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Native hardwood log export suspension and regulatory crackdown on
licencing is urgently needed to address compliance issues and risks to the
industry and sustainable forest management in Queensland.
Background
Timber Queensland is the peak state body representing the interests of the Queensland forest and timber
industry supply chain from forest growers, harvesters and haulers through to processers, manufacturers,
fabricators and timber traders.
The Queensland native hardwood timber industry is highly regulated and includes compliance with codes of
forest practice and environmental regulation. Local hardwood processors have extensive experience working
with private landowners and compliance with state regulation.

Issue
Over the past four years there has been a marked rise in containerised native hardwood log exports from
Queensland (over 360,000 cubic metres), with widespread reports and incidents of poor forestry practices
and breaches of state and federal environmental regulation from opportunistic log traders. These exports
have predominately been to China and other Asian markets and are sourced largely from private native
forests and woodlands.
Timber Queensland has consistently made representation to the Australian and Queensland Governments
about the lack of a reasonable and systematic regulatory compliance monitoring and auditing regime for
native log exports and licence requirements.

Fly by night operators, flagrantly abusing the rules cannot be tolerated from an
industry perspective and should not be tolerated by Governments.
The hardwood timber industry is concerned about the adverse environmental, economic and social impacts
from the unprecedented level of native log exports and lack of compliance monitoring.

Concerns
These concerns include:
opportunistic export operators not acting in the long-term interests of landowners or the industry;
anecdotal observations of yards and log truck volumes destined to ports well above the ABS export
statistics for hardwood log exports;
customs reports of poor biosecurity practices of native log consignments to China;
breaches of state and federal environmental regulation, which are a necessary pre-condition for a federal
log export licence;
risks of unsafe work practices;
high prices paid for export logs, suggesting potential market distortions or cost savings through noncompliance;
abnormal commercial practices bordering on suspected criminal behaviour;
lack of compliance auditing and coordination by the Australian and State Governments;
the negative social licence implications for industry as a whole; and
landowners not being paid or timber resources being left to waste (i.e. not being fully utilised).
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Recommended action
Timber Queensland is calling for a suspension of hardwood native log exports from the state to address
these concerns and risks to long-term Ecologically Sustainable Forest Management (ESFM) [1]. This would:
reduce the current risks to the environment from rogue log export operators and brokers, and protect the
productivity of private forest resources from poor forest practices until an adequate regime is put in place;
address immediate concerns over non-compliant and in some cases suspected criminal activity;
provide a more level playing field with the rest of industry which strictly complies with regulatory
requirements for sustainable forest management and domestic processing; and
allow for a review of the shortfalls and risks of the current compliance regime, and the development of an
adequate and effective compliance system in the future for log export activities.
In the absence of a Regional Forest Agreement between the Commonwealth and Queensland Governments
with accredited state management systems, there is a need for greater intergovernmental agreement and
coordination on regulatory compliance for native hardwood export licencing.

The development and implementation of appropriate processes and protocols for
effective compliance and enforcement action will require time and resources, given the
complexity of regulatory requirements across the two levels of Government in the
context of native log exports.
It would also reduce the risks of non-compliant operators eroding the long-term resource availability of private
native forest hardwood resources, which provides up to 60 per cent of the total log intake for local sawmills.
The Queensland hardwood industry has an estimated gross value of production of over $300 million per annum
and supports more than 2000 jobs. These jobs are in many rural and regional communities providing much
needed employment and economic benefits to these areas. The hardwood industry also provides much needed
high-quality and appearance timber for the state’s building and construction industry. In the current economic
climate of high demand for timber from unprecedented new housing activity and building renovations, resulting
from the highly successful Homebuilder program, this need is even more pronounced.
The Queensland hardwood industry also harvests and processes pole trees for use in electricity transmission
which are an essential part of the state’s infrastructure. Unregulated native log exports cannot put at risk the
need for a reliable and secure supply of transmission poles to meet the demand for key providers such as
Energy Queensland.
Using the officially reported statistics on hardwood log exports from Queensland, which is likely to
underestimate total actual export volumes, the equivalent volume of two years private supply for the local
industry was exported between 2017 and 2020.

Note: the ABS data only records
officially reported hardwood logs and
does not include deliberately
miscategorised logs (e.g., plantation
pine) or products (e.g. sawn timber) to
circumvent export licence or logs
exported illegally without a licence.

[1] ESFM definition: The integration of commercial and non-commercial values of forests so that the welfare of society (both material and non-material) is
improved, while ensuring that the values of forests (whether as a resource for commercial use, for conservation, or for ecosystem services) are not lost or
degraded for current and future generations.
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Intersection of federal and state regulation
A critical failure in the current regulatory compliance regime for native log exports from Queensland is the lack
of coordination and inter-governmental compliance checking and auditing between the Australian and
Queensland Governments. This failure is amplified by regulatory complexity and multiple Departments and
agencies with specific responsibilities (refer appendix).
Without robust protocols and compliance auditing arrangements for federal export licenses for native log
exports and related state regulatory obligations, the adverse environmental, economic and social impacts and
risks will continue.

