EDITORIAL

FORESTS IN THE LIGHT OF THE NEW FOREST ACT

A panel addressing the current condition of Croatian forests
was organized on the occasion of Days of Croatian Forestry
that were held in June 2018. The title of the discussion was
“Will forests outlive mankind?” The purpose of the panel was
to inform broader public of the condition of forest ecosystems,
as well as of the changes taking place in them. Does the title
of the panel reflect the seriousness of the danger facing our
forests? In the last five years, changed climate conditions occu-
rring at the beginning of the 21st century have inflicted major
problems to the forests. Add to this general market globalisa-
tion, which contributes to the faster and easier spread of inva-
sive diseases and pests. There is not one important forest tree
species today that does not have problems. Forests of Gorski
Kotar, which are composed of fir, beech, and spruce, have
succumbed to climatic extremes and to attacks of bark beetles.
Lowland forests of pedunculate oak are infested with the oak
lace bug, while forests of narrow-leaved ash are rapidly dete-
riorating under the cumulative action of several factors, par-
ticularly Halare. Dalmatian pine forests are severely threatened
by the pine bark beetle. Forest fires also cause extensive da-
mage. The subsequent erosions lead to the loss of forest soils,
which greatly hinders recovery and contributes to the degra-
dation of forests. The financial means needed to protect and
regenerate such forests are being minimized and this has now
definitely been incorporated in the new Forest Act (Official
Gazette 68/2018), which came into effect on August 4th, 2018.
A parliamentary discussion did not bring about any changes
with regard to the proposed act, which was adopted by the
Government of the Republic of Croatia. The Act in fact follows
the Government programme for the field of economy, agri-
culture and rural development of October 2016. In the said
programme forestry is addressed in the sub-chapter “Active
management of forests, higher production and more work
places in the domestic wood industry” with the following sen-
tence: By changing legal regulations, the Government will re-
move obstacles and improve ways of managing forests and forest
land. It will also undertake demining operations in forests and
forest land, prevent illegal felling and trade and stimulate the
development of domestic wood industry which produces wood
products. In our opinion, such programme is not really stimu-
lative for forests and forest land. Demining is certainly an im-
provement in the management of forests and it has been
carried out for years, and so is the announced prevention of
illegal felling and trade. However, there are not enough posi-
tive indicators for this, since these activities have become very
profitable at the detriment of forests and forest owners. At the
beginning of the year the Agricultural Land Act was passed
(Official Gazette 20/2018, in effect since March 9th, 2018),
which regulated, as did the Forest Act, the exclusion of aban-
doned agricultural land from the forest-management plan and
its conversion to agricultural production, as well as the possi-
bility of leasing or selling such land in accordance with the

Disposition Programme. The Act also allows for the land
outside construction areas, which is listed as agricultural land
in the land register but is abandoned in reality, to be included
in the forest-management area, since the cost of converting
the land for agricultural purposes is higher than the market
value or the total amount of rent for such land. These provi-
sions should finally enable a rational division of land into agri-
cultural and forest land, and consequently its proper usage.
The new Forest Act has also adopted long-lasting objections
made by those obliged to pay a non-market forest function
fee. The public and the media often harshly criticized this fee
as an unnecessary and incomprehensible “parafiscal” tax. Now,
90% of those obliged to pay the fee (about 180 thousand su-
bjects) are exempt from paying the fee, since the threshold for
the obligation has been set down at an annual income or pro-
fit higher than 3 million kuna, while the rate of the fee has been
retained at 0.0265 %. Demands by local self-management units
to raise the rate of forest contribution have also been adopted,
and it has accordingly been raised from 3.5 % to 5 %, while for
units in subsidized areas it has been raised from 5 % to 10 %
of the selling price of the product before felling. The Act also
defines a forest owner: a public forest owner authorized to ma-
nage a forest and/or forest land owned by the Republic of Cro-
atia, a public institution whose founder is the Republic of Cro-
atia and its scientific-teaching components which carry out
their scientific-teaching activity and scientific-research work
in the field of forestry, a legal person whose founder and owner
is the local self-management unit and which is entrusted with
management by a Government decision, and a private forest
owner. Private forest owners are divided into small (up to 20
ha of forests and/or forest land), medium (from 20 to 300 ha)
and large (more than 300 ha) forest owners. A Register of a
forest-management area in the electronic form will be esta-
blished by the Ministry, and it will be available under certain
conditions. The Register will contain a reporting part needed
to fulfil international and national obligations in the forestry
sector. The Act also provides for the allocation of earmarked
means into a special fund for the development of the wood
industry, which is also one of the activities in the Government
programme from 2016.

The new Forest Act has attempted to incorporate different
changes taking place since the previous Act of 2005 was pa-
ssed. There have been a total of eight changes, which have been
adjusted by revisions and amendments over the past 13 years.
The Act is also coordinated with other laws from the field of
agriculture, nature and environment protection, and the EU
strategy for forests and forest-based sector. All by-laws related
to the Act need to be coordinated and passed.

We wonder whether the regulations of the new Forest Act will
try to solve the growing problems in the forests of Croatia.
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