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Abstract 
 
British Columbia’s economy has long relied on the production of commodity forest 
products, but this is rapidly changing.  The interplay of various global forces means 
that forest-dependent communities can no longer count on the traditional forest 
sector to provide the economic and social foundations that it once did.  This article 
explores the need for new thinking to create a vibrant forest sector in BC and 
provides a potential path forward for ensuring healthy and sustainable rural 
communities. 

 
British Columbia’s (BC) economy has long relied on the production of forest products.  The 
wealth generated by forest-based industries and activities has helped build strong rural 
communities and the world-class urban centers that we now enjoy. 
 
In many rural communities, the forest products industry has for more than a century served as the 
economic ‘backbone’, creating an abundance of high quality and stable employment 
opportunities.  Forests have also provided a variety of ecological goods and services, and 
supported cultural and social values integral to community resilience. In short, forests have 
largely defined what it means to live in rural BC and provided a rich social fabric for 
communities across this province to thrive. 
 
While our forest products industry has changed over the past 30 years, it is today buffeted by a 
perfect storm of unprecedented and accelerating global forces.  The mountain pine beetle 
epidemic, exacerbated by climate change, has had significant consequences for our timber 
resource base.  The recent global economic meltdown – particularly the floundering US housing 
market – has contributed to more than 50 sawmills currently sitting idle or permanently shutting 
down. 
 
Worse, the unrelenting wave of globalization has increased competition in commodity markets 
where BC companies once thrived.  New players from further afield, many sourcing timber from 
fast-growing plantation forests in the southern hemisphere, have penetrated markets with clear 
comparative advantages.  Continued weakness in some markets and accelerating competition in 
others have contributed to more than 30,000 BC forest industry workers losing their jobs in the 
past decade. 
 
These job losses have had far-reaching impacts in BC’s ‘front-line’ forest-dependent 
communities.  As a sustainable economic base, the forest industry will, and must, remain a 
significant part of the rural and provincial economy.  Clearly, however, the status quo approach 
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will no longer do – not for our rural communities, our cities, or our province.  But what is the 
solution?  What will ensure a more vibrant forest sector and healthy, sustainable communities? 
 
Currently, the BC government’s focus is to penetrate the massive Chinese market.  While the 
strategy shows some early promise, is it viable in the long-term?  Over the past century, BC 
enjoyed tremendous success producing high volumes of low-value commodity goods like logs 
and lumber, but the rules of the game are now very different.  We are no longer in a seller’s 
market.  Competitiveness now depends almost entirely on minimizing unit costs of production.  
How long can traditional BC forest product manufacturers compete against producers from 
around the world who benefit from far lower labour and production costs, shorter timeframes for 
growing trees, less stringent environmental regulations, and more limited social programs? 
 
While our existing forest products industry wrestles with the transition to a more globalized 
economy, rural communities remain clear in their desire to extract more value and benefits from 
within existing economic sectors, to add complimentary new activities across those existing 
sectors, and to supplement these activities with new economic sectors that help to broaden and 
enhance local economic resiliency. 
 
Rather than rely on one or two markets with high volumes of low-value commodity goods, rural 
communities wish to embrace a wider range of values that can be derived from BC’s forests.  
This includes higher-value wood products as well as non-timber forest products and ecosystem 
services.  Each create different economic opportunities and have the potential to affect positive 
social and economic change in forest-dependent communities. 
 
While the idea of promoting a greater diversity of products from BC’s forests has been talked 
about for decades, the province has yet to make significant inroads on catalyzing business 
opportunities in this domain.  The reality is that BC is incredibly well positioned to grow these 
new sectors, with an abundance of high quality and unique wood fibre, a comparatively good 
environmental track record, and decades of work invested to positively improve our forest land 
stewardship. 
 
Now more than ever is the time for a fresh perspective on these issues; one that is led by forest-
dependent communities that play a more active role in determining their futures and building 
resilience.  From regional-based Beetle Action Coalitions that formed to address the significant 
impacts of the mountain pine beetle outbreak, to individual rural communities, many have 
already begun to take on this important task.  But their small scale and limited capacities 
highlight the need for regions and the Province to work collaboratively in creating supportive 
public policy to assist local/regional decisions that support transition and that lead to long-term 
economic and social well-being.  In order to build sustainable futures for our forest-dependent 
communities, we must focus more efforts on creating an enabling and nurturing landscape that 
allows them to do so. 
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