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Abstract

In the Southern United States, a rising number of biomass facilities have created new market opportunities for forest
landowners, consulting foresters, and loggers, which could increase the competition between the biomass market and
pulpwood market for forest biomass. Thus, comparing the profits from conventional roundwood harvesting and biomass
harvesting within a range of procurement distances could be crucial to make a harvest decision. In this study, we considered
two harvesting systems: conventional and biomass. We developed a decision support tool to predict and compare the final
stumpage value from both harvesting systems based on the stand and site conditions, market conditions, and distance to the
nearest market. We grew (simulated) loblolly pine (Pinus taeda) plantations to six different thinning ages (12, 14, 16, 18, 20,
and 22 yr) at five different site indices (17, 20, 23, 26, and 29 m at a base age of 25 yr) using the PTAEDA4.0 software.
Different models were fitted and evaluated for certain training and validating criteria. In both harvesting systems, we select
the cube root-transformed model as the best model. Using the models, we predict that the utilization of logging residues and
pulpwood as wood chips may yield a higher return to the landowner when the delivered price of the wood chips is
comparable to the delivered price of the pulpwood and within the same procurement distance. The selected models thus serve
as a decision support tool to inform stakeholders to further maximize their economic return from timber harvesting operations

by selecting the most profitable option.

The southern United States experienced extensive
reforestation efforts between the 1920s and early 2000s
(Wakeley 1954, Schultz 1999, Smith et al. 2001, Hernandez
et al. 2016, South and Harper 2016). Loblolly pine (Pinus
taeda L.), Slash pine (P. elliottii Engelm.), and Longleaf
pine (P. palustris L.) plantations were a huge success and by
the end of the 20th century, the southern United States was
recognized as the wood basket of the world (Schultz 1997,
Fox et al. 2004). Pine plantations grew vigorously into dense
small-diameter stands. It has been reported that a significant
portion of pine stands have been neglected over time and
that many stands have already passed the first thinning age
(Bolding and Lanford 2001, Smith et al. 2001, Gan and
Mayfield 2007, Nowak et al. 2015). Thinning is a
silvicultural practice of reducing stem density to increase
tree vigor and growth while simultaneously reducing fire
hazards and disease outbreaks (Haywood 2005, Waldron
2011, Xi et al. 2012). The dense and unmanaged stands,
whether natural or planted, accumulate a large amount of
biomass and are vulnerable to pest attack and wildfires
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(Bolding and Lanford 2001, Vogt et al., 2005, Gan and
Mayfield 2007, Nowak et al. 2015). In Mississippi, research
conducted in 2012 showed that 99.7 percent of the southern
pine beetle (Dendroctonus frontalis) spots had occurred in
unthinned stands, an indication of the vulnerability of
unthinned stands to disease outbreak and consequently, an
indicator of the importance of thinning to maintain forest
health (Nowak et al. 2015). Furthermore, the growth of an
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individual tree in a stand is a function of available growing
space (Nebeker et al. 1985). The number of trees per hectare
has a significant effect on the diameter growth of the
individual tree and thus on the value of the final product. If
the first thinning is delayed, stand growth and vigor are poor
because of the competition between plant roots (Dean and
Baldwin 1993). Therefore, if the primary objective is timber
production that demands large and quality merchantable
stems in the final harvest, the landowner must implement
thinning operations to keep trees growing at an acceptable
rate (Burton 1982, Dean and Baldwin 1993).

Multiple restoration efforts have been started to convert
dense and unmanaged forest stands (planted or naturally
regenerated) to historically fire-dependent habitats or return
them into working forests after decades of foregone
management (Nowak 2004, Rankin and Herbert 2014,
Anderson et al. 2016, Anderson and Mitchell 2016, Guldin
2019). Restoration efforts involve the reduction of stand
density to increase individual tree growth. A challenge,
however, that occurs with these first thinning and restoration
cuts is that a large quantity of the trees are unmerchantable
and thus require a specialized market to capture some of the
stand’s economic value (Leinonen 2004, Vogt et al. 2005,
Westbrook et al. 2007, Evans 2008).

Traditionally, logging residues from first thinning (low
thinning) and restoration cuts are considered unmerchant-
able for traditional forest products and are left on the forest
floor, which increases the risk of forest fire and hinders
regeneration (Bolding and Lanford 2001, Leinonen 2004,
Perlack et al. 2005, Evans 2008). The annual removal of the
total woody biomass from logging operations, precommer-
cial thinning, or from timberland clearing showed that 78
percent of the harvest volume is used as roundwood and the
remaining 22 percent is considered as residues (Smith et al.
2004). In the southern United States, around 50 to 85 tonnes
(55 to 94 tons) of logging residues remain per hectare
following conventional (stem-only) harvesting operations
(Eisenbies et al. 2009). This has the potential to yield
approximately 32 million tonnes (35 million tons) of dry
residues (hog fuel) annually for energy production (Eisen-
bies et al. 2009). Although the volume of available logging
residue is large, the utilization of logging residue as a
bioenergy feedstock is in question because of high cut and
haul costs and the distance to a market (Bolding 2002,
Leinonen 2004, Evans 2008, Smidt et al. 2012, Shabani et
al. 2013).

