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Stewart Muir is a historian and award-winning journalist with a passion for the natural
legacies of British Columbia. A graduate of Simon Fraser University and the University of
British Columbia, he was a director of The Nature Trust of British Columbia from 2006 until
2014. During a fellowship at the renowned Centre for the Study of European Expansion at
Leiden University in The Netherlands, he studied economic botany and the long-term
consequences of deforestation and climate change.

Stewart is a passionate advocate for Indigenous leadership in natural resource sectors like
forestry, founding the Indigenous Partnership Success Showcase, an annual event bringing
business and Indigenous leaders together to work towards economic reconciliation.

Stewart created Green Growth BC (GGBC) in 2021 to help educate British Columbians on the
state of B.C.'s forests and on the importance of forestry to communities throughout the
province.

Follow him on Twitter at @sjmuir.
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team member of GGBC. He was the editor of Resource Works' Forestry in BC: Setting the
Record Straight. A graduate of Trinity Western University and the Laurentian Leadership
Centre, he worked for a member of Parliament and as a research analyst for PrimaCorp
Ventures before joining Resource Works. Josiah is passionate about forestry and the benefits
provided by natural resources to communities across Canada.
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Since Fairy Creek became a household name, British Columbians have found themselves
inundated with wildly differing stories about forestry in our province. Is B.C. a conservation
leader, are mature forests “worth more standing,” and must we now make a “last stand for
biodiversity”?

How did we get here? More importantly, how do we move forward?

Green Growth BC (GGBC) was launched to help you answer those questions for yourself. 

Reality Recovered is GGBC’s first report. British Columbians have a lot of questions about
mature forests, logging, and conservation. There just aren’t very many places to go for
answers. Activists and media don’t present the full facts. But in our busy lives, there is little
time to look up technical, scientific papers, and these sources are typically written for those
who already have specialist training.

We’re here to bridge that gap.

In this report, we show you the state of B.C.’s old growth forests as simply as we can. 

The fact is, B.C. has far more old growth than most people realize. The question, then, is not
how much there is but how we, as a province, want to use it.

INTRODUCTION
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People are looking for information they can trust about old-growth forestry on the coast of
B.C. They have rightly observed that the pool of information has been tainted by the politics
of protest and disinformation currently centred around Fairy Creek.

Their concerns are entirely justified.

Public decision-making should be made with a complete range of factors in mind. Win-win
outcomes that preserve the environment and support healthy communities should be the
goal. 

Naive students are being directed into the woods near Port Renfrew for the purpose of telling
First Nations who have been in the area for tens of thousands of years that they, the
Indigenous land stewards, have no authority and are not welcome in their own territory. The
Pacheedaht First Nation has repeatedly asked blockaders to leave its territory but has been
ignored.

Our conversations with all kinds of civic, business, and First Nations leaders – good people
with lifetimes of devoted public service – indicate that the public reaction to the
orchestrations of Fairy Creek is hardly isolated or unique. Narrow interest groups may wish
to have control of the policy agenda, but it doesn't mean that they should be granted it.

OLD GROWTH FORESTS IN BRITISH COLUMBIA
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Every day it seems like there is a new advertising campaign with high-pitched claims about
"the last of the remaining old-growth trees." In fact, our old forests are actually in way better
shape than claimed.

For those who already have extensive knowledge about the true operations of forestry, it's
disappointing to see the ways that knowledge holders (including professional foresters and
provincial bureaucrats) feel constrained for one reason or another from speaking their truths
more publicly.

The Fairy Creek demands about the imminent loss of old growth forests are not honest or
credible. Implementing them would benefit neither the forests nor the people of B.C.

ANOTHER DAY, ANOTHER DUBIOUS CLAIM
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While some Fairy Creek activists insist they are only concerned about what they think of as
old growth, B.C.'s entire forest industry is at risk of being permanently harmed by
unwarranted pressure group campaigns.

This is not speculation. Yes, forest activists continually insist that their target is only old
growth. But we have plenty of evidence to show that only a complete shutdown of forestry
activity will satisfy the most extreme voices.

Just look at what was stated by the American anarchists who started the whole Fairy Creek
blockade in the first place, back in mid-2020 when they felled trees across an area road,
erecting tripods and impeding lawful access by the local First Nation to its own territory.

"We are happy to obstruct old-growth logging," the Puget Sound Anarchists wrote in their
anonymous blog, "but we'd just as soon have done the same thing to prevent 2nd or 3rd
growth forests from being clearcut, as there is nothing remotely sustainable about the way
forests in so-called British Columbia are being industrially destroyed."

So many questions come out of this, as to why these shadowy forces of havoc think that B.C.
is a place where they can be allowed to operate.

Yet, from these dubious origins has sprung the whole fanatical circus act around Fairy Creek. 

ANOTHER DAY, ANOTHER DUBIOUS CLAIM
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There is obviously something much
larger than Fairy Creek going on
here.

Fairy Creek has become a symbol
and we could spend all sorts of time
going down technical rabbit holes
and it will contribute nothing to
dealing with the protest and its
increasingly provincial
consequences. We now know that
the real campaign is about a
moratorium on all forestry in B.C.
This is deeply disturbing for those
who care about forest health, about
First Nations, and about the many
communities that depend on
responsible, sustainable forestry.

