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ñForests that could be classified as ñold growthò, occur throughout British Columbia. In British 

Columbia, old growth has become a political issue as the publicôs focus on the environment, 

including forestry practices, has increased. A major debate concerns harvesting wood fibre and 

preserving remaining old-growth forests for other values such as ecological, economic, social and 

cultural (Juday 1988; Rolston 1989).ò 1 

 

I am a life-long resident of British Columbia and have spent over 30 years struggling to defend, and 

helping many others to defend, the integrity of some of the waters, forests, species and lands within that 

colonial territory. During my lifetime I was fortunate to visit, investigate and document many places and 

vast landscapes extending from the temperate coastal forest lands to the interior dry and wet belt 

forestlands to the Canadian Rockies. I have both witnessed the awesome beauty and destructive slaughter 

of these recently intact forest lands, 2 participated in hearings, conferences, debates and tours concerning 

that slaughter, and have undertaken research and writing of numerous reports and video exposes.  

 
1 Old-Growth Forests: Problem Analysis, Ministry of Forests Research Branch, January 1990, page 1. 
2 From about the year 1900 onwards.  
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I have defended the publicôs drinking 

water forested lands for much of that time 

and have come to understand the critical 

nature and fully functioning value that old 

intact forestlands have in providing the 

best water possible for both people and all 

creationôs creatures. That is primarily why 

I and others formed the BC Tap Water 

Alliance in February 1997. And, after nine 

years of efforts, that is why the Lower 

Mainlandôs drinking water sources for 

Metro Vancouver residents were finally 

re-protected on November 10, 1999, 3 

wherein are still found remnant stands of 

low and higher valley ancient and old 

growth forests. The administrators, 

professionals and citizenry that originally 

fought to protect the forests for Metro 

Vancouver and Metro Victoria 

consumptive water use (1905 ï 1927) also 

understood the rich value of the old 

forests, with provincial medical health officers also extolling the added virtue of community watershed 

protection for wildlife within these legislated havens. 4 

 

When the BC government used to have 

functioning research bodies / branches 

within the Environment and Forests 

Ministries, conscientious resource 

scientists and technicians provided 

insightful evaluation of our forest lands 

for the publicôs decision makers, such as 

the following, and perhaps last, critical 

statement made in 1991 on ñintactò 

forest cover:   

 

Forests play a vital role in 

regulating water supply and 

maintaining pristine water 

quality in British Columbia. The 

relatively small percentage of 

the provincial forest land base 

that is within community 

watersheds combined with the 

high proportion of the population 

that depends on this type of water supply, indicates the high value of forests in watersheds. 

 
3 After the Coquitlam watershed was protected through federal legislation in 1910, and after the Seymour and Capilano 

watershed were protected in 1927, the three watersheds were removed from their legislatively tenured protected states in 1967. 
4 The concerns about wildlife protection extended to the establishment of ñgame reservesò in BC, which, by the early 1960s, 

seemed to have mysteriously disappeared. 

Photo of Greeley Creek watershed, Revelstoke City water supply, 

from Will Koopôs 2013 report, The Big Eddy. 
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The quality and quantity of water within a watershed is 

largely a function of the intact forest cover. Tree cover 

controls snow storage and melt rates by snow 

interception, shading, and wind ablation, influencing 

both yield and streamflow. Peak flows with their 

consequent high soil erosion rates are reduced by an 

intact forest cover. 

 

Water quality is best maintained in forested 

watersheds. On the coast, forested watersheds have 

landslide rates many times less than comparable 

watersheds. Slope stability is enhanced by the tree 

roots anchoring the steeply sloped soils. An intact 

forest cover shields the soil from raindrop erosion, as 

do the organic soil horizons. Overland flow of water is 

extremely rare in forested watersheds because of the 

high surface infiltration through the well-structured 

forest soils, and because of the macro-permeability 

provided by earth-worm holes, borrows, and rotted root 

channels. As a consequence, rates of surface soil 

erosion are very low in forested watersheds. 5 

 

In 1991 is when the governmentôs Forest Resources 

Commission released its final report, which was one year before the 1992 world environment conference 

in Rio de Janeiro, and four years before governmentôs drafting of the Forest Practices Code Act. 

