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Bob Emory, Environmental Manager

Weyerhaeuser’s Southern Timberlands Operations

Interview conducted 4/11/03


Q:  Questions by the Director

A:  Answers by Bob Emery, Environmental Manager

      Weyerhaeuser’s Southern Timberlands Operation

Q: What is an environmental manager, what does that mean?

A: We have our environmental compliance programs, and our forestry operations.  We also have implemented environmental management systems, which is a very systematical way to approach how we interface with the environment.  We’ve actually certified our operations through both the ISO, to the ISO standard; also, to the Sustainable Forestry Initiative, which is a forest sustainability criteria.  We’ve gone through third party certification that we do meet the requirements of those certification programs.

Q: It sounds like a big job with a lot of pressures from different angles.

A:  It’s five million acres in ten states, so it covers a lot of territory. More and more people want to know if the forest is being managed responsibly and in a sustainable manner.  One way to respond to that concern is to certify your operations against a recognized criteria of forest sustainability, so that’s why we’ve chosen the Sustainable Forest Re-initiative as the standard that we’re certified against.

Q: Was it last year or the year before that you received an EPA award?

A: 2000, is when the EPA awarded this.  I think they call it the Environmental Merit Award for the work that Weyerhaeuser has done in the protection of those 20 odd sites of land in North Carolina.

Q:  In your view, what is the role of the forest in producing high quality water?

A: In any given river basin or watershed, the best water quality comes from the forest.  This is true whether it’s a national park where basically nothing is going on, or whether it’s a very heavily managed forest, such as Weyerhaeuser might own.  It still holds true that the best water in the watershed comes from the forest.  There are a number of reasons for that.  If you think about a forest, it rains, and some of the rain is intercepted by the tops of the trees and held there. The velocity of the rain is reduced as it falls down through the forest canopy, so that when the rain actually strikes the forest floor, it’s striking it with much less force.  Plus, the forest floor is covered with leaves and bushes and other vegetation that also help to absorb the velocity of the water as it falls.  Therefore, you don’t get the rapid surface water runoff from the rainfall that you might get in some other land use, worse case being pavement.  In addition to that, the trees have deep root systems and those root systems under the ground create opportunities for lots of water storage, underground storage. The water will eventually seep its way through the soil into the streams, rather than running across the surface and perhaps picking up sediment and other pollutants that can get into the water. That’s it in a nutshell, that’s what the forest does for water quality.

Q: What percentage of Americans get their water through the filtering process of the forest?

A: I don’t know exactly what percentage of Americans get their water that way, but I think fully two thirds of the water that reaches our rivers, originated in a forest somewhere.

Q: That’s astonishing!  Based on your previous comments, can you say why the water filtered through the forest is a better quality?

A: The water is of a better quality because it reaches the streams much more slowly.  The way it reaches the stream is it percolates through the soil as opposed to running across the surface and when it runs across the surface it would have the opportunity to pick up sediment and other things that we don’t want in our water.  By moving slowly under the ground through the soil, you are able to avoid picking up that pollution as it moves to the stream.

Q: Can you explain the difference between a managed and unmanaged forest before we talk about water quality?

A:  An example of an unmanaged forest might be a national park where by law, no forest management activities are allowed. They are strictly there to serve as recreation and as just natural areas.  That’s the one extreme, and then you have say land that is owned by the forest industry.  We own the land to produce timber, to produce raw materials for our mills.  When I speak of a managed forest, I’m talking about a place where trees are planted, they are nurtured through their lifetime, they’re thinned.  There might be some fertilization, then ultimately, they are harvested, taken to a mill to make forest products, and then the next forest is started.

Q: Explain the difference between the quality of water that passes through a managed and unmanaged forest.

A: In the managed forest, we employ what is known as best management practices. These types of practices might include how you handle the forest that is right next to the stream, making sure to leave sufficient vegetation and ground cover to absorb any overland flow that might occur. Best management practices are also used in the way that you might build a stream crossing, whether it’s to put in a forest road or whether its to put in an access trail to actually bring timber out of the forest. How you maintain those roads and those trails is important.  There are best management practices that tell you how to do that. In almost every Southern state, which is what I’m the most familiar with, the forestry agency of each state does some sort of monitoring to make sure that these best management practices are being used, and that they are being used effectively, to make sure that any impact from forest management is mitigated. 

Q: When you look around at development, how do you look at the taking out of mature trees in the beginning of development? What do you think can be done better? 