An enormous amount has already
been done to protect the forests of
B.C. 

ANOTHER DAY, ANOTHER DUBIOUS CLAIM

We do not need anarchists in our policy processes. We do not need the tools of psychological
warfare to be deployed into our governance processes. Sadly, the situation right now is that both
of those things are happening, and much more. 

It's time to draw a line between citizenship and chaos.

Protestor violence at Fairy Creek. With files from CTV News.
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The words "old growth" are increasingly being used as a general description for trees that
seem aged. While your grandmother living to 100 would certainly qualify as a human "old
growth" specimen, the century benchmark doesn't make a tree old. When it comes to trees on
the lush coast of British Columbia, old growth is a term used by forest professionals with
technical precision.

Here on the coast, only trees greater than 250 years of age fall into the category of old growth. 

Yet, we have seen pressure groups deliberately distort the meaning of old growth for their
own purposes. We can't say we are surprised to see the Wilderness Committee telling its
followers in a map that a tree is old growth when it reaches the century mark. Pretty much
par for the course for this particular organization.

One wonders how much public sentiment on forestry today is being driven by this kind of
misinformation. This isn't the first time the same popular organization has used deceptive
advertisements to create baseless public concern about the Fairy Creek watershed.

WHAT IS "OLD GROWTH"?
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Drawn from public mapping data and dated June 10, 2021, the map at first glance is a
credible visual description showing actual forested areas as well as roads, boundaries etc.
Look closer at the legend, bottom right, and you can see where confusion is being sown.

As is evident, the Wilderness Committee map falsely states that old-growth forest is "> 100
years old", not 250 years old plus as defined by forest science.

WHAT IS "OLD GROWTH"?
Here's a map that came to our attention in mid-June 2021:
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Here's a question for the anti-forestry
pressure groups: "If your arguments about
old growth forests are so watertight, why do
you feel the need to misstate such a basic
fact?"

Why do you need to redefine "old growth"?

The only possible answer that a reasonable
person could arrive at is that these
campaigners have to lie about this
fundamental fact because their case is
actually a fundamentally weak one. 

For those that play fast and loose with the
truth, definitions are easily manipulated to
score a point in the eyes of the misinformed.
Let's not fall for that trick. Let's get
informed.

WHAT IS "OLD GROWTH"?
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Let's try to understand this better.

Old-growth forests are complex places. Those who identify them using mapping techniques
can spot an old-growth forest by its canopy cover as seen using aerial imagery. In a young
forest, whether it has been replanted by people or is recovering from natural disturbance like
fire, wind or disease, initially, the trees are around the same height. An old-growth forest has
a mixture of tree ages resulting in irregular gaps in the canopy. When we talk about the
amount of old-growth inventory, studying the canopy from above is the fundamental method
of determining the status of a patch of forest. 

However, old-growth determination can often be more art than science. Political pressure
groups like the Sierra Club have been adept at occupying the resulting ambiguous spaces.
Last year, Sierra hired some academics to produce the report most often cited as why we
need to hit the panic button on old growth. Entitled BC's Old Growth Forest: A Last Stand for
Biodiversity, to a great extent, this report employs a thin veneer of convenient numbers
spread to support magical thinking about forest management. It starts with a word game on
the very first page:

"We have written this report because old growth cannot be portrayed by a single
number or map. Old forest comes in many forms." 

GETTING AT THE TRUTH

REALITY RECOVERED

http://fwf.ag.utk.edu/sites/silviculture/stand%20development%20stages%20silvics.pdf
https://sierraclub.bc.ca/wp-content/uploads/bcs-old-growth-forest-a-last-stand-for-biodiversity-report-2020.pdf


To make the case that old growth is virtually extinct in B.C., the report authors substituted
"old growth" as old forest and then distorted the representation to confirm their bias. If you
search for any estimate of the margin of error in their work, it is not to be found. The work is
also rife with other errors and gives rise to generalizations that actually do not stand up to
fine-grained scrutiny. The result is mapping that seems to "show" an old-growth crisis where
there is none.

To manufacture the sense of old-growth crisis, the authors employed the colour red to show
the areas they contend are at risk. And when you glance at the maps, they are sure are
alarming!

GETTING AT THE TRUTH

Site Index ＞  5 Site Index ＞  10

Site Index ＞  15 Site Index ＞  20
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The problem here is that those alarming expanses of red are based on speculation, not hard
data. The method of computer data aggregation employed for these visual generalizations
creates errors that are further compounded as the work progresses. These errors in
estimation may easily be as high as 30%. For the Coast areas, in particular, the use of site
information is skewed so badly as to be meaningless. Other aspects of the report's
methodology lack detail or are ambiguous.

As our work here has previously shown, the dubious nature of such efforts becomes vivid
when you start to look closer and compare the obvious evidence from satellite imagery to the
speculative mapping. This post by Resource Works got a lot of people talking because it
revealed just how easy it is to manipulate public understanding in this domain.

Take the example of the distorted impression created for Vancouver Island. Below is the
actual situation, drawn from provincial forest mapping data. The green colour represents
coniferous tree cover: 

GETTING AT THE TRUTH
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That is healthy forest of all age categories. Now here is old growth alone, in the next map.
You know, the 250 years plus that is “about to disappear”?