The development and use of mobile chippers have
increased the opportunity to recover nonmerchantable stems
that would otherwise be left on site (Stokes et al. 1987,
Bolding and Lanford 2001, Jernigan et al. 2013). Wood
chips produced by these chippers can further be processed to
produce wood pellets (Belyakov 2019), a valuable source of
bioenergy (Gold 2009, Nickens 2014). Globally, the
consumption of wood pellets is increasing and has increased
by 60 percent between 2010 and 2016 (Belyakov 2019). The
rapid growth of the wood pellet sector in the United States is
being driven by the soaring demand for wood pellets in the
European market and the United Kingdom (Gold 2009,
Joudrey et al. 2012, Voegele 2021). The exportation of US
biomass has increased from 94 percent in 2012 to 99.8
percent in the first half of 2015 (Census Bureau 2015).
Similarly, the United States has already exported around 10
percent more biomass in the first 2 months of 2021
compared with the biomass available for the same period
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in 2020 (Voegele 2021). With the increasing concerns about
climate change, people may support cleaner energy such as
wood-based biofuels (Peksa et al. 2007, Susaeta et al. 2010).

Some of the world’s largest pellet manufacturers have
been established in the southern United States and account
for 46 percent of the total biomass production of the United
States (Spelter and Toth 2009). Out of 122 operational wood
pellet plants in the United States, 43 are in the southern
United States and a new plant has been proposed to be
constructed in North Carolina, and three new plants are
under construction in other states (Alabama = 2, Mississippi
= 1; Voegele 2021). A rising number of biomass facilities
have created new market opportunities for landowners,
consulting foresters, and loggers, which could discourage
the traditional approach of selling pulpwood to a pulpwood
mill and may affect the price and availability of traditional
pulpwood products (Bowyer 2008, Galik et al. 2009, Conrad
et al. 2011, Brandeis and Abt 2019). There has been a
decreasing trend of pulp and paper mills in the southern
United States such that 29 pulp and paper mills were closed
between 1980 and 2005 (Johnson et al. 2008). In 2010, the
number of operational pulp and paper mills was 99
(Prestemon et al. 2010), and the number further decreased
to 63 in 2020 (primary.forestproductslocator.org). The
decreasing number of pulpwood markets suggests that the
trucking distance to pulpwood mills from a forest stand may
increase. Whereas, with the increasing number of new
biomass markets, the probability of the landowners residing
within the procurement range of any one of these facilities
increases, resulting in shorter trucking distances to a
biomass market (Brandeis and Abt 2019).

Transportation costs have been a primary hurdle for the
utilization of forest products (Evans 2008, Smidt et al. 2012,
Moskalik and Gendek 2019) because they account for 25 to
50 percent of the total stump to mill cost depending upon the
price of fuel and haul distance (McDonald et al. 2001, Pan et
al. 2007). In the southern United States, the average hauling
rate of biomass for a haul distance below 64 km (40 mi;
minimum hauling distance) is around US$0.089/tonne/km
($0.13/ton/mi). For distances above 64 km (40 mi), the rate
increases to US$0.103/tonne/km ($0.15/ton/mi; Timber-
Mart-South 2020). Roundwood quality pulpwood has great
potential to be used as a source of energy for the wood
energy market, but its viability depends on the market price
of the products, price of fossil fuel, and the trucking distance
(Perlack et al. 2005, Conrad et al. 2013). When the delivered
price of wood chips is comparable to the delivered price of
pulpwood, there would be competition between the
bioenergy and traditional pulpwood markets (Conrad and
Bolding 2011). However, some studies have reported that
even if the market price for wood chips is low compared
with the pulpwood price, the increasing demand for biomass
for bioenergy may cause competition between pulpwood
mills and energy companies (Hillring 2006, Benjamin et al.
2009). Some studies have also reported that the utilization of
forest biomass for bioenergy development has a great
potential for providing extra income to forest landowners
(Vogt et al. 2005, Nesbit et al., 2011). In addition, the
utilization of unmerchantable products as a source of energy
reduces the risk of fire hazards and pest attacks and
enhances forest sustainability (Leinonen 2004, Vogt et al.
2005, Richardson 2006, Stephens et al., 2018). Therefore, to
promote the use of biomass, the US Department of Energy
supports and prioritizes the technology development that
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produces and utilizes bioenergy (Hartley et al. 2021).
Similarly, some other countries are also incorporating
bioenergy into their energy policy. For example, in 2019,
Georgia’s parliament passed a Renewable Energy law to set
renewable energy targets (International Energy Agency
2020).

