The 6-rotor OJI M600 Pro drone is
capable of lifting 6.5kg payloads.

The sllvl crew were a little bemused with
the sight of drones being set up as they
carried their first boxes up the hill to begin
planting.
Normally. one of their team would be
assigned to the duty of 'donkey' to ferry
full boxes up the hill for his colleagues and
take down the empties - not a particularly
pleasant task when four boxes on a backpack
frame can weigh as much as 6okg. Today, the
drone would do the donkey work.
After the drone was set up and a take-off/
landing site prepared, David and I climbed the
hill to watch and record the action.
Being a foggy morning there were
unlikely to be low flying manned aircraft
or helicopters in the area, but chief UAV
pilot, Chris Scoggins, had submitted a NOTAM
(aka a notification) to the CAA-run website,
contacted the Rotorua airport control tower
to advise where the drone would be used
that morning and at what height (under 40
metres, which is the normal limit for a UAV)
and also got permission from the land owner
- all requirements for flying drones out in the
open (there are exceptions to these rules,
but you'd best do the Part 101 RPAS course to
understand them).
At first. David called in the drone and its
cargo of seedlings slung underneath in the
tarp as each of the planters needed to be
re-supplied. But each group was provided
with a radio and given the opportunity to
call in their own supplies and soon there
was a regular shuttle going up and down
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the hill, taking no more than a couple of
minutes, instead of 15 minutes or more on
foot. The service is so accurate, the bundles
of seedlings are being dropped straight into
the arms of waiting planters on the ground.
By smoko, all the planters were enthusiastic
converts to the use of the 'drone donkey'
and silvi crew boss, Rodney Scholtens, was
beaming at the thought of how this could
transform his operation.
"It's amazing, eh," says Rodney. "I never
thought I'd see anything like this in my
lifetime.
"It would save on using a 'donkey' and
it's much better for the boys to be supplied
regularly than to carry full loads all the time.
They can even have their food and water
flown up."
David agrees, adding: "This way we are
not asking planters to operate on 45-degree
slopes with a big weight hanging off them they can carry fewer trees at any one time and
smaller drink containers. It has to be safer.
"There are plenty of slip and fall incidents
being recorded by planters and by using
a drone I'm sure those instances can be
reduced."
David also thinks drones can make a useful
contribution in the planning of planting sites,
by taking liDAR recordings of the topography
and identifying risk areas for those on the
ground to be aware of.
But the $18,000-10-$22,ooo cost of a
new waterproof drone that can operate in
all conditions might be a barrier to some

silvicuture contractors who are thinking about
purchasing one. plus the additional costs to
train up one or two (or more) members of the
crew to operate it.
David says forest owners / managers will
need to work with their silviculture contractors
to help facilitate the introduction of this new
technology, just as they are doing with the
introduction of new innovations to harvesting
crews, such as winch-assist systems.
With the planting season only taking up
five months of the year at the most, is it
worthwhile owning that sort of technology or
would it be better to lease it or contract out
the drone service to a third party?
These are questions that will need to be
discussed by the forestry companies and their
contractors.
What is clear already, is that drone use
within the forestry sector will continue to
grow in future years as more people adopt
the technology and new uses are discovered.
David Herries says the next generation
foresters will grow up with drones in the same
way today's generation has with chainsaws.
lnterpine is already talking to Toi Ohomai
about including learning units on drone
technology as part of its teaching curriculum.
That means students graduating from Toi
Ohomai forestry courses will already have
Part 101 RPAS qualifications, which will make
them more valuable as employees for both
forestry companies and contractors.
It's the way of the future. And it's here
now. •n1

