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Guest editorial

Transparent forestry – seeing is believing

A locked gate on a forest road is a sad symbol of a breakdown in 
trust and transparency. Forest managers may need to close their 
doors to potential thieves and vandals, but they should not close 
their doors to public scrutiny. My role as an independent forest 
regulator gives me the privilege to see what is happening ‘beyond 
the locked gate’. What I have seen, by and large, is evidence 
of good forest practices by dedicated and professional people; 
evidence that needs to be transparently available to the public. 

Transparency applies equally to forest managers in both the public 
and private sectors. Values such as biodiversity, water quality and 
yield, amenity and clean air do not respect property boundaries, 
and increasingly, neither does the public. Nearly two-thirds of 
the complaints investigated by the Forest Practices Authority 
in Tasmania each year relate to private property. Neighbours, 
local communities and the general public are demanding more 
information and evidence of sustainable forest management 
across all tenures.

Forest managers in Australia continue to walk precariously 
along the tightrope of public opinion in their quest to achieve 
a reasonable mixture of environmental, economic and social 
outcomes from their forests. Never before has the task seemed so 
complex and the operating environment so changeable. It’s fair to 
say that decisions about forest management are never fully ‘right’ 
or ‘wrong’; they are, after all, value judgements made for specific 
situations at specific times. Therefore whilst the decisions about 
forest management are important, the context within which the 
decisions are made is of more enduring importance. 

The public will always hold differing views on forest management 
and these views will change over time. A good example is the 
change in attitudes towards the clearing of native forest for 
agriculture and other land use, including plantations. Up until 
about the 1970s clearing was actively promoted and subsidised 
by governments for economic and social development. This 
was followed by a period of governmental ambivalence. Since 
the 1990s governments have responded to environmental and 
social concerns by imposing increasingly stricter restrictions on 
clearing, with severe penalties for unauthorised clearing. These 
dramatic changes have occurred within the lifespan of the current 
generation of landowners and forest managers. Similar changes 
in social attitudes are forcing a rethink on many other aspects of 
contemporary forest management, including intensive silviculture 
in native forests, smoke emissions from the burning of logging 
residues, the use of chemicals and the role and impact of forest 
plantations on a range of social and environmental values. What 
was right in the past is not necessarily right for the future. Foresters 
have an obligation to promote informed discussion about forest 
management. However, ultimately it is the community, well 
informed or otherwise, that makes the value judgments upon 
which forest management must be based.

It is often said that truth is the first casualty of war, and this 
is certainly the case in the ongoing war of words over forest 
management in parts of Australia. Both sides of the forestry 
debate are guilty of using selective information, simplifications 
and distortions in their attempt to sway public opinion. However, 
what really matters is whether the public has transparent access 
to the information and basis upon which decisions are made, 
so that they can better understand and judge the validity and 
appropriateness of the decisions. Of course it is naïve to think 
that most people will go to the trouble of accessing relevant 
information before they form an opinion. However, for many it 
is important to know that they have a right to information, if only 
a few ever fully exercise that right. 

A social licence, whether for forestry or any other business, is 
only earned by going beyond the minimum requirements of the 
law. Socially responsible organisations are those that promote 
transparency and accountability in a proactive manner. Relying 
upon Freedom of Information legislation is generally a sign of a 
failure in transparency and accountability. 

So what does this mean for forest managers within both the public 
and private sectors? Forest management plans have traditionally 
provided the strategic framework for forest management 
decisions. They should record what the forest manager knows 
about the assets and values of the forest and the supply and demand 
for products and services. They should also be upfront about the 
limits to the knowledge. Forest management plans should be 
developed with public input, with periodic review and reporting 
of actual versus planned outcomes. The public has a right to know 
not only the outcomes of forest management but also the reasons 
for any variations in planned outcomes.

Operational plans are important because they directly affect a 
piece of land and its surrounds. Neighbours and other directly 
affected parties have a right to information about both the planned 
and actual outcomes of forest operations so that they can take 
account of any impacts on their land or values. The broader public 
also has a right to this information given that many of the values 
potentially affected by forest operations, including water values, 
biodiversity and air quality, are not vested as private rights or 
‘owned’ by the forest manager, but belong to the common good. 
This means that operational plans should be publicly available, 
together with the planning tools and assessments that provide 
the technical basis for the plan. This also places an obligation 
on forest managers to monitor and report on the outcomes of 
forest operations, including both compliance with the required 
standards and the effectiveness of the actions in achieving the 
stated objectives of management. 

Transparency means making available as much information as 
possible, not just glossy summaries. Many forest managers have 
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shied away from this in the past because of the logistics and cost of 
publishing or providing large databases and reports. However, this 
is no longer the case with modern electronic media. The challenge 
is to manage information so that it can be made readily available 
to the public in an efficient and affordable manner. The issue is 
one of ethics. Ask not ‘what information should be available?’ but 
‘what information should be withheld and for what reason?’.

There are risks involved in being transparent, including the risk of 
increased public criticism and penalty if management practices are 
revealed to be deficient. However, socially responsible managers 
should consider public transparency to be an important adjunct 
to the processes of internal review and continuing improvement. 
There are far greater risks in not being transparent; raising 
suspicions about why information is being hidden and inviting 
more adversarial ways of extracting information or opposing 
forest management practices for which there may be perfectly 
good justification. For example, if the public is denied information 
about the success or otherwise of regeneration practices it can 
simply assume the worst and accept the myth that logging destroys 
forests. In my experience foresters have much to be proud of, and 
much to gain from transparent reporting.

I recently attended a forestry workshop within the Asia-Pacific 
region where in the context of international concerns about illegal 
and unsustainable logging an enlightened Director of Forests 
called upon the delegates to find out what was happening in their 
forests and to transparently report ‘the good, the bad and the 
ugly. It is only through reliable monitoring and reporting systems 
that we can properly report on the standards being achieved 
and the progress or otherwise that is being made to improve 
those standards. Australia, with its long history of formal forest 
management has a leadership role to play within the region and we 
could set a good example by demonstrating our own commitment 
to socially responsible forest management in a fully transparent 
and accountable manner.
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What lies beyond the locked gate?


