
A quick review of monthly housing starts 
reveals that we reached a peak in late 2016 
(at 1.3 million) and have ranged from 1.1 to 
1.3 million since then, with little to no trend. 
It really looks like the growth we saw from 
2009 forward has slowed or plateaued. It 
took almost 10 years to slowly but steadily 
get to a decent level of housing starts, raising 
expectations for all of us in the tree-growing 
business, and now we have stalled right at the 

point where demand might have created some upward 
pressure on prices paid for trees. It’s been a rough 10 
years.

The Institute of Supply Management’s Report on 
Business survey on manufacturing shows this trend for 
the wood products industry as well. From 2016 through 
2018, six to seven out of 12 months of each year the wood 
industry reported “contracting” or “no change” markets. 
About what you would expect for a stalled industry. 
Contrast that with paper products, which experienced 
“growth” in 32 of the last 36 months.

But when we look at the Random Lengths Framing 
Lumber Composite Price, we see a real change in lumber 
prices this year, starting at about $430, rising to more 
than $575 by June, and then dropping to about $450 in 
September, the most recent month available at press time. I 
don’t have space here to get into the runup and subsequent 
collapse in lumber prices here, but it raises, once again, the 
question of why increases in lumber prices don’t translate 
into increases in stumpage prices. The old rule of thumb is 
that housing has to get to more than 1.3 million starts to 
have a demand impact on lumber prices. We got there and 
stalled. Compounding that is the supply of sawtimber-sized 
trees that accumulated during the crisis.

In the summer newsletter, I discussed the huge increase 
in Chinese imports of logs from the Southern U.S. and 
its potential positive impact on our markets along with 
the oversupply of sawtimber. The trend continued until 
late summer, when China imposed tariffs on U.S. log and 
lumber imports. That makes the resolution of this trade 
war very important to timber growers and March 1 is the 
next big date (see page 6).

We’ve had two bad hurricanes this year, Florence and 
Michael. Michael hit the Florida Panhandle—one of the 
main timber-growing regions of the state—and roared 
inland without losing steam, causing unbelievable damage 
to timber stands in Florida and Georgia. Florida has 72 
million tons of wood on the ground—about four times the 
state’s annual harvest. Georgia has a little over half that 
on the ground (see page 4). This destruction will have a 
short-term impact on timber prices in the area due to the 
salvage of damaged timber, but unfortunately, the shelf 
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The Past Two Years Have Been Flat, 2019 May Be The Same

By Marshall 
Thomas, President 
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SOUTHEAST 
 LAFAYETTE, AL $7–14 $14–22 $21–36 $8–16 $22–56   
 GAINESVILLE, FL $15–25 $23–28 $27–35 $1–11 $14–30
 MARIANNA, FL $9–14 $18–22 $25–31 $6–9 $16–30
 ALBANY, GA $1–15 $1–22 $24–32 $1–8 $5–40
 MACON, GA $8–15 $16–23 $25–33 $7–10 $20–40
 STATESBORO, GA $16–30 $22–30 $26–36 $8–14 $24–42
 FOUNTAIN INN, SC $7–12 $15–22 $22–29 $8–9 $18–40
CENTRAL REGION

 CLINTON, TN $4–8 NA NA $3–7 $35–65
 PARIS, TN $5–7 $7–13 $13-13 $1–4 $35–70

WEST GULF

 EL DORADO, AR $5–9 $12–16 $20–32 $9–14 $28–60
 CORINTH, MS $6–11 $10–12 $16–20 $11–13 $45–51
 HUNTSVILLE, TX $3–9 $9–18 $19–39 $4–10 $25–35
 TEXARKANA, TX $9–14 $14–19 $25–30 $8–11 $25–50

