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According to Saskatchewan Envi¬ 
ronment and Resource Manage¬ 
ment, “the people of Saskatchewan 
want their forests managed differ¬ 
ently than in the past.” “The chal¬ 
lenge,” it says, “is to apply the princi¬ 
ple of sustainable development to 
the management of Saskatchewan’s 
forests.” The cornerstone of its new 
forest policy, unveiled in March 
1995, is the Saskatchewan Long¬ 
term Integrated Forest Resource 
Management Plan. The Plan prom¬ 
ises an “ecosystem approach” to 
provide “multiple benefits” that will be 
“shared among all uses ... large and 
small, consumptive and non¬ 
consumptive, commercial and non¬ 
commercial.” Environmental Impact 
Assessments (EIA) of the Forest 
Management Licensing Agreements 
(FMLA) under which major timber 
harvesters operate will be required 
for the first time. Is a new era in for¬ 
est management really beginning? 
Certainly, Integrated Forest Re¬ 
source Management (IFRM) is an 
idea that opens the door to a more 
ecologically enlightened forest pol¬ 
icy. Both governments and the forest 
industry across Canada are publicly 
committed to sustainable develop¬ 
ment. But as Paul Griss, former ex¬ 
ecutive director of the Canadian Na¬ 
ture Federation, warns, “the really 
tough decisions have yet to be 
made.” 

The Saskatchewan IFRM Plan 

recognizes most of the major 
stresses on the boreal ecosystem 
environmentalists and naturalists 
have been talking about for years. It 
addresses a wide range of issues 
and suggests “actions” for five- and 
20-year planning. However, the “ac¬ 
tions” are not prescriptions so much 
as a list of topics for further discus¬ 
sion. For example, under the “objec¬ 
tive” entitled “Ensure that timber har¬ 
vesting and silvicultural practices 
maintain forest diversity and healthy 
forest ecosystems,” ten “actions” are 
proposed. The following three are 
given an “essential” priority: 

1.1 In consultation with all stakehold¬ 
ers in a given region, set objectives 
for the proportions of the land avail¬ 
able for intensive management as 
opposed to more extensive manage¬ 
ment. 

1.2 Review and modify the riparian 
buffer guidelines to include ... buffer 
widths required for all bodies of 
water ... [and] renewal strategies for 
riparian forests. 

1.3 In consultation with all stakehold¬ 
ers, develop guidelines which iden¬ 
tify timber harvesting and silviculture 
objectives ... to address the follow¬ 
ing issues: Maintaining the natural 
pattern of landscape diversity; Main¬ 
taining a variety of disturbance sizes, 
... natural proportions of old stands 
[and] ... suitable habitat conditions 
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for all types of wildlife; ... Avoiding 
disturbance of rare plants; ... Main¬ 
taining corridors of intact forest ... 
[and] habitat diversity within cut ar¬ 
eas; [Establishing] ... preharvest 
silvicultural prescriptions; ... Modify¬ 
ing harvesting practices [to incorpo¬ 
rate] ... forest landscape design prin¬ 

ciples. 

Consultation and public involve¬ 
ment should be part of the planning 
process, but we have to remember 
that the forest industry’s “consult¬ 
ation” will include efforts to influence 
public opinion and lobby govern¬ 
ment. The real test of the new policy 
will be the way it is applied in the for¬ 
est management plans drafted by 
the industry as part of the FMLA’s 
that govern their activities. The 
guidelines issued by SERM for envi¬ 
ronmental assessment of manage¬ 
ment plans are very general. The 
IFRM plan is mentioned in them only 
as “background information.” Thus 
the industry has an opportunity to 
shape the EIA process. Obviously, 
much will depend on the way the in¬ 
dustry interprets and applies IFRM. 
Major forest companies are now un¬ 
dertaking ElA’s. They will be the ful¬ 
crum on which the future of our for¬ 

ests turns. 

To be acceptable to environmen¬ 
talists, IFRM must sustain the forest 
ecosystem in all its diversity. How¬ 
ever, there are versions of IFRM with 
substantial support in industry that 
place emphasis on sustained harvest 
of timber. Biological and landscape 
diversity would be preserved only 
when it is possible to do so without 
interfering with the priority given to 
the forest industry. 

Sustained development is a long¬ 
term project. Success will be meas¬ 
ured over cycles of 75 years or 
more, the generations of the forest. 

