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Abstract:



The impact of the manipulation of plantation stocking density on individual tree size can affect final harvest costs and machine productivity. This paper investigated the impact of four early-age thinning treatments applied to a Eucalyptus globulus Labill. pulplog plantation in south-west Western Australia on economic profitability and harvester productivity. Eighteen sample plots were randomly laid out in the study area. The nominal 700, 500, and 400 stems per hectare (sph) plots were thinned to waste 3.2 years after establishment while the nominal 1000 sph (UTH) plots were left unthinned. The economic analysis showed that all thinning treatments resulted in a lower Land Expectation Value (LEV) and net financial loss over the full rotation at their theoretical optimal rotation age when compared with the unthinned control treatment. Tree growth and form were positively impacted by thinning. However, associated reductions in harvesting costs were less than the value losses resulting from reduced per hectare yield.
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1. Introduction


Over 900,000 hectares of eucalypt plantations (>50% of which is Eucalyptus globulus Labill.) have been established in Australia, primarily since 1990 and principally as a source of export chiplogs [1]. These plantations have typically been planted at a stocking density of approximately 1000–1250 stems per hectare (sph) with early weed control and fertiliser application and a planned rotation length of ten years.



A key silvicultural tool used by plantation managers to achieve their objectives is the manipulation of plantation stocking density through initial stocking or thinning. A large number of studies across both coniferous (e.g., Pinus radiata D.Don [2], Pinus sylvestris L. [3], Picea mariana (Mill.) BSP, Picea glauca (Moench) Voss, and Pinus resinosa Sol. ex Aiton [4]) and hardwood (e.g., Eucalyptus nitens H. Deane & Maiden [5], Eucalyptus grandis W. Hill ex Maiden [6], Populus deltoides W. Bartram ex Marshall [7]) species have concluded that increasing initial stocking density increases total wood volume per hectare and decreases mean tree volume and diameter, although the effect of stocking density on tree traits tends to reduce with increasing age [8]. Mean tree height has also been found to decrease as stocking density increases, but the effect is only apparent at extremely high stocking densities [9]. Accordingly, higher stocking densities are generally favoured for pulpwood plantations, where maximum wood volume is the main objective, and lower stocking densities are generally favoured for sawlog plantations where large individual tree sizes are required [10]. Lower initial stocking densities also allow machine access for management activities [11]. However, for species such as eucalypts where planting stock and establishment costs are relatively high, the additional volume production from higher stocking densities needs to be balanced against higher initial costs [5,8]; hence, initial stocking densities of eucalypt plantations are generally between 800 and 2000 sph for both sawlog and pulpwood regimes [12].



Thinning to remove small or defective trees (thinning from below) is common practice in sawlog plantations to improve average stem form and accelerate the growth of retained stems [13,14]. Thinning is also used to control pests and diseases [15,16] and reduce stand water use [17,18]. Planting stands at higher stocking densities followed by thinning suppresses the growth of lower branches—and, hence, knot sizes—and provides more trees from which to select final crop trees [5]. However, growth of lower branches can increase post-thinning [19], machinery used in thinning operations can damage retained stems [11,20], and debris left on site from thinning operations can increase the risk and severity of fires [21,22] and pest infestations [23]. Delaying the age at which thinning is performed can increase thinning wood volumes and, hence, returns, but can expose retained stems to wind damage (as they are more slender than if thinned early) [11], reduce the size of the final crop trees [24], and increase the risk of drought-induced mortality [25]. Heavy early thinning to final crop stocking can result in lost wood production due to the retained trees never fully utilising the site during the rotation [26].



Plantation stocking density impacts on individual tree sizes can affect final harvest costs and productivity as tree size has been shown in numerous previous studies to be the main driver of mechanised harvesting costs and productivity (e.g., [27,28,29,30]). For example, [31] found that pre-commercial thinning in their study reduced final harvest costs by over 25% as a result of significant improvements in harvester and forwarder productivity caused by larger post-thinning mean tree sizes. The relationship between machine productivity or harvest cost and tree size is non-linear with a significant decrease in productivity and increase in harvest cost per cubic metre being observed for trees with a volume less than approximately 0.2 m3 [28,29]. Wood losses due to stem breakage can also increase as stem size decreases when stems are being processed by harvesters [27,32] or chippers [33]. However, some of the harvesting gains from increased tree size at reduced stocking densities can be lost through increased branch thickness reducing harvester productivity [34].