GETTING AT THE TRUTH

Quite clearly, there is a vast amount of old growth forest on Vancouver Island. The map
above is from the provincial government and is dated April 2021, so it is the latest and most
up to date information as indicated in its legend here:
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Mapmaking can be as much about art as it is about science when you consider that digital
cartographers like those producing the falsely labelled Wilderness Committee map can
choose from 259 different mapping attributes as they conjure up their maps. Without
rigorous practice, these maps can be subjective – the product of somebody's selection of
inputs. That is why any map from a political pressure group should be treated with extreme
caution. 

BE CAUTIOUS AROUND MAPS

Although it has become commonplace now to cite the Old Growth Review Panel report of
April 2020 as an authoritative statement that any old growth logging is bad, that is not
remotely what its authors, Gorley and Merkel, said.

In fact, these respected foresters make it quite clear that misinformation matching the
description of the Sierra Club report should be treated with caution: "One of the challenges
we found early in the engagement process was how information about these statistics is
communicated. We consistently heard concerns about the information available to the
public. The issues were not so much about data, which has become much more widely
available in recent years, but about how it is interpreted and communicated and by whom.
We have seen numerous examples of information put into the public realm that is fact-based
but lacking in context or explanation of assumptions or scale."

Nevertheless, as UBC's Dean of Forestry pointed out, a recent provincial government
intentions paper, for some reason, chose deliberately to leave forestry science out of its
analysis. Stated John Innes writing in The Vancouver Sun, "While it is noteworthy all the
groups the government talked to in preparing the paper are listed, B.C.'s world-class forest
science sector was not among them. In fact, the word "science" does not appear in the paper.
As we move forward to implementing these intentions, it is crucial that policy decisions and
actions at least take into account the extensive science that is available."

WHAT WAS REALLY SAID ABOUT OLD GROWTH?
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Surely we need not be afraid of using science-based methods to settle scientific issues and
make policy?

Thus, it should not be too surprising that the whole debate about old growth is dominated not
by science-based dialogue, but rather by who can raise the most money through Go Fund Me
etc. to tell the biggest and most damaging whoppers about our forest industry, which is
actually doing a pretty good job of conserving the land.

There are other issues too. When we think about old growth, it's hard to get an idea of scale.
How much forest is protected? How much old growth is left? 

Q. HOW BIG ARE PROTECTED AND OLD GROWTH RESERVES? A. THEY ARE HUGE.

The first thing we want to show is the extent of protected areas, but with as little talk as we
can manage about percentages, hectares, square kilometres etc.

In the map below, the green circle represents all of the parkland in British Columbia,
including various other types of protected areas, including conservation corridors, ecological
reserves, protected areas, and recreation areas. All told, we have 16,784,548 hectares of such
areas in B.C.

WHAT WAS REALLY SAID ABOUT OLD GROWTH?

We never notice this through
conventional mapping because
normally it's all spread out. So
with our mapmaker we have
devised a clever way to show
you the truth. We have taken
all of those protected park
areas and swept them up with
absolute mathematical
precision into that green circle
which figuratively but
accurately represents all the
parkland of B.C., something
that is going to be there for the
generations to come (left).

There are probably those who
say "that's too much" or "that's
not enough" parkland. That's a
debate we can have. 
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In the meantime, the point is that the green circle is not merely a quantity of land. It
represents the rarest, most special, most biodiverse and protection-worthy land in the
province – not random mountainsides. This is super important because due to its
mountainous topography, most of our rich biodiversity is to be found in the 6% of the
provincial land area located in valley bottoms and river estuaries - the areas that are heavily
represented inside the green circle.

Figuratively, there can be no logging inside this circle. Remember that the circle represents
all parkland. The means the green areas are not old growth specific forests (definition of old
growth: 250 years or more on the Coast, 140 years or more in the Interior). However, it's
bound to be a significant share. We'll bring this number forward later.

Whatever that figure, the green-circle park areas are not the only places sequestered from
forest harvesting. In fact, there is also an entirely different category known as the Old Growth
Management Area (OGMA).

This is where the provincial government's scientific experts have identified specific forest
stands that have special values that are deemed to be worthy of sequestration.

WHAT WAS REALLY SAID ABOUT OLD GROWTH?
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The Fairy Creek area is full of OGMAs. In fact, the entire province has OGMAs all over the
place because we have old growth all over the place. At last count, British Columbia had over
37,000 OGMAs. That is not a typo. Each one is an area that has been specifically studied and
specifically exempted from harvesting. Each one has special values. In most cases, these are
in place to protect creek bottoms and particularly special stands of old growth trees – the
very thing that the Sierra Club report discussed above claims are so endangered that they are
on the verge of elimination. In many cases, these OGMAs exist because of some form of
conservationist advocacy, and that's how the system should work.

When you use a digital broom to sweep together all of these 37,000 little pockets, what you
get is the red circle shown here:

WHAT WAS REALLY SAID ABOUT OLD GROWTH?
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Again, that red circle does not represent randomly selected forests. It is the creme de la
creme of British Columbia's most precious old growth forest. The red circle is equal to 3.1
million hectares of protected, primo old-growth forest, or equivalent to the area of one
Rogers Arena for every person who lives in B.C.