Export Control (Wood and Woodchips) Rules 2020
The Australian Government recently released an exposure draft of the regulations relevant to native log exports
under the Export Control Act. These changes were part of a broader review of agricultural export arrangements
and the new export regulation took effect from 28 March 2021.
The new Export Control (Wood and Woodchips) Rules 2020 (Rules) replace the former Export Control
(Unprocessed Wood) Regulations 1982.
Timber Queensland notes that the new export control Rules make more explicit the responsibilities and
requirements for exporters to comply with state laws and management arrangements, defined as:
(a) a law of a state
(b) a code of practice, management plan or other instrument that:
(i) is made by a State body; and
(ii) regulates forestry operations in that State;
to the extent that the law, code of practice, management plan or other instrument relates to the protection of one
or more designated places or protection of the environment.
Making more explicit the prescribed export conditions related to state management arrangements in the new
export Rules is welcomed, however this only increases the need for an effective compliance and audit regime to
monitor compliance against these conditions and the risks of illegal activities.
Timber Queensland further notes that civil penalties and offences apply if prescribed wood is exported in
contravention of the Rules and prescribed export conditions. However, simply relying on a Whisteblower Hotline
enforcement and prosecutions will not be effective in dealing with the ongoing risks of illegal and non-compliant
native log exports.
This is because a significant amount of detailed information is required for effective prosecutions, which in the
very limited number of cases in Queensland has taken up to six years for a prosecution.
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Concrete action is needed now
It is for these reasons that Timber Queensland recommends that the relevant Minister invoke the powers under
the Export Control Act, or other related instrument, to suspend native hardwood log exports from Queensland,
and pursue concrete action on an effective compliance regime to allow these issues to be fully addressed.

Timber Queensland would recommend a native hardwood log export suspension for at
least two years, which could be reassessed at that time for up to five years, in terms of
progress against the necessary compliance measures and protocols that need to be put
in place.
In parallel with the native hardwood log export suspension, there needs to be concrete action that includes:
a review of the shortfalls and risks of the current compliance regime;
the development of an adequate and effective compliance system in the future for log export activities,
taking into account:
- the need for greater intergovernmental agreement and coordination on regulatory compliance;
- adequate recognition of the complexity of regulatory requirements across the two levels of
Government and development of appropriate processes and protocols for effective compliance
and enforcement action; and
provision of adequate resources for enforcement within DAWE and related agencies.
Timber Queensland would also recommend further procedural actions or regulatory amendments to the wood
export control Rules applying to Queensland to strengthen compliance. These include, but are not limited to:
consideration of a native log export charge, to offset the cost of necessary compliance monitoring and
enforcement action in Queensland, given the absence of a Regional Forest Agreement and accredited state
management systems;
more precise native log export species reporting and identification requirements in the export application
process and monitoring regime;
use of consignment specific approvals, to limit the risk of widespread abuses;
use of an accreditation system for export operators as fit and proper persons or entities to undertake native
log export activities; and
state level authorisations of regulatory requirements relevant to native log exports to increase accountability
and system compliance.
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APPENDIX
Regulatory requirements for a native log export licence from Queensland
Federal regulation
The export of more than 2 tonnes of native logs from Queensland requires a federal export licence under the
Export Control Act 1982. Under the Act, there are relevant regulations including the Export Control
(Unprocessed Wood) Regulations detailing prescribed goods which must require a licence (e.g., native logs),
and the Export Control (Plants and Plant Products) Rules 2020 detailing biosecurity and export fumigation
requirements.
In addition, there are relevant requirements under the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation
(EPBC) Act 1999 in instances where a matter of National Environmental Significance (NES) is concerned. A
prime example in the case of Queensland is the Brigalow ecological community (Acacia harpophylla dominant
and co-dominant), which is listed as a threatened (endangered) ecological community under the EPBC Act.
Where a matter of NES is concerned such as a listed threatened ecological community, it needs to be referred
by the proponent of the activity to the Australian Government for assessment and relevant approval.

Native log brokers and exporters in Queensland have recently been targeting Brigalow
native logs amongst other species.
The requirement to consider the impact of the granting of an export licence on the environment includes relevant
state laws and harvest approvals. This is clearly outlined in the following provision in the application for a
Commonwealth licence to export wood from Queensland:
‘It is the exporter’s responsibility to ensure that all Commonwealth and State legal requirements, including all
approvals and licences required to harvest and export the wood have been obtained’.
The Australian Government Department of Agriculture, Water and Environment (DAWE) is responsible for
implementation and compliance with the Export Control and EPBC Acts.

