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Canada’s Forest Sector: Part of 
the Climate Change Solution 
Derek Nighbor

C lean tech, innovation, climate  
 change. These words have  
 become a mantra and a call 
to action for the new Liberal govern-
ment. At the big United Nations Cli-
mate Conference held late in 2015, 
Canada signed the Paris Agreement 
which called for significant reduc-
tions in global greenhouse gas emis-

sions (GHGs) to limit global warm-
ing to less than 2˚C and to pursue 
efforts to limit it to 1.5˚C above pre-
industrial levels. Then came the First 
Ministers meeting in March that re-
sulted in the Vancouver Declaration 
on clean growth and climate change 
and the pledge to develop a concrete 
plan to achieve Canada’s interna-

tional commitments through a pan-
Canadian framework. Now the hard 
work begins. 

In Paris, Canada promised to cut 
GHGs by 30 per cent by the year 
2030—the equivalent of an annual 
reduction of 225 megatonnes (MT) 
of carbon. That means removing a lot  
of carbon considering a single mega-
tonne is made up of one million 
tonnes of CO2. A single metric ton is 
released when you drive about 4,000 
kilometres or use 40 barbeque pro-
pane canisters. 

While industrial sectors throughout 
Canada scramble to figure out how 
much they can contribute to that 
ambitious target, the Canadian for-
est products industry is stepping up 
to the plate. Healthy Canadian for-
ests and forest products derived from 

Governments, industry, environmental groups and the 
public at large are all grappling with the signature issue 
of our time—climate change and the transition to a low-
carbon economy. The Canadian forest products industry 
has the determination and drive to do its part by issuing 
a “30 by 30” Climate Change Challenge that would 
contribute more than 13 per cent of Canada’s emissions 
reduction target.  

Canada has:

348  million hectares of forest 
 

161  million hectares of forest independently  
 certified as sustainably managed (2014)  

 20.1 million hectares of forest damaged
by insects (2013)  

4.6 million hectares of forest burned in
forest fires (2014) 

0.74 million hectares of forest harvested
(2013)  

0.05 million hectares of forest deforested
(2013) 

Source: NRCAN
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wood fibre will have a vital role to 
play in the transition to a greener, 
low-carbon economy. 

The industry is pledging to remove 
30 MT of CO2 a year by 2030—more 
than 13 per cent of the Canadian 
government’s recent target of 225 
MT. We call it our “30 by 30” chal-
lenge and will be a particularly lofty 
goal to achieve during a period when 
the sector expects to grow significant-
ly, expand markets and create more 
jobs throughout Canada

So how can we do it? By maximizing 
carbon storage in our forests and for-
est products and reducing emissions 
at our mills. 

Canada’s forests are a truly astonish-
ing resource. They represent 348 mil-
lion hectares of forest land, a vibrant 
green ribbon stretching from the 
coastal rainforests of British Columbia 
to the boreal forests of Newfoundland 
and Labrador. These vast renewable 
forests are not just a globally impor-
tant ecosystem but they also absorb 
tremendous amounts of carbon diox-
ide (CO2), and, by doing so, help to 

regulate the worlds’ climate systems. 
The UN New York Declaration of For-
ests says that “forests represent one of 
the largest most cost-effective climate 
solutions available today”. 

Though some environmental groups 
may argue otherwise, it’s a fact that 
Canada is retaining its forest stock 
and role as a carbon sink. Forests are 
renewable and, by law in Canada, any 
harvested tree must be replaced—Can-
ada has a mere 0.02 per cent rate of 
deforestation, and that rate is declin-
ing. The tiny amount of deforestation 
is mainly caused by agriculture, urban 
expansion and resource extraction—
not forestry. About 550 million trees 
are planted in Canada each year. 

Canada also has some of the most 
rigorous forest management policies 
in the world, using science-based 
principles that balance environmen-
tal, social and economic consider-
ations. In fact, our country has 166 
million hectares of forest indepen-
dently certified to follow sustainable 
forest practices—that’s 40 per cent 
of the world’s certified forests in the 
world and almost four times more 
than any other country. 

By following climate-sensitive prac-
tices, properly managed forests can be 
a major contributor to an improved 
Canadian climate management sys-
tem. Active forest management prac-
tices can help forests adapt to climate 

The industry is pledging to remove 30 MT of CO2 a 
year by 2030—more than 13 per cent of the 

Canadian government’s recent target of 225 MT. We call it 
our “30 by 30” challenge and will be a particularly lofty 
goal to achieve during a period when the sector expects to 
grow significantly.  
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Canadian Certification in the Global Context, 2015 Year-end 

Sources:  www.certificationcanada.org as of Dec. 31/15 www.fsc.org as of Jan. 5/16 www.pefc.org as of Dec. 31/15 

Net Total for Canada
(Double counting of areas certified to more than one standard has been removed).
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change and maximize carbon sinks 
through such practices as salvage har-
vesting, jump-starting the growth of 
forests or planting resilient species. 