Profitability from harvesting operations can be one of the
objectives of landowners. To get a greater economic benefit,
it is crucial to supply to the proper markets that allow for the
greatest economic return. This could be traditional round-
wood markets, bioenergy markets, or a mix of both. Private
forest landowners, consulting foresters, and loggers may be
interested to compare the stumpage value between conven-
tional roundwood-only harvesting and harvests entailing
mainly biomass production. Our study aimed to develop a
decision support tool based on the stand and site conditions,
market conditions, and a distance to the nearest market to
inform stakeholders about options to further maximize their
economic return from timber harvesting operations.

Methods
Loblolly pine stand simulations

Loblolly pine is the most widely planted species in the
southeastern United States (McKeand et al. 2003). For this
study, we used a simulation approach to estimate harvest
volumes in first thinning for a range of stand ages and site
indices. Loblolly pine stands and individual tree growth
were simulated using the growth and yield simulator
PTAEDAA4.0, software developed to specifically model
growth in loblolly pine plantation stands (Burkhart et al.
2008). We grew (simulated) loblolly pine plantations to six
different thinning ages (12, 14, 16, 18, 20, and 22 yr) on five
different site indices 17, 20, 23, 26, and 29 meters at a base
age of 25 years (55, 65, 75, 85, and 95 ft at a base age of 25
yr) for the Piedmont physiographic region. Our simulation
used a 2.44-meters by 2.44-meters (8-ft by 8-ft) planting
spacing with a stand density ranging from 1,653 trees/ha to
1,712 trees/ha (669 to 693 trees/acre). We used this spacing
to represent plantations that may have been established 12 to
22 years ago (from the 1990s to 2010s) that utilized such
spacing and are now in need of a first thinning. All the
simulated sites consisted of well-drained soils, chop and
burn site preparation, no application of fertilizer, and a
combination of fifth row thinning and thinning from below
for the first thinning. Each simulated stand was thinned to a
residual basal area of 18 m?/ha (80 square ft/acre; Brown et
al. 1987, Fettig et al. 2007, Nowak et al. 2008). We recorded
the stand density before and after the thinning, and
calculated removal volumes for the total biomass, pulp-
wood, Chip-N-Saw, and sawtimber for each simulated
stand. The minimum merchandising diameters at breast
height (dbh) for pulpwood, Chip-N-Saw, and sawtimber
were used as 12.7 cm, 20.32 ¢cm, and 30.48 cm (57, 8”, and
12"), respectively. Similarly, the top diameter (outside bark)
limits for pulpwood, Chip-N-Saw, and sawtimber were 7.62
cm, 17.78 cm, and 25.5 cm (37, 7”, and 10”), respectively.
Based on our interaction with mills in South Carolina, the
above specifications are common. However, we acknowl-
edge that some mills and regions may have smaller diameter
specifications for the same products. Residual biomass (tops
and limbs) volume was calculated by subtracting pulpwood,
Chip-N-Saw, and sawtimber volumes from the total volume
provided by PTAEDAA4.0. No volume was recorded for any
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voluntary ingrowth. All data were recorded in a Microsoft
Excel file.

Harvesting systems

For this study, we considered two different harvesting
systems. The first system (conventional-roundwood system)
is a whole-tree harvesting system using a drive-to-tree
feller-buncher, grapple skidder, trailer-mounted loader, and
pull-through delimber. The utilization rate of the equipment
was not taken into account in the simulation. For the whole-
tree harvesting system, we assumed that all roundwood was
delivered to the appropriate pulpwood mill, Chip-N-Saw
mill, and sawtimber mill and that any residual biomass was
left in the forest. The second system (biomass system—fuel
chip production) uses the same machines as the conven-
tional system with the addition of a mobile chipper. For this
system, we assumed that all the pulpwood and low-value
tops and limbs were chipped and delivered to a biomass
market as fuel chips. Chip-N-Saw and sawtimber were
assumed to be delivered to their respective mills as
roundwood products.

