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I grew up in a forestry family…



A member of the “class of ‘67”



The story of Forestry in 
New Zealand is a 
relatively short one, 
even by human 
standards. When 
settlement  commenced 
around 800 years ago 
New Zealand was largely 
covered by indigenous 
old growth forest.



Settlers entered the harbours and estuaries and quickly 
cleared land to support farming enterprises.



Cutting the 
apparently 
prolific and 
seemingly 
endless 
forest was a 
source of $.

Wood was 
widely 
used.



Homes and Schools were built



Land was cleared - there was no ETS



Cutting the 
apparently 
prolific and 
seemingly 
endless 
forest was a 
source of $.

Some wood was 
harvested and sawn for 
local consumption and 
export, earning $ for 
settlers and NZ.



•The widely held and entrenched view was that 
clearing bush and creating a grassed landscape 
was virtuous and proper and the forests’ place in 
NZ was at that time a matter of scant regard.

•By  1870 the extent of forest destruction was a 
matter of concern to some. In 1871 legislation 
offering  additional land grants were made to 
those planting trees in Canterbury, Nelson and 
Otago.

•In 1874 Premier Julius Vogel supported the first 
Forests Act – repealed soon after.



•In 1876 Captain Inches Campbell Walker was 
employed –undertaking an assessment of the state 
of NZ’s forests….however his sage advice received a 
luke-warm response.

•In 1885 Vogel introduce a second Forests Act 
which was passed, giving approval for the 
appointment of staff and the setting aside of State 
Forests.

•Thomas Kirk was appointed Conservator of 
forests, only to be dismissed by a new Government 
after less than two years in the role.



•In 1913 a Government convened Royal 
Commission reported upon the major 
forestry and timber supply issues of the 
day.

•The First World War stimulated extra 
demand for wood supplies and increased 
interest in forestry.

•In October 1917 Prime Minister William 
Massey announced government’s intention 
to form a forestry department.



• Secretary of Forests, E Phillips Turner advised 
that the Forestry Branch of the Lands and 
Survey Department had been established as a 
separate department, the State Forest Service, 
on September 1, 1919.

• The Director was Leon McIntosh Ellis, a 
forestry graduate from Toronto with 
experience in N America, France and Scotland,

• Arnold Hansson, a Norwegian was appointed 
Chief Inspector.  He was also a forestry 
graduate with an MA from Yale, and significant 
N American experience.



• From the perspective of forestry development in 
New Zealand the appointment of Ellis and 
Hansson was timely and productive.

• In his 1920 report “Report on Forest Conditions 
in NZ and a Case for a National Policy” Ellis 
requested a “definite forest policy by which 
continuity of action and… competent 
management may be secured for a period of 
years”



He proposed;-
• A simple, effective Forests Act
• A Forest Development Fund
• A progressive timber sale policy
• Adequate facilities for technical education
• State cooperation in private tree planting
• Administration of all Crown forests by the
State Forest Service
• A bureau of research
• An economic survey of the timber industry
• Administration of fish and game by the FS.
He also asked the Minister for “more than a hard-

boiled and indifferent interest in these proposals”.



Ellis was exceedingly well supported by his Chief 
Inspector Arnold Hansson, whose various 
reports included;-

• Proposals for organisation of fire protection, 
1921

• Suggestions for a long term planting 
programme,1923

• A preliminary national forest inventory, 1924
• A scheme for the education of forest officers, 

1925
• A proposal for systematic research in 

silviculture,1928
• Proposals for Thinning in plantations, 1929



By  the end of 1925 Ellis and his team were able to 
tick off many successes;-

• Passage of the Forests Act of 1921-22
• Dedication of 7.5 million acres of indigenous forest 

to forestry.
• Expansion of the plantation area from 2000 ha to 

over 11,000 ha.
• Forest revenue had increased from $17,000 in 1920 

to $330,000 in 1925.
• A State Forest Service with 12 executive and 83 

operating officers.
• BUT debates over landuse continued, albeit with 

less acrimony than had existed previously.



Based upon some of the calculations in 
Hansson’s 1923/24 reports, Ellis had also 
announced the recast of the entire forestry 
programme, targeting the planting of 
300,000 acres by 1935. It was by far and 
away the biggest public work NZ had ever 
faced, and an enormous act of faith – wood 
properties were still largely unknown and 
key species had not been widely tested.



Planting camps were established, often in 
remote localities and men spent weeks, 
even months away from home.



Both Ellis and Hansson left the Forest 
Service, (in 1928 and 1933 respectively) 
however the programmes they had 
implemented continued.  



Mary Sutherland, the first lady of 
forestry in NZ,  writing in Forestry: an 
International Journal of Forestry 
Research in 1936 noted that .. “The 
programme laid down ….. provided for 
the formation of 300,000 acres of 
exotic forests and this has now been 
exceeded, hence the programme is 
being gradually reduced and activities 
are entering the era of silvicultural 
development and forest management” 
(at that time 410,000 acres had 
actually been planted by the NZFS).



In 1939 Alex Entrican became Director of 
Forestry, however rather than being suitably 
congratulatory at the general over-
achievement of the various targets he 
criticised the expedient nature of the planting 
by both public and private sectors.

This view related to the planting of sub-marginal 
land, the narrow band of age classes and the 
lack of qualified staff, etc and as events 
demonstrated was probably overly pessimistic.



Entrican implemented a number of 
programmes to correct these deficiencies;

• A programme of utilisation development to 
support the marketing of the resource. 

• More and better training programmes

• Land procurement to support local wood 
supply forests in poorly timbered districts

• Placing all forests under management plans.