MID-ATLANTIC

 CHARLOTTESVILLE, VA $10–13 $15–18 $19–23 $3–5 $18–42

2018 FOURTH QUARTER PINE & HARDWOOD 
STUMPAGE PRICE RANGE* (TONS)

*�All�prices�based�on�sales�handled�by�or�reported�to�F&W�offices.�If�no�sales�occurred,�prior�
quarter’s�sales�and�other�data�are�used�to�compile�price�range.�Price�ranges�are�due�to�different�
locations,�timber�quality,�logging�conditions,�type�of�harvest,�and�local�market�conditions.�

Southern Timber Prices

INSIDE  // 4 Storm Devastates Timberlands // 5 Logging Sector Modernizes // 6 New WOTUS Rule // 7 Landowners Prevail In ESA Case

(continued on page 4)
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information on material in this report or to discuss your 
forestry needs, contact the nearest F&W office or the 
Albany headquarters at:

PO Box 3610, Albany, GA 31706-3610
(229) 883-0505 / fax (229) 883-0515
www.fwforestry.net

Marshall Thomas, President
Rob Routhier, Executive Vice President 
Jeff Jordan, Chief Operating Officer
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 RUMFORD, ME $300–410 NA $275–425 $40–165 $3–11  $2–6  
 MONTPELIER, VT $300–400 NA $275–425 $40–160 $3–9   $1–3
 GLENS FALLS, NY $275–500 $375–650 $375–750 $55–220 $5–5   $3–5
 HERKIMER, NY $225–600 $425–600 $525–750 $55–150 $3–6   $3–3
 TUPPER LAKE, NY NA $320–470 $325–450 $90–125 $4–6   $3–5
 CLARION, PA $650–825 $940–1,500 $575–700 NA $1–3   $0–0 
 BLUEFIELD, WV $200–285 $230–300 $250–285 NA $1–4   $0–2
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Hurricane Michael roared through 
the Florida Panhandle, Southwest 
Georgia, and Southeast Alabama on 
Oct. 10, hitting timberland owners and 
timber markets hard and impacting 
the forested landscape in its path for 
generations to come. 

Florida was hit the hardest, with the 
state’s Forest Service estimating that 
nearly three million acres of timberland 
were damaged at an estimated value of 
$1.3 billion. 

“We feel that the assessment of  
$1.3 billion in damage to timber is really 
relatively conservative. It went right 
through one of the big timber belts in 
Florida,” said Jim Karels, Florida’s state 
forester, in the December issue of  
The Forestry Source.

“It had the most impact on the big 
timber. Instead of blowing trees over, 
the Cat 4 winds broke them off at about 
15 feet, plus or minus, which makes it 
even worse. Essentially, the first two 
logs are wasted because of the wind 
shake and the break,” Karels said.

The 11 Florida counties impacted 
by the hurricane are some of the 
top timber-producing in the state, 
including Bay, Calhoun, Franklin, 
Gadsden, Gulf, Holmes, Jackson, Leon, 
Liberty, Wakulla, and Washington. 
Several forest products manufacturing 

facilities in the region also sustained 
heavy damage, including WestRock 
Company’s containerboard and pulp mill 
at Panama City.

“In Florida, there are about 72 million 
tons on the ground. That equates to 
somewhere in the neighborhood of 
2.5 million log trucks worth of wood,” 
Karels added. “This storm put four 
times the amount of wood that we cut 
annually on the ground—four years’ 
worth in one day.”

Michael weakened as it moved 
over land from Florida, but the Georgia 
Forestry Commission (GFC) reported 
that almost 2.4 million acres of 
timberlands were damaged by the 
storm.

“The most severe damage was 

documented in the southwest counties 
where the storm entered Georgia,” said 
GFC Director Chuck Williams. “About 
79,000 acres are a complete loss, and 
our foresters are assisting landowners 
with assessments and salvage options. 
Across the rest of the storm’s path, 
the majority of damage is classified as 
moderate and below.”

A GFC survey estimated that a total 
of 38 million tons of pine and hardwood 
timber with an estimated value of $762 
million was damaged or destroyed 
by the storm. Most of the land in the 
affected area of Georgia is owned by 
private, nonindustrial landowners.

