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Reshaping forest management in Australia to provide nature-based solutions to 
global challenges
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ABSTRACT
It is time to move beyond the era of conflict and develop a new shared vision for the management of 
Australia’s public forests. We need more holistic approaches that encompass all forest values across 
the landscape, rather than the current approach of dividing public forest management up across 
different government agencies. More collaborative approaches will be required to galvanise the 
resources, skills and knowledge that enables this shift in shared governance. Recent bushfires in 
Australia have heightened concerns that the management of public forest lands has largely failed to 
ensure the health of forest ecosystems, build resilience, and secure a promised balance between 
economic, social and environmental values. Investment in efforts to adapt forest management to 
address climate change has been limited; and empowering and increasing the role of Indigenous 
Australians in forest management could be significantly improved. Furthermore, the COVID-19 
pandemic has highlighted the need to improve the resilience of regional communities to major 
shocks and stresses caused by factors that encompass market dynamics, supply-chain disruptions and 
natural disasters. Three key strategies are proposed to strengthen forest management in Australia: 
first, establishing new shared governance models that bring together government agencies with 
Indigenous Australians and actors from the private sector and civil society; second, extending active 
and adaptive management across forest landscapes that builds resilience in our forests, local com
munities and society; and third, integrating traditional knowledge with scientific evidence and 
innovative technologies to enhance forest management for improved resilience and other outcomes.
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Introduction
There is a need for new approaches to forest management in 
Australia. Forests play critical roles in conserving biodiversity, 
storing carbon and providing a wide range of environmental, 
social and economic benefits to society. However, interna
tionally and in Australia, there are concerns about forest 
ecosystem health (MPIGA & NFISC 2018; WWF 2020). Land 
clearing, bushfires, invasive species, climate change and the 
interaction between these factors present ongoing and ser
ious challenges to forest values (Jackson et al. 2017). Despite 
what is arguably an increasingly stringent regulatory environ
ment and the ongoing expansion of the conservation reserve 
system, indicators of forest-dwelling and forest-dependent1 

threatened species and the condition and extent of some 
forest habitats continue to decline (MPIGA & NFISC 2018).

Amid these concerns, a body of opinion and media coverage 
often presents timber harvesting as a primary threat to forest 
ecosystems and suggests that ceasing timber harvesting will 
protect threatened species and habitats and reduce the risk of 
severe bushfires (Lindenmayer et al. 2020). Yet the situation is far 
more complex. Major threats to forest cover and forest ecosys
tems are a result of a historical legacy of extensive clearing of 
forests, as well as ongoing impacts of urban expansion, feral cats 
and other invasive species, changes to the frequency and inten
sity of fires, and climate change (Woinarski et al. 2015; Jackson 
et al. 2017; Wintle et al. 2019).

The 1992 National Forest Policy Statement (Commonwealth 
of Australia 1992a) sets out a vision for the ecologically 

sustainable management of Australia’s forests. The policy 
aims to deliver the full range of benefits that forests can 
provide now and in the future. Regional forest agreements 
(RFAs) provide the planning framework for implementing the 
goals of this policy statement in those regions in which natural 
forest wood production is important (Davey 2018). RFAs were 
developed to be ‘long-term bilateral agreements that strike 
a balance between the environmental, social, and economic 
uses of forests’ (emphasis added; DAWR 2019). However, it is 
apparent that this policy planning framework has not provided 
an effective or enduring mechanism for presenting and addres
sing trade-offs between values or for engaging the broader 
public in managing those trade-offs and providing assurance 
that different values are being properly considered.

Consequently, the priorities for managing public forests 
have swung over time between timber production and con
servation, depending on political interests, rather than mana
ging for all values and balancing environmental, social and 
economic goals. Jacobsen et al. (2020) reports an increase in 
the reserve system during the 20-year period of RFAs, with 
a corresponding decrease in areas available for harvesting 
wood products and sustainable yields of sawlogs on public 
land in these regions. Yet funding and resourcing for national 
parks have not evolved commensurate with the increases in 
area reserved, and economic activity from timber harvesting 
and the numbers of skilled forest workers have declined.