The forest products industry is con-
tinuing to work to improve its forest 
management practices to maximize 
climate resilience. This includes sci-
ence-based work under the Canadian 
Boreal Forest Agreement to develop 
and promote climate-friendly prac-
tices and reduce GHGs. 

A cubic metre of wood repre- 
 sents almost one tonne of  
 CO2 removed from the at-
mosphere. The potential for carbon 
storage is especially evident in taller 
wood frame buildings using mass 
timber systems. Building code chang-
es now permit up to six-storey build-
ings but even taller wood buildings 
are envisaged, such as an 18-storey 
residence building at the University 
of British Columbia. These buildings 
store carbon in the wood and require 
less energy to produce, giving them 
a lower carbon footprint than com-
peting construction materials made 
of energy-consuming concrete and 
steel. Vancouver architect Michael 
Green estimates that from a carbon 
perspective, a single 100,000 square 
foot wood building would be the 
equivalent of taking 1,410 cars off 
the road each year. 

The potential is also found in the in-
creasing number of non-traditional 
bio-products based on wood fibre 
that can displace products made from 
fossil fuel. As just one example, the 
console of a Ford Lincoln is being 
made from a wood fibre composite. 
That helps the low-carbon economy 
in two ways—by replacing plastics 
made from non-renewable fossils fu-
els and, by cutting fuel consumption 
since its lighter in weight. More and 
more of these non-traditional prod-
ucts made from wood are being de-
veloped all the time, with about $1.5 
billion invested in clean tech innova-
tion over the past five years 

Forest product companies have been 
“ahead of the curve” by agressively 
reducing their carbon footprint and 

running more efficient facilities. 
While Canada’s total GHG emissions 
were increasing, pulp and paper mills 
cut emissions by an impressive 66 per 
cent since 1990, or an equivalent of 
9MT of carbon. Some of this is ad-
mittedly because of a contraction of 
the forest industry but a large part 
is a result of changing energy usage 
and increases in the self-generation 
of power at forest facilities. Mills are 
now using residuals on site to gener-
ate clean and green electricity. 

Further reductions in the carbon 
footprint at the mills will be chal-
lenging but the sector can find ad-
ditional cuts by striving to be more 
energy efficient, fuel switching using 
mill waste to displace fossil fuels and 
reducing the use of fossil fuels when 
transporting harvested trees to mills 
or shipping products to market. 

O ur pledge to cut 30 MT by  
 2030 was not scribbled down  
 on the back of a napkin. For-
esters, engineers and scientific minds 
have closely analysed figures from 
the Canadian Forest Service and else-
where to come up with this ambitious 
target. In the months ahead, FPAC 
will be preparing a more detailed road 
map to show precisely how we will 
meet our Climate Change Challenge.

The sector is confident that it can 
meet the challenge and its industry-
driven “30 by 30” goal, but we can-
not do it alone. We will need to once 
again work closely with all levels of 
government to ensure alignment 
with their policies and programs 
related to climate change. Govern-
ments can help us in several ways: 

•  Creating a “future forests” fund 
to stimulate local solutions and 
to drive the most effective actions 
for climate change forest adapta-
tion, resilience and mitigation; 

•  Investing in innovation and 
transformation to de-risk the 
commercialization of new bio-
products and clean technology in 
the forest sector; 

•  Adopting a “Carbon First” prin-
ciple to consider the carbon 

footprint of all procurement and 
infrastructure spending; 

•  Expanding the sector’s adaptation 
and mitigation potential through 
continued funding of research 
and development including sup-
port for Canada’s forest research 
centre, FPInnovations, as well as 
the academic sector; 

•  Providing tax incentives that 
would encourage industry’s con-
tribution to climate mitigation;

•  Changing building codes to reflect 
the exciting new opportunities for 
taller wood-frame buildings. 

We also want to ensure that biomass 
used to produce green energy will be 
considered carbon neutral and that 
market-based policy mechanisms, 
such as carbon pricing and offsets, 
maximize the mitigation potential of 
the forest sector. 

There is no doubt that the Canadian 
forest products industry was once 
part of the problem when it came to 
environmental stewardship. Those 
days are long gone. We are now part 
of the solution. The sector has earned 
world-leading environmental creden-
tials—in fact, a 2015 Leger survey of 
international customers found the 
Canadian industry has the best en-
vironmental reputation of any coun-
try. Now we want to take it to the 
next step as the world confronts cli-
mate change. 

Natural Resources Minister Jim Carr 
has said: “As Canada transitions to a 
low-carbon economy, it is imperative 
that all levels of government—and 
industry—think big and work togeth-
er to achieve results.” We agree. 

Tackling this signature issue of our 
generation will require thinking big 
and working together. We will need 
fresh ideas, bold changes, and ex-
traordinary will. And our sector is up 
to it—the Canadian forest products 
industry is ready to show determina-
tion and drive by embracing its Cli-
mate Change Challenge.   

Derek Nighbor is CEO of the Forest 
Products Association of Canada.




