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Introduction to 
Sustainable Forests
in Canada

Forests are the backbone of Canada’s natural 
heritage, its national identity, and its economy. 
This reality has led to tension among forest 
users, which in turn gave birth to sustainable 
forest management. Today, professional forest 
managers know they must embrace all forest 
values in their planning; in other words, they 
must manage forests in a sustainable manner. 

Today, forest management means protecting 
important values – cultural, recreational, 
spiritual, social and environmental – while at 
the same time recognizing the forest's economic 
contributions. It means that preventing soil 
erosion, protecting water quality, and enhancing 
biodiversity are critical management objectives.

In addition to providing all these readily 
observable values, forests also deliver specific, 
ecological benefits. They moderate climate, 
clean air and help regulate water flow. Their 
importance goes far beyond what they can offer 
humans.

http://mmsd1.mms.nrcan.gc.ca/cfs/default-e.html

According to Natural Resources Canada 
(NRCan), approximately 45 per cent of Canada’s 
total land area is forested – or 417.6 million 
hectares. Of this forest land, 235.5 million 
hectares is considered productive forest land, 
which means it can produce trees that are 
commercially valuable. Of this productive forest 
land, 119.0 million hectares is actually managed 
– and one million hectares are logged every year.

What this means is that just one per cent of 
Canada’s forest land is logged every year. In 
some areas, the trees being harvested are second 
growth – they regenerated after previous logging 
activity. Foresters in some regions are finding 
that the productivity from this second growth is 
higher than expected, which demonstrates the 
remarkable resiliency of the forest.

Sustainable forest activities are enhanced 
by the Canadian Forest Service, which has built 
partnerships and carried out research to help 
provide the forest resources Canadians value 
and need. At the same time, every province and 
territory in Canada has legislation, regulations, 

standards and programs that strive to manage 
for all the key values the forest provides. At a 
community scale, many municipalities have 
tree and environmental by-laws that provide 
local support to encourage sustainable forest 
management activities. 

Sustainable Forest 
Management – A Closer Look

Sustainable forest management balances the 
economic demands for forest products, societal 
values and the need to preserve forest health and 
biodiversity.

It maintains and enhances the long-term 
health of forest ecosystems so they continue 
to benefit all living things, while providing 
environmental, economic, social and cultural 
opportunities for Canadians today and well into 
the future.

Sustainable forest management demands 
ecologically sound practices to maintain 
the integrity, productivity, resilience and 
biodiversity of a forest ecosystem. It forces us 
to resolve economic and environmental conflicts 
and make choices that will support healthy 
forest ecosystems.

Forests are essential to life on the planet 
(www.borealforest.org). They sustain a wide 
range of ecological processes through which 
plants, animals, microorganisms, soil, water and 
air interact.

data from: NRCan

http://mmsd1.mms.nrcan.gc.ca/cfs/default-e.html
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We have learned over time just how 
important it is to manage forests as ecosystems. 
There was a time when the forest industry 
cared more about economics than ecosystems 
when it logged an area. Today, forest managers 
understand the importance of respecting the 
forest ecosystem. Their plans are more inclusive; 
for example, they set aside trees for wildlife 
habitat, they maintain stream buffers to protect 
fisheries and water quality, and they ensure 
different age classes of trees remain.

Why Sustainable Forest 
Management is Important

Most Canadians want their forests to meet 
social and environmental needs as well as 
offer economic stability. Sustainable forest 
management brings together the planning and 
forest management actions necessary to achieve 
these goals.

Sustainable forest management is critical 
to healthy forest ecosystems, and healthy forest 
ecosystems are critical to all living things, in 
Canada and around the globe. By managing 
forests in a sustainable way, we will continue 
to provide the ecological, social, cultural and 
economic opportunities that are so important for 
present and future generations.

The Canadian Council of Forest Ministers 
(CCFM) addressed this reality in 1998 when 
members signed the second Canada Forest 
Accord, a formal commitment to continue 
working co-operatively to address the collective 
goal of sustainable forest management.

