In March of 2011 forestry practices and related challenges were examined first-hand in Puerto Rico.  The original intention was to compare forestry practices in Puerto Rico to forestry practices in Vermont.  Not only did intensity of timber harvesting prove to be very different in the two places, but so did too cultural perceptions of forests and landscapes.  In Puerto Rico, discomfort with cutting down trees and lack of markets for local wood products is recognizable as a formidable challenge to sustainable harvesting in Puerto Rico.      


One of the silviculture-related questions posed to the NR 378 group in Puerto Rico was what to do with relatively pure stands of Caribbean pine.  Caribbean pine (P. caribaea) has been widely planted throughout the tropical world as a way to reclaim degraded lands and make them productive again.  Once they have made the lands more productive (and thus more hospitable to more desirable species of hardwoods) the questions becomes: what do we do with Caribbean pine?  
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Caribbean pine does not seem to be a great wood.  It does not withstand much weight and the resin can make it difficult to work with.  It is better suited for pulpwood (the wood throws sparks so apparently it does not make great firewood).  Figuring out whether or not operations would be profitable would probably require a complex algorithm involving cost of transporting wood, accessibility of stands, demand for pinewood, and many other factors.  At about ten years, Caribbean pine trees can be tapped for oleoresins (turpentine and gum resin), as well as for tannins, which can be used to make high-quality wood adhesive.  Again, though, there would be a complicated cost-benefit analysis to determine if this is worth pursuing.  Also, the following website contains some useful general information: http://www.helptherainforests.com/tree_gallery/.

   
Blue mahoe (Taliparti elatum) is a fast-growing hardwood species that produces high-quality timber.  Although not native to Puerto Rico, it can grow very well there.  Similarly, mahogany (Swietenia macrophylla) is a tree in high demand that can flourish in Puerto Rico, to which it is not native.  However, these trees and other valuable hardwoods do not always flourish on lands that have been degraded through decades or centuries of intense agriculture.  When agricultural lands are abandoned, as has been occurring in Puerto Rico with industrialization, they are not always suitable for the growth of valuable hardwood species, which can need high amounts of nutrients from the soil.  In the academic literature, the use of Caribbean pine for land reclamation comes up again and again.  All over the world, it seems, this tree takes otherwise degraded and silviculturally-hostile sites and turns them into rich, productive ones.  On this note, a couple of papers were found (both by the same author) detailing different silvicultural treatments of Caribbean pine to best nurture growth of hardwood species – specifically mahogany.  These studies show Caribbean pine can be used as a “nurse” for facilitating the establishment and growth of more desirable wood species.  In one study, removal of three rows of Caribbean pine produced the best results, and in the other, that “strips” of 6-12m did the trick.  So perhaps in such reclaimed lands in Puerto Rico cutting strips of Caribbean pine out (but still leave it just beyond these strips) and planting seedlings of mahoe and mahogany would facilitate their growth.  These nursed trees could flourish and eventually the Caribbean pine could be removed altogether, or left to be a continuous nurse of future plantings of mahoe and mahogany.  When mature (and this doesn’t seem to take very long, perhaps 20 years), mahoe and mahogany could be harvested and provide local work and income.  