The impacts of plantation stocking density on final harvest costs need to be considered in the context of the total costs and returns for a rotation. A simulation of the impact of pre-commercial thinning on final harvest costs and returns from Pinus banksiana Lamb. stands found that the additional costs associated with thinning were more than offset by the reduction in final harvest costs resulting from larger and fewer trees [35].



A number of financial decision tools, including Net Present Value (NPV) and Internal Rate of Return (IRR), have been used to compare the value of alternative forestry investments or to compare potential forestry investments with non-forestry options. Deficiencies in the use of NPV and IRR in the context of forestry investments were highlighted by [36], who advocated the use of the classical solution: Faustmann’s Land Expectation Value (LEV) [37]. LEV is the present value of an infinite series of rotations, assuming that future stand growth and prices are known, with the optimal rotation age being that at which the present value is maximised. The original work by Faustmann has been extended to allow for additional factors including stochastic factors, such as risk from fire [21] or changes in timber prices [38], and provision of non-timber forest services or amenities such as recreation and flood control [39].



The reported study investigated the effect of a range of stocking densities on standing tree and harvesting traits in a Eucalyptus globulus plantation in south-west Western Australia (WA). The study aimed to (i) quantify the effect of stocking density on standing tree attributes, including diameter at breast height over bark (DBHOB), tree height, tree volume, and tree form attributes (branches and forks); (ii) quantify the effect of stocking density on harvesting performance including machine hourly productivity and cost per cubic metre; (iii) conduct an economic analysis and determine optimal rotation ages of a range of stocking densities assuming an Eucalyptus globulus plantation with infinite rotations; and (iv) conduct a sensitivity analysis to identify which factors had the greatest impact on LEV.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Stocking and Harvesting Trial


The study was established on a property owned by Western Australian Plantation Resources (WAPRES) near Greenbushes, Western Australia (33°48′002745.9′′ S, 116°04′38.7′′ E). Mean annual rainfall recorded at the nearest weather station was ~850 mm, predominantly falling in winter.



The study site was planted in early July 1999 with Eucalyptus globulus at 1000 sph (spaced 5.0 m between rows and 1.9 m between trees). A stocking trial was then established on the site in September 2002 (3.2 years after establishment) by thinning stems to waste to investigate stocking density impacts on tree growth and stand production. Chemical weed control was undertaken at four months and at one year after planting. Prior to the trial establishment, the plantation suffered damage from parrots. These parrots can attack the dominant tree leader which can result in poor stem form, particularly forks [40].



Eighteen sample plots were randomly laid out across the study site. Fifteen plots were thinned to 700, 500, or 400 sph. The “1000” sph (the unthinned control, hereafter named “UTH”) and 700 sph treatments were replicated three times, whereas the 500 and 400 sph treatments were replicated six times (completely randomised design). The thinning-to-waste treatments (700, 500, and 400 sph) prioritised removal of trees of poorer form (mainly resulting from parrot damage). Thinning did not completely eliminate forking in the treated plots as some further forking (including parrot damage) occurred post-treatment.



The harvesting trial was conducted during the final felling of the site in January 2009 (at 9.5 years of age). Harvesting was carried out by an experienced operator using a tracked excavator-based Cat 322L harvester equipped with a 20-inch Waratah HTH620 head. The study site terrain was firm and even, with slopes ranging from flat to a gentle side slope (average 6°). Harvesting focused on the production of logs with a nominal length of 5.2 m and a minimum small-end diameter of 50 mm.



Harvester work elements (Table 1) were recorded for each tree during the harvesting of the 18 plots. Each treatment plot was 35 m long × 30 m (six rows) wide. The harvester–processor worked along strips consisting of three rows at a time. All work elements for each tree, plot, and treatment were accurately timed and manually recorded from a safe distance during felling using a Hanhart 2656 1/100 minute digital stopwatch. Work elements included brushing or clearing, felling, moving, processing, stacking or bunching, and travel time. The harvesting operation was also recorded using a handheld digital video recorder, and a second camera mounted in the harvester cabin to allow post-harvest data validation.



Table 1. Harvesting work elements recorded during the study.







