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Forest Tenure Reform: A Path to Community Prosperity?

Greg Utzig

“The forest tenure system is outdated, having been overtaken by new economic and
social conditions.” With these words, Dr. Peter Pearse, head of the last Royal
Commission on Forestry in the 1970s, set the tone for a workshop on changing the way
the BC government hands out timber and non-timber rights on public land.  For two days
in early November, more than a hundred people from across the province joined Pearse in
Nelson, BC to debate how the forest tenure system could be reformed to encourage
healthy sustainable rural communities.

Pearse also cautioned that, “while there is widespread agreement on the need for reform,
opinions differ on what should be done.”  This diversity was evident at the workshop,
with attendance from as far away as Fort St. John, Vancouver Island, Williams Lake and
Haida Gwaii (Queen Charlotte Islands).  Participants included First Nations, community
forest representatives, environmentalists, woodlot operators, academics, students, BC
Forest Service personnel, forestry professionals and major forest licensees.

Workshop participants repeatedly confirmed that four key issues must be addressed in
any changes to forest tenure in the province.  First, the conditions of granting rights and
responsibilities over BC’s forests have to include a guarantee of long-term environmental
sustainability.  Second, granting of any new tenures must respect and adequately
accommodate First Nations’ rights. Third, communities must have a greater say in the
management of forest tenures.  And fourth, new tenures must lead to more diversity in
both forest products and economic opportunities.

In addition to these four, other common themes emerged.  Participants frequently
promoted a shift from volume-based tenures, where licenses are granted for a volume of
logs, to area-based tenures, where a licensee is granted management over a specific piece
of land.

“Participants called for an increase in the diversity of tenures and tenure-holders,” said
Dr. Rachel Holt, one of the workshop organizers. “They want to move away from the
present situation where 20 major companies control over 80% of the wood cut each
year.”  Some speakers raised concerns over forest industry proposals for increased
harvest levels and more tenure security for industry without community accountability.
Participants also called for government to facilitate eco-certification and provide
incentives that encourage tenure holders to exceed minimum standards.

The workshop included a series of speakers on various aspects of forest tenure and
community sustainability.  Panel discussions were used to compare and contrast views of
different current tenure holders, ranging from large multi-nationals to woodlot owners
and local community forests.  Question and answer periods following each presentation
lead to deeper examination of key issues, and spirited debate of alternative viewpoints.
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But perhaps the liveliest discussion occurred in smaller working groups that were
convened each afternoon to discuss issues presented in the mornings and to examine
tenure alternatives.

Working Groups

The first afternoon participants were divided into groups of mixed interests to examine
two key questions: What constitutes a healthy community?  What are characteristics of a
tenure that would facilitate healthy communities?  Participants drew on their own wide
range of experience, combined with information from the speakers and panels, to provide
thoughtful and innovative answers to the questions.

Healthy sustainable communities were characterized as tolerant and diverse, in terms of
employment, business opportunities and social structure.  They are places with local
decision-making and accountability, with broad participation and effective conflict
resolution, leading to a sense of place and a feeling of community responsibility.
Resiliency, flexibility, and social, economic and environmental sustainability provide for
a vibrant economy.

Participants identified a series of criteria that could be used to evaluate tenure options
according to their potential contribution to healthy communities.  Four basic principles
were identified as essential to any form of tenure: environmental sustainability, respect
for aboriginal rights and title, balanced management of all resource values, and
coordination with local, regional and global contexts.

The degree of community accountability and broad-based participation in decision-
making were identified as primary social criteria.  The diversity of opportunities provided
by the tenure, including community capacity-building and flexibility for dealing with
changing conditions, were also raised as important factors.  Whether the tenure facilitated
a collective sense of “connection to the land” was seen as an ultimate test of success.

Economic criteria included an assessment of the distribution of costs and benefits,
including within the community, outside the community and between generations.
Economic viability and resiliency must be evaluated using full cost accounting approach,
as well as assessing competitiveness on global markets.  Other economic objectives
identified were the encouragement of innovation, investment and entrepreneurial spirit,
while also providing for a diversity of local employment options.

The forest management framework attached to a tenure must be based on the
precautionary principle and ecosystem-based planning, with emphasis on biodiversity
conservation and maintenance of natural capital.  Incentive-based regulation with
effective monitoring, community accountability and adaptive management were also
identified as necessary elements.