That is Never. Going. To. Be. Logged.

Here's another way to look at it. That personal Rogers Arena of stunningly beautiful,
preserved ancient forest that is held in trust via OGMAs for each B.C. resident is also an
impressive carbon sink. By our estimate, each one of us, thanks to the biomass stored in
today's OGMAs alone, can say that we are personally sequestering as much CO2 as one person
would produce simply by being a modern consumer over a 65-year period. 

Staggering, right? Funny how that isn't in the Sierra Club talking points. Maybe because doing
so might affect the flow of donations supporting anarchist-driven pressure tactics like 
 blockades in the woods near Port Renfrew?

WHAT WAS REALLY SAID ABOUT OLD GROWTH?
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WHAT WAS REALLY SAID ABOUT OLD GROWTH?

Let's keep going. In the map to the left,
parks (green) and OGMAs (red) have been
combined.

Together, parks and OGMAs cover about
21% of the land base of B.C., or a
combined area roughly equivalent to New
England or Washington State (above).

Here's another point that needs to be addressed. For some reason, the pressure groups are in
the habit of overlooking a fundamental fact observable in any sort of forest: that they grow
and change over time. B.C.'s forests are not museums and yes, they do change over time.

Why would radical policy activists want to obscure such a basic fact? Because it's the Achilles
heel of their argument.

Here's what we mean. 

Let's take just the OGMAs, which occupy an area of 3.1 million hectares. In the course of one
year, each hectare grows in volume by about 1 cubic metre, or 3.1 million cubic metres. Over
14 years, the volume added by OGMA tree growth is equivalent to the entire provincial AAC
for a year.

THE ROLE OF OLD GROWTH

Every day (if not every minute), trees cross the age threshold into old growth status. In the
specific case of Fairy Creek, public data show that in the surrounding tree forest licence area
over the past 20 years, more tree stands have aged into the old growth classification (>250
years) than exist in all of the older age categories. 

MOST "OLD GROWTH" TREES AREN'T THAT OLD
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MOST "OLD GROWTH" TREES AREN'T THAT OLD

Fairy Creek's abundant "young old growth" is not the image that the public forms from all of
the anti-forestry propaganda where it is claimed that old growth equals 2,000 year old trees
being knocked over by heartless loggers. That is pure fiction - which, of course, is not to say
there aren't some handsome specimens of large, ancient trees out there which, by the way,
are actually protected by provincial regulation.

Another reason that the pressure groups don't like to talk about age movement is that old
trees die. The way the issue is talked about would be like saying, "We've had nursing homes
for 50 years, and now they are full of 150-year-olds." Except they're not, because people do
die just as trees pass on. No, our forests are not museums that are full only of ancient
specimens. It's Forestry 101 to understand the phenomenon of ecological succession, and
when we do, it starts to become obvious there is something very wrong with too much of the
forest information being circulated.

Is the status of forest preservation fine as is? What we see is a clear consensus that changes
and improvements are needed. This report is not arguing with that. Nevertheless, it's vitally
important that the sense of alarm and panic around old growth, which is not justified by the
facts, be replaced with a calm, reasoned and collaborative approach.

Does British Columbia's largest single industry deserve to be annihilated? No, it does not. Is it
possible that it will be? Yes, it is. Forestry is a "keystone" resource development industry.
Forestry builds the resource road infrastructure and other rural and remote infrastructure
that are then often capitalized on by other resource industries and tourism. The pressure
groups who want to eliminate old growth forestry admit that they are going after all forms of
the industry – and other dependent industries too.

What's going on in Fairy Creek today is the direct result of a toxic and anti-democratic
movement that threatens a way of life. It is not about compromise; the goal is capitulation.
We need our elected leaders to absorb the knowledge that educated people know to be true,
and take the actions that will protect the rights of First Nations and all citizens, protect our
freedoms, and secure our way of life. For the time being, this report at least offers a bracing
dose of truth and logic that might find some practical applications, particularly by those who
examine it honestly.

For the longer term, the team at GGBC looks forward to continuing this work. Like others
who see the benefits of a globally relevant, renewable forest industry in B.C., we see that a lot
of work still needs to be done to set a consistent, fact-based standard for communicating
these issues.
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A number of years ago, foresters with the B.C. Ministry of Forests Research Program were
puzzled that an area known to be highly productive for old growth trees was showing up in
forestry data as being considerably less special.

In the warm bio-geoclimatic zone where they stood, these hemlock stands should have been
much taller than the data showed.

Experts Gordon Nigh and Bobby Love decided to take a closer look at the stands of old-growth
coastal western hemlock in question. What they found remains relevant today: assumptions
based simply on imperfect mapping data need to be ground truthed by field observation. (See
their full report.)

For those surveying the current B.C. forestry discourse, there are important learnings here,
lest we repeat the lessons of the past. 

According to Night and Love, hemlock trees in the Kalum timber area between the Kitlope
and Nass Rivers averaged just 43 feet tall based on site index data.

THE METHUSELAH MYTH & THE FUTURE OF BC FORESTRY
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This relatively small stature was puzzling. Old-growth hemlocks there would be expected to
stand as tall as a 10-storey building.