Forests have become political battlefields, and there 
appears to have been limited success in generating community 

CONTACT W. Jackson william.jackson@intellagama.com Intellagama Pty Ltd, Sapphire Beach, Australia
1Forest-dwelling species are species that may use forest habitat for all or part of their lifecycles; forest-dependent species are species that must inhabit a forest 

habitat for all or part of their lifecycles (MPIGA & NFISC 2018).
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agreement on the right approach to managing public forests. 
This situation is being exacerbated by the stresses imposed by 
large-scale bushfires and invasive species. Furthermore, there is 
limited evidence that changes in forest management are ade
quately addressing climate change or incorporating the inter
ests, perspectives and traditional practices of Indigenous 
Australians and the changing views of society (Jackson 2019).

Improving the management of Australia’s public land for
ests is constrained by community conflict, adverse media 
coverage, misinformed public debate, and stakeholder rela
tions tarnished with acrimony.2 As in other arenas of Australian 
public life, a focus on short-term political advantage has seen 
the promotion of simplistic solutions to complex problems. 
These solutions are not achieving conservation goals across 
the landscape, but they are generating considerable uncer
tainty for forest-based industries. There is little evidence that 
the situation will improve without a substantial change of 
approach (Kanowski 2017; Jackson 2019; Keenan 2019).

However, the 2019/20 Black Summer bushfires (Davey & 
Sarre 2020), closely followed by the COVID-19 pandemic, should 
provide the impetus to ‘build back better’ (OECD 2020); speci
fically, it should lead to changes in forest management to 
improve conservation measures, enhance forest resilience, and 
strengthen the capacity of regional communities and those in 
the wider economy to manage challenges in the future.

A holistic approach

New approaches are now needed to address these forest 
management challenges in Australia. We need more holistic 
approaches that encompass all forest values across the land
scape, rather than the current approach of dividing up forest 
management across different government agencies and 
designated land management authorities.

We also need to ensure that forests are managed to enhance 
their resilience and enable them to recover from disturbance 
impacts and threats created by climate change and other fac
tors. Forest resilience is vitally important for ecosystem health.

Increasing the resilience of forest ecosystems will help 
conserve biodiversity and sustain a broad range of ecological 

values. It will also support the development of sustainable 
livelihoods for regional communities. This view is under
pinned by the paradigm that safeguarding human health, 
wealth and security is intrinsically linked to safeguarding 
environmental health (WWF 2020).

In this way, contemporary approaches to forest manage
ment will provide nature-based solutions to current chal
lenges such as adapting to climate change and economic 
recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic. The International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) describes nature- 
based solutions as:

‘actions to protect, sustainably manage, and restore natural and 
modified ecosystems that address societal challenges effectively 
and adaptively, simultaneously providing human well-being and 
biodiversity benefits’ (IUCN 2020).

A more holistic and integrated approach to achieving the 
ecologically sustainable management of Australia’s public 
land forests can provide a nature-based solution with the 
following outcomes (Figure 1):

● Resilient and healthy forests that enable communities to 
deal with climate change, bushfires, and other threats.

● Management of forest lands for all forest values, includ
ing the culture, knowledge, values and rights of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

● Forest land management that supports a more circular, 
robust low-emissions economy to enable sustainable 
development and actively address climate change by 
using renewable resources, reducing waste, and recy
cling products through sustainable production systems 
with relatively low emissions-intensity profiles.

New forest management strategies

We suggest that desired outcomes for forests can be 
achieved by implementing three interlinked strategies 
(Figure 1), discussed in turn below:

(1) establishing and applying new shared governance 
models that bring together government agencies 

Apply shared governance models that bring together 
government agencies with Indigenous Australians 

and actors from private sector and civil society

Extend active and adaptive management across 
forest landscapes to build resilience in our forests, 

local communities and society as a whole

Integrate traditional knowledge with scienti!c 
evidence and innovative technologies to enhance 

forest management for improved forest health

Key strategies to achieve these outcomes

Resilient and healthy foreststhat support 
regional communities to deal with climate change, 

bush!res and other threats

Management of forest lands for all forest values, 
including the culture, knowledge, values and rights of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples

Desired outcomes from a more holistic approach

A more circular low-emissions economy in Australia 
that enables sustainable development, 

reduces waste and combats climate change

Figure 1. Key considerations for the development of a new shared vision for Australia’s forests.

