
FORESTRY IN REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT - -3 
SAWMILLER'S VIEW 

INTRODUCTION 

Sawmilling was probably thc first industrial process estab- 
lished in New Zcaland; timber was certainly the first export 
commodity and trees and timber supported the first colonists 
in those early and diificult times. The forests wcre already 
grolwing, and because of poor transportation the sawmills 
were constructed in the fo'resls. As the forests were felled 
(or burnt down) the sawmills were dismantled or aban- 
doned and were re-erected close to a new area of bush. This 
process was generally followeld for  he next 100 years or so, 
representing perhaps an early, and unlabelled, example of 
regional development. The only real problem lay in the finite 
nature of the regional forests, and the development process 
ceased abruptly olnce the timber ran olut. Then, commencing 
perhaps thirty years ago, the picture began to change with the 
emergence of what could be termcld "permanent prc~duction 
folrests", based on a twenty-five year rotation of radiata pine 
and offering, for the first time, solme opportunity for an equally 
permanent investment in a production plant. 

PERMANENT PRODUCTION FORESTS 

A study of some statistics on sawn-timber pr~duction (Table 
1) demonstrates a very curious situation within the sawmilling 
industry. 

TABLE 1: SAWN TIMBER PRODUCTION (1000 in3 SAWN TIMBER) 
FOR SELECTED YEARS FROM 1921 

Year 
- -- 

1921 
1931 
1941 
1951 
1961 
1971 
1974 

Indigenous 
- 

70 1 
511 
680 
785 
752 
442 
381 

Exotic Total 

*President, N.Z. Sawmillers' Federation Inc., P.O. Box 10086, Hamilton. 
This article formed part of a paper presented to the 1976 Annual General 
Meeting. 
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First of all, let us consider the evolution of exotic species 
which, in a quite short period of time, equalled and then com- 
prchensivcly surpassed in importance, the hitherto indis- 
pensable indigenous species. 

Compared with 1921 the total production of sawn timber in 
New Zealand in 1974 increased nearly thrce times. For the 
same years indigenous production declincd by 46% and exotic 
prolductioa (principally radiata pine) increased by 6600%. I be- 
lieve that the fall in indigenous production will continue at 
an cven faster rate than it has to date. By 1981 toital indigen- 
olus production could be as low as 140 thousand mi, and moist 
of this to4al will be produced in the Westland Colnservancy. 
This means that, in say five years, we shall be almost totally de- 
pendent upon exotic timber for our neelds, and if the present 
level oE domestic demand continues there will ble a significant 
shortage off sawlogs in some areas, probably Nlolrthland, Tara- 
naki, Wellington, Canterbury and Southland. These figures 
again emphasise the great impact of radiata pine upon the 
sawmilling indlustry in particular and the national economy in 
general. Imagine, folr instance, if it were necessary to1 import 
the 1.7 million cubic metres of timber represented by exotic 
prolduction in 1974. The direct cost in hard currency would not 
be less than $200 million in onc year. In addition it would have 
been necessary to import (probably in a manufactured or 
party manufactured form) the products olf the radiata pine 
usfed in our pulp and paper industry, and there woiuld be no 
expolrt sales of these products. What figure do we put on this? 
$500 million? $600 million? Perhaps mlore I t  is abundantly 
clear from these figures that the planting of exotic folrests has 
made a very great difference to our present st,mdard olf living, 
and that New Zealand would be a poor country without radiata 
pine. Social progress stems only from material wealth, and 
this in turn can come only from the development of reso~urces. 