State regulation
There are various state environmental and forestry management regulatory requirements to deliver
environmental conservation and ESFM outcomes. These include:
the Forestry Act 1959;
the Vegetation Management Act (VMA) 1999; and
and the Nature Conservation Act 1992.
The State owns the native forest timber on State land and can authorise the harvesting of timber under the
Forestry Act 1959. State land includes State forests, timber reserves, forest entitlement areas, local
government road reserves and various land leased under the Land Act 1994. Harvesting in state forest must
comply with the Code of practice for native forest timber production on Queensland’s state forest estate 2020.
The Queensland Department of Agricultural Industry Development and Fisheries (QDAF) administers the
Forestry Act.
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Under the VMA Act 1999, native forest harvesting on freehold land must comply with the practices in the
Managing a native forest practice – a self-assessable vegetation clearing code (the code) for regulated
vegetation (i.e., Categories B, C and R). Importantly, the code applies several eligibility requirements such
that the code can only be used for long-term sustainable forestry activities and is not applicable for broad
scale clearing. Two specific requirements include the harvesting must be part of an ongoing forestry business
as well as for the purpose of ‘being sawn into timber or processed into another value-added product other
than wood chips for export’.
An ongoing forestry business is defined ‘as a business that is planned to provide recurring income from
harvesting trees over a long time (measured in decades).’
Landowners targeted by log exporters for one-off or short-term export markets without longer-term forest
management and timber returns would fail to meet these requirements. There is therefore an additional
compliance requirement to ensure that in these situations native log exports are not sourced from regulated
vegetation under the VMA Act 1999 and would need to be sourced from Category X land (i.e., unregulated) or
land where there is another applicable clearing code (e.g., Managing Regulated Regrowth Vegetation). Given
their agricultural specific nature, the other clearing codes are unlikely to produce viable volumes of
commercial timber species.
The Queensland Department of Resources administers the VMA Act 1999.
In Queensland, all plants that are native to Australia are regarded as ‘protected plants’ under the Nature
Conservation Act 1992. This legislation prohibits harvesting on the protected area estate (e.g., National
Parks) and regulates the harvesting of restricted plant species on all other tenures in Queensland.
Almost all commonly harvested native timber species in Queensland are listed as least concern species,
where harvesting activities are exempt from permit and licencing requirements but must still comply with
requirements in the Code of Practice for the harvest and use of protected plants 2020.
Under the regulation, a flora survey trigger map defines areas that are considered a high risk of having
endangered, vulnerable or near threatened (EVNT) plants. If the clearing is not covered by an exemption and
the flora survey trigger map shows the area is within a high-risk area, the proponent will be required to
conduct a flora survey in accordance with the Flora Survey Guideline – Protected Plants 2020.
The Queensland Department of Environment and Science (DES) administers the Nature Conservation Act
1992 and related Nature Conservation (Plants) Regulation 2020.

Other relevant state regulation
In the context of native hardwood log exports, there are a myriad of other state level regulations and
compliance requirements that extend beyond vegetation management and environmental protection.
As AgForce noted in its submission to the Productivity Commission in 2016 [2], ‘Queensland, agriculture was
affected by over 75 Acts and regulations covering 17 590 pages’.
Many of these obligations equally apply to forestry and native hardwood log export operations such as the
Biosecurity Act 2016 and Work Health and Safety Act 2011.
In particular, the Forest harvesting Code of Practice 2007 is an approved code of practice under section 274
of the Work Health and Safety Act 2011 (the WHS Act). An approved code of practice is a practical guide to
achieving the standards of health, safety and welfare required under the WHS Act and the Work Health and
Safety Regulation 2011. Duty holders are required to comply with either an approved code of practice under
the WHS Act or follow another method, such as a technical or industry standard, if it provides an equivalent
or higher standard of work health and safety to the standard required in the code.
[2] Productivity Commission (2016). Inquiry Report: Overview & Recommendations, Regulation of Australian Agriculture, No.79, 15 November, page 5.
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Other relevant federal regulation
Heavy vehicle transport involving native hardwood logs destined for export must comply with the Heavy
Vehicle National law (HVNL). The Queensland Heavy Vehicle National Law Act 2012 is applied as a law of
Queensland by the Heavy Vehicle National Law Act 2012.
Under these arrangements, the National Heavy Vehicle Regulator (NHVR) is responsible for administering
regulatory services under the HVNL, with the Queensland Department of Transport and Main Roads also
responsible for some aspects of the HVNL.
Log transport operators need to comply with their chain of responsibility obligations under the NHVL, which
can include voluntary adherence to tools such as the Master Code (a registered industry code under section
706 of the HVNL), and compliance with load limits and Queensland excess mass and dimension conditions.
There is also an industry specific Forestry Log Haulage Registered Code of Practice being developed under
the NHVL.
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