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BC Forest Industry Overview1 

 

Past 

 

The forest industry has been a dominant force in the BC economy since the 1800s.  From 
the first sawmill built in 1847 at Esquimalt Harbour, to the creation of the BC Forest Branch 
in 1912, British Columbia has been at the forefront. 
 
In spite of this, BCôs forest industry is cyclical and has had a number of highs and lows over 
the previous decades.  When booming, it sometimes reflects favorable trading relations with 
countries that purchase our wood within the global marketplace.  For example, increased 
housing starts in the United States often signify a robust BC forest industry as the province 
exports large quantities of wood products to our southern neighbours. Lows in the economy 
may reflect the following: 
 
1.   Poor selling prices of our timber products 
 
2.   Excessive regulatory requirements in developing timber, including high logging and 

harvesting costs 
 
3.   Large scale tree mortality brought on by climate change and the subsequent 

rendering of mature tree species susceptible to insect and disease attack. 

 

Present 

 
British Columbiaôs forest industry experienced a downturn starting in 2008 due to a number 
of market and political factors.  Although there are signs that the industry is beginning to 
rebound, these factors are still having an impact. 
 

Canadian Dollar Strength 
 

Exporters in British Columbia have faced a number of 
challenges since 2008, including a Canadian dollar that reached 
par with its American counterpart, a slump in demand for forest 
products and falling prices for coal and natural gas.  Although 
the dollar was a problem for exporters across the country, 
particularly in Central Canadaôs manufacturing belt, the 6.0% 
decline in the value of BC origin exports was the worst 
performance amongst the provinces. (Stats Canada: 2008) 

 

Job Cuts, Mill Closures & Controversial US-Canada Softwood Lumber Agreement 
 
Overall, the Canadian forestry sector has been battered for about three years by job cuts, 
mill closures and widespread streamlining. Lumber producers have sought to cut costs and 
close money-losing mills in the wake of slumping demand from the battered U.S. housing 

                                                 
1
 This information was taken from the Ministry of Forests website www.for.gov.bc.ca/hrb/careers.  It has been altered by the 

Kamloops Work Search Centre staff to improve readability (Accessed November 2008). 

../../../../../Staff$/heatherg/www.for.gov.bc.ca/hrb/careers
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market and rising costs of everything from gasoline to electricity, which has raised the cost 
of operations from coast to coast.  Additionally, a long standing US-Canada softwood lumber 
dispute was resolved with a new seven year trade agreement in 2006, but it remains 
controversial. 
 

Demographics of Aging Populations 
 
An increasingly senior population is putting incredible stress on governments to come up 
with answers.  Not only are qualified forestry workers retiring en masse, they are leaving in 
their wake a younger and smaller population of unskilled workers to replace them, forcing 
forestry managers to facilitate this transformation in the forest industry. 

 
Political Influences and International Competition for Canadian Softwood 
 
The provincial Liberals cut the government forest service by a third when they were elected 
to power in 2001.  In spite of the short term loss of jobs in the forestry sector, the party 
helped to create a healthier BC economy with strong fiscal policies and forest accountability 
measures.  Since the Liberals replaced a more environmentally-minded NDP government, 
which was characterized by over-regulating forestry practices that precipitated a spike in the 
cost of operations, government regulatory controls were relaxed which in turn stimulated 
stronger market forces in the industry.  Although the international environmental movement 
of the mid-1980ôs sensitized British Columbians to the vital need for conserving our forest 
lands, the complexities of competing in an international marketplace has since then 
significantly contributed to the industryôs systemic downsizing. 
 

Downsizing Trends 
 
According to Statistics Canada data published in June 2009, the number of individuals 
employed in forestry, wood processing and manufacturing jobs has shown a general decline 
over the last few years.  In 1998 there were approximately 65,000 workers in this industry, 
while data from 2008 show this number had dropped to approximately 46,000

2
. 

 
These jobs include people who help protect and manage forests, as well as those who work 
in wood production, manufacturing and distribution sectors.   