The CCFM, made up of the 14 federal, 
provincial and territorial ministers responsible 
for forests, stimulates the development of 
policies and initiatives for strengthening the 
forest sector. It provides leadership, addresses 
national and international issues and sets the 
overall direction for stewardship and sustainable 
management of Canada’s forests.

http://ccfm.org

Canada Forest Accord
http://nfsc.forest.ca/accord.html

Who is Responsible for 
Forest Sustainability?

Sustainable forest management starts 
with government policies and the resource 
professionals who must meet the objectives 
of these policies. It includes private woodlot 
owners, companies and the forest industry. But 
the responsibility extends to all of us, to forest 
workers, private land owners, First Nations, 
community leaders, hikers, teachers . . . every 
Canadian benefits from our forests and we all 
should take an interest in how they are managed.

Young Canadians, as the decision makers of 
the future, must understand how important it is 
to care for forest ecosystems by learning how 
sustainable forest management can help their 
future.

In most regions of Canada, forests are 
among the key resources addressed in strategic 
land use planning, which determines how public 
land will be used now and into the future.

Strategic land use planning is community-
based and participatory. It helps to ensure that 
resource management decisions address the 
needs of communities, the economy and the 
environment. Through an open and community-
based process, land use planning goes through 
a number of stages: consultation, planning, 
decision-making, implementation, monitoring, 
reporting and amendment.

Once strategic planning identifies areas 
available for harvesting, forest managers still 
must plan their activities to include other forest 
values, from scenic values to wildlife habitat.

Supporting Sustainable 
Forests in Canada

National Forest Strategy

Forests have always been important to 
Canada and to Canadians. Over the past few 
decades, our national forest strategies have 
shifted from a focus on the need to increase the 
supply of fibre for economic purposes to a wider 
set of sustainable forest principles.

As each strategy has evolved, more and 
more Canadians have become involved. 
The current strategy, Sustainable Forests: A 

http://ccfm.org
http://nfsc.forest.ca/accord.html
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Canadian Commitment 1998-2003, aims to 
maintain and enhance the long-term health of 
forest ecosystems for the benefit of all living 
things, nationally and internationally, today and 
into the future.

http://nfsc.forest.ca/home.html

World Forestry Congress

The World Forestry Congress brings 
together the world forestry community, letting 
participants exchange views and experiences, 
discuss forestry issues and formulate broad 
regional or global recommendations. It is an 
opportunity to share forest-related initiatives, 
innovations and technologies. 

The World Forestry Congress is not a 
meeting of governments nor does it have formal 
constituencies or country delegation. This means 
it can provide an unbiased overview of the state 
of forests and forestry, raising the awareness and 
understanding of decision-makers, the public 
and all concerned parties.

Canada is hosting the world as the XII 
World Forestry Congress comes to Quebec 
City in September 2003 – it is an opportunity to 
showcase what is happening in Canada and learn 
about achievements in other jurisdictions.

www.nrcan-rncan.gc.ca

Forest Certification – A 
Measured Approach

Forest management practices often draw 
strong opinions. So while it is fine to talk about 
what is being achieved through sustainable 
forest management, it is just as important to 
offer an objective measure of what is happening 
on the ground.

The CCFM established a set of criteria and 
associated indicators that help determine if 
a forest is being managed sustainably. These 
criteria and indicators provide a framework 
that can be used to assess progress in terms of 
sustainable forest management.

Many Canadian forest companies are 
turning to voluntary certification programs, 
which incorporate a set of standards based 
on these criteria and indicators, to determine 
whether they are indeed managing their forests 

sustainably. It is a means for them to measure 
and monitor their forest activities. 

The Forest Products Association of Canada 
has described four forest certification programs 
used in Canada:

ISO 14001

The International Organization 
for Standardization is the most widely 
recognized standard for environmental 
management system in the world. It 
requires companies to set goals and 
objectives, have processes in place 
to meet or exceed all environmental 
regulations and continually improve their 
environmental performance. 

http://www.iso.ch/iso/en/ISOOnline.openerpage.