Why the underestimation? The researchers found four factors. First, the growth potential of
trees in the untouched old growth stands was suppressed. In the absence of active forest
management by humans, such as thinning the less successful trees so that hardier specimens
could flourish, the aged ones were not achieving the size that they would otherwise.

Secondly, it turns out there were flaws in using a standard formula used to calculate age by
observation. 

Third, the tallest of the old forest giants had suffered damage to their tops, which meant that
their measured height enabled underrepresentation of their true age, mass and scale. It was
as if they were stooped with age.

The fourth factor, and the one that is most astonishing, was that the tallest and best
specimens had died (as old organisms inevitably do), leaving behind smaller trees that were
then classified as the deterministic specimens. 

Consider what this means. As a natural forest ages, some of the trees can grow to great
heights. Over time, whether through simple old age or other factors, the biggest ones perish.
This runs counter to the romantic view of old growth forests, which is that simply by being
left untouched by humans, the stands will achieve immortal status and live forever. But that’s
not how trees work.

Let’s call this the Methuselah Myth. It’s something that seems to affect a lot of people
emotionally because often, when old growth is discussed, science-based writers are darkly
accused of perpetuating the slaughter of 2,000-year-old immortal trees. Balanced forestry
experts are just as attached to those beautiful ancient trees as anyone else. Yet, the fact is that
they are exceedingly rare. Old growth does not necessarily mean ancient, although, of course,
there are individual exceptions to this, which is why we have regulations in B.C. protecting
these specimens. (at this point we should point out that all old growth trees in British
Columbia have protected status. In the reservoir of old growth, there are multiple types and
layers of protection as well as processes that allow certain trees to be considered for harvest
that may result in their ultimately being turned to economic use.)

THE METHUSELAH MYTH & THE FUTURE OF BC FORESTRY
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In the case of Fairy Creek, the majority of old growth trees in that area are ones that became
old growth only over the past two decades. This means they were seedlings at the time of the
American War of Independence, long before any non-Indigenous settlement on the British
Columbia coast. Some event or process other than large-scale logging had to have occurred to
remove trees older than this. Very likely, the same howling winter storms that still blow
north off the Strait of Juan de Fuca these days caused whole stands to be knocked over at
some time in the past. As well as disease, fire and decay. 

Shorthand for this process would be “Mother Nature” – the cycle of life and death. 

Today, we have lobbyists and their researchers who insist that exactly 3% of high
productivity old growth forests are still standing. What is a high productivity forest?
Whatever they say it is. They have no trouble producing maps with alarming colours that
supposedly prove this. Not only can they not explain why old forests exist that have young
trees and therefore don’t fit their model, the hemlock example above would not fit their
definition, even though it obviously fits. Areas of forest of varied but younger ages are
considered to be “unproductive” even when they are still able provide habitat for the
marbled murrelet and migratory birds, winter range for ungulates, spring forage for bears
and the like. The 3% distinction is arbitrary, confusing and self-defeating. It has a purpose
though: to support those pressuring the provincial government for radical changes to
forestry management, far beyond what has been recommended by an independent review
panel. They often seem unaware of the most basic facts about the extent of old growth
forests. Nor do they seem willing to acknowledge that trees are living beings that change and
grow over time. On Vancouver Island, for instance, a mature tree passes its 250th birthday
every 20 seconds thus attaining formal old growth status. The idea of forests as museums is
utterly inapplicable. Forests are living, breathing, changing places.

THE METHUSELAH MYTH & THE FUTURE OF BC FORESTRY
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With three quarters of coastal forest already protected in perpetuity, there is no danger that
old growth will ever disappear. 

Saying this does not mean that improvements are not needed. There is always room for doing
things better. But rather than paper and digital exercises associated with policy initiatives,
improvements require going back and working in the forests. The tragedy of a wrong turn
policy would be immense.

We have a few ideas for moving things in a more positive direction.

Since words count, let’s start with one important linguistic fact. Those proposing extreme
measures are in the habit of talking about “protected” vs “unprotected” measures. In actuality,
there is no such thing as unprotected old growth in British Columbia. Dozens of regulatory
processes, and hundreds of bureaucratic steps, are in place to prevent any tree (old growth or
otherwise) from being harvested.

By our count, a minimum of 102 bureaucratic procedures must take place before an
“unprotected” tree can be harvested. That hardly qualifies as lacking in protection.

The artificial distinction of unprotected vs protected is used for rhetorical purposes because it
is meant to pressure decision makers to move forests from the first category to the second.

What should we do instead? We should be talking about an old growth reservoir. The reality
is, and we might as well be honest here, that without the ability to draw down on the reservoir
in a sustainable fashion, there is simply no forest industry left in B.C. That doesn’t mean
emptying the reservoir - who would be so foolish? It needs to be kept healthy and allowed to
be replenished. The type and purpose of old growth management should be explicitly stated
so that everyone is clear where things stand.

THE METHUSELAH MYTH & THE FUTURE OF BC FORESTRY
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For those interested in forestry matters in B.C., it has been absolutely fascinating to watch the
formation of anti-logging messages.

Once the domain of professional foresters, views about B.C. old-growth forests are now
firmly held by anarchists from the United States, readers of Vogue, and of course the average
resident and voter of the province.

