Symposium on afforestation
Can money grow on trees?
By KARRIE EMMS 
Can money grow on trees? A growing movement of farmers, municipal councilors and foresters think it can. A seedling producer, held the first ever symposium to address the idea of converting unused farm land in southwestern Ontario for forestry use. 

This years’ event included four guest speakers including University of Guelph Professor of agro forestry, Andy Gordon and local tobacco farmer turned tree farmer, Paul deCloet. The event is the third annual symposium ForestCare has hosted and according to John DeWitt, President & CEO it was very well received. 

	

	John Dewitt 


“Everyone has different views. There were a lot of questions people wanted to ask. I did notice many intensive conversations,” said DeWitt. 

The discussions undoubtedly centered around the main topic of planting trees on southern Ontario’s unused farmland. The economic and environmental impacts of which according to DeWitt would be huge though he admits it will take time to reap the rewards. 

“We import 100-million dollars worth of red oak into southern Ontario annually. We could be growing the majority of it here but the problem is that most of southern Ontario is under pavement or farms. Farmers have spent 300 years clearing the land to farm, and it’s not an easy sell to convince them that trees can be profitably incorporated into the farm enterprise.” said Gordon. 

Planting trees on unused lands, according to DeWitt, could see farmers making more money per year than if they were to plant more traditional crops of soya beans. The problem, DeWitt said, is what do farmers who need to meet the skyrocketing cost of living do to survive in the mean time. 

DeWitt admits when they bring up the topic of biomass and using farmland to grow trees people get nervous. He is quick to add that if it is done in the proper manner such as strip planting it can actually help protect crops and boost a farms’ productivity. 

“Sixty-five percent of Ontario’s greenhouses are in southern Ontario and their biggest costs are labor and energy. They could be heating with wood. This is not a new idea; however, there are not enough useable fuel sources in the area. The only way around it is to grow fiber on short rotation near the greenhouses,” said Gordon. 

There are ways to successfully marry traditional crops with forestry crops, according to Gordon, some of which are already in use on smaller scales. Intercropping, Gordon said, is one such example where strips of trees are grown 15-20 meters apart and traditional crops are grown between. 

The environmental implications include issues like biomass production for energy use. This according to DeWitt could be as simple as a farmer chipping waste wood once a year for burning in clean burning heat producing furnaces. “It is a chicken and egg situation. No one has the furnaces because there are no wood chips to put in it within 100 miles. When you look at the cost of trucking in chips it becomes astronomical,” said DeWitt. 

DeWitt is currently working with Gordon to develop a proposal which would research the use of biomass energy for heating greenhouses. The proposal could see more than 300 acres of land, not currently in use, used for biomass production. It would also see a study into the different clones of trees and BTU levels for each species. 

“It has everything to do with soil type and the species of trees grown. Southern Ontario has a tremendous opportunity based on the type of sandy soil native to the area, and there is enough land to supply biomass energy for a very large area,” said DeWitt. 

An alternative source of energy can have a large impact however it would require a great commitment from all parties involved including Ontario’s government, landowners and the forestry industry. 

“We are calling this initiative “Feedstock to Furnace: Bioenergy Systems for the Ontario Greenhouse Industry.”, said Gordon. 

DeWitt admits there is not often a forum where all three industries are able to voice their opinions and interact with each other. While two hours is not going to solve the problem he hopes there will be a ripple effect and everyone will band together to turn a feasible idea into a reality. 