Cost and revenue calculation

The Excel sheet with the stand and volume information
was imported into the statistical software package R 3.6.0
(R Core Team 2019) for cost and revenue calculations. We
estimated the thinning, chipping, and trucking costs, as well
as revenue and stumpage values for each system, thinning
age, and site index combination. In the conventional system,
thinning cost of pulpwood was calculated by multiplying
pulpwood volume by the average south-wide cut and load
rate (Table 1). The cut and load rate is an amount paid for
felling, skidding, and loading, and was based on the first
quarter report of TimberMart-South (TimberMart-South
2020). Similarly, Chip-N-Saw and sawtimber thinning costs
were calculated using the respective product volume
multiplied by the cut and load rate. In the biomass system,
the chipping cost was calculated using the pulpwood
thinning cost calculated for the conventional system and
adding the product when multiplying the total volume of
pulpwood, tops, and limbs by the chipping rate (Table 1) to
account for the cost of the mobile chipper. The chipping rate
was estimated based on information obtained from personal
communication with professors and loggers in South
Carolina and Alabama. For hauling distances of <64 km
(40 mi), the transportation cost was calculated by multiply-
ing the volume of all products by the minimum haul
distance of 64 km (40 mi) and the minimum haul rate of
US$0.089/tonne/km ($0.13/ton/mi). For distances >64 km
(40 mi), we added an incremental charge using the distance
above 64 km multiplied with the incremental haul rate of
US$0.103/tonne/km ($0.15/ton/mi). The revenue from each
system was calculated by multiplying the volume of the
respective products by its mill delivered price (Table 1). We
used a range of input values for all calculations but kept the
mill-delivered price of Chip-N-Saw and sawtimber, distance
to Chip-N-Saw mill, and distance to sawtimber mill constant
(Table 1). In the conventional system, the total stumpage
value was obtained by subtracting thinning cost and
trucking cost from the revenue of the respective products.
In the biomass system, the total stumpage value was
obtained by subtracting thinning cost, chipping cost, and
trucking cost from the revenue of the respective products.
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Table 1.—Range of input values used for cost, revenue, and stumpage calculations for conventional and biomass systems, where
the average of the input values was referenced from TimberMart-South first quarter of 2020 (TimberMart-South 2020). The wide
range of input values for the calculations was used to account for the variation that may result from the site-specific condition. Values
presented in parentheses show the English units used for the underlying simulation.

Variables Minimum value Maximum value Increment
Cut and load rate US$/tonne ($/ton) 12.12 (11) 14.33 (13) 1.102 (1)
Chipping rate US$/tonne ($/ton) 220 (2) 441 4 1.102 (1)
Pulpwood mill delivered price US$/tonne ($/ton) 24.24 (22) 35.26 (32) 2.204 (2)
Wood chips (fuel chips) delivered price US$/tonne ($/ton) 22.04 (20) 35.27 (32) 2.204 (2)
Chip-N-Saw mill delivered price US$/tonne ($/ton) 38.58 (35) 38.58 (35) —
Sawtimber mill delivered price US$/tonne ($/ton) 46.28 (42) 46.28 (42) —
Distance to pulpwood mill km (mi) 64 (40) 225 (140) 32 (20)
Distance to biomass market km (mi) 64 (40) 129 (80) 32 (20)
Distance to Chip-N-Saw mill km (mi) 97 (60) 97 (60) —
Distance to sawtimber mill km (mi) 97 (60) 97 (60) —

For both systems, we also deducted a procurement
commission of US$2.20/tonne ($2/ton).

We used the high-performance computing Palmetto
cluster at Clemson University to facilitate the calculations
for the given range of input variables. All simulations and
calculations were carried out in English units and later were
converted to metric units using the following conversion
factors: 1 mile = 1.609 km, 1 ton = 0.907 tonnes, 1 acre =
0.405 hectares.

Model development and selection

For each harvesting system, we developed one linear
regression model to predict a stumpage value (dollars per
hectare) based on a set of independent variables. The
independent variables used in the conventional system were
the volume of pulpwood, Chip-N-Saw, and sawtimber; site
index; thinning age; cut and load rate; pulpwood delivered
price; Chip-N-Saw delivered price; sawtimber delivered
price; distance to pulpwood mill; distance to Chip-N-Saw
mill; and distance to sawtimber mill. The independent
variables used in the biomass system were the volume of
wood chips (fuel chips), Chip-N-Saw, and sawtimber, site
index, thinning age, cut and load rate, chipping rate, wood
chips delivered price, Chip-N-Saw delivered price, sawtim-
ber delivered price, distance to biomass market, distance to
Chip-N-Saw mill, and distance to sawtimber mill. We
calculated the measure of central tendency and dispersion of
all the variables. Scatter plots were used to check whether
the relationships between independent and dependent
variables were linear. We assumed that our large simulated
data (1,428,840 observations per system) was normally
distributed (Kwak and Kim 2017). We performed backward
elimination to find the significant variables. A constant
value of US$1,005/ha ($408/acre) and US$1,000/ha ($405/
acre) was added to the dependent variable in the
conventional and biomass systems, respectively, to turn
any negative values into positive values. To improve the
homoscedasticity of variance, we applied common trans-
formations: square root, log, and cube root to the dependent
variable. Multicollinearity was tested to remove variables
that were highly correlated (Pearson’s » >0.60; Mcgregor et
al. 2012).