Alabama, for the most part, escaped 
widespread destruction from the 
hurricane with timberland damage 
being confined primarily to Houston 
County in the extreme southeast 
corner of the state. The Alabama 
Forestry Commission estimated 
that approximately 42,357 acres of 
timberlands were damaged at a value 
of nearly $20 million.

Timber markets in the region are 
expected to feel the effect of Hurricane 
Michael for some time to come as 
prices fall during the salvage period 
due to the increase in volume and low-
quality wood. 

In order to be salvageable, storm-
damaged timber must be recovered 
in a timely manner. Drying timber on 
the ground creates fuel for wildfires 
and compromised timber is more 
susceptible to pine beetle infestations 
and disease. 

Hurricane Michael Damages Millions Of Acres In Southeast

life of a tree on the ground in the South 
is short. The damaged timber was on 
land primarily owned by small private 
landowners, not the big growers, and 
most of the damaged volume will not 
be harvested. The personal economic 
impact from the storm on individuals will 
be huge.

The U.S. Supreme Court ruled on an 
endangered species case late last year, 
with two interesting outcomes—see 
article on page 7.

And the big surprise is that Congress 
passed—and the president signed—a 
new Farm Bill in what looked like a 
bipartisan vote—87-13 in the Senate 

and 369-47 in the House (see page 7).
I’m afraid there is nothing in the 

outlook to suggest that 2019 will be 
much different from the last two years. 
But most forecasts since 2008 have been 
wrong, including mine, so maybe I’ll be 
wrong this time. Let’s hope, but plan for 
the same. 

2019 Forecast (continued from page 1)

Photo by Jim Doster, manager of F&W’s Mariana, Fla. office
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Good markets for timber are critical 
for landowners managing their working 
forests. Imperative in this equation—but 
sometimes overlooked—are loggers 
and timber transportation, which are 
the conduit between forests and mills. 
Together these elements make up the 
essential ingredients of the wood supply 
chain. 

The logging business has changed 
considerably over the last 30 years, 
with consolidation occurring in every 
U.S. region, according to a harvesting 
and utilization review article published 
by the Journal of Forestry in May 2018. 
The article, A Review of Changes in 
US Logging Businesses 1980s-Present, 
was written by three noted forestry 
researchers, Joseph L. Conrad and W. 
Dale Greene of the University of Georgia, 
where Greene is dean of the Warnell 
School of Forestry and Natural Resources, 
and Patrick Hiesl of Paul Smith’s College, 
and was based in large part on the 
findings of state logger surveys conducted 
by research universities over this time 
period. 

At the same time the logging industry 
was consolidating and its workforce 
shrinking, it was also embracing 
mechanization, transforming the sector 
from a labor-intensive to capital-intensive 
industry. With this mechanization came 
huge gains in productivity. 

“All regions lost logging business and 
logging workers over the past 30 years,” 
the article said. “Surviving businesses 
in the South have generally been high-
production, multi-crew firms; in contrast, 
the Northeast and Midwest appear 
to have retained many small logging 
businesses.” 

While logging production varies 
considerably by region and state, 
the article said recent surveys found 
that loggers in the South were most 
productive. In Georgia, loggers harvest 
on average more than 70,000 tons per 
year compared to less than 38,000 tons 
annually in 1987. By comparison, loggers 
in the Coastal Plain of Virginia harvest 
37,000 tons per year, while loggers in 
the Northeast, Lake States, and West 

typically harvest between 10,000 and 
25,000 tons annually. Higher production 
rates in the South are attributed to the 
gentle terrain, abundant and homogenous 
pine plantations, and moderate weather 
that allows for almost year-round 
harvesting. 

The significant increases in productivity 
and level-to-declining demand for wood 
have offset the losses in logging workers 
and businesses. 

However, advanced mechanization that 
increases productivity comes with huge 
capital costs. 