	
Work Element

	
Description






	
Felling

	
Begins when crane starts to engage the tree and ends when processing commences




	
Processing

	
Debarking, delimbing, and bucking (i.e., cross-cutting) of logs. Commences when tree is horizontal or feed rollers commence turning




	
Brushing or clearing

	
Removal or movement of slash, undergrowth, or unmerchantable trees




	
Moving

	
Not associated with felling and processing, harvester moving within a pass (3 harvested rows per pass)




	
Travelling

	
Movement between passes or bays




	
Delay

	
Any interruption that causes the harvester to cease working during a shift











2.2. Yield and Harvest Productivity Modelling


The diameter at breast height over bark (DBHOB), tree height, and survival were measured in each treatment plot six times during the trial (at ages 3.2, 3.4, 4.3, 5.4, 7.6, and 9.5 years). Plot and treatment results included: mean DBHOB, basal area, under-bark volume, mean tree height, stocking, and survival. The DBHOB and height measurements were used to estimate the total under-bark volume of all stems using a taper function developed by the trial site owner WAPRES for Eucalyptus globulus plantations. Under-bark volume estimated using this taper function has previously been found to accurately predict recovered volume in operational plantations of similar site quality and tree size. At age 9.5, each tree was also subjectively assessed to determine the expected impact on harvester productivity of three major form criteria (branchiness, forking, and sweep) using a 2-class coding system where Class 1 meant no anticipated impact of form factor on harvesting/processing productivity and Class 2 meant a possible or expected impact of form factor on harvesting/processing productivity. The volume increment was used to develop a yield model, which was used to generate mean annual increment (MAI) curves from ages 5 to 12 (i.e., beyond harvest age) and as an input into the economic analysis of the four stocking treatments.



The time and motion study data was used to develop a general harvesting productivity model. The stepwise regression subroutine implemented in the GLMSELECT procedure of the software SAS/STAT® was used to develop this model, starting from a maximal model which included all independent variables: thinning treatment (indicator), tree size (continuous), branchiness (binary), and forking (binary). Variables with no statistically significant effect (p > 0.05) were then excluded one by one from the model. Productivity and tree size were transformed to their natural logarithm to homogenise the variance of the dependent variable to improve fit. Harvesting productivity was predicted in cubic metre solid per productive machine hour excluding all delays (PMH). PMH is defined as the portion of shift time that is spent producing output.



An analysis of variance (ANOVA) test, implemented in the ANOVA procedure of the software SAS/STAT®, was run on plot-level data collected at the time of harvest to test for statistically significant differences between each treatment for the variates DBHOB, tree height, basal area, and harvest productivity. A Shapiro–Wilk normality test and an equal variance test were performed (significance level 0.05), and the Holm–Sidak test [41] was used to perform pairwise multiple comparisons between treatments. This test is a variation of the original method presented by [42] which, although it does not compute intervals, has more power than the Bonferroni method for multiple comparisons.




2.3. Economic Analysis


The financially optimal stocking treatment was determined by calculating the Land Expectation Value (LEV) for each treatment and selecting the treatment that maximised LEV. LEV is the present value per unit area of the projected costs and revenues from an infinite series of identical even-age forest rotations, starting initially from bare land [43,44]. It is the primary approach for assessing and selecting management options for even-aged stands when the objective is to maximise the financial return from growing timber. In its simplest formulation, the LEV calculation assumes for all rotations that each rotation is of equal length, with the same sequence of events within each rotation, and the same net revenue associated with each event within the rotation.



The mathematical formulation to calculate LEV (Equation (1)) is based on the Faustmann formula [37]. The types of costs and revenues included in the calculation of LEV were (1) stand establishment cost; (2) annual leasing cost; (3) miscellaneous costs that occur in the middle of the rotation (thinning to waste) and end of the rotation (harvesting and transportation costs); and (4) net revenue for the sale of the wood at the end of the rotation.
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(1)




where

	
LEV = Land Expectation Value per hectare,



	
R = rotation length (years),



	
E = stand establishment cost per hectare,



	
A = annual land leasing cost per hectare,



	
It = thinning cost per hectare occurring after plantation establishment and before the final harvest,



	
Y = expected pulplog yield (m3) per hectare at the end of the rotation,



	
P = mill gate price of pulplogs per m3,



	
H = harvesting and transportation cost per m3, and



	
r = real interest rate.