In a province the size of Texas, Vancouver Island might be but a small corner in land-mass
terms. But it is where all the public intensity is being focused because environmental groups
have decided that they would like to see the Island’s forests subjected to the same kind of
management regime as was instituted further up the Coast in 2016 in the form of the Great
Bear Rainforest Agreement. This is the strategy driving everything, and the green coalition
has decided that the summer of 2021 is the time when that goal will be secured no matter
what the cost.

THE METHUSELAH MYTH & THE FUTURE OF BC FORESTRY
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If, tomorrow, the province acquiesces to the demand of fringe protesters who defy laws that
the rest of us respect, just like the Great Bear story, it will only be a matter of months before
new demands are made.

Very quietly behind closed doors in Victoria, the eco-pressure groups have been hammering
away at our elected officials for years. Numerous strategic coalitions seek to wear down the
resistance of our representatives with a deluge of claims, augmented by public pressure such
as the long-running old growth campaign that recently erupted into a classic, information-age
war for mindshare.

A keystone of the lobbying has been the production of maps and reports that support the
view that the forest products sector – British Columbia’s largest industry – must be
eliminated. Yes, the pressure is sugar-coated with claims from lobbyists that “the forest
industry will do just fine without old growth, because there is plenty of second growth.” But
everyone knows it’s the immense volume of mixed-aged forests that include older trees that
makes British Columbia coastal forestry the phenomenon that it is.

Inventory-based forest mapping is a subjective endeavour that draws on 259 different
variables that can be endlessly manipulated including through the use of emotive colours.

Without access to old growth forests, it’s game over and not just for loggers but the pulp and
paper industry, custom cutters who produce everything from Steinway pianos to tall ship
masts and architectural masterworks, and a sprawling goods and services supply chain that
results in solid, family-supporting, jobs that could soon be a vanishing way of life. It is also
the literal end for many rural and remote communities.

THE METHUSELAH MYTH & THE FUTURE OF BC FORESTRY

If those maps and reports stood up to
scrutiny, any person of good conscience
would have to say: “There really is a
problem here and we have to do
something about it.” But after a lengthy
expert examination of the base material,
our conclusion is that old growth on
Vancouver Island is not in any particular
danger as a class. You could log a soccer
field every hour on the B.C. coast for 500
years and you would not come even close
to eliminating it.

At the same time, near-fanatical devotion to using forestry data sets to produce a state of
panic about old growth has created an extraordinary disconnect. We need to go back to the 
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learnings of the Nigh and Love report, and not accept at face value the claims of imminent
disaster.

We also need to incorporate the warning contained in Nigh and Love into Annual Allowable
Cut determinations. We may have grossly underestimated the site productivity of the forest
resource. The increased productivity demonstrated by Nigh and Love suggests that we could
intensify our commercial forestry management and effectively leave more or redistribute
the landbase in such a way to better accommodate and aggregate old growth into the forest
landscape of Vancouver Island.

People should feel bad for the kids with the shiny faces and beatific Jonestown smiles who
have chained themselves to “sleeping dragons” in the woods. No doubt they honestly believe
that 97%, or maybe 99%, of the forests have been mowed down already, because that’s what
they’ve been told.
 
These tidy catechisms are emotionally engaging but utterly false. This is where the
Methuselah Myth becomes quite consequential. Thinking back to the old growth hemlock
forests at the start of this article, the forest stands in question were, clearly, ancient. Yet,
because of a numbers game played by the mapmakers favoured by anti-logging pressure
groups, they would be excluded from the inventory of high-productivity old growth in B.C.
resulting in an undercounting. Multiply this error many times over in the province’s huge
land mass and it’s suddenly obvious why this idea of “the last of the mighty old growth” is a
very shaky concept.

THE METHUSELAH MYTH & THE FUTURE OF BC FORESTRY

Fairy Creek protester traps arm in locking device. With files from Alberni Valley News.
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Rather than wasting their time sitting in roads, maybe those idealistic youth protesters would
like to consider donating their time helping complete better inventories of the existing
“protected” old growth and other forest - and forestry-related activities.

It seems like these demands for urgent action, right now, have another purpose than actually
bringing about change. According to the authors of the recent B.C. report, A New Future for
Old Forests, the next step in a proper democratic process is to seek public response. Said the
report’s authors: “We advise that this be developed in collaboration with Indigenous
governments, and in consultation with many others. We hope this approach provides an
avenue to simultaneously build good policy and practices, a stable timber industry as well as
public trust.” 

To ensure that narrow interest groups do not derail that process, a strong and united front is
going to be needed, in the summer of 2021 and well beyond. The true aim of the forest
protests is to seize power from the people of B.C.  

Where is Old Growth? It is everywhere, if we would stop and look for ourselves rather than
relying on others telling us what to think.

THE METHUSELAH MYTH & THE FUTURE OF BC FORESTRY
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https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/farming-natural-resources-and-industry/forestry/stewardship/old-growth-forests/strategic-review-20200430.pdf


With daily reports in the news media about colourful protests against logging of "British
Columbia's last old growth forest", it's worth understanding the issue at hand.