CSA

The Canadian Standards Association 
(CSA) is an independent, non-profit 
association for the development of 
Canadian standards and product 
certification. Canada’s National 
Sustainable Forest Management Standard 
is based on national and international 
criteria and indicators for sustainable 
forest management. 

http://www.csa.ca

SFI

The American Forest and Paper 
Association has developed the Sustainable 
Forestry Initiative (SFI). It is a comprehensive 
systems and performance-based standard that 
integrates the regeneration and harvesting of 
trees with the protection of wildlife, soil and 
water quality, biodiversity and ecologically 
significant sites. 

http://www.aboutsfb.org

FSC

Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is an 
international body which endorses national 
or regional standards based on ten forest 
management principles and 56 criteria. The 
goal is to promote environmentally responsible, 

http://nfsc.forest.ca/home.html
http://www.iso.ch/iso/en/ISOOnline.openerpage
http://www.nrcan-rncan.gc.ca/cfs-scf/national/wfc/wfc_e.html
http://www.csa.ca
http://www.aboutsfb.org


http://www.nafaforestry.org/
http://www.ducks.ca/conserv/wbf
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EcoSchools
http://www.ecoschools.com/KeyOrgs/KeyOrgs_
wSidebar.html

Canadian Ecology Centre
http://www.canadianecology.ca

Ducks Unlimited
http://www.ducks.ca/greenwing/index.html

Evergreen
http://www.evergreen.ca/en/lg/lg.html

Green Teacher
http://www.greenteacher.com

Greening School Grounds
http://www.greengrounds.org/

Tree Canada Foundation
http://www.treecanada.ca/programs/school/
index.htm

Pre-Lesson Activities

We have provided two activities that you 
can use as an introduction to get your class 
interested and excited about sustainable forests 
in Canada:

•  “Sustainable Forests – What's Involved?” 
A word search for sustainable forest 
management terms.

•  “Searching for Signs of Sustainability!” 
Students look for signs of sustainable 
forest management activities or evidence 
that sustainable forest management has 
taken place. 

Urban forests face a variety of threats 
associated with their setting. In addition to 
natural insect and disease problems such as 
Dutch elm disease, urban trees can be damaged 
by road salt in winter, air and water pollution, 
soil compaction, construction damage and 
vandalism.

The Saskatchewan Urban Forest 
Diversification Program was launched in 2000 
to help replace some of the elm trees lost to 

Dutch Elm Disease and to 
diversify the tree species 

in the province’s urban 
and rural forests. With 

the help of the Tree 
Canada Foundation 
and other sponsors, 
the Saskatchewan 

Dutch Elm Disease 
Association, working with 

35 communities, planted 
thousands of trees in the last few 
years. 

What You and
Your Students Can Do –
Forests at a Local Level

You and your students can learn more about 
sustainable forests and become active in caring 
for Canada’s forests.

Students do not need to feel overwhelmed by 
the responsibility to care for, or create new forest 
environments. Even on a small scale, students 
can make a difference . . .one tree at a time!

Both the Tree Canada Foundation and 
Evergreen have developed programs to 
help you naturalize your schoolyard or an 
urban area. Green Teacher magazine has 
an extremely useful compendium entitled 
“Greening School Grounds – Creating Habitats 
for Learning” that will give you activities and 
articles about greening your schoolyard. 

The following are some web sites that will 
provide you with examples or opportunities 
for greening your schoolyard or other 
environmentally important activities:

http://www.ecoschools.com/KeyOrgs/KeyOrgs_wSidebar.html
http://www.canadianecology.ca
http://www.ducks.ca/greenwing/index.html
http://www.evergreen.ca/en/lg/lg.html
http://www.greenteacher.com
http://www.greengrounds.org/
http://www.treecanada.ca/programs/school/index.htm