 

 

Incorporation of the term ñold growthò / ñold-growthò and Old-Growth Review Processes 

 

A review of the origins of the term ñold growthò or ñold-growthò seems to begin around the year 1975 in 

American science and research literature. 6 By the early 1980s the term began to be widely incorporated 

as a new concept under pioneering research scientists such as Gerry Franklin 7 who investigated the 

ecological and structural complexities and biological diversity of old Douglas Fir forest regimes. Prior, 

terms such as ñold,ò ñmature,ò ñover-mature,ò ñdecadent,ò ñstagnant,ò ñvirgin,ò ñstagnated,ò were used 

by professional foresters in British Columbia, while conservationists sometimes used alternate terms such 

as ñprimevalò and ñancientò to describe the same. 

 

The new concept of ñold growthò began to take shape in the 1980s set within the context of intense public 

concerns in Minnesota and in the Pacific Northwest where raging logging controversies were fought in 

 
5 Ecosystems of British Columbia, Ministry of Forests Research Branch and Forest Sciences Section, February 1991. The quote 

is mentioned in the authorôs 1996 book, From Wisdom to Tyranny: A History of British Columbiaôs Drinking Watershed 

Reserves, in chapter 8.4.1.1, The Ecosystems of BC Research Report Emphasizes and Affirms ñIntact Forest Cover,ò page 125. 
6 ñIn 1976 the research group associated with this work received a request from a National Forest planner for assistance in 

characterizing old-growth forests; as he put it: ñWe know that old-growth forests are more than just some big old trees, but we 

donôt know how else to describe them. Could your group provide us with a more complete characterization?ò A workshop, 

convened at Wind River, Washington, in 1977, produced a synthesis entitled, ñEcological Characteristics of Old-Growth 

Douglas-Fir Forestsò (Franklin and others, 1981). All current attempts at ecological definitions of old-growth Douglas-fir are 

based on the 1977 synthesis and subsequent research, much of it under the auspices of the Forest Serviceôs Old-Growth Forest 

Wildlife Habitat Program.ò Lengthy quote from, General Technical Report PNW-GTR, Issue 285, page 62. 
7 ñForest ecosystems that have developed over a long period essentially free of catastrophic (including human) disturbance.ò 

1910 Federal Order-In-Council for 

protection of Coquitlam watershed lands. 
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the courts. As a result of many converging circumstances concerning the mismanagement and clearcutting 

of American forest landscapes, in 1982 the United States federal Forest Service initiated an Old-Growth 

Wildlife Habitat Research and Development Program Steering Committee. Three years later in 1985, 

recommendations from that Steering Committee resulted in the formation of the Old-Growth Definitions 

Task Group in 1986. 8 By 1988, the Forest Service 

created the Old-Growth Task Group, and a 

ñreconstituted Old Growth Committeeò 9 in 1992.  

 

As is the case for British Columbia in general, 

adoption of leading United States forest science 

research and development by the University of BC 

and government research departments lagged before 

the BC government finally adopted the Old-Growth 

Strategy process in 1989 when the term ñBrazil of 

the Northò was used by the concerned public to 

describe the slaughter of BCôs forests. Prior to the 

old-growth strategy processes, the provincial 

government initiated the formation of a Forest 

Resources Commission public process. In April 1991 

it published its final report, The Future of Our 

Forests: 

 

The messages they [the public] gave the 

Commission were as complex and varied as 

the people themselves, but one theme 

underlined virtually everything we heard - the 

status quo is not good enough. The way the 

forests and their many values are currently 

being managed by government and industry 

is out of step with what the public expects. It 

must change. 

 

Driving the current level of dissatisfaction is a dramatic shift in societyôs values. Once valued only 

for their economic worth, the forest resources now represent a much wider range of values - 

aesthetic, environmental, social, spiritual, and many more. That shift in values underlies much of 

the conflict that has dominated the debate over forest resources in the last few years. 

