Deployment to south US pine plantations

The status and current development of the southern US forest resource was documented in autumn 2002 at

http://www.srs.fs.usda.gov/sustain/
The south’s share of the World’s timber production is 15.8 %, and is forecasted to increase. The planting of industrial pines is projected to increase by several percent annually.
The text below is based on: McKeand S, Mullin T, Byram T, and White T. 2003. Deployment of Genetically-Improved Loblolly and Slash Pines in the South. Journal of Forestry. April/May: 32-37.

The study was based on a survey to all collaborators (31) in the three cooperatives operating in south US (associated to Florida, North Carolina and Texas), who responded 100%. 

Of all US tree planting, 75 % is done in the South, and more than 95% of these seedlings are genetically improved loblolly (1.2 billions) and slash (150 million) pine. Gain varies with seed orchard but is in general 10-30% in volume production.  Forest productivity increases in southern pines have been dramatic over the past 30 to 50 years. Common deployment praxis is to establish stands from seeds harvested from a single open pollinated clone in a seed orchard, 59 % of the loblolly and 43% of the slash are being deployed as OP families with no apparent problems and numerous benefits from increased genetic selection. Family block plantings have become a common practice over the past 30 years. Thus experience exists for longer than a full rotation. Average size of family blocks is 80 acres (almost 40 ha). Are the genetically more homogenous stands more vulnerable to pests or climatic extremes compared to plantations with very diverse entries? When asked if there have been any unexpected environmental or pest problems such as diseases, insects, cold or storm damage encountered with family block plantings, no one had experienced any serious problems. When asked if there have been any outright plantation failures due to the use of family blocks, there was no known example of a plantation failure. Given the experiences to date from deploying OP family blocks, there appears to be minimal risk for narrowing the genetic base in these plantations. Deployment practices such as planting only the best OP families to the best sites are resulting in dramatic increases in productivity. On average, there are 24 clones in loblolly seed orchards and 42 clones in slash seed orchards, but the number of clones varies tremendously, there were 6 seed orchards with only 5 to 10 clones.  In recent years, deployment of specific crosses and even some clones has become feasible. 0.4% of loblolly and 1.7% of slash are planted as full sib families. To date there are no operational plantations with individual clones.
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