A: First of all, development is going to happen, as people want places to live; we’re going to have development.  However, I think anyone would agree that the more trees you could leave as development occurs, the more desirable a place it is; a more attractive place it is.  Some of the impacts of the development, because obviously in a developed setting you’re going to get more surface water runoff, but the more trees that you have, helps to mitigate that surface water runoff.   It’s not to the same degree as in a forest, but to a degree, those trees perform a similar function to the ones in the forest. They intercept some of the rainfall as it falls, they slow down the velocity of the rains as it falls and those tree roots once again help with underground storage, to slow down the movement of water to the stream.  Therefore, trees play or can play a very important role in mitigating the water quality impacts of development and making developments more attractive and better places to live and shop.

Q: Do developers do that because of economics and is it cheaper to clear the land than to work around with fewer trees? One of the key things that you’ve been talking about is the problem with runoff, the more we pave the more polluted it is.  Would you offer advice to city managers or residents to their landscape? What advice would you give to developers or city planners about the importance of trees?  How would you make that case to them?

A: I think trees are important in development for a number of reasons; it makes for a more attractive development.  Trees mitigate, to some degree, hot, hot temperatures, trees provide shade, and actually the evapo-transpiration process that trees have as they take water up and use it to grow, actually serves as a natural air conditioner.  Trees, especially in a hot climate, can make it more comfortable.  Trees also can help with surface water runoff. They intercept the rainfall as it falls and use some of that water so that the rate of runoff and the rate of the water actually getting to the stream are moderated. That happens over a long period of time instead of happening in one, big surface water runoff event. I think, as we all know, trees take in carbon dioxide, and give off oxygen and that’s something that we all need and certainly the more trees you have scattered out through developed areas, the more places you have for songbirds and squirrels and other types of wildlife.

Q: When the drought occurred last summer, we had a state of emergency.  Seventy-three counties had voluntary or mandatory water restrictions, what were the more severe aspects of it? As an Environmental Manager, what is your view of what was happening and what it may mean from a larger perspective than just Weyerhaeuser? How are you looking at that? Were you processing that as an environmental manager?  How might it affect you as the manager, as a citizen of the state?

A: We’ve always had droughts and certainly the drought of last year was an extremely difficult one. Just looking at it from a forestry standpoint, you have to worry about whether the trees are getting enough water and certainly, the trees that had recently been planted just the winter before.  That year is a critical year and they need enough water in their first year.  I guess another thing that I wonder about is as our population increases; each succeeding drought will have a larger impact. There are more people to be impacted and those people need water and the more people you have, the more water they need. 

Q: So you really do get worried about it, because it could destroy the forest ultimately, if there wasn’t enough water, especially for the new crops?

A:  A drought could probably not destroy the forest, but it certainly does slow down growth. If trees are stressed by drought, it makes them more susceptible to disease and to attack by insects.  As I mentioned, the trees that have just recently been planted, are particularly susceptible to drought in that first year.

Q: Do you see North Carolina moving toward good solutions to solve our water crisis?

A:  I think North Carolina is looking not only at the problem but is looking at solutions. I know that in some parts of the coast, they’ve implemented capacity use programs that really do regulate the capacity, regulate additional capacity, pulling water out of aquifers.  I think that last year’s drought got everybody’s attention and got everybody thinking about water quality and even though we’ve had a lot more rain in the last four to six months, we will have droughts in the future. I think things like capacity use is forward thinking so that perhaps next time we’ll be better prepared.

Q: Will it maybe mitigate some of the impact, the severity of this drought?

A: Yes. 

Q: Is there anything about forests you would like to add?

A: I guess one of the things I wanted to get across is that forests, no matter whether they are totally natural with no activity, or whether they are managed, are the source of the best water in any basin or any watershed. The use of those best management practices allows me to say that about the managed forests. That people don’t need to be fearful that there are management activities going on in the forests from a water quality standpoint. Those potential impacts are being mitigated by the best use management practices.

Q: In terms of saltwater intrusion, how do you see the problem getting started in the first place?

A: The saltwater moving up the river is largely a result of not enough fresh water coming down the river to keep the saltwater out where it’s supposed to be, as the flow of fresh water coming down the river is reduced for any number of reasons. This holds true particularly in times of drought, it allows the saltwater to come farther and farther up the river.

Q: What are the reasons that water is reduced downstream?