B.C. is a very large province with great forest diversity. To simplify things let's look just at
Vancouver Island, which happens to be the location of the protected Fairy Creek watershed.
As part of our ongoing independent forestry project at Resource Works, our mapping experts
accessed government databases to extract information about the state of the forests.

What they found might come as a surprise if you are among those who believe claims being
made by protest organizations.

CHERISHED, ABUNDANT AND GROWING FAST

As the map above shows, despite a century and a half of industrial logging, old growth forests
remain superabundant in most parts of the Island.
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The least amount of old growth is on the east and southeast areas of the Island, which also
happens to be where the vast majority of its human residents live. Urbanization and
agriculture have dramatically changed the face of the landscape in those regions. Here's the
same map but emphasizing municipalities and agricultural land:

CHERISHED, ABUNDANT AND GROWING FAST

One has to wonder whether there is a correlation between what people see around them
every day and their beliefs about what the landscape must look like everywhere else. If there
is a large, old tree in the forest but you can't see it because it's far away in a place with no
roads, does it even exist?

In any event, all old growth forest on Vancouver Island is subject to harvest restrictions and
is, in that sense, protected. Only once the more than 100 bureaucratic steps required to secure
harvest permissions are followed successfully, might a tree aged 250 years or more (that's the
definition of old growth on the coast) become subject to harvesting.

But just because logging is approved for an area, it doesn't mean that noteworthy specimens
are doomed. Modern cutblocks contain carveouts for a variety of reasons including special
stands and habitat. Three quarters of coastal forest is already protected in perpetuity. As of
last September even greater protections were put into place for large specimens.

REALITY RECOVERED
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Another factor often overlooked is that trees are not static like rocks - they are plants that
grow. Resource Works calculates that every single day, the equivalent of 17 soccer fields of
"new" old growth arise on Vancouver Island alone as trees age into the old growth category.

CHERISHED, ABUNDANT AND GROWING FAST

Every year, that's like covering 6,205 soccer fields with trees aged 250+ years. According to
answers.com, Europe has 6,000 soccer fields. So one could truthfully say that in 2021,
Vancouver Island added more old growth forest acreage than there are soccer fields in
Europe.

Quite a contrast to the familiar talking point that "we're making a last stand at Fairy Creek
because after this there will be no more old growth left", isn't it?

When it comes to mapping old growth forest, experience has taught us that some people will 
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look at the map above and say things like: "Not all old growth is equal, some of that forest
might be old but is of little biodiversity value. Only 3% of the most valuable old growth is left
and that's what we're talking about." We have examined this claim in detail and find it highly
questionable.

It's true that there is diversity across the category of old growth. However, to dismiss whole
sub-categories of old growth is beyond picky; it's actually quite misleading.

Some old growth trees don't look very old simply because they're not very big. Height alone is
not a very effective measure of biodiversity. Flying over Vancouver's Stanley Park recently,
one of our writers noticed that most of the tallest trees there had lost their tops, probably due
in many cases to the devastating storm of December 2006. Are they less valuable because of
the loss in height? We don't think so.

There are old growth forests located in boggy areas, leading some to say we shouldn't count
it. This is ridiculous when you consider the fact that these bogs are rich in ancient cedars that
may be relatively modest in height yet can have enormous diameters.

This is further evidence that the concept of old-growth is, to some extent, in the eye of the
beholder. With, literally, hundreds of mapping categories to choose from in extracting
mapping data from the forest database, anti-forestry activists have shown themselves to be
quite creative in the production of alarming maps sure to provoke an emotional response. A
more even-handed approach to the same data, as in the maps above, reveals the truth of the
matter.

Here's just one example. On British Columbia's coast, including Vancouver Island, there are
more than 75,000 hectares of trees taller than a 13-storey building (that’s 46m or 151 feet).
The protest movement insists that only a small fraction of this has biodiversity value. Pretty
much all of the credentialed foresters we encountered disagree with that view.

CHERISHED, ABUNDANT AND GROWING FAST
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In Fairy Creek, some pressure groups are seeking to make an old-growth cause célèbre out of
the marbled murrelet, a seabird that nests in the forest. Credible forest modelling tells us that
this creature's ideal nesting habitat is trees 93 feet (28.5 metres) tall or higher. Yet the
minimum height for high-value old growth is claimed to be 131 feet (40 metres), according to
the studies that protest groups brought forward and love to cite. Why is this consequential?
Because it means that the relatively limited amount of super-tall old growth is not the only
place where these birds like to nest. Marbled murrelet, you have plenty of good places to build
your nests.

CHERISHED, ABUNDANT AND GROWING FAST
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Here's another way to visualize the reality that on the B.C. coast, mature forests are not in
danger of disappearing:

CHERISHED, ABUNDANT AND GROWING FAST

The long-term trend shown here fits hand in hand with planning by the forest industry, itself,
to transition to greater dependence on second-growth forests. Unlike the polarized and often
emotional public conversation, with its black-and-white characterizations of problem and
solution, what's happening to keep forestry science on a sustainable path is complex and
sophisticated. It is way beyond the simplistic thinking and mutually exclusive solutions
which, if implemented, would needlessly threaten the livelihoods of numerous communities.