A cross-validation approach was carried out to check the
performance of the models on new data sets. In each
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system, the data were split into two parts: 75 percent of the
data (training set) were randomly selected to develop the
models, while the remaining 25 percent of data (test set)
were used for model validation. For the training data set,
the goodness-of-fit statistics for models such as the
significance of parameter estimates, coefficient of deter-
mination R?, and root mean square error (RMSE) were
assessed. We used a 10-fold cross-validation approach for
parameter optimization (Kohavi 1995, Liski et al. 2020)
and RMSE was selected as a criterion for model selection
(Liski et al. 2020). The prediction error of the test set was
compared for evaluating the prediction ability of the
models. For each system, the best-fitted model on both
stages (i.e., training and validation) were selected and was
fitted to the full data set to develop final models (Liski et
al. 2020). The ordinary least-square method was used at an
alpha level of 0.05 (Koirala et al. 2017) using statistical
package R 3.6.0. Models were back-transformed to the
original units.

Model comparison

The predicted stumpage values from the two final models
were compared graphically based on the distance to the
pulpwood or biomass market, delivered prices of the
products, and the cut and load rates. We selected a site
index of 23 meters at a base age of 25 (75 ft at a base age of
25), a cut and load rate of US$13.22/tonne ($12/ton), and a
chipping rate of US$3.31/tonne ($3/ton) for graphical
evaluation. We assumed that the cut and load rate remained
constant regardless of the distance and that every contractor
has access to unlimited trucks. These values thus serve as an
example of the applicability of the models and any other
combination of input values can be generated using the
presented models. For visual comparison, first, we changed
the delivered price of roundwood and wood chips such that
the price of the wood chips was once lower than, equal to,
and higher than the pulpwood delivered price. Later, we
increased the distance to the biomass market and compared
the results. In the figures, the intersection of the two lines
(conventional system and biomass system) shows at which
distance to the biomass and pulpwood market the stumpage
value of the conventional and biomass system are equal. The
figures are examples of some of the extremes that maybe
happening in the industry.
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Results

Simulation of the pine plantation stand resulted in
1,428,840 observations per system. An increase in the
thinning age of the stands resulted in a larger volume of the
harvested products.

Conventional system

Results of the multicollinearity test showed that pulp-
wood volume, Chip-N-Saw volume, and sawtimber volume
were highly correlated with site index and thinning age (r
>0.6). We choose site index and thinning age as our
predictor variables instead of the product volumes because
these variables are commonly available to foresters before
harvesting. We removed Chip-N-Saw distance, sawtimber
distance, Chip-N-Saw delivered price, and sawtimber
delivered price because the value of these variables was
kept constant. In the conventional system, site index (SI),
thinning age (TA), cut and load rate (CLR), distance to a
pulpwood mill (PD), and pulpwood mill delivered price
(PDP) were significant predictors (P <0.05) and were
selected for model development. The cube root-transformed
model (M3; Eq. 1; Table 2) was selected amongst other
candidate models based on statistical evidence. The adjusted
R? of the square root-transformed model (M1) and M3 was
higher than that of log-transformed model (M2). The
prediction error of M2 and M3 was lower than MI.
However, RMSE and Mean Absolute Error (MAE) of M3
were lowest followed by the M2 and M1 (Table 3).

Stumpage($/hectare)
= (4.231 +0.0559 X ST + 0.2025 X T4 — 0.2642

X CLR — 0.0204 X PD 4 0.2015 X PDP)’ — 1005
(1)

Biomass system

We used site index and thinning age as our predictor
variables in lieu of the actual volumes because wood chips
volume, Chip-N-Saw volume, sawtimber volume, and top
wood volumes were highly correlated with the site index
and thinning age (» >0.6). In the biomass system, site index
(SI), thinning age (TA), cut and load rate (CLR), chipping
rate (CR), distance to the biomass market (CD), and wood
chips delivered price (CDP) were significant predictors (P
<0.05) and were selected for model development. The cube
root-transformed model (M6; Eq. 2; Table 4) was selected
amongst other candidate models based on statistical
evidence. The adjusted R* of M6 and log-transformed
model (M5) was equal and slightly higher than the square
root-transformed model (M4). The prediction error of M5

Table 2.—Result showing the predictor variables affecting
stumpage value of the conventional system.

Table 3.—Final statistical value of models in the conventional
system. RMSE is root mean square error. MAE is mean
absolute error.