 

Very early in the exercise, the Commission recognized that any changes in the way the forests are 

managed to reflect a full range of values will depend on an all-encompassing vision of what we 

want from our forests, and what are acceptable practices to get us there. That Vision Statement is a 

simple statement of principle that has led to many recommendations for change. 10 

 

 
8 ñConcerns are emerging about old-growth forests and their various functions, such as providing habitat for wildlife. 

Consequently, disposition of old-growth forests has become an important and controversial issue in land-use planning on 

National Forests and Bureau of Land Management Lands.ò Quote from the Old Growth Definition Task Group report, Interim 

Definitions for Old-Growth Douglas-Fir and Mixed-Conifer Forests in the Pacific Northwest and California, USDA Research 

Note PNW-447, July 1986. 
9 Eastern Old-Growth Forests: Prospects for Rediscovery and Recovery, by Mary Byrd Davis, page 234. 
10 Introduction, page 6. 
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Of interest, despite the prominent role from the old-growth strategy processes and research studies 

underway since 1989, the Sandy Peel Commission report said very little about old-growth forests, their 

function and future role. In fact, the final report references the words and term ñold growthò only seven 

times. The following quote is where two of those seven instances occur: 

 

The current timber endowment consists largely of ñold growthò trees that have a greater volume of 

wood at harvest than will the ñsecond growthò trees that replace them, under current management 

regimes. Those current timber management regimes and yield calculations are not designed to 

replace old growth inventories with an equal volume of wood. That means there could be a 

ñfalldownò of the inventory volume.  

  

Where the Forest Resources Commission got its history facts wrong is 

that there used to be an embracing ñvision statementò published in the 

Gordon Sloan Forest Resources Commissionôs final report in 1945, 

albeit lacking some of the later refined science-based concepts and 

language. 

 

A sustained yield policy, perpetuating our forest stands, will not 

only provide a continuity of wood supply essential to maintain 

our forest industries, primary and secondary, with consequent 

regional stability of employment, but will also ensure a 

continued forest cover adequate to perform the invaluable 

functions of watershed protection, stream flow and run-off 

control, the prevention of soil erosion, and of providing 

recreational and scenic areas, and a home for our wild bird and 

animal life. 11 

 

The perpetuation of the forest-cover for purposes other than the 

production of timber fall into a special category. I refer for instance to watershed protection 12 and 

other multiple forest uses. A tree is a plant and to secure an economic return from the soil 

producing its growth the tree must be harvested. At the same time, it must be kept in mind that a 

tree may be of more value in place in the forest than when converted into lumber. 13 

 

The root of societyôs problems regarding the slaughter and liquidation of BCôs old forests began with 

what I will collectively refer to as óthe corporate forest stateô which took shape by the early 1950s, at 

which time the Social Credit Party administration systematically dedicated and assigned forest lands in 

newly created timber supply  planning area boundaries, 14 the controversies about the Forest Minister 

taking bribes concerning the granting of ñperpetualò Forest Management Licences (later, ñ25-yearò Tree 

Farm Licences), and by the 1960s with the formation of a primary lobbying force, the BC Council of 

Forest Industries. The 1945 Sloan Commission óvision statementô was wilfully  ignored, abandoned, swept 

óunder the rug,ô buried by ever-growing waves of greed, administrative mismanagement, and corruption, 

the tragic and sacrificial background behind the ñ50 cents on the dollar.ò  

 
11 Report of the Commissioner Relating to Forest Resources of B.C., 1945, page 128. Note: ñwatershedò denoted a ñcommunity 

drinking watershed.ò 
12 The term ñwatershedò at the time denoted a ñcommunity watershed.ò Refer to Chapters 2 and 4 in Will  Koopôs 2013 report, 

The Big Eddy, for more on this history, at www.bctwa.org.  
13 Ibid., page 127. 
14 Public and Private Working Circles, Tree Farm Management and License lands, created during a comprehensive inventory of 

BCôs forest lands as published in the 1957 Continued Forest Inventory of British Columbia document. 