 
Climate Change and Insect Epidemics 
           
Currently, BC is experiencing the largest recorded mountain pine 
beetle epidemic in North America and it is strongly affecting the BC 
forest industry.  This epidemic is very likely linked to climate change.  
The Ministry of Forests and Range anticipates that 80 percent of the 
pine in the Central and Southern Interior could all be gone by 2013

3
. 

The mountain pine beetle epidemic is projected to have killed over one 
billion cubic metres by 2015.  This accounts for 81% of the mature pine 
in the interior of BC with a combined Annual Allowable Cut of 54.6 million cubic metres per 

                                                 
2
 Human Activity and the Environment:  Annual Statistics (Catalogue no. 16-201-X) ï June 9, 2009 

3
 Mountain Pine Beetle Action Plan  (www.gov.bc.ca/pinebeetle) 

../../../../../Staff$/heatherg/www.gov.bc.ca/pinebeetle
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year (Ministry of Forests and Range Chief Foresterôs Office).  The beetle has attacked a 
cumulative total of about 30 million cubic metres of lodgepole pine in the Kamloops timber 
supply area. 
 
The BC government has and is 
committed to combating the beetlesô 
destruction.  Included in these strategies 
is: recovering the greatest value from 
dead timber before it burns or decays; 
conserving long-term forests; preventing 
or reducing damage to forests in areas 
that are susceptible, but not yet 
experiencing infestations; and 
encouraging immediate and long-term 
economic sustainability for communities.  
All of these strategies directly impact job 
opportunities in a positive way.  The 
traditional methods of harvesting, 
reforestation and manufacturing will change slightly, but the impact will increase the need 
for specific pine beetle wood salvaging and removal practices. 
 
In March 2003, the province launched the Forestry Revitalization Plan

4
.  This plan aimed to 

create a new and innovative industry that provides secure jobs and career options, now and 
for years to come.  Though long-term predictions of the pine beetle impact by the Ministry of 
Forests and Range have been made and plans have been put into place, the future cannot 
always be foreseen. 
 

Softwood Lumber Exports 
 
For decades, softwood lumber has been British Columbiaôs largest export, however since 
2008 coal has taken over the top spot.  Over the five years leading up to 2009, lumber 
exports dropped to the extent that the dollar value in 2009 ($2.7 billion) was less than half of 
what it was just three years before in 2006 ($5.8 billion).  However, a slight rebounding was 
seen in the period from January 2009 to January 2010 with an increase in shipments of 
15.7%.  A key reason for this rebounding was the increase in softwood lumber exports to 
Mainland China.

5
 

 
Raw Log Exports 
 
The export of raw logs is a controversial issue in the British Columbia forest industry.  BCôs 
exports of raw logs totaled $247 million in 2009

6
 which opponents equate to a vast number 

of processing jobs being exported to other countries.  However, only those logs deemed 
surplus to the domestic market (that is, first offered for sale to local buyers but remaining 
unsold) can be exported.  Supporters of raw log exports argue that if certain species of 
trees are not being harvested due to a low demand in the local market, the net result is 

                                                 
4
 The Forestry Revitalization Plan (http://www.for.gov.bc.ca/mof/plan/frp/) 

5
 BC Stats ñExports ï January 2010ò (www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca) 

6
 BC Stats ñExports by Province ï 2000-2009ò (www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca) 

http://www.for.gov.bc.ca/mof/plan/frp/
../../../../../Staff$/heatherg/www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca
../../../../../Staff$/heatherg/www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca
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actually a reduction of employment in other aspects of the forest industry such as logging, 
road building, silviculture and transportation. 

Future 

 
The outlook for BCôs forest sector does not appear to hold much promise of a turn around in 
the near future as a number of factors, such as the high Canadian dollar and the housing 
slump in the U.S., are reducing the demand for forest products in the international 
marketplace.  Employment prospects are expected to be limited with the majority of 
openings arising due to retirement of older workers

7
. 

 
In 2008, the government of British Columbia launched the Community Development Trust, a 
program developed to help forestry workers upgrade skills, create new forestry job 
opportunities, and support older workers as they move towards retirement.  While the 
Transitional Assistance Program and Job Opportunities Program have drawn to a close, 
funding is still available for workers interested in retraining, through the Tuition Assistance 
Program.  Find out more about the Community Development Trust by visiting the program 
website at http://www.cd.gov.bc.ca/cdt/. 