Model transformation ~ Adjusted ®* RMSE MAE  Prediction error
Square root (M1) 0.85 12.92 7.0 0.43
Log (M2) 0.81 1.25 1.1 0.41
Cube root (M3) 0.85 036  0.13 0.41

was lowest followed by M6 and M4. However, RMSE and
MAE of M6 were lowest followed by M5 and M4 (Table 5).

Stumpage($/hectare)
= (3.963 + 0.0587 X ST + 0.2114 X T4 — 0.2361 X CLR
—0.1981 X CR — 0.0202 X CD + 0.1952 X CDP)’
— 1000
(2)

Biomass value less than pulpwood value

When the delivered price of biomass was less than the
delivered price of pulpwood and a distance to a pulpwood
mill was >124 km (77 mi) for a thinning age of 22 years
and 127 km (79 mi) for a thinning age of 12 years with the
nearest biomass market within 64 km (40 mi), we found that
the highest economic return was achieved by using the
biomass system and chipping all pulpwood, tops, and limbs
(Fig. 1). Between ages of 12 years to 22 years, the stumpage
value showed a direct relationship with the thinning age of
the stand. Similarly, when the thinning age increased, the
point at which the stumpage value from conventional
system and biomass system became equal shift toward left,
which indicates that at a higher thinning age biomass system
is comparatively more profitable.

When the distance to the nearest biomass market was
increased from 64 to 97 km (40 to 60 mi; Fig. 2), the
stumpage value from the biomass system decreased by an
average of 54 percent and the percentage decrease was
higher at lower thinning ages (113% at a thinning age of 12
yr to 29% at a thinning age of 22 yr). As the stumpage value
from the biomass system decreased, the conventional
system was a better option for a distance to a pulpwood
mill of up to 154 km (96 mi) for a thinning age of 22 years
and up to 158 km (98 mi) for a thinning age 12 years.
However, when the pulpwood mill was farther away than
that, the economic return was greater with the biomass
system.

Table 4.—Result showing the predictor variables affecting
stumpage value of the biomass system.

Standard

Standard Estimate error Pr(>|1])

Estimate  error  PrC>[)  pecet 3963 0007692 <0.001

Intercept 4.231 0.01096 <0.001 Site Index (SI) 0.0587  0.00002953  <0.001
Site Index (SI) 0.0559 0.0000421 <0.001 Thinning Age (TA) 0.2114  0.0001223 <0.001
Thinning Age (TA) 0.2025 0.0001742 <0.001 Cut and Load Rate (CLR) —0.2361  0.0004642 <0.001
Cut and Load Rate (CLR) —0.2642 0.0006614  <0.001 Chipping Rate (CR) —0.1981  0.0004642 <0.001
Distance to Pulpwood Mill (PD) —0.0204 0.00001083  <0.001 Distance to Biomass Market (CD) —0.0202  0.00001590  <0.001
Pulpwood Mill Delivered Price (PDP) 0.2015 0.0001574  <0.001 Wood Chips Delivered Price (CDP) 0.1952  0.00009475  <0.001
FOREST PRODUCTS JOURNAL VoL. 71, No. 4 411
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Table 5.—Final statistical value of models in the biomass
system. RMSE is root mean square errors. MAE is mean
absolute error.

Model transformation ~ Adjusted 2 RMSE MAE  Prediction error
Square root (M4) 0.89 7.34 4.21 1.36
Log (M5) 0.90 1.13 1.09 1.34
Cube root (M6) 0.90 0.12 0.05 1.35

Biomass value equal to pulpwood value

When the delivered price of biomass was equal to the
delivered price of pulpwood with a distance to a pulpwood
mill >81 km (50 mi) for a thinning age of 22 years and >83
km (52 mi) for a thinning age of 12 years and the nearest
biomass market within 64 km (40 mi), we found that the
greatest economic return was achieved by chipping all
pulpwood roundwood and tops or limbs (Fig. 3).

When the distance to the nearest biomass market was
increased from 64 to 97 km (40 to 60 mi; Fig. 4), the
stumpage value from the biomass production decreased by
an average of 28 percent and the percentage decrease was
higher at lower thinning ages (39% at a thinning age of 12 yr
to 21% at a thinning age of 22 yr). As the stumpage value
from biomass production decreased, the conventional
system was a better option for a distance to a pulpwood
mill of up to 115 km (71 mi) for a thinning age of 22 years
and up to 118 km (73 mi) for a thinning age of 12 years.
However, when the pulpwood mill was farther away than
that, the economic return was greater with the biomass
system.

Biomass value higher than pulpwood value

When the delivered price of biomass was higher than the
delivered price of pulpwood, given a distance to the nearest
biomass market was within 64 km (40 mi), the biomass
system achieved the greatest economic return at any
distance to the pulpwood mill (Fig. 5). When the distance
to the nearest biomass market was increased from 64 to 97
km (40 to 60 mi; Fig. 6), the stumpage value from the
biomass production decreased by an average of 22 percent.