Gordon Sloan 
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BCôs Old Growth Strategy Process: An Inexcusable Failure 

 

BCôs ñCrownò or public forest lands were formerly administered under the Lands administration (1912 ï 

1945), a departmentôs function that was divided in two in 1945 at the end of the Sloan Forest 

Commission, renamed Lands and Forests. By 1962, the administration of BCôs forest lands was still with 

the Lands Department but became integrated with another Department or Ministry: Lands, Forests and 

Water Resources. Resource developments and issues on public forest lands were to be cooperatively 

considered under an administrative umbrella Ministry where there was a semblance of a tripartite 

accountability. However, government records reveal that there had been a working schism in place within 

the Forest Service, whereby forest administrators would often carry the upper hand in decision making.  

 

The final takeover by the Forest Service started during the second Social Credit administration (1976-

1991) in 1978, with the creation of the first stand-alone Ministry of Forests, with its new legislative 

authority and terms. This is when the problems for BCôs old growth forests began to fundamentally 

abound and shift, when the Ministry of Lands, the Ministry of Environment, the Ministry of Health were 

shunted off to the side. This is when the BC public began to organize itself into dozens and dozens of 

action-oriented groups and societies, with seemingly endless chain-reaction issues everywhere and every 

day. It was always in the news, especially in all of BCôs newspapers, particularly the Vancouver Sun and 

Vancouver Province. By 1988, the Vancouver Sun began numerous full -page series on resource issue 

conflicts relating to forestry, fish, environment and First Nations, events which would lead to, among 

others, the creation of BCôs Old Growth Strategy process. With the Council of Forest Industries 

contracting Burston Marstellar (1990-1991), the international public relations firm, to counter the publicôs 

opposition, anger and collective movement under the creation of the ñgrass rootsò BC Forest Alliance, 

efforts were made to recondition the masses, to fit in with the forest industryôs industrial paradigm under 

Ike Barberôs ñWorking Forestò book title. Eventually under the BC Liberals administration (2001-2017) 

came the implementation of the ñNot Undulyò restriction clause in the Forest and Range Practices Act 

that, as the forest industry had anticipated, helped trump public concerns and protests. 
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Above left: Forest Planning Canada journal information about the first Old 

Growth Strategy public meeting in Parksville, on Vancouver Island, 

November 1989.  

 

 

Left: Decision making 

and planning process 

flow chart from the 

1992 Old Growth 

Strategy document. 
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The first stage of BCôs old growth 

strategy processes occurred from 1989 

to 1992. Following this, the old growth 

strategy was more, or less, parcelled 

out, spilling over into Regional and 

Local Land Use planning forums, 

where, as a result, came the 

introduction and implementation of 

Old Growth Management Areas 

(OGMAs). With the implementation of 

the Forest Practices Code Act in 1995 

came ñobjectives for old-growth 

retentionò which ñwere established as 

higher level plan orders.ò (Conserving 

Old Growth Forests in BC, Forest 

Practices Board Special Investigation 

report, page 12) 

 

In its special investigation of the 

British Columbiaôs OGMAs, the Forest 

Practices Board stated that about ñ70 

percent of the 55,000 OGMAs have no 

legal status ... and the remaining 30 

percent have been declared legal under 

the Land Act.ò (Pages 3-4) 
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Above: Excerpt from 1992 Old Growth Strategy document. Below: Excerpt from Appendix 1, in January 

1990 Old-Growth Forests: Problem Analysis document. 
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Above and below: Excerpts from the 1992 Old Growth Strategy document. 

Left: Excerpt from the forest industryôs B.C. Forest Sector Old Growth 

Committee promotional 8-page paper, Old Growth: What is at Stake? 

