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Forest land management and biodiversity 
 

F. Bunnell, Professor Emeritus, Faculty of Forestry, University of British Columbia 

 
Abstract 
 
British Columbia’s forests are among the most species rich in north temperate 
regions. Challenges to sustaining biodiversity in these forests have created practices 
now emulated globally and provide both good and bad news. The challenge is 
exacerbated by climate change and growing just as the importance of renewable 
resources is increasing but most attention is focused on non-renewable resources. 
Individual communities cannot meet the challenge alone. 
 

Forests in British Columbia host more species than do those in any other province or territory in 
Canada. They also host older, larger trees. Disagreement on how best to maintain the harvest of 
renewable wood products and biodiversity has thus been more intense in British Columbia than 
elsewhere. The duration and intensity of the struggle to obtain sometimes conflicting goals has 
encouraged practices now emulated globally. Variable retention, for example, grew out of the 
conflict in Clayoquot Sound and now is practiced by progressive land managers on five 
continents. 

The struggle is not over. The character of the province ensures that it will continue to be more 
challenging to harvest wood and maintain biodiversity in BC than anywhere else in Canada. 
Among the reasons: 1) the richness and variety of responses of species living in forests, 2) the 
richness and variety of the trees comprising the forests (no other province hosts as many conifer 
species), 3) the much varied but rugged terrain that requires different harvesting methods and 4) 
the modifications that climate change already is making in our forests so that some lessons we 
had learned no longer apply. There is both good and bad news from this evolving struggle. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Breeding habitat Species 
Forest 185 
Freshwater/Riparian 112 
Grasslands/meadows 34 
Subalpine/alpine 27  
Shrublands 20 
Agriculture 13 
Urban plus rural 11 
Total 401 

Major breeding habitats of terrestrial vertebrates 
in British Columbia (marine excluded). 
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Among the good news: 
 

• Foresters in the province have more experience with practices specifically developed to 
maintain biodiversity than is true of most regions. 

• Because some of that experience has been well monitored we have learned much about 
refining practice. 

• We also have learned much about monitoring. 
• Default practices (government regulations) at the level of a stand or treatment unit are 

generally well thought out. 
• Many companies seek certification which includes considerable attention to biodiversity. 
• Very few species appear threatened solely by forest practices (some appear threatened by 

a combination of climate change and forest practices); more are threatened by  
urbanization and agriculture. 

• Responses to sustain genetic diversity of trees are ahead of most regions. 
 
Among the bad news: 
 

• Climate change is moving the goal posts more quickly than anticipated, emphasizing the 
importance of monitoring.  

• Some well-intended concepts in regulatory and certification systems no longer apply 
(many well documented natural disturbance regimes no longer exist), again emphasizing 
monitoring.  

• Flexible standards are required to respond to the changes and flexible standards require 
knowledge and trust, both of which are limited. 

• Historical performance is no longer a good indicator of future wood volume. 
• Responses to mountain pine beetle epidemic have focused on increasing cut to use the 

wood, but very little monitoring has addressed effects on biodiversity. 
• Monitoring is becoming increasingly important but is expensive and implemented less 

often now than just a few years ago. 
• Because connectivity of habitat is becoming increasingly important, the lack of a 

province-wide vision and failure of broad-scale planning will likely cause future grief.  
• Reduction in the number of Ministry and industry ecologists makes monitoring or 

responding to management issues more difficult than it was formerly.  
• Education is necessary to encourage changes in society’s expectations about future forest 

values and the management practices and policies intended to increase resilience. 
 
British Columbia hosts the most species-rich forests in north-temperate regions (Nepal 
excepted). So far, no species has been eliminated by forest practices, though spotted owl likely 
will be and some caribou herds and marbled murrelets are threatened by a combination of forest 
practices and climate change. The richness and variety of British Columbia's forests that make 
them so attractive and productive increase the challenges to the planning and practice of forestry. 
Climate change increases the challenge. Unfortunately, the challenge is growing at exactly the 
same time as the importance of renewable resources is increasing but most attention is focused 
on extracting non-renewable resources. Forestry has long been primarily a social enterprise, but 
that was never been truer than now. Equally unfortunately, individual communities cannot do 
this alone and the capacity for the large-scale forest planning required has largely been 
dismantled. [see also Estimating the status of biodiversity] 
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