2See this relevant example of reporting on community conflict over forest management in Australia: https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/mar/20/ 
regional-forest-agreement-renewals-spark-fresh-forest-wars.
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with Indigenous Australians and actors from the pri
vate sector and civil society

(2) extending active and adaptive management across 
forest landscapes that builds resilience in our forests, 
local communities, and society as a whole

(3) integrating traditional knowledge with scientific evi
dence and innovative technologies to enhance forest 
management for improved forest health and 
resilience.

Establishing new shared governance for integrated, 
collaborative management

First, there is a need to manage forest lands as an integrated 
whole. Thackway et al. (2005) proposed an integrated frame
work for managing forest and non-forest lands by applying 
ecosystem-based approaches to bioregional land manage
ment and planning.

Forest governance is complex, in large part because for
ests can provide many different values, and this has often 
generated conflict between those with different views 
(Keenan 2019). In Australia, forest governance models are 
predominantly tenure-based and, in broad terms, there is 
limited integration across institutions, landscapes and 
tenures (Kanowski 2017).

These observations have given rise to previous calls for 
new approaches to policy development and implementa
tion that ‘recognize and accommodate the plurality of 
interests in forests’, enhance coordination and integration 
between institutions and across landscapes, and empower 
and enable the diverse communities of interest in forests 
(Kanowski 2017).

International research on new governance models for 
natural resource management reflects an increasing pre
ference for more collaborative approaches that bring 
together government and non-government actors from 
the private sector and civil society, including First 
Nations and Indigenous Peoples. New governance models 
need to have the capacity to deal with complexity and 
uncertainty; manage interdependencies among actors; fos
ter connectedness between diverse interests at different 
scales and across jurisdictions; and galvanise resources, 
skills and knowledge more effectively than current con
ventional government practice (Lockwood et al. 2010).

An extensive study of natural resource management 
authorities in Australia led to the identification of eight prin
ciples that can be used as guidance for the establishment of 
good-practice, multilevel governance: legitimacy; transpar
ency; accountability; inclusiveness; fairness; integration; cap
ability; and adaptability (Lockwood et al. 2010). These 
principles are also relevant for addressing the complex envir
onmental policy challenges presented by forest manage
ment. Although similar principles were applied in the 
assessment of ecological sustainable forest management in 
developing RFAs in the 1990s (Davey 2018), there has been 
no continued monitoring of these principles to ensure the 
realisation of good-practice, multilevel governance across 
public forest landscapes.

There is no ‘one size fits all’ arrangement. To address 
current and emerging challenges facing Australia’s forests, 
we need new and innovative governance models and part
nerships that:

● respect the culture, knowledge, practices, values, views 
and rights of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peo
ples and the overall interests of society

● genuinely engage stakeholders in forest-related deci
sions that affect them, with clear recognition that the 
health of our society is closely tied to the health of our 
forests

● monitor governance arrangements to ensure the inte
grated and collaborative management of all forest 
values across the public forest estate

● enable the Australian community to develop an 
improved understanding of the functioning and bene
fits of forests and the need to actively manage forests

● ensure that the benefits of forest management primarily 
flow to regional communities, thereby providing the 
resources needed for local management, jobs, enter
prises and social benefits

● promote collaborative decision-making processes that 
are transparent, fair and effective.

Canada, Finland, Germany and Sweden all have leading 
examples of shared-governance models that show how forest 
management functions can be integrated across government 
(Moore & Tjornbo 2012; Borrass et al. 2017; Eriksson et al. 
2018; Rantala et al. 2020). In Canada, landmark agreements 
have been reached between provincial governments, First 
Nations, industry and non-government organisations (Price 
et al. 2009). In the Nordic countries, there are durable models 
in which single forest management agencies have responsi
bility for managing forests for conservation and sustain
able use.

Australian states and territories should develop integrated 
land management agencies that include a clear focus on 
native title settlement processes, collaborative management, 
and increased accountability for all forest values.

Extending active and adaptive management across 
forest landscapes to increase forest resilience

Second, there is a need for active and adaptive management 
across forest landscapes to strengthen their resilience to 
climate change, bushfires and other threats.