Market-driven corporate planning 
takes a shorter view. North American 
industry is more closely attuned to 
the quarterly balance sheet than to 
the life of the forest, and amortizes 
capital investments over 10- to 25- 
year periods, not generations of 
trees. The industry likes to give itself 
credibility by reminding us that it is 
“here to stay,” with a vested interest 
in sustaining the resource. But inves¬ 
tors are more interested in today’s 
profits than those of their grandchil¬ 
dren. Many people in the industry 
sincerely care about the future of the 
forest, but it would be unrealistic to 
believe that good intentions are a 
match for the bottom line. As William 
Osborne observed in a review of the 
American forest industry: “Like their 
counterparts in business across the 
country, pulp and paper mill execu¬ 
tives are loathe to spend money on 
items they feel will not contribute 
directly to increases in profit or 

production.” 

Sustained development will be ac¬ 
cepted by the industry as a cost of 
doing business, not an investment in 
the future. The cost can be justified 
to shareholders only if it is imposed 
on the industry by the public as own¬ 
ers of the resource. Consider the 
problem of regenerating the forest 
after harvest. SERM statistics show 
that 66% of forest lands harvested 
since 1975 have failed to regenerate 
to accepted standards. Industry did 
as much as was demanded of it; be¬ 
cause the regulatory system in place 
asked no more, the backlog of “not 
sufficiently stocked” forest land grew. 
Now that the problem has been rec¬ 
ognized by government, industry is 
willing to improve the silviculture ef¬ 
fort. But the driving force is not fear 
of actually running out of trees. 
Stands planted today will not be har¬ 
vested for 75 years, if ever. A more 
short-term calculation has been 
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made: if the regeneration rate is not 
improved, more stringent harvest lim¬ 
its may be imposed by the regulators. 

Exploitation of timber resources is 
accelerating. The harvest fluctuates 
with the market for wood, but in each 
economic cycle, production has 
reached new highs. In 1979, the har¬ 
vest in Saskatchewan reached 
2,510,000 m3 of wood; at the next 
peak in 1988, 3,818,000 m3 were 
cut. In 1993, the harvest reached 
4,400,000 m. The size of the har¬ 
vest is limited by the “allowed cut,” a 
figure that is supposed to insure that 
the harvest is less than new growth 
and depletions from fire. In recent 
years, the harvest of white spruce 
and other softwoods (the most valu¬ 
able trees in our forests) has ex¬ 
ceeded 85% of the allowed cut, and 
a large part of the reserve supply is 
in inaccessible areas. Worse yet, re¬ 
generation failure has not been fully 
taken into account in setting the al¬ 
lowed cut. SERM’s research shows 
that timber stocks will decline by 
about one-third over the next rotation 
of the harvest if management prac¬ 
tices do not change. 

We can expect industry to try to 
persuade us that harvest volumes 
can be maintained. They will likely 
argue that: 

(1) There is room for conservation 
within the commercial zone without 
significant reduction in the allowed 
cut or land base available for the 
harvest by making minor changes in 
harvest methods. 

(2) There is an excess of old forest 
at present. Representative old forest 
would be adequately protected by 
establishing reserves without chang¬ 
ing the “rotation age” at which trees 
are cut or distribution of the harvest 
elsewhere. 

(3) Even if the land base for the har¬ 
vest is reduced to some extent, im¬ 
proved silviculture and intensive 
management can increase yields in 
the future, making substantial reduc¬ 
tion in the allowed cut unnecessary. 

These strategies may be compat¬ 
ible with the broad language used in 
the Saskatchewan Long-term IFRM 
Plan, but they would not sustain the 
boreal ecosystem as a functioning 
whole. 

Measures such as wider “leave” 
strips about lakes and streams do 
not involve much expense, and do 
not significantly reduce the harvest. 
They can be accommodated within 
IFRM designed to maximize the tim¬ 
ber harvest. But simple fixes like 
these may help maintain populations 
of some game animals, but they are 
not enough to preserve the complex¬ 
ity of the boreal ecosystem. In fact, 
there is good evidence that small 
leave strips may actually be detri¬ 
mental. Birds nesting in leave strips 
are subject to high rates of predation. 
Predators concentrated in islands 
and strips of forest eliminate prey 
and begin to feed on one another. 
Unfortunately, it will not be easy to 
make room for more extensive 
changes in the harvest. If large buff¬ 
ers, small patterned cuts, and exten¬ 
sive stands of mature woodland are 
required, the land base for harvest¬ 
ing might be reduced, and the cost of 
harvesting increased. 

It would be particularly difficult to 
preserve old spruce and spruce-fir 
forest in the commercial zone with¬ 
out major changes in harvesting 
methods. Some might be left in ripar¬ 
ian buffers, but this would not pro¬ 
vide the large blocks of intact forest 
necessary for many old forest deni¬ 
zens. We can expect proponents of 
minimized IFRM to advocate 
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preserves as the principal solution to 
the old forest problem. The commer¬ 
cial zone would be insulated from the 
problem by segregating old forest in 
preserves. Preserves can play a 
useful role, but if old forest is rele¬ 
gated to them, the diversity of the 
forest as a whole is destroyed. If old 
forest is to play its role as a refugia 
for boreal wildlife, it must be dis¬ 
persed throughout the forest in a 
natural pattern. Preserves all too 
easily become isolated “islands of 

extinction.” 

