decisions.

South Carolina’s FIA data paint a picture of a growing forest resource.  While the forest land base is stable, the timber inventory and volumes per acre are increasing, especially for pine timberlands.  Net annual growth exceeds harvest removals by 53%.  This adds up to opportunities for forest landowners and industry alike.

While FIA data are positive overall, there are some red flags on the horizon.  Reforestation after Hurricane Hugo and past cost-share programs have left the state’s forests with an unbalanced age/size structure.  The much discussed “wall-of-wood” is now focused around 21-22 years old and it has moved into the small sawtimber-size class.  There is a sharp drop-off in timberland acreage behind the wall-of-wood.  In fact, tree planting has declined to levels last seen in the early 1970’s.  

Our maturing timberland base and the decline in tree planting is causing concern about the sustainability of our pulpwood supply.  Detailed analyses of FIA data reveal some trends.  
· Since the recession, the use of poletimber (small-diameter trees) for chip-n-saw and composite panels has been decreasing.
· The use of sawtimber-sized trees for pulpwood has been on the increase in recent years.
· Roughly equal volumes of sawtimber-sized trees are currently being used for solid wood products and pulp & paper. 
· Timberlands being thinned exceed those acres receiving final harvests by 100,000+ acres per year.

Basically, the wall-of-wood is providing opportunities for expanding solid-wood product sectors of our industry while still providing pulpwood for our critical pulp and paper industry.  How long the wall-of-wood can continue to supply multiple industry sectors is a key question.  

To answer critical questions on resource sustainability, the Forestry Commission and the SC Forestry Association are cooperating on the 20/15 Initiative.  Six committees are addressing key issues that affect the health of the industry.  Funding for the 20/15 Initiative has been obtained through a US Forest Service grant and we anticipate increasing activity levels within the program in 2012.  

While awaiting funding for the 20/15 Initiative, the Forestry Commission began working this past year in several specific areas.  An export conference was hosted by the Forestry Commission in Newberry this past May to provide information and assistance to companies and landowners interested in export.  88 individuals representing 63 organizations attended the conference.  Export markets may help South Carolina mills to outlast the domestic housing downturn.  

Also, in an effort to facilitate commerce among forestry-related businesses, an online industrial directory is being developed by the Forestry Commission.  The primary mill directory, including all mills that process roundwood, is completed.  A secondary mill directory, including all businesses that manufacture a wood-based value-added product, is currently being developed and it should be completed by December 2011.  The directories are available at www.state.sc.us/forest/prod.htm in both an Excel spreadsheet and a Google Earth application.  

 South Carolina’s forest industry continues to evolve in response to the changing supply of timber and demand for wood products.  Through programs like the 20/15 Initiative, forestry should be positioned to fully recover from the recession and expand to new heights.  


