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RECRUITMENT, DEVELOPMENT, AND RETENTION OF QQNTRACTOR§
IN THE SOUTHERN UNITED STATES

ABSTRACT

The efforts of the southern forest industry
 relative to the development of a viable corps
~ ofindependent logging contractors is dis-
* cussed. The transition required various
levels of support: education program,
technical assistance, financial support, al-
tering the wood specifications and trans-
portation methods, and defining an appro-
priate technology. No single stimulus or
approach can be credited with the change.

INTRODUCTION

The wood shortages of the 1950’s brought
an awareness that the rather casual sys-
tem of wood supply which developedinthe
post-World War il era was not adequate to
support the industrial expansion taking
place. This system, heavily dependent
upon wood dealers, who handled the pur-
chase and production of wood for a flat fee
per cord, lacked the motivation to support
the changes that were required. An en-
trepreneurial force was lacking. The pro-
ducers, under the dealer system, were of-
ten nothing more than sharecroppers,
working with used equipment financed by
the dealer. The isolation of the harvesting
contractor from the mill resulted in con-
fused and misinterpreted communication.
The production level per crew was low, the
average less than 75 short tons per week
(Hamilton et al., 1961).
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The Battelle report and other industry studies
pointed to the need for transforming harvest-
ing from a part-time cottage industry into a
vital business, The missing component was
the entrepreneur. People willing to devote
their savings, energy, and abllities to timber
harvesting were needed if the potential of the
industry was to be realized. The characteris-
tics of the individuals desired could be identi-
fied. Where they would come from and how
they would be brought on-line could not.

Was it possible to develop a cadre of inde-
pendent businessmen who had the ability to:

1. Put togsther sufficient capital to mecha-
nize;

2. Attract the quality of labor required by the
emerging systems;

3. Develop the business management skills
to survive in the increasingly complex and
business environment;

4. Develop the necessary mechanical skills
to support mechanized equipment; and

5. Demonstrate the community relations skills
necessary to buy timber and maintain afa-
vorable image for the industry.



The contractor force in the field at the time
were good at working men and mules. The
dealer system, which encouraged contrac-
tors to rely on local timber brokers for stump-
age, financing, and business management
support, predominated. The out-migration
from rural communities tended to be selec-
tive. The brightest and most aggressive were
most likely to pursue careers and professions
in the rapidly developing regional center.

The state of the industry at that time tendedto
emphasize the skills of managing transitory,
menial labor, not necessarily those required
to operate abusiness. Was it possible to help
these contractors, who had a knowledge of
pulpwood harvesting, make the transition to
businessmen? Or, should efforts instead be
directed at bringing successful businessmen
from other fields into harvesting and providing
them with the necessary harvesting lore? The
questions were made doubly complex be-
cause of the uncertainty about the nature of
future harvesting technology. |f mechaniza-
tion developed from in-place agricultural and
construction equipment, the probability of
finding contractors capable of supporting itin
the local population was quite good. ifmecha-
nization developed from purpose-built com-
plex equipment such as the Koehring Har-
vester, the Bush Combine, and the proto-
types under development in Scandinavia,
special skills and large inputs of capital would
be required.

APPROACHE

A variety of approaches for recruiting and
developing contractors were put in motion.
Timber harvesting specializations were added
to high school vocational agriculture programs.
Pulp and paper companies loaned equipment,
provided timber, and even supported the
development of scaled-down knuckleboom
loaders for manual training. Similar, but more
advanced, programs, were started at s_everal

community colleges. The American Pulp-
wood Association prepared atextbook, Pulp-
wood Production (Bromley, 1968) for use in
these courses. At least one four-year pro-

gram was started at an agricultural and me- -

chanical college with a large minority enroll-

‘ment.

The pulp and paper industry took a directrole
in supporting existing contractors. Many es-
tablished a direct purchase alternative, where
they dealt directly with the contractor, to the
dealer system. Some paid bonuses to con-
tractors who mechanized, in the form of an
additional doliar per cord for wood produced
with a skidder or loaded with a hydraulic loader.
Others established a pool of funds availableto
contractors working to purchase equipment,
to be paid back on a per-unit basis, when the

machine was in service. Others started com- -

pany operations which were to serve as a
training ground for both supervision and la-
bor. The company would support the opera-
tion while it went through the throes of shake-
down and crew selection. Company person-
nelwould assist the foremaninlabor manage-
ment and business skills. When the system
had stabilized, it was sold to the foreman at its
depreciated value.

Other companies would co-sign notes for
contractors, or maintain an inventory of used
or back-up equipment to assist contractors
faced with extensive down time on a machine
or a special need. The more progressive
dedlers followed, and sometimes lead, in strate-
gies supporting mechanization.

Nearly every company had a logging special-
istin a staff position who had the responsibility

of assessing harvesting technology and as-

suring that the transttion went smoothly. Trade
associations provided workshops and short
courses for professional foresters to keep
them current with changes in wood procure-
ment and harvesting technology.
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Management put the structure of the whole
wood supply systeminto play. Restrictions on
diameter, length, method of delivery, and point
of delivery were relaxed. There was a willing-
ness to transfer some of the processing re-
sponsibility from the forest to the woodyard or
mill. Delivery points could accept longwood
and tree-length material along with the tradi-
tional shortwood. Mill woodyard hours were
extended to support long-distance hauling by
truck. '

The lumber industry flourished, with an in-
crease in the number of permanent mills
equipped with debarkers and chippers sup-
plying digester-ready furnish. These mills,
especially studlogand plywood plants, added
a new market for forest products, further in-
creasing the marketing options available to
the contractor.