In the wake of last summer’s bushfires across Australia 
(Davey & Sarre 2020), there were calls for public natural 
forests to be left untouched to recover (Lindenmayer et al. 
2020). Certainly, extensive areas of burnt forest now need to 
be protected and carefully managed to enable natural recov
ery processes to take effect. However, the paradox of this 
situation is that one of the primary causes of the destructive 
impacts of those and previous bushfires has been a ‘lack’ of 
active and adaptive land management over past decades 
(Morgan et al. 2020)—specifically, a lack of fuel reduction 
and limited development of forest mosaics and strategic fire 
breaks to slow or halt the spread of fires. Humanity has 
altered forest landscapes to such an extent that they now 
require active management to ensure ecosystem health and 
build resilience to bushfires and climate change.

International wildfire experts note that mitigating bushfire 
disasters will require greater use of prescribed burning in 
suitable forest types to reduce bushfire risks and impacts 
(Moreira et al. 2020; Morgan et al. 2020), while recognising it 
is not a panacea for major bushfires and can have limited 
impact on slowing major bushfires under extreme conditions 
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(Hislop et al. 2020). Similarly, leading forest policy researchers 
have observed the need for a national bushfire policy and 
that active land management such as prescribed burning and 
forest thinning must be at the core of any such policy.

Rather than leaving nature to take its course, there is 
a need for the more active and adaptive management of 
forests to maintain or enhance ecological functionality and 
improve forest resilience to shocks such as landscape-scale 
severe bushfires and the impact of climate change. The need 
for adaptive forest management as a prerequisite for sustain
able forestry in the face of climate change is recognised by 
European ecologists (Bolte et al. 2010)—an integral part of an 
overall strategy of ‘avoiding the unmanageable and managing 
the unavoidable’ (Bolte et al. 2010, p. 116) and, specifically, of 
avoiding climate change becoming a global catastrophe.

In the United States of America, extensive fires have 
ravaged forests and rangelands across the western states 
over the past two decades (Williams et al. 2019). In the face 
of catastrophic fires in 2020, occurring less than two years 
after the devastating bushfires of 2017 and 2018 that burnt 
over 1.4 million ha, California’s Deputy Director of Resource 
Management stated:

‘We’re kind of past the point of “Do No Harm”. We’re going to have 
to have forest management. It’s challenging but not unsolvable . . . 
We have the leading scientists and there is an emerging consen
sus on best practices. It’s now a matter of learning by doing it, and 
just getting dirty’ (Helvarg 2020).

Indigenous Australians are also calling for more active and 
adaptive management to care for country and keep it 
healthy. In Victoria, the Federation of Traditional Owners has 
stated that we need a more holistic and landscape view of 
planning and management:

‘We view the natural world within an interconnected ecological, 
cultural and livelihood system. Land and waters managed for 
landscape and community health require active management to 
be able to restore, maintain and enhance its biodiversity and to 
improve its ability to effectively recover from shocks and stresses. 
We take a holistic and landscape view for planning and manage
ment, using fire as an integral management tool for maintaining 
a productive landscape’ (DELWP 2017, p. 7).

Active management means a preparedness to conduct 
interventions that will conserve and restore biological diver
sity, ecological functions and evolutionary processes at multi
ple spatial and temporal scales. It incorporates better 
management of fires, with effective use of prescribed burn
ing, through methods that include traditional Aboriginal land 
management and cultural burning (Binskin et al. 2020; 
Morgan et al. 2020; Owens & O’Kane 2020). It may also include 
silvicultural interventions to restore or enhance structural 
diversity and increase resilience to bushfires and other shocks 
while maintaining biodiversity at the landscape level (Messier 
et al. 2014; Gonsalves et al. 2018).

To be clear, active management is not a call for commer
cial timber harvesting in national parks and conservation 
reserves. It is a call to recognise forests as complex systems 
and to actively manage forests for their health, to maintain 
their full range of values and to build resilience (Woinarski 
et al. 2011). Active management includes reducing the 
threats to forests, preparing forests for future threats, main
taining the capacity of forests to recover after disturbances, 
and restoring forests that have been degraded.

