CONSULTATION ON PROPOSED TAXATION ARRANGEMENTS FOR PLANTATION FORESTRY 

Who we are

The Institute of Foresters of Australia (IFA) is the organisation representing Australian professional foresters.  The organisation was formed in 1935, has active branches in all of the Australian States and the ACT, and is a registered company governed by an elected Board of Directors.  A requirement of full membership is that members have University level qualifications in forestry or a closely related scientific discipline, or extensive relevant practical experience in forest management or forest science.

The IFA is an advocate for better forest management in Australia, for high professional standards in forest and woodland management and for the active management of our forests for all values.

Current membership is approximately 1250. Members are employed throughout Australia, and overseas, and in a variety of occupations, including native forest, plantation and national park management, research, bushfire management, land care, education, public service administration, private forestry and industry. The age and experience profile of our members ranges from new graduates to retired men and women with over 50 years of experience in forestry, park and land management in Australia.

Our submission

In the 2005-06 Budget, the Government announced ‘inter alia’ that it would reduce the administrative and compliance burden on investors and MIS companies and that:

“
deductibility would also be conditional on the certification of the MIS company to ensure best practice in forestry, regional planning, land use and natural resource management, under arrangements to be developed by the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry;”

The Institute of Foresters of Australia recommends that:

1. Its Registered Professional Forester (RPF®) Scheme be considered by government as an appropriate means for registering professionally competent Independent Foresters for the purposes of providing a report for the forestry MIS Product Disclosure Statement, verifying the credibility of the scheme to government and investors and reporting on the progress of the “product” at regular intervals until harvest. 

2. The government considers the need to establish a training course for Independent Foresters and Certifiers of forestry MIS projects.  The course curriculum to be developed in consultation between IFA and government and be delivered through registered training providers.

3. That a Qualified Independant Forester’s Report be required to be included in MIS Product Disclosure Statement and a system of regular reporting be required to verify the management of the scheme and the performance of the product (ie forest) until final harvest.  Such reports should be available to government and the investors and should be subject to audit.

4. That Treasury only consider Product Disclosure Statements which contain reports from suitably qualified and accredited professionals.

5. The IFA and DAFF work together to develop a system in relation to the above, that would be acceptable to Treasury in its approval process for forestry MIS projects.

1. 
The Registered Professional Forster (RPF®) Scheme

The Institute’s RPF scheme was developed in 2001, with the assistance of Australian Government funds, to promote high standards in the professional practice of forestry.

ISO Standard 9001:2000 was used as a guide for developing a Quality Management System to process the RPF scheme. The Quality Management System is audited by an External Independent Auditor who must be registered with the Quality Society of Australia.

The Registered Professional Forester scheme is a voluntary, national system implemented by the Institute of Foresters of Australia (IFA), which recognises the currency of professional forestry knowledge, skills and experience by registering professionally qualified foresters who have been approved for registration following assessment by the Professional Registered Foresters Registration Committee.

The Registered Professional Forester scheme is based on an accurate, rigorous and balanced approach and involves:

a. a submission at a professional level in writing requiring the applicant to demonstrate their knowledge, skills and experience

b. an assessment of the application by the profession

c. reference checks of the applicant 

d. evidence of the applicant's continuing professional development and 

e. evidence of applicant having current Professional Indemnity Insurance cover if engaged in providing consulting services

f. undertaking by the applicant of adherence to a Code of Ethics and

g. an Appeal process.

Applications for Registration are accepted from non- members, and members of the IFA. Registration Fees are reviewed annually. Non-IFA members are subject to a different fee than IFA members as IFA members contribute to the ongoing administration costs of the Scheme.

Approval of RPF Registration is for a period of 3 years with an annual return being required to monitor compliance of CPD and insurance requirements.