REALITY RECOVERED



Restoring balance to this debate is a necessity for decision makers. They are being
bombarded today by a tiny slice of the population that is angrily demanding policy changes
that are not based on science and that reject collaboration. Recently, GGBC research was used
in a presentation to the elected council of the Municipality of North Cowichan. Judging by the
reception, it was pretty clear that they were not used to hearing from impartial, informed
voices committed to solving complex forestry problems for win-win outcomes. (You can view
the presentation at this video link, starting at the 11 minute mark.) Forestry people need to
work harder to get the full fact set out there. Recently, a group of experienced experts stepped
forward to be part of ensuring authenticated, science-based, information is not overlooked.

We humans need a healthy successful forest industry for all kinds of reasons. Climate change
is a big one. Thanks to forestry, the new seedlings planted to replace harvested trees are
carefully selected for the climate conditions expected decades and centuries in the future.
The quest for a decarbonized energy system needs versatile, renewable wood for building
materials, fuel, bioplastics. If we want to choose a better future, we cannot afford to exclude
responsibly managed forest harvesting like we have in British Columbia.

CHERISHED, ABUNDANT AND GROWING FAST
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The loudest voices are usually wrong. That's certainly true when it comes to conservation
and forestry policy.

For far too long, registered forestry professionals and other subject-matter experts have been
sidelined as media turn to activists for facts instead of trained experts. In the place of honest
discourse, definitions have been arbitrarily redefined, technical terminology obfuscated, and
nuance thrown out the window. What British Columbians are left with is an alarming and
deeply misleading portrait of forestry in their province. 

Yet, that narrative could not be further from the truth. We hope that we have offered an
alternative perspective more reflective of publicly available data. The fact is, when it comes
to mature forests, BC is a conservation success story. BC's stringent forestry regulation has
allowed for a balance of conservation and economy. That balance can be improved, but only
when facts come before ideology.

At Green Growth BC, we hope to provide British Columbians with the tools they need to tell
the difference.

Are you tired of bad information driving public policy? Are you a forestry knowledge holder
who wants to do more to inform the public? Are you a First Nations rightsholder concerned
about attempts by pressure groups to deprive you of your traditional, established,
constitutional and UNDRIP rights? Are you a public representative interested in an Old Growth
Citizens Guide presentation to your governing body? Drop author Stewart Muir a line at
info@greengrowthbc.ca

CONCLUSION
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 From page 28 of Price K, Holt RF, Daust D. 2020. BC’s Old growth forest: a last stand for
biodiversity. Sierra Club of BC.

 Reference: Price K, Holt R, Daust D. 2021. Conflicting portrayals of remaining old
growth: the British Columbia case. Can J For Res 51: 742-752.
 Also published in the Canadian Journal of Forest Research, which strangely enough
has little to do with Canada, forestry, or research.

 Map based upon the BC Land Classification system (BCLCS).
 Reference: Vegetation Resources Inventory (VRI) - 2020 - Forest Vegetation Composite
Rank 1 Layer (R1); VEG_COMP_LYR_R1_POLY.

 Reference: WHSE_FOREST_VEGETATION.BEC_BIOGEOCLIMATIC_POLY.
 A summary of all the park areas in BC. 

 Park areas reference: TA_PARK_ENCORES_PA_SVW.
 Conservation areas reference: WCL_CONSERVATION_LANDS_SP.

 A summary of the OpenData BC data packages of OGMAs.
 Reference: RMP_OGMA_NON_LEGAL_ALL_SVW.
 Reference: RMP_OGMA_LEGAL_ALL_SVW.

 Map developed from MapFight: mapfight.xyz.
 Based on a conservative estimate of the Mean Annual Increment (MAI) of 1 m³/ year.
Derived from the periodic MAI used in the VDYP stand volume projection within
Vegetation Resource Inventory (VRI). VRI used in this analysis is the most recent (2020).
This is different from the Old Growth Committee which used an earlier vintage of VRI.
 Based upon the VRI data for TFL 46. VRI data includes the estimated stand age today.
 Based upon the area and volume of old growth determined for Vancouver island. 1 ha/
hour *365 days *500 years = 8760 ha/ year x 500-years = 4.58-million ha. The calculation
doesn’t even take into consideration mature stands aging into old growth.
 Based upon intersecting the VRI data with the Parks+EcoReserve Areas (light pink) plus
the VRI stands greater than 250-years (bright pink). Green areas are conifer forests
younger than 250-years. Unlike other graphics of Vancouver Island old growth, we have
not imposed any Site Index conditions in order to get an estimate of the privately held
forest land base on the east coast of Vancouver Island. One of the things that distinguishes
this analysis from that of Price, et al. and the Old Growth Committee is that their analysis
is based only on the stand dominant age. Our old growth assessment identifies a VRI
polygon as old growth if either the stand dominant or subdominant layer is greater than
250-years old, the standard definition of old growth.  
 We have added Agricultural Land Reserves layers and Municipality boundaries obtained
from OpenData BC data packages for the purpose of comparing old growth to areas of
greater familiarity to urban residents.

 ALR data product: OATS_ALR_BOUNDARY_LINES_SVW.
 Municipalities: Municipalities - Legally Defined Administrative Areas of BC;
ABMS_MUNICIPALITIES_SP.

 Based on the assumption that old growth stand density is 300 stems per hectare. 
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