Adaptive management acknowledges the complexity of 
natural ecosystems and the uncertainty associated with 
a broad range of biological, political, social and climatic chal
lenges facing forests. In North America, there is a substantial 
body of research based on managing forests as ‘complex 
adaptive systems’, which provides a scientific foundation 
that not only acknowledges and accommodates uncertainty 
but also helps both production- and conservation-oriented 
forest managers as well as policymakers to better understand 
how ecosystems respond to change and how management 
can influence these responses (Messier et al. 2014).

Adaptive management is promoted worldwide as an 
ongoing process of regularly setting and reviewing manage
ment objectives based on credible evidence, consulting with 
stakeholders, implementing forest management and conser
vation actions to achieve the planned objectives, and mon
itoring and evaluating the effectiveness of forest 
management as well as changes in forest health. Adaptive 
management requires robust modelling based on multiple 
lines of evidence that clearly shows the likely outcomes of 
forest management action or inaction. The effectiveness of 
forest management should also be regularly evaluated 
against the outcomes forecast by models. Such an approach 
can provide stronger assurance to a broad range of stake
holders that Australia’s forests can be managed responsibly 
and sustainably.

Current and emerging technologies, including multi- 
satellite coverage and drones that provide increasingly clever 
and cost-effective ways to closely monitor forest health and 
key biodiversity metrics, will enable more timely adjustments 
to management strategies and actions.

Australia should develop systems, processes and models 
to support a new approach to managing public forests that 
incorporates active and adaptive management across 
forested landscapes.

Integrating traditional knowledge with scientific 
evidence and innovative technologies

Third, there is a need for comprehensive, reliable and timely 
data and information on the status and trend of a broad 
range of forest indicators, including ecological integrity, eco
system services and the benefits and costs for society.

While improvements in the completeness and availability 
of data on key indicators used in forest management have 
been made in recent decades (MPIGA & NFISC 2018; Read & 
Howell 2019), substantial data gaps remain (MPIGA & NFISC 
2018). In some cases, data and information do not cover 
a sufficiently long period to allow the assessment of trends 
in forest indicators. Critically, information on the impacts of 
climate change on forest management is inadequate (see 
Keenan 2017), and publicly available data and reports do 
not readily allow the determination of management effec
tiveness both within and outside the national reserve system 
in terms of biodiversity goals.

Further work and funding are also required to expand and 
bring together research, scientific assessment and traditional 
knowledge to identify and prioritise active and adaptive 
management opportunities. As pointed out by Kile et al. 
(2014), Ferguson (2015) and Kanowski (2017), Australia’s 
research capacity to support adaptive forest management 
has declined significantly with each decade since the 1980s. 
Turner and Lambert (2016) reported forest research 
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expenditure in Australia in 2013 at around AUD 48 million, 
which represented a reduction of about 60% from forestry 
research expenditure in the mid-1980s.

Although Australia’s knowledge generation and analysis 
relevant to forests is relatively substantial and sophisti
cated, Kanowski (2017) noted that some of the key chal
lenges are more at the interface between knowledge and 
governance, and in the integration across sectors, than in 
the limitations of knowledge itself. Notwithstanding this, 
knowledge remains contested in various arenas of 
Australian forest governance, and these contested areas 
can impede or confound policy decisions and manage
ment actions. Having access to credible evidence is not 
only important for adaptive forest management but also 
essential for society to make informed decisions about the 
future of Australia’s forests. The ongoing conflict over how 
forests should be managed is often fuelled by misinforma
tion and opinions. This has led to forest management and 
use decisions that fail to achieve ecological integrity and 
meet human wellbeing needs.

Forest policy and forest management decisions must be 
based on scientific evidence and traditional knowledge. 
Regular monitoring and transparent reporting on the status 
of and trends in forests and the effectiveness of forest man
agement actions are key to informing and updating our 
understanding over time. These data should underpin adap
tations in policy and management.

In light of this, there is a need to review the indicators 
used to report on forests and forest-dependent industries, 
including a review of gaps such as climate and an assess
ment of the relevance and effectiveness of current forest- 
related indicators. There is also a need to improve public 
reporting for all forests using approaches that can be 
understood easily by decision-makers and the community. 
These datasets need to be properly curated and publicly 
available.