It was particularly with the first of these that 
Entrican made his mark.



In 1940 the Waipa Sawmill opened and 
focused on consumer satisfaction via;

• Production of precisions sawn timber

• Delivery of bright clean stock free of stain

• Effective merchandising.

Within two years Waipa had the largest sawn 
production in NZ, and 3 years later this had 
doubled again.



In  F Allsop’s book, The First Fifty Years 
of the New Zealand Forest Service it is 
recorded that…” the logging, sawing and 
marketing techniques initiated by the 
Forest Service and freely made 
available…..have earned no small 
measure of credit in the success story of 
NZ exotic forestry” a view subsequently 
echoed by Jack Henry of NZFP



During the 22 years Entrican was in charge of the 
Forest Service he was also heavily involved in;-
1. developing a (then) world scale pulp and 

paper facility in the central North Island 
region.

2. commencing investigations of the wood 
properties of the various exotic species being 
grown, which transitioned into the Forest 
Research Institute

3. established both formal and on the job 
training, making it available to both Forest 
Service  and private foresters

4. implemented the National Forest Survey



The 1949 Forests Act

Heralded some important changes for the 
Forest Service – including greater 
responsibility in soil and water 
conservation and some name changes, 
the Department becoming the New 
Zealand Forest Service and the 
Commissioner the Minister.  Permanent 
and provisional State Forest Designations 
were also modified so permanent 
allocations of forested land was possible.                                                                                   



Soil and Water Conservation 

Much of the land initially planted in trees by 
the State was considered degraded or 
otherwise unsuitable for agriculture. The cobalt 
deficient pumice-lands of the Central North 
Island were one example, while elsewhere 
planting of coastal sand-dunes (often started by 
the Public Works Department) and degraded 
gum lands we also part of the programme.



The drifting sand dunes of the west coast became the basis for 
extensive stabilisation and finally tree planting programmes, triggered 

initially by a need to stop sand drifting across farms, the main trunk 
railway and parts of the road north.



Soil and Water Conservation 

In 1949 as a consequence of devastating 
flooding and erosion in the Poverty Bay - East 
Coast region Cabinet approved planting in the 
catchments of the Waipaoa and Mangatu Rivers .  
A technical committee of enquiry into ongoing 
problems (referred to as the Taylor report after 
Prof. Taylor, the Chairman) reported in 1967, 
proposing that 346,000 acres within a blue line 
marked on a map in the report be reforested –
the “Taylor blue line”.
Over time the resulting deposition of rocky 
debris into the water courses was markedly 
reduced and stream beds returned to more 
normal patterns.



Rip bridge, Ruatoria Forest – 1985.



Rip bridge 1983 after Cyclone Bola



Noxious (Wild) Animal Control

The Forest Survey had been followed up with a 
survey of protection forests and mountain land, 
based around a small team based in Rangiora.
It was recognised that the effectiveness of 
protection forest was being compromised by 
flourishing populations of wild animals and the 
1957 Noxious Animals Act transferred 
responsibility for wild animal control to the 
Forest Service. Recreational hunting interests, 
the growing interest in commercial capture and 
export of venison were not always  completely 
compatible with control programmes and 
created the need for a more focused and 
specialised approach……FRES, later part of FRI.                                                                               



Noxious (Wild) Animal Control



Noxious (Wild) Animal Control



National and Forestry Development 
Conferences 

While initial focus of planting programmes was on  domestic 
supply the fast growth of the country’s forests and the ability to 
produce a wide range of product successfully led to development 
of export markets.  In August 1969 the First National 
Development Conference was held in Wellington.  It had a 
strong export focus and it was quickly realised that forestry had 
the ability to contribute significantly.  Planting targets were 
reviewed in 1969, 1972 and 1974 and over the 20 years 
from1960-1980 a further 495,000 ha of new plantations were 
established, about 55% by the Forest Service – the second 
planting boom.
This planting created new regional opportunities for wood 
processing and export, helping to lift forest products to NZ’s third 
largest export $ earner.



The 1970s & 1980s

Criticism was being levelled at aspects of the 
service’s management of native forests and of 
its accounting standards. 
Such views became useful supports for those 
seeking philosophically driven organisational 
restructuring, citing –
1. Inadequate accounting
2. Inadequate return on investment
3. Inadequate  engagement with ENGOs.   
The FS for its part pointed to the 1976 Forests
Act Amendment enshrining multiple-use
forestry.                                                                                                                    



Opposition was both more vocal and 
sophisticated



• Tree sitters in Pureora

Forest (1970s).



The 1970s & 1980s

In October 1985 the decision was made to 
concentrate the commercial–oriented functions 
of the Forest Service in a forestry corporation 
and the conservation oriented functions in a 
Department of Conservation.
The date subsequently set for the changes was 1 
April 1987.
As they say…. “the rest is history”.



Achievements  

The decision to replace the Forest Service with 
the new organisations required the allocation 
of assets, personnel and responsibilities to new 
agencies.  This included 
•Around 7000 staff and wage workers, 
•Over half a million ha of commercial 
plantations
•2.5 million ha of indigenous forest including 21 
Forest Parks, 
•2 sawmills, 
•An internationally recognised research facility
• Building and other standards that fully 
embraced the use of radiata pine.



Achievements  

Export receipts from forest products were 
approximately 10% of all exports, 2nd only to 
Agriculture.
Approximately half of the total harvest was 
consumed in the domestic market and the 
balance exported as processed materials (about 
10% as logs).

Today the Forest Service’s legacy remains 
abundantly apparent in the forest and 
human resources of both conservation 
and the plantation forest industry in 
New Zealand. 