A: The freshwater flow can be reduced for any number of reasons.  One is natural drought, which we can’t do a whole lot about.  But interbasin transfers, say if someone in one river basin is pulling their drinking water out of a particular river, using it, treating it and then discharging it into a different river, then certainly there’s been a net loss of fresh water flow coming down the river where that water was drawn.  Interbasin transfers can affect the volume of fresh water.   Consumptive uses can, uses where water is taken out of the river for manufacturing practices and released as steam, as opposed to being treated and released back into the river can affect the fresh water flow.  Certainly as population increases, people need more water for drinking and washing clothes and more and more water is drawn out of the river or out of the reservoir.  Then the management of the dams needs regulation, so that they hold enough water for those human uses of water.

Q: How does your company use fresh water?

A: Here in the coastal plain, where we have two large pulp and paper facilities, we use water out of the river in the manufacturing process in the pulp and paper mills. We typically take the water in, we use it, we have an extensive treatment process to treat the water after we’ve used it and then we return it to the river very near the same point where we took it out, the same location.  So, it’s used in the process of making pulp and paper.

Q: Many industries use water, for whatever reasons; cooling processes and manufacturing, fresh water is key to the economy of the areas.  What happened last year about your company’s concern and awareness, and bringing that awareness to others that salt was making its way up to the river?  I don’t think or recall that it shut down operations, yet it was a cause of concern. What would the salt have done if it had gotten into your operations?

A:  If the saltwater comes far enough up the river and gets into the water intake where our manufacturing facility takes in the water there, we cannot use saltwater in the process that we use to make pulp and paper. Once the concentration of the water reaches a certain point we are unable to use the water. That has resulted at times in having to shut the operations down and that entails great costs, plus it sends employees home.  It puts us in a position where we are no longer able to accept logs from loggers, so it affects the loggers that are out in the countryside. If it goes on long enough and our employees are affected by it long enough, certainly it might affect the money they have to spend in the community.

Q: It’s a real rippling effect?

A: Yes.

Q: How concerned are you about the future of saltwater intrusion, as upriver as you are?

A: We’ve always experienced saltwater intrusion in these coastal rivers. It is a natural phenomenon. As more upstream water is drawn out of the river upstream, as the population increases, or if you have more situations of interbasin transfer where cities in one river basin are getting their water from another.  We don’t have a lot of that going on right now, but should that increase in the future then that’s going to have an obvious impact on the amount of fresh water coming down the river. The obvious result of that would be those occurrences of saltwater coming up the river will be more frequent and that does give us concern.

Q: Are you involved with any regional cooperations with the townships upstream so that there can be a little more understanding about its affects. That people upstream have an obligation to the people downstream. Is there any of that going on?

A: I think that is going on through various state agencies and certainly, we make our concerns known to those state agencies.  Of course, those state agencies have a real balancing act, they have to make sure that people have enough water to drink, but we also remind them that we are down here and we need enough fresh water to use in our manufacturing facilities.

Q: Worse case scenario, if this continues, let’s say North Carolina’s development continues at its current pace, population growth and there aren’t any mitigating influences in terms of resolving some of these water issues, what would be the effect of saltwater intrusion along this beautiful North Carolina coast, in terms of people and in terms of the economy?

A: The intrusion of saltwater in these fresh water rivers not only has impact say on manufacturing, but also has to have an impact on the biological communities that are in these rivers.  I’m not an expert in that.  But I think I know enough to know that when the water becomes more salty, the dissolved oxygen content will be less and in most cases less dissolved oxygen is not good for many of the fish and plant communities that are in these river systems.

Q: The other thing is that trees are sixty percent water or something like that.  Can you tell us how much percentage of water is in trees and how important is it to a tree, because it’s biologically the dominant characteristic in water.  We talk about being dependent on water, how life is dependent on water, utterly dependent on water on this planet, yet we think of trees as being a cover, a movement towards helping us.  Whereas, in fact, trees have a large quantity of water do they not?

A: Trees are very dependent on water, I don’t know the exact percent of a tree that’s water but it’s a high percentage of the tree that is composed of water.  As that water becomes unavailable, it can put those trees under stress and it makes them more susceptible to insect attack and disease. Trees depend on water, and to a large degree, we depend on trees for our water.  Forests are the source of the best water quality that we have in any of our watersheds.  If you think about it, forests are also the source of our wildlife habitat, they take carbon dioxide and make oxygen, they are the source of raw materials for over 5,000 forest products we use everyday.  Trees depend on water, and to a large degree, we depend on trees for our water.
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