
Future of sawmill industry jobs jeopardized by overharvesting  

Companies take green timber along with forests killed by pine beetle 

From page A1 The amount of timber salvaged from mountain- pine- beetle- killed 

forests in B. C.’ s central Interior appeared stark and provided a flash point in the debate over 

how well the province is managing the unprecedented infestation.  

B. C. MINISTRY OF FORESTS The mountain pine beetle has killed large swaths of 

British Columbia’s forests, creating a race to harvest the trees for use by the sawmill 

industry.  

Companies operating around the sawmill town of Houston overshot the volume of green 

non- pine timber they were expected to log by the equivalent of almost 29,000 loggingtruck 

loads between 2009 and 2013, after limits were set in 2008.  

“That’s green wood that was supposed to be there for the midterm harvest,” said NDP 

forestry critic Norm Macdonald, who raised the issue in the provincial Legislature along with 

Cowichan Valley MLA Bill Routley. The industry is already bracing for that “midterm period,” 

the 20- to 60- year period where efforts to salvage the dead pine timber is over and harvests 

have to be reduced while growth in replanted forests catch up.  

In the meantime, however, now that the pine beetle has chewed through some 18.3 

million hectares of pine forests ( an area fivetimes the size of Vancouver Island is the Ministry 



of Forests’ favourite comparison), provincial policy is to save every scrap of green timber it 

can for the midterm.  

B. C. Chief Forester Dave Peterson expects the elevated provincial allowable timber 

harvest of about 77 million cubic metres ( companies are only logging about 68 million cubic 

metres of it) will have to be scaled back to between 56 million and 60 million cubic metres per 

year in the midterm in order for the cut to remain sustainable.  

So the issue around Houston is whether the province is allowing companies to steal 

timber supplies from the forest now that could have been used to maintain jobs in the future.  

 

“For them to be hitting that ( green timber) harder than they should, and not be held 

accountable for it, it’s an issue for sure,” said Bill Holmberg, the mayor of Houston where West 

Fraser Timber is set to close its sawmill on May 9 — at the cost of 225 jobs — as part of its 

strategy to cope with reduced future timber supplies. See page 58  

 

The closure is part of the swap of timber supplies West Fraser negotiated with Canfor last 

fall that called for West Fraser to trade the majority of its cutting rights around Houston to 

Canfor in exchange for assuming Canfor’s cutting rights around West Fraser’s operational 

home base in Quesnel. Canfor has already closed its Quesnel mill, eliminating 208 jobs.  



B. C. MINISTRY OF FORESTS This view of larva spreading through a trunk shows how 

mountain pine beetles kill lodgepole pine.  

“The big issue that we’re trying to get through now is making sure as many ( displaced) 

people have found jobs,” Holmberg said.  

The encroachment into green timber was also noticed by the B. C. Forest Practices Board, 

one of government’s independent watchdog organizations, in a recently completed review.  

It concluded, on balance, that the province is succeeding in targeting the dead, beetle- 

infested trees, allowing for replanting of dead forests, but board chairman Tim Ryan noted 

that the region around Houston — known as the Morice Timber Supply Area — stood out for 

the amount of living non- pine timber being harvested.  

“The switch from harvesting dead pine trees to live nonpine trees means the midterm 

timber supply is starting to be cut now and not five to 10 years in the future,” Ryan said. 

“That means the ( reductions) to ( annual harvest) may happen sooner rather than later.”  

However, there is an argument to be made that in areas such as the Morice, which were 

hit first and hardest by the beetle infestation starting in about 1999, loggers have reached the 



midterm, according to Doug Routledge, a vice- president at the industry group the Council of 

Forest Industries.  

“That’s 15 years, when you think about it. We do need to move into those other ( non) 

pine stands if we’re going to keep mills running,” Routledge said, and suggested the province 

might have to adjust its expectations for their ability to keep preserving timber for the future, 

because the future is upon them.  

Forest Minister Steve Thomson said the overharvest hasn’t gone unnoticed and he 

expects the companies to stay within their harvest limits until new harvest levels are set. He 

added that ministry staff have been working with the companies since the end of 2011 to do 

so.  

“That’s when we started the process to make sure they had harvest plans with us that 

would ( get them back within harvest limits),” Thomson said. “And reports submitted ( to the 

ministry) to the end of December are that they are complying.”  

However, Routledge argued that other timber- supply areas are at, or close to hitting, 

midterm conditions — areas around Burns Lake, Vanderhoof, Prince George and Quesnel, 

which have been at the heart of the beetle infestation.  

Chief Forester Peterson said that around Houston, if loggers can’t stay within their limits 

for non- pine harvest, they won’t be allowed to harvest their complete timber quota, although 

he acknowledges they are close to exhausting dead pine.  

Peterson has begun a new review of timber- harvest limits in the Morice region, which 

Thomson accelerated as one of the steps in response to the non- pine overharvest.  

Peterson’s predecessor as chief forester, Jim Snetsinger, last set harvest levels there in 

2008, when they were increased to 2.16 million cubic metres per year from 1.96 million cubic 

metres in an attempt to salvage pine logs.  

At the outset, Peterson estimates that the area can withstand the current harvest for 

another five years before it needs to be scaled back to remain sustainable.  

How much it is scaled back is still up for debate, but Peterson has projected a base case 

of 26 per cent, down to 1.6 million cubic metres per year, and has called for public comments 

on his estimates before making a final decision, which likely be published in the fall.  

Peterson added that he is scheduled to start the harvest review for the massive Prince 

George timber region, which takes in the forests around Vanderhoof, Fort St. James ( as well 

as extending south and east of the Interior city) next year. And the Ministry of Forests is in the 



middle of conducting a new inventory of the Quesnel, which Peterson said should be available 

within two years for a review of its harvest levels.  

Forest workers are pushing the province to complete those harvest reviews to help give 

them better certainty about where future mill closures might be, according to Frank Everitt, 

president of the United Steelworkers Local 1- 424.  

“( Harvest reductions) could mean a further reduction in manufacturing facilities within 

the northern interior,” Everitt said. “We won’t where that plays out exactly, because there’s 

always ( the possibility for) mergers and acquisitions, and that will dictate, from a harvesting 

point of view, who’s in control.”  

“Quite frankly, West Fraser and Canfor moved ahead of their competitors,” he added.  

B. C. has spent more than $ 800 million on efforts such as enhanced silviculture and on 

research and development on new forest products to get more value out of a reduced harvest.  

Routledge said developing new building components made from traditional B. C. wood 

products, such as cross- laminated timbers made from economy- grade boards, and extracting 

the biochemical agents from wood fibres to use in fuels, plastics and other composite 

materials offer the industry the most promise.  

He added the biochemical side will be able to use scrap limbs and residue the traditional 

industry has never used before.  

However, he said it will require more entrepreneurial investment better able to capitalize 

on government support than the traditional big companies that have to worry about subsidy 

issues in trade relationships with the U. S.  

Thomson, on Wednesday committed $ 2.25 million to the industry- backed FP Innovations 

labs located on the University of B. C. campus to support its research in producing cellulose 

filament material, which could have applications in strengthening paper, plastics or composite 

structures.  

 

Routledge is optimistic that re- tooling the industry will help mitigate the need to reduce 

timber harvests.  

 
 


