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June 3, 2009 
 
 
 
The Honorable Max Baucus 
United States Senate 
511 Hart Senate Office Building 
Washington, DC 20510 
 
Dear Senator Baucus: 
 
 The Bureau of Business and Economic Research is pleased to provide this information on 
Montana’s forest products industry.  The attached fact sheet is in response to a request received from 
Matt Jones in your Missoula field office.  The fact sheet quantifies the impacts of the U.S. housing 
situation and on-going lack of available timber on Montana’s forest products industry.  It also provides 
information on employment, worker earnings, number of mills, timber-processing capacity, timber 
harvest, and timber inventory.  
 
 The data were developed by the Bureau of Business and Economic Research at The University 
of Montana-Missoula from a variety of publications and publicly available data sources.  Please do not 
hesitate to contact us if you have questions or further information needs.   
  
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 

 
Todd A. Morgan, CF 
Director, Forest Industry Research 
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 Montana’s Forest Products Industry Situation, 2009 

Infrastructure & Capacity 

• Montana’s forest products industry is highly integrated. Individual sectors rely on others as well 
as on timber from Montana’s forests. Sawmills and plywood plants rely on the forestry and 
logging sector to provide logs and count on other manufacturing sectors (liner board, medium-
density fiberboard, particleboard) to purchase and use mill residuals (sawdust and clean chips). 

 
• The U.S. economy is in its worst recession since the 1930s, with housing construction impacted 

particularly hard. Consequently, the forest products industry is being hard-hit as well.  Lumber 
production in Montana during the first three months of 2009 is 50% of what it was during the 
same period in 2008, and 36% of what it was in 2005.   

 
• The number of timber-processing facilities in Montana dropped from 215 in 2005, to an 

estimated 185 in June 2009. The number of large mills declined from 17 in 2005 to 10 by June 
2009. In 1988 there were 183 facilities, with 36 large mills.  

 
• Timber-processing capacity in Montana is estimated to be around 765 million board feet 

Scribner—about half of what it was in the 1980s, and 20% lower than what it was in 2004. 
Capacity utilization during 2008 was estimated at 480 million board feet Scribner, about 63% of 
total capacity. The typical statewide operating level averaged across all mills is between 80 and 
85% of capacity. Large mills typically operate at or above 90% of capacity. 

 
• Montana’s existing industry needs approximately 650 to 700 million board feet Scribner (150 to 

180 million cubic feet) of timber annually to operate efficiently. This volume represents a 30 to 
50% increase over the 2008 timber harvest volume, but is half of the 1980s annual harvest level. 

 
Employment & Income 

• Montana’s forest products industry, including logging and forestry, employed about 9,100 
people in 2008. Employment during the first quarter of 2009 is down 20 to 25%. Forest products 
employment in Montana was approximately 10,500 in 2005, during the peak lumber and 
housing markets, and employment was over 12,000 in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

 
• Worker earnings in Montana’s forest products industry have also declined.  In 2005, worker 

earnings were slightly more than $451 million; while the 2008 figure was estimated to be about 
$380 million. Preliminary estimates indicate that worker earnings in Montana’s forest products 
industry during the first three months of 2009 are 25 to 30% lower than the same period in 2008.  

 
• The forest products industry in Montana provides an average earnings per employee of $40,000 

to $45,000 per year. This is about 30% higher than the average private sector worker earnings in 
Montana.  Employment and worker earnings in wood products and paper manufacturing account 
for 20 to 25% of Montana’s entire manufacturing industry.   

 
• The forest products industry in Montana makes it possible for public and private landowners to 

achieve goals such as fire hazard reduction, ecosystem restoration, post-fire rehabilitation, and 
revenue generation. Sustainability of Montana’s forests depends on the state’s integrated 
industry, which supports and relies on a well-paid, highly-skilled workforce. 
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Timber Inventory & Harvest 

• Montana has over 19 million acres of nonreserved timberland, with about 36 billion cubic feet 
of live timber. Public lands account for 69% of timberland and 82% of the live timber volume. 
Average annual net growth on Montana’s timberland is 392 million cubic feet, while annual 
mortality is 460 million cubic feet. 

 
• Montana’s estimated timber harvest in 2008 was approximately 116 million cubic feet or 440 

million board feet Scribner.  The harvest is down substantially from 1.2 billion board feet during 
the late 1980s and 860 million in the late 1990s.   

 
• The decline in Montana’s timber harvest is not due to a lack of timber. Current timber harvest 

levels in Montana represent less than one-seventh of gross growth each year. Mortality on 
Montana’s timberlands is nearly four times greater than the amount of timber harvested. 

 
• The decline in Montana’s timber harvest can be attributed primarily to an 88% decline in 

harvest from national forests. A number of factors caused the declines in national forest timber 
harvests, including: appeals and litigation of timber sales, threatened and endangered species 
protection, cumulative effects of past harvesting, and reductions in U.S. Forest Service budgets.  

 
• Timber harvest from private lands dropped about 60% since 1987. Most of the private harvest 

decease occurred since 2005 and has been due to very poor wood products markets related to 
housing declines during the past three years. A lack of timber inventory on some private 
ownerships is also a likely contributor to private harvest decreases. 

 
Outlook & Opportunity 

• Management of Montana’s forests is highly dependent upon the forest products industry. Unlike 
several of the states in the southern Rocky Mountains, Montana still has the capacity and 
capability necessary to support forest management activities at the landscape level. 

 
• After nearly three years of very poor economic conditions for Montana’s forest products 

industry, forecasts indicate further deterioration in 2009, slight improvement in 2010, and more 
improvement in 2011.  This outlook mirrors current forecasts for domestic homebuilding and 
the overall U.S. economy. 

 
• Long-term survivability of Montana’s forest products industry will depend on its ability to adapt 

and diversify to meet new consumer, landowner, and societal demands; its ability to reinvest in 
sustainable harvesting, milling, and other wood-utilizing technologies such as biomass energy 
and biofuels; and its ability to respond to demand for traditional wood products. Each of these 
factors relies on an available and accessible supply of timber. 

 
• Because of timber availability’s significance to the long-term viability of Montana’s forest 

products industry and the industry’s importance to sustainable forest management, funding and 
personnel support for necessary environmental analysis and implementation of on-the-ground 
wood-producing management activities should be addressed by policy-makers to promote long-
term industry and forest sustainability. 
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