 
Given Canadaôs ties to the American market, the relative value of the loonie against the 
greenback is of particular importance.  The balance of opinion among economists appears 
to be that the dollar will remain fairly stable for some time, hovering at or near par even into 
2011.  While this is quite a change from the rapid pace of growth in the last few years, it is 
of small consolation to Canadian manufacturers already struggling to compete.  
Nevertheless, if the dollar maintains its current level, it will give Canadian producers more of 
a chance to adjust, by taking steps such as capital improvements or other efficiency 
measures. 
 
Mixed Signs 
 
Exports of solid wood products were up 9.4% in January 2010 compared to January 2009.  
Most of the increase was due to a 15.7% jump in shipments of softwood lumber, although 
there was also strong growth in log exports (+161.9%).  All other solid wood categories 
experienced a drop in shipments in January 2010.  Elsewhere in the forest sector, exports 
of pulp and paper products slumped 10.3%, led by a 31.9% drop in newsprint shipments.  
Pulp (-4.9%), paper and paperboard (-15%) and other pulp and paper products (-4.4%) also 
experienced significant declines in exports

8
. 

 

International Scene 
 
Despite the housing slump in the US, the American market still represents a 63% share of 
BCôs total lumber exports.  China recently overtook Japan (12%) as the top overseas buyer 
of softwood lumber (16%) (Prince George Free Press; June 1, 2010; Arthur Williams) which 
can be attributed to a number of factors.  Chinaôs strong economic growth and resulting 

                                                 
7
 BC Work Futures Forestry and Logging Industry Profile 

(http://www.workfutures.bc.ca/wfa/viewProfileDetails.do?pageNo=page1&bundleId=534) 
8
 BC Stats ñExports - January 2010ò (www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca) 

http://www.cd.gov.bc.ca/cdt/
http://www.workfutures.bc.ca/wfa/viewProfileDetails.do?pageNo=page1&bundleId=534
../../../../../Staff$/heatherg/www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca
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increase in building construction, together with the Chinese governmentôs tightening of 
domestic logging regulations, have all contributed to Chinaôs increased demand for 
imported wood.

9
 

 
Alternate Sources of Bioenergy, Biofuel and Fired Electricity 
 
Increasing attention is being brought to the potential use of beetle-killed trees in bioenergy 
generation.  Bioenergy includes wood-fired electricity generation, production of wood 
pellets, wood gasification, and liquid biofuel production.  Substantial amounts of electricity 
are already produced using wood.  Energy co-generation using sawmilling waste and wood 
chips is a big part of the wood processing industry in BC.  The production of wood pellets is 
a mature industry in BC, with exports going primarily to the European thermal power 
industry.  BC Hydro is presently operating a number of initiatives which utilize wood fibre 
and biomass fuel sources to produce electricity, with the goal of making British Columbia 
electricity self-sufficient by 2016.

10
 

 
BC Secondary Manufacturers11 
 
BCôs secondary or ñvalue-addedò manufacturers include producers of, among other things, 
remanufactured products, engineered wood products, millwork, cabinets, furniture, pallets and 
containers, shakes and shingles and panelboards.  The majority of these companies are located 
in the Lower Mainland and the Okanagan/West Kootenays with smaller numbers in the Prince 
George/North Central region and Vancouver Island. 

In 2009, the BC government released a report entitled ñGenerating More Value from Our 
Forests:  A Vision and Action Plan for Further Manufacturing,ò12 outlining plans to promote the 
use of wood products in the domestic market, diversify the production of value-added wood 
products through research and innovation, and expand markets for further manufactured 
products.  Currently BC supplies only 1% of the US value-added market, compared to 30% of 
the commodity market, indicating ample opportunity for growth in the value-added sector. 