“The fully mechanized harvesting 
systems that exist today require capital 
investments of more than $1 million in 
many cases,” the article said.

As capital investment increased, 
logging businesses hit the law of 
diminishing returns as the average 
production per dollar invested has 
declined. In the case of Georgia, annual 
production declined from 200 tons per 
$1,000 invested in 1987 to 140 tons in 
2012.  

“Consolidation, production increases, 
and increased capital investment were 
consistent trends in all regions,” the 
article stated. “In order for today’s 
logging businesses to remain profitable, 
they must work as many days as 
possible to minimize fixed costs per ton. 
Unfortunately, the number of working 
days has been declining in some regions 
because of environmental concerns, 
market constraints, and other reasons.”

One concern raised in the article is 
the advanced age of logging business 
owners. Surveys conducted over the 

years indicate that the median age 
for logging business owners today is 
approaching 60 years, suggesting that 
many will retire within the next decade. 
The logging sector will need to attract 
new owners to the industry, which can be 
difficult due to poor profitability in recent 
years and the large capital investments 
required to operate businesses, the latter 
being especially challenging for younger, 
aspiring logging business owners. 

Timber transportation is also an 
emerging challenge confronting logging 
businesses. Log trucks operate on very 
small profit margins and transportation 
costs can account for a significant 
proportion of the delivered price for 
wood, depending on the value of the 
finished product. In a 2017 logging 
survey conducted by the University of 
Georgia, one respondent said that timber 
hauling is often a “loss leader” for a 
profitable timber buying and logging 
business. In addition to low margins, the 
timber transportation sector faces driver 
shortages, rising driver wages, issues 
with recruitment and retention of drivers, 
and, most pressing lately, the rapidly 
escalating cost of truck liability insurance 
premiums.

“Today’s logging businesses face small 
profit margins, and small differences in 
logging rates and business management 
can make the difference between 
profitability and failure,” the article said.

The outlook for the logging industry 
is for continued mechanization and 
consolidation, resulting in fewer, larger, 
and more productive businesses. 

Logging And Timber Transport Sector Evolving and Modernizing
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The Trump Administration has 
proposed a new Waters of the U.S. 
(WOTUS) rule that will limit the federal 
government’s authority to regulate 
pollution of tributaries and wetlands 
under the Clean Water Act. The proposal 
is intended to replace an Obama-era rule 
that many felt significantly extended the 
reach of the federal government over 
waterways. 

“Our proposal would replace the 
Obama EPA’s 2015 definition with one 
that respects the limits of the Clean 
Water Act and provides states and 
landowners the certainty they need to 
manage their natural resources and 
grow local economies,” said Andrew 
Wheeler, acting administrator of the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). 

Currently, because of litigation, 
the 2015 rule is in effect in 22 states, 
the District of Columbia, and the U.S. 

territories, while previous regulations, 
issued in the 1980s, are in effect in the 
remaining 28 states. 

Under the latest proposal, which was 
jointly developed by EPA and the Army 
Corps of Engineers, traditional navigable 
waters, tributaries to those waters, 
certain ditches, certain lakes and ponds, 
impoundments of jurisdictional waters, 
and wetlands adjacent to jurisdictional 
waters would be federally regulated. 

Not included as “Waters of the U.S.” 
are features that only contain water 
during or in response to rainfall (e.g., 
ephemeral features); groundwater; many 
ditches, including most roadside or 
farm ditches; prior converted cropland; 
storm water control features; and waste 
treatment systems.

The agencies said the proposal gives 
states more flexibility in determining 
how best to manage their land and 

water resources while protecting the 
nation’s navigable waters. 

Several environmental groups 
immediately attacked the proposal 
as reckless, saying it would eliminate 
crucial protections for our nation’s 
streams and drinking water supplies.

The scaling back of the Obama-era 
rule has been a top priority of President 
Trump.  Barely a month after taking 
office, Trump issued an executive order 
directing EPA to eliminate “this very 
destructive and horrible rule.”