Furthermore, a more collaborative approach to research 
and improved efforts to build scientific consensus about 
forest-related issues is important for achieving active and 
adaptive forest management outcomes. Citizen science offers 
great potential to improve datasets, particularly using tech
nology that enables geo-location, species identification and 
instantaneous reporting.

This will require more people in the bush—more 
Indigenous and local rangers working with local communities 
to actively manage forests according to local needs and local 
knowledge of the landscape. This, in turn, will require 
a quantum shift in resources for forest management and 
new modes of finance involving public- and private-sector 
partners. The savannah burning programs across northern 
Australia are examples of how private-sector and government 
carbon finance is providing resources to put people back on 
country to restore ecosystems and the physical and mental 
health and cultures of Indigenous communities (Barber & 
Jackson 2017; Russell-Smith et al. 2017; Russell-Smith et al. 
2018).

Australia should implement strategies to bring together 
scientific evidence and traditional knowledge to better 
understand the status, trends and effectiveness of forest 
management and policy decisions.

Creating a circular, low-emissions economy
The strategies outlined above have the potential to substan
tially improve the management of Australia’s forests and 
thereby increase forest resilience to shocks and stresses, 
such as those generated by bushfires and invasive species 
and those anticipated with climate change. These strategies 
will also strengthen Australia’s capacity to shift from a linear 
to a more circular economy.

In a traditional linear economy, resources are taken to 
make into products that are used and then disposed of 
(Lambert 2018). The circular economy is an alternative con
struct in which the goal is to keep resources in use for as long 
as possible (Commonwealth of Australia 2018), extract the 
maximum value from them while in use, then recover and 
regenerate products and materials for further production and 
consumption (Lambert 2018). In a circular economy, 
resources are obtained sustainably and recycled as much as 
possible, including through advanced and emerging technol
ogies based on renewable resources.

Australia is the sixth most forested country in the world (after 
the Russian Federation, Brazil, Canada, the United States and 
China) with 3.3% of the world’s forests (FAO & UNEP 2020). As 
stewards of such a significant portion of the world’s forests, 
Australia has not only the opportunity but a global responsibility 
to manage its forests in accordance with internationally recog
nised principles of ecologically sustainable development. 
Australia’s National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable 
Development (Commonwealth of Australia 1992b) defines ecolo
gically sustainable development as: using, conserving and 
enhancing the community’s resources so that ecological pro
cesses, on which life depends, are maintained, and the total 
quality of life, now and in the future, can be increased.

These principles should be applied to forest management 
and the sustainable use of forest resources in Australia as part 
of the development of a more circular, low-emissions econ
omy. There are several reasons for optimising the utilisation 
of our own forest resources, both natural and planted, in 
these contexts. These include the emissions associated with 
international trade (e.g. OECD 2021) and the limitations of 
relying on legality and sustainability systems in other coun
tries (e.g. Garcia 2017).

Although globalisation and international trade are key 
drivers of global prosperity, climate change and the COVID- 
19 pandemic have highlighted the dependencies and risks 
associated with a highly connected world and the need for 
sustainable production systems in Australia and more resili
ence in the economy.

The federal and state governments in Australia have 
embraced the principles of a circular economy 
(Commonwealth of Australia 2018; NSW Government 2019; 
DELWP 2020; DWER 2020), which ultimately is intended to 
change patterns of natural resource use to achieve sustain
able growth. This includes avoiding waste and pollution, 
keeping existing products and materials in use, regenerating 
natural systems, and better managing material flows to ben
efit human health, the environment and the economy.

Wood has been described as the ultimate renewable3 mate
rial, and the federal government has recognised that trees are 
a sustainable, renewable resource for future generations when 
carefully managed (DAWE 2019). Wood also provides 

3The Ultimate Renewable™ is an industry campaign to promote the sustainability and environmental advantages of Australian forestry and wood products. Further 
information is available at: https://www.theultimaterenewable.com.au/.
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a sophisticated alternative to other building materials that 
generate more greenhouse gas emissions in their production. 
In this way, the use of renewable forest fibre and wood pro
ducts, sourced from Australian plantations and sustainably 
managed natural forests, is clearly aligned with established 
policy principles and would contribute directly to building 
and strengthening a circular economy in Australia.