THE SAWMILLING INDUSTRY 

Earlier in this paper I said that, in the past, sawmills werc 
constructed in the forests. This overcame some of the trans- 
portation problems and also contributed to the development 
of the area or district in which the sawmill was established. 
The sawn timber was available to local industry and the mill 
provided local employment and local revcnues. As a result of 
this sort of development sawmill~s became established wherever 
bush was available. However, these mills tended to be small, 
isolated, generally unecoao~mic and inevitably dofomed tot a 
short life. Cutting grants were generally short in duration, or  
carried no unassailable right of renewal, so that the further 
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investment of capital beyond that necessary to get into produc- 
tion was not encouraged. Until quite recent times it would be 
unusual to find indigenous sawlogs carted any distance to saw- 
mills, and this again precluded the sawmills bccoming any- 
thing other than low production isolated units. The very great 
improvement in roads and ratad transport equipment since 
1945 arrived too late to have much influence on thc milling 
o~f indigenous timber. Even tofday thc industry consists, gener- 
ally speaking, of a comparatively large number of snnll units 
found all over the land. 

But the significant feature is onc of apparent contradiction: 
there are moire sawmillmg units in regions where the forest 
resourccs are least than in the areas where the existing and 
potential forest resources are greatest - and this fact points 
to the probable future olf the industry. Consider Table 2 which 
gives total sawmill prolduction for the exotic and indigenous 
species. 

TABLE 2: APPARENT DISTRIBUTION O F  RESOURCES FOR SAW- 
MILLING - BY FOREST SERVICE CONSERVANCIES - YEAR 

ENDED 31.3.74 
- - -- -- - 

Sawn Timber O h  of No. of Av. Prodn per 
Conservancy Produced (m3) Totul Sawmills 
- - -- 

Mill (m3) 
-- 

Aucltland 234 034 1 1.4. 100 2 340 

Rotorua 1081 154 52.6 60 18 019 
Wellington 234 242 11.4 8 1 2 892 

Nelson 116 212 5.7 61 1 905 

Westland 131 072 6.4 26 5 041 

Canterbury 138 209 6.7 56 2 468 

Southland 119 782 5.8 43 2 786 

Per unit of sawn prolduction, Rotorua (where the exotic 
resources are coacentrate'd) and Westland (with most 0 4  the 
indigcnous resource) have the least number of sawmills. Of 
the total production 75.4% is produced in the North Island. 
However., the most significant point about these figures is not 
revealed clearly by the table. Five sawmills, all in the Roto~rua 
Conservancy, account folr 39% olf the total production of the 
country. Put in anlother way, 1.2% of the sawmills produce 
39% of the production and this again gives weight to, the point 
that in geographical terms those areas that contain the folres~sts 
dominate the total production of sawn timber. I t  is no coinci- 
dence that the five sawmills referred tot are associated with 
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organisations which are also, thc large forcst owners. Each of 
these mills has been established in comparatively recent times 
and can be regarded as permanent institutions, permanent be. 
cause they have as a source of raw material access to sawlogs 
fmm large forcst estates established in the same region. With 
the exception of the State, no other forest owner of any size 
appears to have a policy of growing sawlogs for sale to other 
than their own sawmills, and it is unrealistic to expect that 
they wo~uld havc sucb a policy. 

In view o~f the fact that the State and a very few private 
forest owners (concentrated principally in ihe Rotorua Con- 
servancy) are the o~nly organisations that are planting signifi- 
cant areas of new forests, and that these organisations also 
largely dominate the ownership of the existing forests, it is 
not ldlifficult to believe that the present number olf sawmills in 
New Zealand is likely to! diminish in the Suture. This seems 
inevitable as the resources available to them are milled, unless 
the replanting activity observed in the Ro~to~rua Conservancy is 
also maintained in the !other areas olf the country. 

For practicaI purpalses all of the sawn timber produced 
in New Zealand ten years from now could be radiata pine, 
and our pro~duction of sawn timber may be around 2.4 million 
m3. This volume of radiata pine could be proldlced by as few 
as twenty sawmills, of a size and type already operating in 
New Zealand: only four would be required in the South Islan~d. 
In theory this is the soirt oif scenario that might be promoted 
as representing the future for sawmilling in New Zealand. A 
reduction in the nlumber !of sawmills from 427 to1 20 in the 
space of ten years would certainly cause social and economic 
disruption to many co~mmunities (both urban and rural) 
throughout the country. If we continue to expand our Solriest 
estate it must surely be oln the basis that the pro~ductioa aris- 
ing from those forusts will be intended for export in solme 
fo~iLm. This clearly calls for the further expansion oif existing 
integrated plants, and the establishment of new ones, in order 
that m~aximum wood utilisatioin and the economics of scale can 
be utilised lo the full to retain access to world markets. New 
forests therefore must be located either close to existing plants 
or whcre they can supply new plants which are able to! take 
advantage of existing transport and po'rt facilities. 