Democrats in Washington, who now 
control the House of Representatives, 
are expected to weigh in on the 
proposed rule through extensive 
oversight hearings.   

EPA Takes Next Step To Roll Back Obama WOTUS Rule

MORE INFORMATION ON THE NEW WOTUS 
RULE CAN BE FOUND AT: 
HTTPS://WWW.EPA.GOV/WOTUS-RULE

In the ongoing trade war with China, 
President Trump and Chinese President 
Xi Jinping agreed to a truce, delaying 
the U.S. tariff increase scheduled for 
Jan. 1 while negotiations resume.  

The U.S. imposed three rounds of 
tariffs on China in 2018.  With each 
round, China countered dollar for 
dollar with tariffs on U.S. imports into 
their country, including softwood and 
hardwood logs, lumber, and a wide 
range of wood products. The U.S. 
tariffs, originally set at 10 percent, were 
scheduled to increase to 25 percent on 
Jan. 1.  

The deal postponing the increase was 
reached between the two countries in 
early December, giving negotiators 90 
days to broker a deal.  U.S. officials have 
since confirmed March 1 as a “hard 
deadline.”

According to the White House, 
China agreed to purchase a “very 
substantial” amount of U.S. products, 
ease restrictions on foreign companies 
operating in China, and further open 

sectors for foreign investment. Chinese 
officials initially remained tight-lipped 
about any possible concessions but later 
indicated they would reduce auto tariffs 
and buy more American products.  

China is an important market for U.S. 
log and lumber exports.  According 
to Forisk Research Quarterly (FRQ), in 
the first eight months of 2018, China 
imported 55 percent of all U.S. softwood 
log exports and 53 percent of all 
hardwood log exports.  During the same 
period, China imported 20 percent of 
U.S. softwood lumber exports and 53 
percent of hardwood lumber exports.   

“U.S. softwood log exports, which 
declined annually since 2013, were 
up 8.9 percent year-over-year through 
August,” FRQ reported in its fourth 
quarter report.  “Softwood log exports 
from the South continue to grow.  After 
increasing 70 percent in 2017, they were 
up 86 percent year-over-year through 
August 2018.” 

But the Chinese tariffs appear to have 
a chilling effect, with softwood lumber 

and log exports to China dropping 
significantly in September.  According 
to Lumber Tracks, a publication of the 
Western Wood Products Association, 
softwood lumber exports plummeted 
almost 43 percent from August to 
September while softwood log exports 
declined almost 28 percent. 

The hardwood sector has also been 
hit hard by market insecurity surrounding 
the trade dispute, particularly because 
of its dependence on Chinese demand.  

“This [trade] uncertainty has led to 
significant changes in both hardwood 
lumber and log demand and pricing over 
a fairly short time frame,” according to 
the Hardwood Review Express.

While neither country has suspended 
any tariffs, according to The New 
York Times, Treasury Secretary Steven 
Mnuchin “suggested that all tariffs 
could be phased out as China meets its 
commitments to make changes over a 
period of time.”   

Tariff Increase Postponed As U.S., China Resume Negotiations
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Private Landowners Prevail In Endangered Species Habitat Case

In one of the first rulings by the U.S. 
Supreme Court for the 2018-19 term 
the Court unanimously ruled in favor 
of private property rights in a case 
concerning the designation of critical 
habitat under the Endangered Species 
Act (ESA). 

Weyerhaeuser Co. vs. U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service pertains to 1,500 
acres of private land in Louisiana that 
the federal agency declared as critical 
habitat under the ESA for the dusky 
gopher frog.  But the land in question 
is currently unoccupied by the frog, 
cannot be occupied by the frog unless 
it is significantly altered for the frog’s 
benefit, and plays no supporting role 
in sustaining the frog or its habitat. 
The designation would potentially 
restrict future use and development of 
the land. 

