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Opening Address by IUFRO President Risto Seppälä

8 August 2005

Honourable Ian Macdonald, Federal Minister for Fisheries, Forestry and Conservation, 

Honourable Gordon Nuttall, Queensland Minister for Primary Industries and Fisheries, 
Dr. Hosny El-Lakany, Assistant Director General for Forestry, FAO,

Dr. Gary Bacon, Chairman, the Congress Organizing Committee,
Sehr geehrte Gäste aus aller Welt,

Estimados colegas,

Mesdames et messieurs,
Ladies and gentlemen

I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land on which this Opening Ceremony is taking place. I am very privileged to say this after we have witnessed the extraordinary presentation of the Yuggera Aboriginal Dance Troupe. 
It is my great pleasure to welcome you all to this 22nd Congress of the International Union of Forest Research Organizations. It is the first time in IUFRO's history that our World Congress is being held in the Southern Hemisphere. For a 113-year-old organization it was really time to come "Down under". 

The theme of the Congress is "Forests in the Balance: Linking Tradition and Technology". This theme is particularly relevant here in Australia where traditions and traditional cultures are important and highly respected, and where at the same time, science and technological innovations are considered keys to social well being.
IUFRO has four official languages: English, French, German and Spanish. Only English is used in the plenaries of this Congress. Expenses allocated for translations in the earlier Congresses have now been used to cover additional free registrations for the participants of the Scientist Assistance Programme. The IUFRO Board felt that this would support the global forest research community better than expensive simultaneous translations in plenary sessions. However, IUFRO still wants to put an emphasis on the richness of different languages. To demonstrate this, a multilingual pocket glossary on forest terms and definitions has been prepared by IUFRO's SilvaVoc Project for this Congress.
Ladies and Gentlemen,
Several major trends affect the future of the global forest sector. Deforestation, forest degradation and loss of biodiversity continue at an alarming rate. A shift of timber production from North to South is happening, and it means also a shift from natural and semi-natural forests to intensively managed plantations in growing industrial wood. 

Although the high-level political attention has shifted away from forests to address other concerns, such as poverty alleviation, both international and national policies external to the forest sector will increasingly drive the development of the sector. Environmental and gradually also social sustainability are replacing the economic sustainability as a major driving force.  This will support the march of non-wood and intangible products, such as environmental benefits and recreation.

A shift in consumption of forest products from Western Europe and North America to Asia, Eastern Europe and Russia will lead to a shift of not only timber production but also the forest industry production to new regions. At the same time, information and communication technology has begun to influence paper demand toward reducing the use of some major paper grades as demonstrated by an IUFRO Task Force in this Congress.

These global trends mean that the leading forest sector countries have to find new products and new business opportunities in order to survive. The industry has to convert pulp mills to biorefineries whose outputs are not only traditional forest industry products but also bioenergy and wood chemistry products, as well as ingredients for medicines and functional food products. 
The changes in the forest sector create challenges to forest research. This week many of these research challenges will be discussed in different Congress sessions. However, it seems to me that during the past few decades the traditional forest research has not succeeded very well in responding to the emerging changes. A clear symptom is that despite the general global increase in research funding, traditional forest research has experienced budget cuts in many countries and has partly lost ground to other disciplines. 
The weakened position of forest research and education is partly the fault of the science community itself, at least in industrialized countries. We forest researchers thought that we had a monopoly on all forest-related research and, consequently, we continued to be a closed society for too long. Instead of seeking collaboration with scientists representing other disciplines, we often considered them - if not enemies - at least competitors. We did not see early enough that an alternative for co-existence could be non-existence.
The financial and institutional problems and uncertainties, and drastic changes many forest research and education institutions are facing will be brought up in the President's Discussion that will take place on Wednesday afternoon at 1:30. I welcome your participation to learn how organizations in different regions of the world have responded to the challenges and threats, and in some cases also succeeded in finding feasible solutions to emerging problems.
Ladies and Gentlemen,

In addition to being a showcase of forest research and a forum for meeting colleagues, these IUFRO World Congresses, in their plenary sessions, are also the general assembly of the members of the Union. This opening session is one of the plenaries where the President may inform the Congress about any matter he believes should be brought to the attention of the members. I pick up only one matter: IUFRO's future strategy. 
During its long history our Union has made significant contributions in strengthening forest research, building capacity and serving its members and forest researchers worldwide as a forum for networking. Voluntary contributions by members and office holders, and the leadership of IUFRO in global forest research are a very valuable part of the tradition and culture of the Union. However, the context within which the forest sector and forest research now operate is experiencing major changes as I just described. Therefore, it is essential also for IUFRO to periodically review its activities and strategic orientation. 
IUFRO has been formally reviewed three times. The first review in 1987 was an internal review of the IUFRO Secretariat. Its recommendations to strengthen the capacity of the Secretariat were implemented rather quickly. 
The next review took place 12 years later in 1999. It was carried out by a semi-external team and covered the whole Union, not only the Secretariat. The recommendations of the review aimed at strengthening the Union and clarifying the roles of various IUFRO organs. Most recommendations were implemented during this ending five-year period, and the changes put into place were marked by evolution rather than revolution.  
The most recent IUFRO review took place a year ago. In addition to assessing IUFRO's current structure and activities, the external Panel was asked to provide guidance on how to adjust and position IUFRO in the future. To summarize the outcome very briefly, the Panel considered it essential for IUFRO to expand the sphere of influence of the Union by increasing activities related to policy and human well-being. 
One of the concrete recommendations of the Review Panel was to develop a new IUFRO Strategy. Following this recommendation the IUFRO Board decided to prepare a Strategy document that will be discussed by IUFRO's International Council later this week. The draft Strategy, together with the draft of the Congress Resolutions, is on view for all Congress participants via EForum software, available for delegates to provide real-time feedback. I hope that you will use this opportunity to make comments and thus influence the future directions of our Union. 
Dear IUFRO colleagues,
Because many forest-related scientific issues have left the confines of current forest research institutions, there is a danger that IUFRO with its traditional structure and membership may become marginalized and we may no more be able to respond to the challenges of the evolving world.

IUFRO's primary niche and mission is to provide physical and virtual platforms where scientists can meet. However, if we are not able to translate our scientific information to the knowledge and know-how of policy makers and other clients, our research findings and our scientific fora will be of little value. It is really vital to the research community that research results are used in decision-making and forest management at all levels. 
IUFRO can work toward this goal by strengthening its role as the global focal point of science-based information and expertise related to forests. I hope that with your help our new Strategy will lead not only to strengthening research and expanding strategic partnership and cooperation but also to enhancing communication with policy makers and society at large. 
Ladies and gentlemen,
All of us who attend this Congress are very grateful to the Queensland State and Australian Federal Government Agencies, and all our corporate sponsors for their irreplaceable support which has made this Congress possible. I would also like to put on record IUFRO's and my own sincere gratitude to the Congress Organizing Committee and the Congress Scientific Committee for their hard work in preparing this Congress. I am, however, saving my final thanks to these people until the last day of the Congress. Let us see first how they handle this event!
Risto Seppälä

IUFRO President
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