The percentage decrease was higher at lower thinning ages
(28% at a thinning age of 12 yr to 18% at a thinning age of
22 yr). As the stumpage value from wood chip production
decreased, the conventional system was a better option for a
distance to a pulpwood mill of up to 70 km (43 mi) for a
thinning age of 22 years and up to 73 km (45 mi) for a
thinning age of 12 years. However, when the pulpwood mill
was further than that, the economic return was greater with
the biomass system.

Discussion

Many studies in the past had not taken into consideration
the volume of logging residues and the economic profit-
ability from the utilization of those logging residues. The
decision to utilize the logging residues for wood chips
production is based on several factors such as delivered
price, trucking distance, chipping rate, and cut and load rate.
In a typical first thinning of loblolly pine stands ranging
from age 13 to 18 years, around 72 percent of the total yield
was roundwood and the remaining 28 percent was logging
residues (Stokes 1998). Some studies reported that the
harvesting of logging residue is not suitable for thinning
operation because the revenue from selling those materials
may not offset the high processing and transportation costs
(Withycombe 1982, Bolding 2002, Han et al. 2004, Shabani
et al. 2013, Kizha et al. 2015). However, our study shows
that when thinning was assigned on pine stands between the
ages of 12 and 22 years, it produced a considerable volume
of top and limb materials. Therefore, the utilization of
logging residues and pulpwood for wood chip production
may yield a higher return to the landowner when the
delivered price of the wood chips is comparable to the
delivered price of the pulpwood and within the same
procurement distance.

The profits from any harvest type are expected to increase
with higher product prices (Han et al. 2004). Historically, in
the southern United States, wood chips are worth less than
pulpwood (TimberMart-South 2010, 2020). In the first
quarter of 2020, the delivered price of wood chips was
US$25.43/tonne ($23/ton) compared with US$32.45/tonne
($29/ton) for pulpwood. Biomass prices would have to be
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Figure 1.—Estimated stumpage values for the conventional and biomass harvesting systems for a biomass value lower than
pulpwood value and a distance to a biomass market of 64 km (40 mi).
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Figure 2.—Estimated stumpage values between the conventional and biomass harvesting systems for a biomass value lower than
pulpwood value and a distance to a biomass market of 97 km (60 mi).

increased by 26 percent to compete with the pulpwood
market. Although it incurs additional chipping costs, in-
woods whole-tree chipping saves time, labor, and opera-
tional cost associated with delimbing, topping, and bucking
at the landing for pulpwood production (Conrad and
Bolding 2011). When the delivered price of woody biomass
chips is comparable to the delivered price of pulpwood, the
landowner maybe indifferent to do either a traditional or
biomass harvest (Kumarappan et al. 2009, Conrad and
Bolding 2011, Conrad et al. 2013). Similarly, in areas with a
lower pulpwood delivered price than biomass price, it can
be beneficial to merchandise all pulpwood as wood chips if
the transportation distance to the pulpwood mill is
significantly longer than the distance to the biomass market.

Companies are demanding a larger volume of wood chips
than in the previous years because of the increasing number
of biomass and pellet demands in the European market
(Hillring 2006). With the increasing demand, a larger
volume of roundwood is being converted into wood chips

for wood pellet production (Brandeis and Abt 2019). Some
of the pellet manufacturers pay higher prices for wood chips
than for roundwood but demand that the wood chips are
separated by softwood and hardwood species. They lower
their expenses by not having to chip roundwood themselves
and pass along that cost saving to the logger to pay for the
in-woods chipping (J. Deason, personal communication,
April 2021). In addition, sawmill residues from the primary
wood products industry are also being used as a feedstock
for wood pellet production (Belyakov 2019). As the
southern wood pellet facilities are increasing their capacity,
landowners and timber buyers have also shown an
increasing interest in the bioenergy market. A study by
Conrad et al. (2011) reported that 90 percent of the
landowners are willing to sell the wood to the energy
facilities if they get a good price. Similarly, many timber
buyers may be willing to pay high prices for wood-based
biofuels, giving landowners more profit to invest (Susaeta et
al. 2010). However, the availability of mobile chippers is
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Figure 3—Estimated stumpage values for the conventional and biomass harvesting systems for a biomass value equal to pulpwood

value and a distance to a biomass market of 64 km (40 mi).
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Figure 4.—Estimated stumpage values for the conventional and biomass harvesting systems for a biomass value equal to pulpwood

value and a distance to a biomass market of 97 km (60 mi).

limited, with recent logging business surveys in Georgia,
South Carolina, and Virginia indicating that less than 20
percent of logging businesses own a mobile chipper (Barrett
et al. 2017, Conrad et al. 2018). Nonetheless, Conrad et al.
(2018) also showed that there was a 4 percent increase in the
number of logging businesses that owned a mobile chipper,
suggesting that with an increase in biomass markets there
will be an increase in mobile chipper availability.

