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INTRODUCTION 

“The new future of old forests in BC” Report1 includes the 
statement: “Our recommendations are shaped by a recognition 
that society is undergoing a paradigm shift in its relationship 
with the environment, and the way we manage our old forests 
needs to adapt accordingly” and a change in primary focus of 
forest stewardship from timber management to ecological 
integrity. Is this really a paradigm shift in the practice of forest 
stewardship on the BC Forest Asset (BC forests) or is it part of the continued development of the 1970 
originated model? It is critical that we are confident this is required as the statement generates 
divisiveness within the community concerned about BC forests.  Now is not the time for division but a 
focus on collaboration and bringing ecosystem integrity into forest stewardship. 

This question brought to the forefront a reminder that there was a paradigm shift in the way BC forest 
stewardship was practiced in the early 1970’s.  Our tendency is to focus on what is happening today and 
avoid reviewing what we learned from the past.  This paper is intended to provide an historical list, 
albeit not in total but indicative, of the forest stewardship evolution over the last 50 years to 
demonstrate how new concerns by the public are or could be incorporated into the model.   

Introduction of non-timber values 

In the early 1970’s Government initiated the requirement that “non-timber values” including wildlife, 
fisheries, and hydrology were to be incorporated into forest stewardship practices.  Prior to this the 
total focus was on timber harvesting at lowest cost.  Unfortunately, this change included applying the 

                                                            
1 The new future of old growth forests in BC (https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/farming-natural-
resources-and-industry/forestry/stewardship/old-growth-forests/strategic-review-20200430.pdf 

 

“A paradigm shift is an important 
change that happens when the 
usual way of thinking about or 
doing something is replaced by a 
new and different way.” Ref: 
Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 
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conservation actions as “constraints to timber availability” rather than recognizing these values for their 
own right.  This “control” has been in place until the recent amendment to the Forest and Range 
Practices Act (FRPA) was accepted in 2021.  This forest stewardship model was a paradigm shift.  Albeit 
not perfect, the forest stewardship model created in the 1970’s has continued to evolve through actions 
by Government and the forest industry based on public demands and learnings from science and 
operations practices.  Yes, it has deficiencies as outlined in the Vision Framework2, but the focus should 
be on correcting these rather than embarking on a new model.  The model is constraint based with 
additional guidance documents which is a practical way of addressing the complexity of the BC forests 
and the limited understanding of ecosystems.  It allows Forest Professionals to utilize existing strategic 
scenario models to build Landscape Unit Plans that meet a community vision. 

The following, which is not a full complement, are key developments through the years that indicate the 
changes in the stewardship of the BC Forest Asset. 

1) In the early 1970’s MacMillan Bloedel and BC Forest Products recognized the public interest in 
considering non-timber resources by forming multi-disciplinary land use planning teams that 
brought non-forester expertise to their operations, a first within the BC forest industry and North 
America. 

2) Through the 1970’s and 1980’s there was continual development of the requirements related to 
non-timber resource conservation, some examples are: 

a) Ecosystems  
i) Adopting the Biogeoclimatic Zone system to characterize forest ecosystems and provide 

guidance for reforestation prescriptions. 
ii) Enacting the Ecosystem Reserves Act 

b) Wildlife – Establishment of the Integrated Wildlife and Intensive Forestry Research (IWIFR) 
program. 

c) Fisheries – Developing the Coastal Fish-Forestry Guidelines and the terrain stability classification 
system which the fundamentals remain today. 

d) Biodiversity – Generating biodiversity guidelines in response to the North American Biodiversity 
Strategy and United Nations Convention on Biodiversity Conservation. 

e) Visual quality areas (VQA) – protection of visual areas. 
f) Hydrological considerations – Equivalent Clearcut Area (ECA) constraints in watersheds. 
g) Patchwork cut block harvesting introduction to move away from large clearcuts for wildlife, 

visual quality, etc. considerations. 