The Scheme currently allows for approval of:

1. General Practicing Foresters - who have appropriate tertiary educational qualifications plus 5 years forestry experience

2. General Practicing Foresters with special skills and experience –  as above plus specialising in areas for about 5 years or more)

3. Specialist – for Forestry professionals who have high level of qualifications and experience in a specialist field of forestry, but who are not qualified as General Practicing Foresters. 

The Scheme is administered under authority of IFA Regulations by an RPF Registration Committee (appointed by the IFA Board of Directors for 3 year terms) consisting of:

1 member from the IFA Board

1 member from Australia’s leading consulting foresters association 

1 member with expertise and experience in Australian public forestry 

1 member with expertise and experience in Australian private forestry 

1 member with expertise and experience in Australian forest regulation 

1 member with expertise and experience in the Australian forest education industry

1 member with expertise and experience from a non-timber production forest sector 

The transparency of the Scheme is communicated by including a Report on the RPF Scheme in the IFA Company Annual Report.  If the RPF Scheme was adopted for management of forestry MIS projects then a transparent reporting and monitoring process could be developed to meet government requirements.

The RPF Scheme provides for an Appeal Process set out in IFA Regulations and the IFA would be amenable to strengthening this process to meet the needs of government.

2. The government considers the need to establish a course for Registered Certifiers of MIS companies

The Institute notes that it may be necessary for Registered Professional Foresters to be trained in the role and responsibilities of performing their duties as an Independent Forester in MIS Product Disclosure Statement or any subsequent reports which may be required. There may also be a requirement for government officials involved in the approval process of MIS projects to undertake training so they have an understanding of the risks, returns and industry characteristics to which the project belongs.

The Institute would be interested in developing and coordinating relevant training courses through recognised training providers, if this is needed. It seems logical to associate the Registration process and training under the one co-ordinator. 

Some financial assistance from government would be needed in managing, developing and introducing a training course. However, any such course would need to become self funding in due course.

3. That a Qualified Independant Forester’s Report be required to be included in MIS Product Disclosure Statements'.

The IFA understands the credibility of some MIS Schemes has been questioned in the past and this has led to the Treasury Review of forestry schemes in particular.  The IFA submits that the Independent Foresters Report, which is part of the Product Disclosure Statement, could be further strengthened if such reports were only acceptable if completed by an RPF with appropriate training.  This would ensure:

· Treasury and the investors would be assured that the Independent Forester has appropriate training and knowledge to evaluate the scheme and write the report;

· The Independent Forester has committed to Continuing Professional Development and a Code of Ethics by having the RPF certification;

The IFA also encourages Treasury to consider similar professional certifications be required for Independent Reports in Forestry and non-forestry Product Disclosure Statements.

4. That an Independent Forester’s Report be sought at various times after the establishment of the forest.

The IFA is of the opinion that a reporting requirement to Treasury, DAFF, the investors and perhaps the community at large, would be a means of allaying concerns about the management and performance of the forest (or crop) to be grown in an MIS.The IFA submits that an Independent Foresters Report would be the mechanism for such reporting in the case of forestry MIS projects and the same certification requirements would be required as for the report contained in the Product Disclosure Statement.

Conclusion

The IFA believes that the RPF Scheme is most appropriate to use for registering Independent Foresters for certification activities proposed by government. The IFA is amendable to making changes to the Scheme, if considered necessary to ensure the Scheme meets the requirements of government.

The RPF Scheme is credible, independent of government and vested interests, and is self funding.  The IFA believes that the adoption by government of the RPF Scheme to certify MIS projects would be acceptable by other forestry organisations and could be administered through a transparent process, with a minimum of government involvement.

The IFA has always had a good and co-operative working relationship with the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry and this relationship was confirmed with the allocation of government funds to establish the RPF scheme. 

The IFA has been working assiduously on making the RPF Scheme accepted to the profession and employers. The adoption of the RPF Scheme as a means of increasing the credibility and standing of the Independent Foresters Report and  certification of MIS projects would give the Scheme the impetus needed to truly deliver quality assurance in professional forestry.