Community Forest Tenures 

Community forests are forest tenures issued to local governments, community groups or First 
Nations to provide sources of revenue to British Columbia communities.  As of April 2009, 
approximately 900,000 hectares were being managed as community forests in BC, and there 
are currently 33 active community forests and another 18 communities in the application 
process. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
9
 BC Stats ñExports - January 2010ò (www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca) 

10
 Source:  BC Hydro website (http://www.bchydro.com/planning_regulatory/acquiring_power/bioenergy_call_for_power.html) 

(Accessed May 2010.) 
11

 Source:  http://findbcwood.com 
12

 Generating More Value from Our Forests:  A Vision and Action Plan or Further Manufacturing 

(http://www.for.gov.bc.ca/HET/valueadded/ValAdded_report.pdf) 

../../../../../Staff$/heatherg/www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca
http://www.bchydro.com/planning_regulatory/acquiring_power/bioenergy_call_for_power.html
http://findbcwood.com/
http://www.for.gov.bc.ca/HET/valueadded/ValAdded_report.pdf
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Careers in Forestry 

 

The following career planning information will help you get started when considering a 
career in forestry.  For the purposes of this publication, we have divided forestry careers 
into four categories:  Planning and Research, Reforestation and Silviculture, 
Harvesting and Manufacturing. 
 
The following are examples of common job titles within the forest industry. 

Planning & Research 

 
With todayôs competitive forest industry and increasing reliance on modern technology, the 
preparation of harvesting sites requires trained professionals with the ability to use 
sophisticated computer systems and high tech equipment.  Below is a list of some of those 
specialized forestry professionals. 
 

District Planner Inventory Forester 
Entomologist 
Engineer 

Landscape Specialist 
Pedologist (soil specialist) 

Field Worker Planning Forester 
Fish and Wildllife Technician 
Forest Research Specialist 

Research Forester 
Recreation Planner 

Forest Technician Resource Consultant 
Forester Terrain Stability Assessor  
GIS Technician Timber Cruiser 
GPS Technician 
Geoscientist (terrain stability field assessor) 
Hydrologist 

Wildlife Biologist 
Wildlife Habitat Ecologist 

Reforestation & Silviculture 

 
Before the forest is harvested and the logs are processed in a mill, forest companies 
develop a plan to reforest the harvested sites.  It takes a large number of people in various 
careers to develop reforestation plans, prepare harvested sites for planting, gather and 
grow seeds, and plant seedlings.  A few jobs in this area are: 
 
Agrologist Nursery Researcher 
Camp Worker Silviculture Contractor 
Cone and Seed Improvement Officer Silviculture Technician 

Ecologist Silviculture Forester 
Environmental Consultant Tree Planter 
Forest Health Forester  
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Harvesting 

 
After planning and preparation has been completed, the harvesting can begin.  This 
involves a variety of heavy equipment used for building roads to sites, falling trees, loading 
logs onto trucks, and hauling logs to the mills for processing.  The following is a list of 
various harvesting and transportation job titles:    
 
Bucker Heavy Duty Mechanic 
Cable Yarding Operator Heli-logger 
Chainsaw Operator High Lead Logger 
Chaser Loader Operator 
Delimber Logging Truck Driver 
Faller Processor Operator 
Feller Buncher Operator Rigging Slinger 
Grapple Yarder Operator Skidder Operator (Line and Grapple) 
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Manufacturing 

 

Manufacturing jobs in forestry range from the primary processing of logs into lumber, 
plywood, and pulp and paper, to secondary manufacturing into products such as cabinets, 
wood flooring and shakes and shingles.  To generate products from trees requires many 
diverse machines and workers to both run and service them.  Below is a list of some jobs in 
the manufacturing sector of the forest industry: 
 

Cabinet Maker Machinist 
Carpenter Maintenance Foreman 
Chemical Engineer Maintenance Technician 
Chop Saw Operator Millwright 
Draughtsperson Pipe Fitter 
Dryer Grader Off-Bearer Planer Mill Maintenance Worker 
Fibre Flow Coordinator Quality Control Supervisor 
Forklift Operator Saw Filer 
Heavy Duty Mechanic Wood Machining Scientist 
Joiner Wood Products Designer 
Lumber Grader  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


















