Expenditure and revenue figures that approximate real values at the time of the study (all costs expressed in Australian dollars) were used to calculate the LEV for each thinning (stocking) alternative used. Estimated values for establishment cost (year 0), annual land leasing cost, and thinning cost (year 3.2) were $1450 ha−1, $500 ha−1, and $400 ha−1, respectively. A constant value was used for the thinning cost because it consisted mainly of a fixed cost component. Testing of lower thinning cost values for the 700 sph and 500 sph treatments did not change the relative LEV order. Harvesting costs per m3 were calculated from the results obtained with the harvester–processor productivity model developed in the study, and an assumed hourly cost of $220 PMH−1. Transport cost was estimated at $10 m−3. A mill gate price for the logs of $75 m−3 was used to determine revenue per unit area. An interest rate of 7%, as is commonly used in forestry projects in Australia, was used for the analysis.



For each treatment, the theoretical rotation age that maximised LEV was calculated using the What’sBest® (Lindo Systems Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) solver package for MS-Excel. A sensitivity analysis was conducted on several key parameters to determine their impact on LEV and rotation age. These parameters included establishment cost, annual leasing cost, thinning cost, yield per hectare, harvest productivity, mill gate price, and interest rate. Supplementary tornado charts were constructed to compare the relative importance of each parameter and to assess their impact on LEV.





3. Results


3.1. Tree and Stand Factors at Time of Harvest


Tree growth and stand production within each stocking treatment at time of harvest (age 9.5) are summarised in Table 2. Thinning at age 3.2 clearly had a significant impact on tree growth. Average DBHOB increased by 45% and average tree height increased by 19% when moving from the UTH treatment to the 400 sph treatment. Despite the increased tree growth in the thinned plots, overall stand production (tonnes per hectare) at time of harvest was less than that in the UTH plots. The average final merchantable yield for the 400, 500, and 700 sph treatments was consistently approximately 7–8% less than that for the UTH treatment.



Table 2. Tree and stand factors at time of harvest. Values within a row sharing a letter were not significantly different at p = 0.05. UTH corresponds to the unthinned control treatment.







	
Tree and Stand Factors

	
Target Stocking (Trees ha−1)






	

	
UTH

	
700

	
500

	
400




	
Number of treatment plots

	
3

	
3

	
6

	
6




	
Actual merchantable stocking, trees ha−1

	
978

	
637

	
489

	
393




	
Mean tree diameter (DBHOB), mm

	
167 a

	
205 b

	
226 b

	
253 c




	
Mean tree height, m

	
19.8 a

	
21.4 ab

	
22.2 ab

	
23.7 b




	
Mean standing tree volume, m3 tree−1

	
0.233 a

	
0.286 ab

	
0.366 b

	
0.464 c




	
Stem form (Forking), % of trees

	

	

	

	




	
Class 1

	
62

	
62

	
77

	
77




	
Class 2

	
38

	
38

	
23

	
23




	
Merchantable yield, tonnes ha−1 *

	
194.6

	
179.9

	
178.1

	
180.2




	
Differential

	

	
−8%

	
−8%

	
−7%








* The weight to volume conversion ratio was 1:1 based on samples of logs measured and weighted to confirm standard average ratio.








As the thinning treatment at age 3.2 targeted poor-form stems, it had a positive impact on the overall stand form within each treatment (Table 2). In the UTH and 700 sph treatments, 38% of the stems had major forks compared with only 23% in the 500 and 400 sph treatments. As few Class 2 sweep and branchiness trees were observed in the study, they were excluded from the analysis.



The ANOVA test found statistically significant differences between treatments for the DBHOB, Tree height, and Tree volume variates (Table 2). Figure 1 shows a combined histogram/box plot chart for the variate Tree volume, which had the biggest impact on harvest productivity.


Figure 1. Combined histogram/box-plot charts for variate “Tree volume” by stocking treatment. The vertical red line in the box plot corresponds to the mean value.
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With the exception of the 700 and 500 sph treatments, multiple comparisons for the variate DBHOB were statistically significant between the treatments. The comparison between the 400 sph and UTH treatments for the variate Tree height was the only comparison found to be statistically significant. The comparisons between the UTH and 700 sph treatments and between the 700 and 500 sph treatments were not significantly different for the variate Tree volume. All other comparisons for this variate were significantly different. A greater proportion of the trees in the UTH and 700 sph treatments were concentrated in the lower part of the tree volume range compared with those in the 500 and 400 sph treatments. Seventy-five percent of the trees had a tree volume greater than 0.11, 0.18, 0.23, and 0.32 m3, in the UTH, 700, 500, and 400 sph treatments, respectively (Figure 1).