In the second working group sessions, participants examined existing tenure types in light
of the healthy communities criteria.  A universal conclusion was that the interaction
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between management style and tenure made it difficult to generalize about the potential
outcomes of any form of tenure.  It was noted that community tenures controlled by the
wrong segment of society could result in environmental degradation as easily as tree farm
licenses controlled by foreign multi-nationals.  In contrast, even volume-based licenses
controlled by local family sawmills can result in significant community benefits.  This
highlighted the importance of management regulation and its interaction with tenure
rights and responsibilities.

It was also clear from the discussions that certain types of tenures were more likely to
provide favourable results for communities.  Area-based tenures were clearly preferred
over volume-based and community tenures over industrial and private tenures.  However,
it was also recognized that each of the existing tenure types had individual advantages in
particular situations, and that a mix of tenure types was probably most appropriate for a
province as diverse as BC.  It was suggested that regional targets for tenure mixes could
be established through public planning processes that considered the unique
circumstances of each region.

To improve overall sustainability, a number of broad changes to the structure of all
tenures were also discussed, such as longer term tenures and more stringent monitoring
and renewal procedures. Independent audits, environmental risk assessments and
improved opportunities for public review were noted as necessary monitoring tools.
Provision of incentives for innovation and exceeding minimum standards was widely
supported.

Although opposed by some, many participants suggested a partial redistribution of tenure
from the major licensees to First Nations, communities and other smaller tenure holders,
combined with the introduction of co-management agreements that guarantee more
public accountability for existing and new tenures.  The need to respect the rights and
investment of existing tenure holders during this change was clearly articulated by
existing licensees, and generally agreed to by most participants.  Privatization of Crown
Land was advocated by some, but generally rejected, in the absence of strict regulations
to guarantee those lands were managed for the benefit of the community as a whole.  The
private land inclusion provisions of woodlots and TFLs were considered useful tools for
encouraging stewardship of private lands.

Options for implementing the transition to a new tenure system focussed on gradual
incremental changes rather than rapid sweeping revisions, in order to protect community
stability. Most participants felt that new tenures should be tried first on an experimental
basis, with monitoring leading to an adaptive management approach. Some indicated the
need for another Royal Commission.  The presentation by Jessica Clogg from the West
Coast Environmental Law Association provided a comprehensive review of the legal
options open to the government to begin implementation.  As examples of incremental
change, Doug Konkin from the BC Forest Service outlined government initiatives with
Community Forest Licenses and potential changes to the Small Business. Mark Haddock,
representing World Wildlife Fund, outlined changes to tenure that would facilitate
certification.
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There was recognition that a proliferation of small tenure units also had its downsides –
mainly in the fragmentation of land management, and the possible loss of the ability to
effectively plan at landscape and regional levels.  Community licenses also were
criticized by some for their potential to feed parochial attitudes, and lose sight of regional
and provincial priorities.

One new approach to forest tenure was to broaden the concept to a multi-resource tenure,
including responsibility for non-timber as well as timber resources.  Others suggested that
removing the focus of timber from tenure could be achieved through provision of
silviculture, stewardship, restoration or carbon capturing tenures.

Panel Discussions

The panel discussion by representatives from four local examples of community forestry,
provided an overview of the successes and challenges of operating a community forest.
All the panelists talked of the frustration of seeing loaded logging trucks leave their
communities, taking many of the potential benefits of forest harvesting down the
highway.  “A top priority of all the community licensees was to provide more wood to
local mills, secondary manufacturers, log home builders or furniture makers,” said Sheri
Walsh, another organizer. “Some communities see community control, or co-
management agreements, as a way of ensuring that timber harvesting is done in a manner
that protects other forest resources such as water, visuals or botanical forest products.”
Panelists said protection of these other values will allow their communities to maintain
and expand economic diversity by supporting other industries such as tourism,
agroforestry and fisheries.

Based on the individual characteristics of each community, there were different
approaches to structuring their management.  Revelstoke is controlled by the municipal
government with industry cooperation, Creston has sectoral representation on a board,
Kaslo has a non-sectoral individually selected board, while Harrop-Procter has broad-
based society. They all agreed that the community control allowed them to respond to
issues in ways consistent with their community values, and ensure that more of the
benefits of resource development stay in the community.  Two major challenges
identified were raising the capital necessary for planning and starting the operation, and
the need for education and training of citizens to ensure informed and active participation
in operating the license.

A second panel discussion presented a range of present tenure holders’ views on tenure
change.  Robert Prins, a forest economist from MacMillan Bloedel (Weyerhaeuser),
pointed out that major licensees will be the most affected group by tenure reform, since
they control the majority of existing forest tenures.  He emphasized two key issues
underlying tenure discussions: the need for clear objectives, and the agreement that there
has to be trade-offs between all stakeholders, such that there is a win-win outcome.  He
proposed intensive zoning as a method to identify portions of the tenured landbase that
could be re-allocated to First Nations, other tenure holders and communities, in exchange
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for major licensees obtaining longer-term leases on the remaining landbase and results-
based forest practices regulation.

