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The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines a monoculture as the 
cultivation of only one crop, and ideology as a manner of think
ing characteristic of a class or individual. 

In the context of New Zealand forestry, any discussion of the 
merits of monocultures must relate to the very large areas 
(> 800 OOO ha) of radiata pine planted in even-aged stands. This 
large-scale cultivation of a single exotic species has been widely 
assailed, from a purportedly ecological standpoint, on the grounds 
that it entails various major but avoidable risks. Such risks in
clude disease, insect epidemics, climatic injury and soil degrada
tion. The features alleged to incur risks are: the almost exclusive 
use of a single tree species, the use of an exotic, an inherent 
vulnerability of the particular species, the even-aged nature of 
individual stands, and growing repeated crops of conifers on 
the sites. This adverse view of monoculture surely represents a 
well-developed ideology. 

During recent years extensive reviews have been made at the 
Forest Research Institute of world literature, and of New Zealand 
experience to date. From this it was firmly concluded that while 
some risks are certainly present the larger-scale use of monocultures 
does not necessarily entail greater risks than arise in natural forests 
or in mixed and/or uneven-aged forest tree crops. Much of the 
traditionally cited evidence had been faultily interpreted; due 
distinctions were often not drawn between monoclonal stands 
and monocultures in general; Pinus radiata if correctly sited does 
not seem especially vulnerable; and many misconceptions have 
existed concerning natural forest ecology, while the ecological 
principles frequently invoked were often based on poorly defined 
concepts. Moreover, past reviewers had often asserted the pes
simistic view against the weight of evidence that they could 
adduce. In short, the recent reviews have supported a far more 
optimistic counter-ideology. 
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Any attempt to depart from the predominant use of radiata 
pine monocultures in New Zealand forestry would incur enormous 
costs. And while it might reduce the scale of certain risks, it 
could incur other risks which could prove far more serious. 

Accepting that biological risks will remain, a defensive stra
tegy has evolved, based primarily on the continued concentration 
on radiata pine plantations. In the short term the planks for this 
strategy are: using a vigorous species that does well in New Zea
land, stringent quarantine, good silviculture, genetic risk-spread
ing within the species, research and monitoring in forest 
pathology and entomology, the strength and resources of our 
forest industries and, paradoxically, the sheer concentration on 
one species. For the longer term we are maintaining broadly-
based gene resources, and are developing new propagation tech
nology, whereby these gene resources could be used, if required, 
with all necessary despatch. The fall-back position is to have a 
range of alternative tree species available, to research their 
capabilities and to have seed sources arranged in order to meet 
any extreme contingency. 
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