Australia can draw on the lessons being learned in Europe 
and Canada, which have established national strategies focused 
on the development of bioeconomies; these incorporate the 
principle of a circular economy but extend it to encompass the 
sustainable use of renewable biological resources.

In Europe, there is a policy goal for a more innovative and 
low-emissions economy, reconciling the demands for sustain
able agriculture and fisheries, food security, and the sustain
able use of renewable biological resources for industrial 
purposes while ensuring biodiversity and environmental pro
tection. To achieve this, the European Commission first estab
lished a bioeconomy strategy in 2012 (European Commission 
2012; Winkel 2017). This strategy encompassed support for 
research and development across agriculture, forestry, fish
eries, food and pulp and paper production, as well as parts of 
chemical, biotechnological and energy industries to promote 
innovation for sustainable growth in Europe. It was updated 
in 2019 (European Commission 2019).

Similarly, Canada’s National Bioeconomy Strategy 
(Bioindustrial Innovation Canada 2019) notes that the coun
try’s competitive advantages for a bioeconomy include its 
access to biomass, global leadership in forestry and agricul
ture, sustainable resource management and skilled work
force. The strategy features the need to establish a biomass 
supply and good stewardship of agricultural and forestry 
lands.

Given these international examples, there is an opportunity 
for Australia to establish itself as a global leader by shifting from 
a linear to a circular economy. Such a shift would support the 
further development of advanced technologies and a highly 
skilled workforce equipped to compete in global markets.

For Australia to transition to a more circular, low-emissions 
economy based on the increased use of renewable energy and 
sustainable forest products, key initiatives would likely need to 
include:

● ensuring that Australia’s forest biodiversity is ade
quately conserved through complementary manage
ment within and outside the reserve system

● increasing investment in plantations as a renewable 
source of forest fibre and timber products

● supporting innovation and development for renewable 
and sustainably managed products from natural forests 
and plantations that have a lower emissions intensity 
compared to other products and can be recycled for 
long-term use and carbon storage

● enhancing the utilisation of forest residues associated 
with sustainable forest management activities

● supporting innovation and development for the manufac
turing of engineered wood products to meet society’s 
consumption requirements efficiently with available forest 
resources (doing more with less), notably through an 
increased reliance on plantation resources using, for exam
ple, engineered wood products such as cross-laminated 
timber.

The way forward

Australia’s forest lands are at risk of losing their natural resi
lience to recover from shocks and disturbances. More active, 
adaptive and integrated forest management, incorporating 
the principles of Indigenous Australians and led by them, is 
fundamental to addressing this issue; but first we need to 
redress the legacy of past approaches that have hampered 
forest management policies, systems and structures and cre
ated an environment where stakeholder conflict and ineffec
tive management decisions predominate. We need to 
envisage and adopt new ways of doing to promote forest 
resilience and support resilient and sustainable communities.

We encourage the federal and state governments of Australia 
to lead a collaborative initiative to convene with a broad range of 
stakeholders to discuss and develop a new shared vision for the 
management of natural forest lands, based on the strategies 
outline above. We consider the federal and state governments 
to be the most appropriate initiators of this process, recognising 
that the management of public forests is a major source of 
contention and that governments are responsible for establish
ing the governance arrangements, policy settings and regulatory 
frameworks for forests.

We suggest a multiphased approach that takes into 
account national-, state- and regional-level responsibilities 
for key functions, including land management, environmen
tal protection and economic development. In the first phase, 
the federal and state governments could convene a meeting 
through a national-cabinet-style process, as seen in response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. The intergovernmental meeting 
should engage and explore key issues relating to:

● the importance of maintaining resilient and healthy 
forests across all land tenures to address the challenges 
of climate change, while also developing a more circu
lar, low-emissions economy in Australia

● concurrently, the importance of recognising the role of 
Traditional Owners in caring for country and the man
agement of land, including forests, and the need to 
increase their involvement in decision-making

● observations on other national and intergovernmental 
policy commitments, such as in Europe and Canada, to 
establish a forest-based bioeconomy encompassing 
economic activities relating to all forest ecosystem ser
vices through plans and strategies designed to ‘tackle 
sustainability-related conflicts and maximise sustain
ability-related synergies’ (Winkel 2017)

