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Abstract 
This note reviews policies and programs undertaken by the Provincial government 
over the past 20 years to balance human wellbeing and ecological integrity through 
the development and implementation of strategic and operational land and resource 
plans across the province.  It concludes that such planning has improved this 
balance but that cuts in government resources have reduced capacity to maintain 
these plans. Recent reorganization of government to create a single decision maker 
for all land and resources has the potential to restore this balance in the future. 

 
British Columbia (BC) is unique by still having 94 percent of its land and resource base and all 
of its water resources owned by the Crown. These lands and their resources -- forests, minerals, 
recreation, agriculture, and oil and gas generate the economic engine that drives human 
wellbeing across the Province. 
 
They also provide for the richest biodiversity in Canada with 76 percent of all bird species, 70 
percent of freshwater species and 60 percent of conifers. Unfortunately over the past hundred 
years of development, there has been a significant reduction in this biodiversity due to 
fragmented changes to habitats. Because there has been even more disturbance in other North 
American jurisdictions, BC has become the last refuge in North America for many iconic large 
mammals and ecosystems such a grizzly bear and mountain caribou and original temperate 
rainforests such that the Province has assumed a role of global importance in protecting these 
values. 
 
Two decades ago this clash between economic and ecological values associated with the 
harvesting temperate rain forests erupted into a major political battle at Clayoquot Sound on 
Vancouver Island followed by similar clashes in the ‘Great Bear Rainforest’ on the Central and 
North Coasts. As a result, the Province brought in strategic land and resource management 
planning supported by more detailed operational plans to clarify the rules for accessing resources 
without undue loss of high conservation values. Over the past 20 years, the provincial 
government has approved 26 strategic land and resource management plans (LRMPs) and 
several hundred operational plans. The LRMPs provide a zoning framework to establish 
protected areas where commercial resource extraction is prohibited, now representing 14 percent 
of the land base.  The rest of the land base is available for resource development under rules set 
by a number of pieces of legislation and regulations. The operational plans provide a finer filter 
for protecting landscape level biodiversity values such as old growth forests, key wildlife 
habitats and scenic views. 
 
How well has this fabric of plans balanced the values of ecological integrity and human well-
being? 
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The 26 LRMPS doubled the conservation areas and brought more certainty to investors to access 
Crown lands for resource development. The operational plans associated with the Forest and 
Range Practices legislation significantly improved protection of important local habitats for 
wildlife and biodiversity in forest management planning. More collaborative relationships 
between First Nations bands and conservation organizations greatly reduced the conflict between 
economic and ecological values on the land base. Nowadays all strategic plans must be jointly 
approved by the relevant First Nations and government – a far cry from the early days of LRMPs 
when First Nations were by  and large not consulted. 
 
The LRMPS for the Central and North Coasts and the Haida Gwaii more explicitly considered 
balancing human wellbeing and ecological integrity through the concept of ecosystem based 
management (EBM). These plans provided for about 30 percent of the land base to be fully 
protected and where forestry was permitted, more weight was given to adapting logging plans to 
mimic the natural ecological profile of the forests. As a result the Allowable Annual Cut was 
significantly reduced. This impact was in part offset through the establishment of a Coast 
Opportunities Fund of about $120 million to support sustainable economic projects for First 
Nations and communities—the onlyone of its kind in the Province. 
 
Despite these innovations, the capacity of government and resource industries to maintain 
LRMPs and complete the fabric of operational and landscape level plans was reduced in the 
recession of the past few years, leaving areas vulnerable to degradation of natural capital. In 
addition it became clear that cumulative effects of multiple but fragmented resource decisions on 
the same ecosystem base was having an increasing impact on its functionality. Further, the 
balance between tenuring (human wellbeing) and resource stewardship (ecological integrity) 
varies between various sector based legislation. Add to this, the potential effects of a changing 
climate on future ecosystem health ,and it became clear that the balance between human 
wellbeing and ecological integrity is now in jeopardy.  
 
Recently there have been a couple of policy shifts by the Provincial Government to redress this 
balance. The first was the establishment of a single decision maker for all land and resource 
decisions in the Provincial Government through the creation of a new ministry now called 
Forests, Lands and Natural Resource Operations. Potentially, all decisions on a single ecosystem 
can be made by one ministry in accordance with common standards thus addressing the 
cumulative effects of a myriad of tenure and licenses for different resources on the same land 
base. It will take a number of years for the legislative changes to be enacted to make this a reality 
and balance wellbeing and ecological integrity equally across all regulatory legislation. The 
flagship of such legislative change is the proposed Water Sustainability Act., which would 
establish, for the first time, provincial water objectives based on ecological principles. 
 
The second innovation is the proposed Forest Carbon Offset Protocol under development by the 
Climate Action Secretariat in the Ministry of Environment. This protocol sets the rules for 
assessing values of forest ecosystems and wood products to store additional carbon over and 
above what would occur under current practices and legislation. This additional source of stored 
carbon can then be sold to offset carbon emissions elsewhere. The first such project is currently 
underway on the Central and North Coasts LRMP areas with a potential to secure a million 
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dollars annually in carbon credits from EBM forest management. These funds would be used to 
support human wellbeing projects largely for First Nations under a Reconciliation Agreement 
with the Province. 
 
In sum, the Province has undertaken a number of innovative steps to improve the balance 
between human wellbeing and ecological integrity on its resource base. There is still a long way 
to go to sustain this balance by amending much existing legislation on tenuring to balance 
entitlements with stewardship of resources. Land and resource information systems are not 
aligned with the new approach to area based decisions. All this change will require both adequate 
staff resources and strong political leadership neither of which has been consistently delivered to 
date. 
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