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Abstract 
 
In response to a rapidly changing context, our forest management system 
receives constant tinkering, often focused on social and economic objectives. 
The result is confusion and unintended consequences. We need to formally 
commit to a set of guiding principles, a forest charter, to keep our evolving 
system aligned with enduring well-accepted principles of sustainable forest 
management, and ultimately to reduce the risks to our provincial forest asset 
over the long term. 

  

Why do we need a Charter? 

Management of British Columbia’s public forests has always generated interest and debate. 
Recently, concerns have increased as forests and communities have been negatively impacted by 
a variety of factors. The provincial Forest Management System 1 continues to be subjected to 
constant tinkering, with new priorities, initiatives and policies that often result in undue 
complexity and lack of clear focus.  The BC system was designed over the past century to deal 
with a complexity of forest values and desires that are ever-changing and sometimes conflicting. 
The results are exceedingly messy.  The system evolved through numerous eras, each with their 
own focus – some related to forest management and some related to economic development or 
other process concerns, such as reducing the regulatory burden.  We tended to carry forward 
policy or legislative baggage from one era to another. The resulting forest management system is 
now so complex that few people understand all of the linkages, interactions and unintended 
consequences occurring within and because of it. 
 
Before we tinker more, it is time to step back and ask ourselves – What are we really trying to do 
here? It would be useful to define and formally commit to a clear set of forest management 
principles that refocus us on what is most important– the forest. The fifty-five million hectares of 
BC public forests are a tremendous provincial asset. They are worth billions of dollars, perhaps 
trillions as a long term asset, and provide a diversity of qualities that all contribute to the health 
and lifestyle enjoyed by British Columbians.  

                                                 
1 BC Forest Management System (or “the system”) – is used for convenience here to indicate the entire 

package of legislation, policies, organization and administration for the management of all forest-related 
resource values. 
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The Charter Concept 

The wise management, conservation and use of our provincial forest asset and all of its natural 
attributes should be the focus of our “forest management system”. The forest is our proverbial 
goose. The economic and other benefits we enjoy are the golden eggs. Yet, our legislation, 
policies and political priorities continue to concentrate on the golden eggs, leading us into 
unintended consequences for the future forest. We need a mechanism to judge our actions in the 
context of the forest, its long term health, and our ability to maintain options for future 
generations. This is the essence of sustainable forest management. 
 
A provincial forest management charter would have guiding principles relevant to all aspects of 
forest management in BC. These are not prescriptive practice rules. Rather, they are essential 
attributes of sustainable forest management (SFM) that reflect its designed purpose and ensure 
its effective application. These principles are enduring characteristics that have stood the test of 
time to be regarded as the foundations of SFM. They should be interpreted with enough detail to 
reflect a clear picture of effective SFM. 
 
It would be also be useful, as a parallel process, to design with stakeholders and First Nations a 
clear set of provincial values and goals, coming together with a forest charter into a provincial 
vision for our forests. Yet, to be clear - the forest charter and its guiding principles are about 
appropriate forest management rather than stakeholder and First Nations values which they 
would serve. Therefore to design principles and interpretations for the charter, a carefully 
selected group of professionals would be required. These professionals would be: known for 
their depth of knowledge in forest science and management; widely respected for their 
professional judgment; and non-partisan in their affiliation with stakeholders, First Nations or 
advocacy groups. The enduring SFM principles will be self-evident to such a professional group, 
so that the charter design process will be relatively straightforward. 
 
The BC forest charter would then be used to test all existing and new legislation, policies, 
administrative structures and processes. No aspect of our forest management and administrative 
system should compromise the charter.  A public watchdog for the charter will be necessary to 
alert the government when the system is out of alignment, or the charter may require updating. 
This could be an expanded role for the BC Forest Practices Board. Together with a clearly stated 
set of provincial forest values and goals, a forest charter could help form a solid foundation that 
will facilitate sustainable forest management and allow it to effectively evolve and adapt to meet 
future challenges. 
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Example of a principle of sustainable forest management: 

 
Forest management works with the complexity of the landbase through explicit 
analysis, planning, implementation and monitoring within workable units and 
subunits that are appropriate in scale for the key management goals, the forest 
conditions and the strategic issues of concern. 
 
Interpretation 
 
SFM subdivides the management unit into workable subunits. For SFM to be successful, 
it must use suitable spatial scales for analysis and direction. No single scale works for 
everything. SFM does not try to manage everything at the cutblock level, where it is 
difficult to consider the significance of a particular cutblock to forest management 
values, goals and objectives across the entire forest. Conversely, SFM does not try to 
manage everything at the forest level where the myriad of overlapping values set in a 
mosaic of ecological conditions can become a complex muddle with irresolvable 
conflict. 
 
To make sense out of a diversity of values and ecosystems, thoughtful subdivision of the 
landbase greatly simplifies the complexity by spatially limiting the potential conflicts, 
and clarifying the opportunities. With diverse forests, subdivisions may include a 
number of nested levels (e.g. landscape units, watersheds, sub-watersheds, ecological 
groups, stand units, ecosystems). The scales to be included in SFM in any one forest are 
determined within the process, based on the characteristics of that forest. 
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