3.2. Yield and MAI Curves


Standing volume curves for each treatment from age 5 and projected to age 12 are shown in Figure 2. Across the age range, the volume per hectare of the unthinned treatment (UTH) was 9.7%, 10.4%, and 17.9% greater than those of the 700, 500, 400 sph treatments, respectively. The volume per hectare of the 400 sph treatment equalled that of the 500 and 700 sph treatments at around age 11, and of the UTH treatment at around age 12. There was little difference between the volume per hectare of the 700 and 500 sph treatments from ages 5 to 12. A similar trend occurred for the MAI values. The MAI of the 400 sph treatment increased at a greater rate than that of the other treatments until year 10.5 when it equalled those of the 700 and 500 sph treatments. It equalled the MAI of the UTH stocking at about age 12. Maximum MAI values (biological rotation age) were reached at ages 9.5, 10.0, 9.6, and 11.3, for the UTH, 700, 500, and 400 sph treatments, respectively (Figure 3).


Figure 2. Standing volume curves by stocking treatment.
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Figure 3. Mean annual increment (MAI) curves by stocking treatment.
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3.3. Harvest Producivity Study and Modelling


One thousand and forty-eight trees (cycles) were timed for the harvester–processor. The mean time per tree for each work element in a full cycle is presented in Table 3. As expected, the most time-consuming work elements were processing and felling which, on average, accounted for 78.6% and 16.3% of the total cycle time, respectively.



Table 3. Summary of harvester–processor time study. Values within a row sharing a letter were not significantly different at p = 0.05.







	

	
UTH

	
700

	
500

	
400






	
Work Element

	
Mean time per cycle, sec.

	
% of cycle time

	
Mean time per cycle, sec.

	
% of cycle time

	
Mean time per cycle, sec.

	
% of cycle time

	
Mean time per cycle, sec.

	
% of cycle time




	
Felling

	
16.1

	
17.6

	
14.4

	
16.9

	
14.3

	
14.8

	
15.7

	
15.8




	
Processing

	
71.3 a

	
78.1

	
66.5 a

	
78.2

	
77.3 b

	
79.9

	
77.8 b

	
78.2




	
Brushing or cleaning

	
0.8

	
0.8

	
0.12

	
0.1

	
0.26

	
0.3

	
0.20

	
0.2




	
Moving

	
3.0 a

	
3.3

	
3.8 ab

	
4.5

	
4.7 bc

	
4.9

	
5.6 c

	
5.6




	
Travelling

	
0.2

	
0.2

	
0.2

	
0.2

	
0.2

	
0.2

	
0.2

	
0.2




	
Total

	
91.4 a

	
100.0

	
85.0 a

	
100.0

	
96.8 b

	
100.0

	
99.5 b

	
100.0










Results show that both harvester–processor cycle times and processing times were significantly greater for the 500 and 400 sph treatments than for the UTH and 700 sph treatments. This was mainly the result of increases in the proportion of forks and tree size as presented in Table 2. Moving time was also significantly greater at lower stockings as the harvester–processor had to travel further to reach each harvested tree. The harvester–processor’s productivity regression model (Equation (2)) includes coefficients and statistically significant variables (p < 0.05) (tree volume and forking) selected using the stepwise procedure. The corresponding productivity equation is presented in Equation (3). The regression model’s adjusted r2 = 0.85. The variables Tree Volume and Forking explained 78% and 7% of the variation in productivity, respectively.
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(2)
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(3)







Harvester–processor productivity increased with increasing tree volume, though the rate of increase was less for trees with forks (Figure 4). Using the productivity model (Equation (3)), the yield per ha equations (Figure 2), and the actual merchantable stocking values (Table 2), the mean predicted harvester–processor productivity values for the UTH, 700, 500, and 400 sph treatments at the rotation age (9.5 years) were 14.5, 18.3, 22.8, and 25.9 m3 PMH−1, respectively. The impact of forks on harvester–processor productivity became more prominent as tree volume increased.