SAWMILLING AND REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

From what I have already saki it seems that the presently 
established large exoltic folrests, bolth State and private, will 
not be a future source olf sawlogs folr the sawmilling industry. 
The resources of Kaingaroa appear to! be substantially colm- 



FORESTRY IN REGIONAL. DEVE1,OPMENT 199 

mitted to major integrated wolod users and this is also true o~f 
the resources belonging to the larger private forest owners. 
Many of the secondary forests belonging to Ihe State are also 
committed or will be committed to wolod users who are rather 
molre than sawmillers. 

Leaving out a handful of sawmills that are asscziated with 
integrated wooldl using plants (and they account folr much of 
the present production) we find that there are a large number 
of mills, widely scattered throughout the country, that are 
quite simply producers of sawn timber irom sawlogs. They 
are dependent upon finite log rcsources, and there is no grow- 
ing stotck of sawlogs available for them when the local mature 
forests have been felled. This situation has pro\bably been 
reackd already in Taranaki, it can be visualised within a few 
years in Canterbury, and the prospects for No'rthland, Waira- 
rapa, Wellington add Southland also appear limitcd. 

If regionallrural sawmilling is to remain part oif our eco- 
nomic and social development them is an urgent need in all 
regions for forcsts to be established from which the require- 
mcnts of the region can be reasonably met. Sawmilling has, 
in my opinion, played an important role in the development of 
New Zealand; it was, and remains. a legitimate economic 
activity based upon an equally legitimate use of rural land. 
Regional sawmilling, as opposed to the centralised fully inte- 
grated plants, offers some advantages: 

(1) Capitalisation of a plant which produces only sawn timber 
will be substantially less than that of an integrated plant. 

(2)  Sawmills will employ local people and support locally- 
based service industry. 

(3)  Lojcal sawmills, deriving: their logs frolm a nearby forest 
and supplying timber for local and regional use; will 
achieve very colnsiderable savings in freight costs. 

( 4 )  Such mills will enable people to live and work in a rural 
enviroament, providing a life style which is preferred by 
many. 

A considerable disadvantage, however, relates to the1 eco- 
nomics of growing a forest principally for a sawlog regime 
in circumstances where the sawmill may not be large enough 
to warrant the cost ocf installing debarking add chipping equip- 
ment. Additionally, cartage distances may be too great for the 
economic cartage of unbarlied slabs or chips to another user 
or to a port. I t  is certain that the cost of growing treels will 
continue to increase, and that to recover this cost it will be 
necessary to fully utilise all the wood in the trees. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Following from what I have said previously in this address, 
my views could be surnmarised as follo~ws: 

(1) The expiansiojn of existing major forest areas and the 
establishment oif new major forests must continue, if tar- 
gets established by the FDC are to be met. 

(2) Such forests will form the prime resource for the large, 
established, integrated industrial plants and will also pro+ 
vide the main source of material for expansion olf exports. 
I t  follows, therefme, that these forests should be estab- 
lished in conjunction with existing forests where polssible, 
and in the case of new areas that these be close to the 
central tranlsport system and to adequate port facilities. 

(3)  Smaller regional fiorests should be established and man- 
aged with the aim of providing gojod quality sawlogs to 
enable sawmillers to supply the needs of the region for 
sawn timber. 

(4)  The cost olf groiwing trees will continue to increase. To 
produce sawn timber economically in the future a coa- 
siderable reduction will be necessary in the present num- 
ber of sawmills. Many oif those remaining will ble equipped 
wtih debarking and chipping equipment so that the maxi- 
mum return can be obtained from the raw material. 