At present, intensive management 
is not an important part of forestry in 
Saskatchewan, but it has long been 
advocated by industry and govern¬ 
ment as a means of increasing yield. 
In the 1980s, there was interest in 
very large-scale intensive manage¬ 
ment: commercial forests would be 
managed like agricultural crops. 
Pure stands of commercially valu¬ 
able, genetically improved trees 
would be planted and tended using 
fertilizers and herbicides (to “weed” 
undesirable hardwoods). Intensive 
management of a part of the com¬ 
mercial forest remains attractive to 
industry as a tradeoff that would al¬ 
low cut limits to be preserved even if 
the land base for the harvest is re¬ 

duced. 

There are two serious objections 
to heavy reliance on intensive man¬ 
agement. In the first place, an inten¬ 
sively managed forest is not a natu¬ 
ral ecosystem. Biodiversity is inevita¬ 
bly decreased. Use of herbicides to 
“weed” stands is unacceptable, and 
not allowed in Saskatchewan at pre¬ 
sent. Herbicides risk contamination 
of the environment, but perhaps 
even more important, drastically alter 
natural vegetation. Aspen browse 
used by deer and other animals is 
reduced, for example. In Sweden, 
where intensive management has 

been practiced on a large scale 
since the late 1960s, significant de¬ 
clines in biodiversity and the extirpa¬ 
tion of old forest plants and animals 
have been reported. 

The second problem with intensive 
management is that it may not work. 
Early release of softwood by remov¬ 
ing competing aspen has been tried 
in Saskatchewan, but with mixed re¬ 
sults. In a controlled experiment in 
Nova Scotia, trees in thinned stands 
developed to merchantable size 
more quickly, but the total yield at 
optimal rotation age was higher in 
unthinned stands. Other studies in 
eastern Canada suggest that spruce 
and fir actually develop better with 
the protection of “competing” hard¬ 
woods than without it. 

It is surprising that advocates of in¬ 
tensive management reject fears that 
herbicides have residual effects on 
wildlife because such effects have 
not been “scientifically proven,” while 
advocating methods of yield im¬ 
provement that are equally un¬ 
proven. The paradox is perhaps ex¬ 
plained by the fact that promises of 
improved yield, not actual results, 
are all that is required to argue that 
intensive management will sustain 
heavy harvesting and high cut limits. 

Short of business as usual, the 
version of IFRM sketched above is a 
worst-case scenario for environmen¬ 
talists. It can be hoped that industry 
will offer more to protect the boreal 
ecosystem. It is possible to do much 
better. A good model for environ¬ 
mentalists is an approach that has 
been called “natural forest landscape 
strategy (NFLS).” NFLS is based on 
maintaining the full range of natural 
forest ecosystems throughout the 

working forest: 

“This approach is epitomized by ‘a 
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lighter approach,’ with more attention 
to natural regeneration and longer 
rotations for most of the land base. 
Management of all resources, includ¬ 
ing water quality, timber and habitats 
for all species will be included. Aes¬ 
thetics would flow naturally out of 
good planning and cut block design. 
... Clearcuts will be carried out, but 
in a range of sizes to emulate natural 
disturbance patterns. ... Within clear- 
cut disturbance patches, forest eco¬ 
systems will be regenerated in size 
and pattern emulating natural sys¬ 
tems.” 

This is not an unrealistic option. 
The proponents of NFLS argue that it 
is both an ecological and economic 
mistake to copy European intensive 
management in Canada: 

“In Canada we have no shortage of 
land, a very sparse population, and 
slow growth rates which make for 
low returns on intensive silviculture 
at many sites. Forest landscape 
management requires more plan¬ 
ning, a lower intensity of land use, 
but more total area in use. ... We 
have one of the few countries where 
such an extensive forest manage¬ 
ment approach makes economic 
sense. It maintains Canada’s com¬ 
petitive position and yet is a ‘green’ 
approach.” 

But if we hope to see the new for¬ 
est policy that effectively protects the 
boreal forest, we will have to work 
hard to get it. Environmentalists can 
no longer afford to advocate sustain¬ 
able development in general, woolly 
terms. Industry will put the best face 
possible on its proposals for the fu¬ 
ture. If the debate does not go be¬ 
yond slogans, the public will all too 
readily accept anything the industry 
offers under the banner of sustain¬ 
able development. Environmentalists 
must be prepared to critically assess 
the industry’s version of IFRM pre¬ 
sented in ElAs and Forest Manage¬ 
ment Plans. As industry and govern¬ 
ment move from the general to the 
specific, so must environmentalists. 
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