Figure 4. Harvesting productivity as a function of tree volume with and without forks. PMH is the productive machine hour excluding delays.
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3.4. LEV by Stocking Treatment


The LEV peaked at ages 9.6, 10.0, 9.8, and 10.8 (theoretical optimal rotation ages), for the UTH, 700, 500, and 400 sph treatments, respectively (Figure 5). For all treatments, the theoretical optimal rotation age exceeded the trial rotation length (age 9.5). The 700 sph treatment was found to have a substantially lower LEV due mainly to it having a lower harvesting productivity (higher harvesting cost per cubic metre) compared with the 500 and 400 sph treatments, and a lower revenue compared with that of the UTH treatment due to the 700 sph treatment having the second-lowest yield per hectare and the second-highest rotation length.


Figure 5. Land expectation values (LEVs) by stocking treatment.
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At their theoretical optimal rotation ages, the yields per hectare for the UTH, 700, 500, and 400 sph treatments were 202.2 m3 (LEV = 799.8 $ ha−1), 195.7 m3 (LEV = 58.8 $ ha−1), 190.2 m3 (LEV = 458.8 $ ha−1), and 207.7 m3 (LEV = 542.8 $ ha−1), respectively. Therefore, in comparison with the UTH treatment, net losses of 3.6 $ t−1, 1.54 $ t−1, and 1.3 $ t−1, were obtained for the 700, 500, and 400 sph treatments, respectively. To match the LEV of the UTH treatment, the yield per hectare of the 700, 500, and 400 sph treatments, would need to increase to 207.4 m3 ha−1 (6.0%), 195.4 m3 ha−1 (2.7%), and 212.9 m3 ha−1 (2.5%), respectively.




3.5. Sensitivity Analysis on LEV


Figure 6 presents a tornado chart showing the sensitivity analysis results for the 400 sph treatment for a number of factors impacting LEV (and the corresponding lowest and highest ranges). The trend was very similar for the other treatments. Variation in mill gate price and yield per ha had the highest impact on LEV. Unfavourable conditions, such as higher thinning costs, establishment costs, and leasing costs, as well as lower yields per hectare, harvesting productivities, and lower mill gate prices, negatively impacted LEV and postponed the optimal rotation age. As expected, increasing interest rates resulted in an earlier rotation age (11.0 and 10.6 years for interest rates of 6% and 8%, respectively).


Figure 6. Tornado chart showing the effect of various factors on LEV (400 sph treatment). The lowest and highest range evaluated for each factor are shown in parentheses.
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4. Discussion


As would be expected based on previous studies (e.g., [2,3,4,5,6]), the reduction in inter-tree competition in the thinned treatments increased tree growth (particularly DBHOB and tree volume) relative to the tree growth in the unthinned treatment. Stocking reduction had less impact on tree height, with the only significant difference recorded being between the UTH and 400 sph treatments. Although the individual tree volumes in the thinned plots were larger than those in the unthinned plots, the total merchantable volume in the thinned plots was consistently 7–8% less relative to that in the unthinned plots. This supported the finding of [26] that heavy early thinning to final stocking may prevent trees from fully occupying the site over the course of the rotation. However, when the volume growth of the trial plots was projected past the rotation age, the total volume of the 400 sph treatment plots was predicted to equal that of the unthinned plots at around age 12.



As has been found in numerous previous studies (e.g., [27,28,29,30]), the main driver of harvester productivity was found to be tree size, with productivity increasing as tree size increased. Tree size accounted for 78% of the variation in harvester productivity. Forking was the major stem form defect recorded in the current trial and accounted for 7% of the variation in harvester productivity. The proportion of forking in the current trial was much greater than that reported in recent trials in other Australian Eucalyptus globulus plantations [45,46]. The forking was likely to have mainly resulted from parrot damage recorded at the trial site as forking has been found to be the most common defect resulting from parrot damage [40]. Forking reduced harvester productivity through increased processing time as the operator had to detach and separately process each limb of the fork. In a previous study, it has been found that the presence of large branches and forks can reduce harvester productivity by up to 20% [47]. Branch thickness has been found to increase following thinning in eucalypt plantations [5,19] but Class 2 branchiness was found on very few trees in the current trial and had a negligible impact on harvester productivity. Harvester productivity for all treatments in the trial (good stem form trees only) was less than that predicted by the general harvester productivity model for Australian E. globulus plantations [48] using the mean tree volumes for each treatment. There are several potential reasons for these differences. The trial harvester power (123 kW) was less than the average power for the harvesters included in the general model (133 kW), which may explain why the difference between the measured and predicted harvester productivity values increased as mean tree volume increased. A link between reduced harvester productivity and time since rain was suggested by [48], based on the finding by [49] that eucalypt debarking difficulty increased with increasing soil dryness. In the current study, no rain had fallen for two weeks prior to the trial and only 7 mm had fallen in the two weeks before that. Operator performance has also been shown to have a significant impact on harvester productivity ([50]), but was not assessed in the current trial.