 

During the Old Growth review processes, the forest industry 

kept up political pressure to maintain the status quo liquidation 

of the old growth forests, as summarized in the excerpt to the 

left.   
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Despite the promises and rhetoric made by some NDP MLAs, such as Dan Miller  above, who would become Forests Minister 

in late 1991, and then depart by way of a conflict-of-interest charge, and by 1999 would advocate the privatization of public 

forestlands, old growth forests continued to be liquidated. And, under the NDP administration, community watersheds, whether 

protected under the Land Act as Watershed Reserves, or those that had no protection, were logged and butchered. (For an 

explanation, please refer to the authorôs 2019 YouTube video on Watershed Reserves, under the title ñLegal Logging 

Moratorium History and Government Secrets in the Peachland Community Watershed.ò) 
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In its investigation of Old Growth Management Areas, the Forest Practices Board stated the following: 

 

The investigation found that governmentôs [BC Liberal Party administration] lack of a coordinated 

and uniform approach for tracking and monitoring old-growth retention is a significant problem. 

In many management areas, particularly those where non-legal OGMAs have been identified, 

government does not know the extent of OGMA incursions or if licensees have appropriately 

replaced harvested areas with other areas having equal or better old growth attributes. In some 

management areas where old-growth retention is achieved non-spatially, government does not 

always provide ongoing oversight to ensure that OGMA requirements are being met. Also, 15 

years after land use planning commenced, government has not yet started to assess if its objectives 

for old-growth retention are effectiveïeven though it has a program to do so (the Forest and Range 

Evaluation Program). 
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Another potentially significant problem relates to how government addresses retention in OGMAs 

for the non-forestry Crown land tenures that it grants. The investigation found that governmentôs 

approach is inconsistent; some tenure holders are required to address old-growth retention (i.e., 

avoid or mitigate impacts to OGMAs) while other tenure holders are not. The Board notes that 

while the Environmental Protection and Management Regulation under the Oil and Gas Activities 

Act provides for the responsible minister to legalize OGMAs, thereby ensuring their protection 

from the impacts of oil and gas activities, this has not yet happened. 

 

Rebuke to Foresters 

 

What I have learned over all of the 

years is that the persistent problems 

that the public faces here in British 

Columbia concerning the fate of our 

forests is directly attributed to the 

role of the professional / technical 

forester through his/her mandate 

with the Association of BC Forest Professionals, 15 contractually dispersed in numerous public, private, 

government and higher learning sectors. If anyone or any collective body is to be held accountable for the 

cumulative, unethical slaughters and mismanagement of our old intact forests, it is this organization 

through its policy and lobbying advocacy capacities (committees, sub-committees, annual meetings, 

newsletters, journals, publications, etc.). Had this organization been collectively óethicalô or 

conscientiously óaccountableô our:  

 

¶ community or domestic drinking watershed sources would have been kept in a protected intact 

state, as many once were; 

¶ hundreds of our forgotten recreational forest reserves, or UREPs, would still be intact; 

 
15 Formerly, the Association of BC Professional Foresters. 
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¶ our mid to high elevation ñheadwaterò forestlands 16 would perhaps still be largely off limits, as 

they once were: 

ñThe permanence of the merchantable forest is, however, not the only question to be 

considered in the problem of re-afforestation .... These in their turn will depend upon the 

maintenance of forest cover upon the mountain slopes, the cover that holds up the snow and 

holds back the floods, sustaining a spongy soil for the storage of the water supply and the 

regulation of the flow of rivers é. The protection from fire of these Reserves and also of all 

forest growth at high altitudes should be a serious duty of the Department of Forests, not only 

for the sake of the water supply but also for the prevention of soil erosion and of catastrophes, 

by land and snow slides, such as those that marked the spring of 1910;ò 17 

¶ our wildlife and fish populations would not be threatened or obliterated; 

¶ much of our older forests would be prized intact assets because of their roles to mitigate global 

warming for ófreeô carbon 

dioxide capture, warnings 

which were imparted to 

professional foresters since 

the 1960s following.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
16 ñHeadwaterò watersheds and forestlands were considered more or less sacred on United States federal forestlands, and by 

way of the 1910 BC Royal Commission on Forests, here in BC as well. The role of headwater forests in the United States is 

aptly summarized in the 1933, two-volume, 1,600-page, federal Copeland Report, A National Plan for American Forestry.   
17 Final Report of the Royal Commission of Inquiry on Timber and Forestry, 1909-1910, page D-66. 