● the overarching principles that should be applied consis
tently across all states in respect to forest management and 
community expectations of forest management and uses

● the utility of the platform provided by the RFAs in Australia 
to develop more socially inclusive governance arrange
ments for forest management at the subnational level

● the respective roles of federal and state governments in 
convening forums with a broad base of stakeholders to 
discuss socially inclusive governance arrangements for 
forest management at the subnational level

● collective views on whether the focus of these forums 
should be specifically on sustainable forest management 
across public land tenures or a broader, multisectoral con
sideration of the development of a more circular, low- 
emissions economy, if not a bioeconomy, in Australia.
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In the second phase, it is suggested that state govern
ments convene state-based meetings or forums with key 
stakeholders and representative organisations to discuss the 
development of a new shared vision for the management of 
public forest lands (which may inform private natural forestry 
in due course). Initial meetings of these state-based forums 
should be directed to scoping the process for engagement 
and an ongoing dialogue among stakeholders, in contrast to 
seeking agreement directly on a new vision or solution.

Through the scoping phase for further work in Australia, 
particular attention should be given to bringing together 
Traditional Owners and Indigenous Australians with key 
actors from the private sector and civil society and drawing 
on a broad base of inputs to a workable process for ongoing 
dialogue based on the principles of active and adaptive forest 
management across public land.

In designing these forums, state governments could refer to 
or engage with The Forests Dialogue (TFD), an international 
initiative that provides leaders in the forest sector with an 
ongoing, multistakeholder dialogue (MSD) platform and process 
focused on developing mutual trust, a shared understanding 
and collaborative solutions to challenges in achieving sustain
able forest management and forest conservation around the 
world.

Regionally specific references may include international 
case studies, such as the development of the Great Bear 
Rainforest Land Use Agreement in British Columbia, 
Canada, in which stakeholder groups and First Nations 
took leadership roles and worked together to propose solu
tions to governments (Moore & Tjornbo 2012); in this case, 
the model centred on ecosystem-based management (Price 
et al. 2009). Another relevant example from North America is 
the Healthy Forests, Healthy Communities paradigm pro
moted in the United States, which in states like Oregon 
has focused on the need for active management to address 
the ‘forest health crisis’. For example, this might mean man
agement to restore forests susceptible to historically atypical 
large-scale fire and insect and disease infestations; and 
acknowledging the critical importance of local community 
capacity to support forest restoration and stewardship, 
which in turn provides communities with economic and 
cultural benefits (Kelly & Bliss 2009).

We believe it is important that, from the outset, these 
forums recognise the broad range of roles that forests can 
play in addressing the challenges of climate change and the 
multiple demands of pluralistic societies. These forums should 
also recognise the momentum building in other countries for 
the more active and adaptive management of forests and the 
opportunity to ‘build back better’ through the post-COVID-19 
recovery across a range of sectors, including forestry and forest 
use. This recognition may assist in bringing a diverse range of 
stakeholders together with a shared understanding of the 
complex interdependencies between society and the natural 
environment and the need for a holistic approach to ecologi
cally sustainable development in Australia.

Following broad agreement on the process or processes for 
ongoing dialogue, stakeholders at the state and regional levels 
could then continue to meet and support the development of 
a new shared vision for forests within the respective state or 
region. These forums could be further informed by the TFD 
experience worldwide or be based on existing platforms for 
MSD in Australia, such as Catchment Management Authority 

programs or state government-led regional development 
initiatives.

Through ongoing dialogue, we envisage that the multista
keholder forums would focus on the needs of individual regions 
and communities and strive to agree on new governance 
arrangements that are socially inclusive and respectful of all 
forest values. These forms of engagement may then effectively 
empower land management agencies to implement actions 
aligned with that vision, and these agencies could assume 
responsibility for providing monitoring reports over time.

In this way, through collective action across multiple states 
and regions, the realisation of a new shared vision for the 
management of Australia’s forests would represent a nature- 
based solution contributing directly to post-COVID recovery 
and mitigating the threats of climate change and bushfire.
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