                                                            
2 https://www.bcforestconversation.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Forest-renewal-vision-framework-action-
plan.pdf) 
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3) The 1990’s brought forward: 

a) Land Use Plans that included resource management objectives and identification of Special 
Management Areas commonly associated with non-timber values.  

b) Expansion of the Protected Areas Strategy and System. 
c) Introduction of the very prescriptive Forest Practices Code which standardized forest 

stewardship requirements across the province.  Prior to this many Forest Districts had their own 
requirements. 

d) Adoption of Forest Practices Code Guidebooks for priority values. 
e) Forest certification in response to market demands. 
f) Introduction of ecosystem management through the: 

i) Innovative Forestry Practices Agreements (IFPA), as a means of advancing forest 
management in BC with timber being a residual in strategic scenario-based planning. 

ii) Ecosystem Based Management in the Great Bear Rainforest planning. 
g) Investigated increased focus on Old Growth conservation but not to the level of the formal 

report recommendations. 
h) Initial attempts to involve First Nations in the forest sector, including: 

i) Integration of First Nations Traditional Knowledge with Western Science investigated by the 
Forest Science Board. 

ii) Forest companies building partnerships with local First Nations to become involved in the 
forest sector, albeit mainly in silviculture and logging.   

i) Rescinding the Forest Practices Code and bringing in the “Results based Code” that moved away 
from formal prescriptions and depended more on the operations forester’s expertise. 

4) The 2000’s added to the advancement of forest stewardship, including: 
a) Amendments to FRPA that reflect the greater number of priority values to include in forest 

stewardship plans. 
b) Use of remote sensing and drones to improve forest stewardship plans. 
c) Adoption of Landscape Unit Planning to balance conservation and use of timber and non-timber 

forest resources providing an opportunity to reverse the “timber first” approach and expanding 
the focus on maintaining ecosystem integrity (ecosystem health). 

d) Government launching the Forest Carbon Initiative that identifies forest stewardship actions to 
mitigate climate change, especially related to reforestation and tree improvement. 

e) Raising the question again regarding the level of ecosystem protection in old growth areas. 

The fundamentals and structure of the current BC forest stewardship model are sound.  It allows Forest 
Professionals to respond to changes in public expectations and science.  BC foresters have learned a lot 
in working with this model.  This familiarity provides an environment to encourage innovation, 
application of science, and adopting new public interests in the BC Forest Asset.  It is consistent with the 
compliance with the BC Forest Professionals Code of Ethics which includes in part:  
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1) To advocate and practice good stewardship of forest land based on sound ecological principles to 
sustain its ability to provide those values that have been assigned by society. (Bylaw 11.3.1), and 

2) To have regard for existing legislation, regulation, policy, and common law; and to seek to balance 
the health and sustainability of forests, forest lands, forest resources, and forest ecosystems with 
the needs of those who derive benefits from, rely on, have ownership of, have rights to, and 
interact with them. (Bylaw 11.3.3). 

The recent focus on old growth conservation is one example of how the model can assist Government 
and Forest Professionals in responding to public concerns.  Old growth conservation was identified as 
part of the biodiversity conservation value in the early 1990’s.  However, it appears not explicit 
enough for Government as not all the recommendations were implemented.  Today it is recognized 
as a major environmental value and a continuation of the evolution of forest stewardship that 
involves non-timber resources that began in the early 1970’s.   

The forest stewardship component proposed in the recent Report (“The new future of old growth 
forests in BC”) IS NOT a paradigm shift as the authors and others have suggested.  Their view is the 
focus must be on maintaining ecosystem integrity.  There is no reason for the conservation of old 
growth to be outside the current forest stewardship structure.  It is, in-reality, a continuation of both the 
need for a change within the forest stewardship model originated in the 1970s based on science and 
and the additions to the protected areas system to reflect public interests (i.e., Indigenous and Non-
indigenous communities’ collaborative vision for the local/regional forest).  The main challenge in 
meeting the public concern is developing the regulations, policies, and forest operations constraints as 
we know them today supported by science that deliver public expectations.  This will require balancing 
of decisions in moving toward community resiliency as outlined in “Moving toward community resilience 
– Specific actions”.3  We need to be careful that the unrealistic “timber harvesting at lowest cost” focus 
of the pre-1970 is not replaced with an unrealistic ideological focus on ecosystem integrity. 

The increase in First Nations involvement in planning for old growth conservation proposed in the old 
growth strategy IS a paradigm shift.  This arose from the Government adopting the Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act (Declaration Act) into law in November 2019.  Further discussion on 
this aspect remains for future dialogue.  However, it should be noted that there was a recognition of the 
importance of the First Nations’ view in their increased involvement in the forest sector and integrating 
Traditional Knowledge and western science earlier but not to the level required under the Declaration 
Act. 

                                                            
3 https://www.bcforestconversation.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Moving-toward-community-resiliency-
specific-actions-1.pdf 
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