The changes were not without trauma. Tradi-
tional boundaries between professional disci-
plines and industrial units were breached, and
the industry struggled through a significant re-
definition. Some well-established components
of the wood supply system floundered. The
railroads, for example, long the major trans-
porter of pulpwood, were unable or unwilling
to keep pace. Trucking became the dominant
form of transport.

The demographic shifts and social upheaval
were not as severe as originally anticipated.
The completion of the interstate highway
system and aggressive rural industrial devel-
opment programs by many of the states ex-
panded employment opportunities closer to
home. The promising young person from a
rural Southerntown no longer had to move to
Atlanta, Baltimore, or Detroit to prosper. Woods
work became more atiractive as the heavy
lifting component was removed. The industry
could no longer afford to be the employer of
last resort.

CUTCOMES

The net effect was an embarrassment of riches.
The industry, from the late ‘70’s on, has faced
a surplus of capacity. The problem is one of
bringing supplier capacity downward to meet

“demand in an intelligent and humane fashion.

Several insights can be drawn from this expe-
rience which may or may not be useful in the
New Zealand environment,

1. The training efforts were only marginally
productive. Theretentionrates atalllevels
were poor. (The Vietham conflict may
have complicated the situation. High schoal
graduates were eligible for the draft and
did not return to the industry for several
years after graduation, if at all. The inter-
vening years made tracing them very diffi- -
cult.) Most of these programs have folded.
Graduates from more general programs--
business forestry, diesel mechanics and
welding--are meeting the industry’s needs.

2. The attempts to describe the characteris-
tics of a successful contractor from those
active at the time resuited in information
which had value in the short run, but less
long-term utility. A desirable characteristic
identified in 1970, for example, was mili-
tary service as a non-commissioned offi-
cer. Sergeants are good at leading men,
but not necessarily good at managing busi-
nesses. '

3. Technological evolution is a key factor.
Much of the early thinking concentrated
on changing the contractor and his equip-
ment while holding the remainder of the
gconomic system constant. As the transi-
tion developed, the changes which expe-
dited the process were more widespread.
The change in the delivery form of wood
probably had the greatest effecton the
entire system.



. Mechanization must match the contractor
force. The machine types which proved’

successful in the South were those which
devsloped from agricultural and industrial
equipment common in the region. Single-
function machines, often simple attach-
ments toindustrial bases, proved the most
successful. Purpose-built equipment, such
as the skidder, was developed from com-
mon components. Complex, multi-func-
tion machines which captured the imagi-
nation of engineers and professionals faded
from the scene.

. Machineswhich canachieve abreak-even
level of production at modest levels of op-
erator proficiency served best. These
tendedto simplify the transition period and
generate success stories.

. Don't be afraid to make a few contractors

wealthy. The business opportunity should
attract people with a broad range of busi-
ness abilities. This will mean some will
succeed, somse will fail, and some will be
very successful, Efforts to force these
very successful operators back into the
pack often have a greater impact on the
pack itself than on the outliers. More im-
portantly, such strategies send signals that
some success will be tolerated but the in-
dividual's futurs is controlled.

. Look outside the industry for entrepre-
neurs. A study by Corwin found that most
successful contractors had previous ex-
perience in other businesses. Thekey is
identifying successful contractors, not nec-
essarily loggers. External experience brings
fresh insights and experiences which break
down stereotypes.

. Developing the proper balance between
security andindependenceis difficult. Too
much security during the early stages of
the contract relationship can discourage

the development of survival skills. Too little
can lead to premature failure.

E ATE

Concrete measures ofthe development ofthe

“contractor force can be derived from surveys

conducted by the Mississippi Agriculture and
Forestry Experiment Station. Two surveys,
one conducted in 1979 and one from 1987,
willbe used (Weaver et al. 1981; Watson et al.
1989).

In 1979, only seven percent of the contractors
had the capability to produce over 250 short

tons of wood per week. By 1887, fifty percent

of the contractors had that capability. In the
intervening sightyears, the age ofthe average
producer increased by 3.7 years. This aver-
age was moved upward by a decrease in the
number of contractors younger than thirty.
The average education had increased from
8.8 to 12.5 years of school. Average produc-
tivity per operation increased from 180 short
tons per week to 575.

During this period between producer surveys
(1879 to 1987), pulpwood consumption in-
creased from 132 million to 160 million short
tons, slightly more than 20 percent (APA,
1989). During the longer transitional period
(1966 to 1968), pulpwood consumption
doubled, from 83 to 163 million short tons. If
labor productivity had remained at 1966 levels
(4.5-5tons per man-day), meeting 1988 wood
orders would have required 250,000 peoplein
the woods wielding chainsaws and hand-load-
ing trucks.

The contractor force is increasingly consid-
ered an integral part of the industrial supply
system. Increases in wood costs have not
had to keep pace with increases in the Con-
sumer Price Index because the contractors
have become more efficient as they have
become mors productive. Consuming indus-



tries have been able to reduce inventories be-
cause of more dependable suppliers.

Working conditions, status, pay scales, and
jobtenure have improved for woods workers.
As a result, contractors can compete effec-
tively with other forms of employment.

The process of change is not complete. The
dynarmics of the industry preclude stability.
The overcapacity problem will be solved by
further reductions in the small and underfi-
nanced segment of the contractor force. Legal
and social pressures will increasingly force
additional changes in operating methods.

Did the industry’s efforts direct, aid, or have
no effect on the type and rate of change?
Looking back on the process, it appears that
the industry’s major contributions were initiat-
ing the process and providing support through
awilingnessto change theirmethod of opera-
tion to accommodate changes as they took
place. This left considerable room for the
creativity, energy, and intelligence of the
contractors to shape the process to local
needs.
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