Gwen Telling of J.H. Huscroft Ltd. in Creston related her family’s dedication to re-
investment in their milling operations and maintaining a well-trained workforce.  Over
the last ten years the mill has decreased its wood consumption by a quarter, while
maintaining employment and increasing remanufacturing.  They have also entered into a
joint venture with the Ktunaxa/Kinbasket Tribal Development Corporation to provide
employment for First Nations people in remanufacturing.  The primary objectives for
Huscroft in tenure reform would be acquisition of a secure area-based license, reducing
administrative requirements and moving to incentive-based forest regulation.

In a short slide presentation, woodlot licensee and forester Fred Marshall contrasted the
forestry practices used on his woodlot with those on adjacent volume-based license areas.
He outlined a series of changes he felt would lead to improved resource management in
BC.  Marshall advocated reducing tenures held by major licensees and moving to land-
based tenures with increased opportunities for woodlots and community licenses.  One
method would be to increase the take-back policy to 10% any time tenure changes hands.
He also called for the creation of a competitive log market, and giving tenure holders
responsibility for non-timber resource management with incentives for good stewardship.
Marshall also emphasized the importance of policies and incentives to improve forest
management on private holdings.

Ted Dergousoff, president of a local remanufacturer with a small forest license, Goose
Creek Lumber Ltd., offered a different view of tenure redistribution.  He emphasized the
need for developing a competitive log market, but also cautioned about the potential loss
of economies of scale provided by large tenure holders.  Dergousoff spoke of the impact
of the US market restrictions on log pricing, and the need for an open log market to raise
the price of logs to realistic levels.  He too discussed the need for a move to area-based
tenures with reasonable and sustainable harvesting levels.

The advantages and potential pitfalls of community tenures were discussed by Paul
Mitchell-Banks, a forestry and community development consultant.  He sees community
forestry as a way to provide innovative, locally applicable solutions to the existing
conflicts over forest resource use. But he also cautioned that successful community
forestry is dependent on the capacity and organization within the communities
themselves.

Other Speakers’ Presentations

Dr. John Pierce, former Director of the Community Economic Development Centre at
SFU, presented a summary of the factors most significant to rural community stability.
Theses were identified as the community’s relationship to the natural environment, to
competitive market-based global economy, and to government policy and regulatory
regimes.  He stated that the concept of community stability has shifted from being
measured only in jobs and income, to being defined in terms of the ability of a
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community to cope with external change and their level of control over planning and
resources.  Increased sensitivity in government policies to local and regional contexts,
economic diversification and more variety in forest tenure types were all mentioned as
potential factors to improve rural community stability.

David Walkem, Chief of the Cooks Ferry Indian Band of the Nlaka'pamux Nation, and
forester working for the Nicola Tribal Association in Merritt, identified four fundamental
short-comings of the tenure system from a First Nations perspective. These were a lack of
recognition of aboriginal rights and title, of access to a reasonable portion of forest
resources and meaningful forest employment by First Nations, and of compensation for
their contributions to forest management through Traditional Use Studies and
Archaeological Assessments. Walkem recommended changes included a gradual transfer
of a significant portion of tenures held by major licensees to First Nations to ensure
equitable access to forest resources and jobs, establishment of co-management and
revenue sharing with First Nations, and introduction of a more environmentally sensitive
method for setting harvest levels.

The featured dinner speaker was Dr. Patricia Marchak of UBC, who presented selected
conclusions and recommendations from her recently published book, Falldown: Forest
Policy in BC.

The workshop was organized by the Kootenay Conference on Forest Alternatives with
financial assistance from a cross-section of interests seldom seen on the same page.
Funders included the Vancouver Foundation, Real Estate Foundation, East Kootenay
Environmental Society, Forest Alliance, Association of Registered Professional
Foresters, West Coast Environmental Law, Kalesnikoff Lumber, CUSO, the David
Suzuki Foundation and Ecotrust Canada. Thoughtful and balanced facilitation was
supplied by Dr. Bruce Fraser of SALASAN  Consultants.

A major objective of the workshop is the production and distribution of a summary,
containing the results of the working groups and discussion sessions, as well as abstracts
of the speakers’ presentations. For further information, a copy of a background paper, and
soon a summary of the workshop, visit the KCFA website:  www.kcfa.bc.ca