Chief Justice John Roberts said 
the case turned on the definition of 
“critical habitat.”

“According to the ordinary 
understanding of how adjectives 
work, ‘critical habitat’ must also be 

‘habitat’,” Judge Roberts wrote for 
the Court in the 8-0 decision. 

“Only the “habitat” of the 
endangered species is eligible for 
designation as critical habitat. Even if 
an area otherwise meets the statutory 
definition of unoccupied critical 
habitat because the Secretary finds 
the area essential for the conservation 
of the species, Section4(a)(3)(A)(i) 
does not authorize the Secretary to 
designate the area as critical habitat 
unless it is also habitat for the 
species,” the ruling stated. 

The case now goes back to the 
Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals in 
New Orleans, which must look at 
the unanswered question of what 
constitutes “habitat” and if the 
property qualifies as habitat for the 
frog. 

“From a private landowner’s 
perspective, we are encouraged by 
the Supreme Court’s decision to re-
examine the definition of ‘habitat’ as it 
applies to endangered species. There 
have been too many occurrences 

where the designation of habitat has 
unfairly punished landowners and 
violated basic private property rights,” 
said Michael Crowell, a member of 
the Forest Landowners Association 
and a fifth generation Louisiana 
landowner.  

Furthermore, the Supreme Court 
directed the Appeals Court to consider 
whether the benefits involved in 
designating the land as a critical 
habitat outweighed the costs. In its 
claim, Weyerhaeuser charged that 
the agency did not conduct a rigorous 
analysis of the costs and benefits 
when designating the land as a 
critical habitat.  In its earlier ruling, 
the lower court determined the matter 
was not subject to judicial review. 

“The ability to challenge critical 
habitat designations on economic 
grounds is a game-changer. 
The Supreme Court has handed 
landowners a new tool to seek justice 
in the courts,” said Lauren Ward, 
Director of Stewardship Initiatives at 
the Forest Landowners Association.  

Compromise Farm Bill Becomes Law Before 2018 Ends

It came down to the wire whether 
Congress would pass a new Farm Bill 
in 2018, but in the end, it happened 
with amazing ease.  

After months of acrimony and 
stalemate among Congressional 
lawmakers over the House and Senate 
bills passed earlier in 2018, the most 
contentious elements proposed in 
the House bill were dropped after the 
mid-term elections and a rare show 
of bipartisanship emerged to pass a 
compromise bill 87-13 in the Senate 
and 369-47 in the House in mid-
December.  (The earlier House vote in 
June was 213-211 with no Democrats 
voting for it.)

Over the last three decades, the 
Farm Bill has included a number 
of conservation and forestry 

programs that benefit private forest 
landowners.  The final legislation 
continued support for these, in 
particular the Conservation Reserve 
(CRP) and Environmental Quality 
Incentives Programs (EQIP), which 
provide cost-share assistance for tree 
planting and other forest management 
practices.  For CRP, the acreage cap 
is increased to 27 million acres from 
24 million over the five-year life of 
the bill.  Funding for EQIP is increased 
to more than $2 billion by 2023 from 
current year funding of $1.7 billion. 
The House had proposed merging 
a third program, the Conservation 
Stewardship Program (CSP), with EQIP, 
but the compromise bill left it intact, 
although with less funding over the 
five-year period.

Other key provisions for forestry 
include a new program, the Timber 
Innovation Act, which promotes the 
use of wood products in tall buildings.  
Notably, this program was opposed by 
steel and concrete industry groups.  

The Community Wood Energy and 
Wood Innovation Program, which 
provides grants to innovative wood 
product facilities, was reauthorized 
and expanded to promote the use of 
biomass fuels for heat and power.  
Also reauthorized was the Biomass 
Program for Advanced Biofuels, which 
provides mandatory funding, though at 
lower levels than previously allocated, 
to producers of advance biofuels 
(including pellets) at $7 million 
annually.  
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