The profit from the extraction and use of pulpwood,
biomass, or whole-tree wood chips was found to be highly
associated with transportation distance (Smidt et al. 2012,
Pokharel et al. 2019). We found that when the distance to
the pulp mill or biomass market increased, the transportation
cost increased, and the stumpage value of the respective
system decreased. Therefore, the distance to the biomass
facilities and the associated trucking costs can significantly
affect the profitability of a conventional or biomass
harvesting system. Many studies mentioned that if the
facilities that utilize the biomass are near the harvested site,

it makes biomass harvesting economical (Han et al. 2004,
Harrill and Han 2012). Currently, the growing demand for
biomass from energy facilities has increased the number of
markets and reduced the distance to those markets for many
landowners. Our results show that if the biomass market is
within 64 km (40 mi) and the wood chips delivered price is
higher than the pulpwood delivered price, it is more
profitable to utilize a biomass harvesting system. However,
the higher stumpage value for the biomass system may be
due to an underestimation of roundwood volume in the
conventional system, given that we used conservative log-
size restrictions. Individual markets may have different
specifications for the size restrictions of roundwood
products and thus result in potentially different outcomes.
Legal truck weights can differ by state, e.g., a log truck may
weigh 38,101 kg (84,000 lbs) in Georgia (Conrad 2018),
38,225 kg (84,272 lbs) in South Carolina (South Carolina
Code of Laws 2021), 40,823 kg (90,000 Ibs) in Virginia
(Public Law Virginia House Bill 2072 2015) and North
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Figure 5—Estimated stumpage values for the conventional and biomass harvesting systems for a biomass value higher than
pulpwood value and a distance to a biomass market of 64 km (40 mi).
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Figure 6.—Estimated stumpage values for the conventional and biomass harvesting systems for a biomass value higher than
pulpwood value and a distance to a biomass market of 97 km (60 mi).

Carolina (Public Law North Carolina Session Law 2012-78
2012), or as much as 41,730 kg (92,000 1bs) in Louisiana
(Public Law Louisiana Act 84 2020). Our simulation did not
take into account specific truck load weights but rather
based its estimates on the total volume. The results from our
models should thus be used as a guidance to further
investigate the economic feasibility of one system over the
other.

The utilization of logging residues produced from
thinning and restoration cuts as wood chips for bioenergy
production could be a profitable option. In addition, the
utilization of logging residue produced from thinning and
restoration cuts may help to reduce the forest fire risk,
decrease site preparation cost, and support forest regener-
ation (Leinonen 2004, Wear and Greis 2012, Xi et al. 2012).
However, the way timber is bought and sold varies between
states and regions and the utilization of logging residues
depends on the interest of landowners and timber buyers. In
the southern United States, a typical thinning will be made
on a pay-as-cut basis and the landowner will be paid an
agreed-upon stumpage price per ton for each product (Grove
et al. 2020). Although the destination of the pulpwood-sized
material is determined by the timber buyer, the landowner
may enjoy a ‘‘cleaner’ site following in-wood chipping,
which might indicate a greater chance toward accepting a
bid from a timber buyer that aims to chip energy wood. The
National Woodland Owners Survey has shown that more
than 60 percent of the family forest ownerships value their
forest land for their beauty, suggesting that these forest
owners may prefer the cleaner look that a chipping
operation can provide (Butler et al. 2016).

Conclusion

Site index, thinning age, cut and load rate, chipping rate,
delivered price of products, and the trucking distance to
markets are the factors affecting the stumpage value of the
harvesting systems. When deciding to select between two
harvesting systems, landowners, consulting foresters, and
loggers must consider these factors. When the delivered
price of biomass is lower than, equal to, or higher than the
delivered price of the pulpwood, it may be beneficial to

FOREST PRODUCTS JOURNAL VoL. 71, No. 4

decide on a harvesting system based on the trucking
distance to the nearest pulpwood mill or biomass market.
If a biomass market is available in the local area, it could be
profitable to do biomass harvesting even if the biomass
value is lower than the pulpwood value.

Furthermore, the cut and load rate, chipping rate,
delivered price, and trucking distance may differ from one
place to another. Similarly, these rates may also change over
time. The models are useful as a decision support tool to
estimate the stumpage value from conventional and biomass
harvests based on the stand and site conditions, market
conditions, and the distance to markets. These models may
further inform forest stakeholders about options to further
maximize their economic return from timber harvesting
operations.
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