Harvester cycle times were significantly longer for the 400 and 500 sph treatments than for the unthinned and 700 sph treatments, which reflected the longer processing times for the larger trees in the 400 and 500 sph treatments and the longer moving times between trees in these treatments due to wider inter-tree spacing.



The unthinned treatment had the highest LEV in the study, largely because it had the shortest rotation length, the second-highest yield per hectare, and no thinning costs. For thinning to be economically justified, the additional costs incurred by thinning must be recovered by higher returns or by savings elsewhere in the rotation. As the wood from all treatments in the current study was sold as pulplogs, thinning costs could only be offset by savings. The only area where savings could be made was from decreased harvest costs resulting from the impact of increased mean tree sizes on harvester productivity in thinned stands. This resulted in the harvest cost for the 400 sph treatment being almost half that for the unthinned treatment, which substantially reduced the costs for the 400 sph treatment but was offset by an increase in annual maintenance costs resulting from a longer optimal rotation length. However, as the LEVs were found to be highly sensitive to the yield per hectare, the findings of [18] that an Eucalyptus globulus stand thinned to 600 sph was able to produce greater total wood volume than an unthinned stand at age 10 on a highly productive site suggested that it may be possible for the LEV of a thinned stand to equal or exceed that of an unthinned stand under some circumstances, though LEV was not calculated in that trial.



The LEVs were most sensitive to the mill gate price. In a comparison of two silvicultural regimes for Pinus radiata with the same MAI values, [51] found that the regime with the greater LEV was that which produced the higher proportion of sawn timber. Recent research suggested that logs from young Eucalyptus globulus trees have the potential to be used for higher value products such as sawn timber [52] and veneer [53]. The relatively small diameter of the trees in the current study and, more particularly, the knots resulting from the trees being unpruned would mean that most of the sawn timber or veneer products obtained from these trees would be likely to be in the poorer, low value grades [54]. However, given the sensitivity of the LEVs to mill gate price, the mean mill gate price for the 400 sph treatment has to rise by only $1.35 m−3 for the 400 sph LEV to exceed that of the unthinned treatment.




5. Conclusions


This paper has presented the results of an economic analysis of a Eucalyptus globulus stocking and harvesting trial in south-west Western Australia. The impact of modifying plantation stocking density through initial spacing and/or later thinning on individual tree size can affect final harvest costs and productivity, as numerous previous studies have shown that tree size is the major driver of harvesting costs and productivity. However, the impacts of tree size on harvest costs needs to be considered in the context of the total costs and returns for a rotation.



The early-age thinning to waste carried out on the treated plots in the study increased mean diameter up to 45% and mean height up to 19% when comparing the 400 sph treatment with the standard 1000 stocking (UTH). The thinning operation prioritised the removal of poor-form trees. The improvement in mean tree form and the increase in tree volume on the thinned plots increased harvester productivity by up to 66% for the 400 sph treatment compared with its productivity in the unthinned treatment. A preliminary analysis indicated that this could reduce direct harvesting costs by up to 40%, although this was not presented in the paper.



The mean tree volume in the 400 sph treatment was double that of the UTH treatment at time of harvest which reduced its harvest costs to approximately half of those for the UTH treatment. However, the final stand yield per hectare of the thinned stands was approximately 7–8% lower than that of the UTH treatment at time of harvest. The economic analysis showed that all of the thinning treatments resulted in a lower Land Expectation Value (LEV) and net financial loss at their theoretical optimal rotation age when compared with the control (UTH) treatment. The positive impacts on individual tree growth and form resulting from thinning and the associated reductions in harvesting costs were less than the overall value losses resulting from reduced per hectare yield. However, relatively small increases in the yield per hectare or in the mean mill gate price through the sale of a portion of the timber as higher-value products could result in the thinned treatment LEVs exceeding that of the UTH treatment.
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