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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Some residents of forestry-dependent communities and their elected municipal officials 

have expressed considerable opposition to caribou recovery planning, as they fear it will 

result in significant job losses or mill closures and a reduction in the industrial tax base. 

However, much of the planned wood supply in forest management units (FMUs) that signifi-

cantly overlap boreal caribou ranges is not being logged. This raises important questions as 

to why critical caribou habitat cannot be protected without causing economic hardship.

If boreal woodland caribou populations are to survive and recover, their habitat must be 

maintained and restored to provide enough space for mating, rearing young and evad-

ing predators. Yet the Government of Ontario has allowed industrial expansion into un-

fragmented caribou habitat — including logging, mining, hydro corridors and roads — to 

continue, without range plans in place to guide (and potentially restrict) further industrial 

expansion and ensure strategic habitat restoration. The latest publicly available population 

data and range disturbance information indicate that boreal caribou critical habitat degra-

dation has worsened over the past 10 years. 

The purpose of this report is to explore opportunities to protect critical habitat and address 

concerns of forestry dependent communities. Four strategies are considered: 1) sharing the 

wood supply surplus, 2) improving socio-economic analysis to better reflect opportunities 

and trade-offs, 3) mobilizing the marketplace to both expect and reward critical habitat 

protection and 4) linking government subsidies, grants and guaranteed loan programs to 

critical habitat protection. 
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INTRODUCTION
The habitat needs of boreal (woodland) caribou have been considered in many forest man-
agement plans in Ontario since the early 1990s, including caribou “mosaics” and deferral 
blocks that aimed to create large, even-aged forest patches in an effort to better emulate 
disturbances created by wildfire. 

Since the release of the Caribou Conservation 

Plan in 2009, planning focus has been on devel-

oping and implementing the Dynamic Caribou 

Habitat Schedule (DCHS), which is based on the 

premise “that harvested areas that provided suit-

able habitat can be regenerated using appropri-

ate silviculture techniques to provide future cari-

bou habitat.”1  In practice, the DCHS consolidates 

logging activities over time and space (e.g., over 

100 years, and an entire forest management unit, 

with consideration of adjacent FMUs) and sup-

ports decommissioning logging roads with the 

intention of establishing second-growth forests 

that are “suitable” for future caribou re-occupan-

cy.2  Determining the efficacy of this approach 

remains limited because it has not been imple-

mented for long enough to know whether or 

not caribou are maintaining stable populations 

as they re-occupy regenerating cutblocks. While 

caribou have been seen using previously logged 

areas (e.g., second-growth, conifer forests that are 

40+ years old),3  that use has yet to be linked to 

stable or increasing populations. In fact, the best 

available information suggests that these popula-

tions are declining.4  

Ontario boreal caribou populations are listed as a 

threatened species under Ontario’s Endangered 

Species Act (ESA) and Canada’s Species at Risk Act 

(SARA). Ontario’s ESA requires that certain steps 
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be taken to assist in the recovery of boreal caribou. 

The first step is preparation of a recovery strategy. 

The Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources’ boreal 

caribou recovery strategy was published in July 

2008. According to the strategy, the management 

goal is to:

 

“Maintain self-sustaining, genetically-connected 

local populations of forest-dwelling woodland 

caribou where they currently exist; ensure secu-

rity for and (reproductive) connections among 

currently isolated mainland local populations; 

and re-establish caribou in strategically selected 

landscape units to achieve self-sustaining local 

populations and ensure connectivity.”5 

This strategy identified caribou habitat mainte-

nance at the range level as a key objective and 

recommended a number of methods for achiev-

ing it, including landscape-level habitat manage-

ment.6  The recovery strategy was prepared as “ad-

vice to the responsible jurisdictions and the many 

different constituencies that may be involved in 

recovering the species.”7 

The Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry 

also published a “response statement” for boreal 

caribou, as required by the ESA (Section 11). The 

response statement outlined a number of actions 

MNRF proposed to take in response to the rec-

ommendations made in the recovery strategy.8  

These included adopting a range management 

approach to boreal caribou recovery, carrying out 

regular population monitoring and cumulative-

impact assessments, and developing policies to 

manage densities of roads and other linear fea-

While caribou have been seen using previ-
ously logged areas, that use has yet to be 
linked to stable or increasing populations.

The best available information suggests that 
these populations are declining. 

Typically, forest planning does not adequately 
consider how disturbance related to old, existing or 

new roads influences caribou sustainability.
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tures in caribou ranges. While these approaches 

were consistent with the first critical habitat re-

port published in 2008, they do not include the 

identification and protection of critical habitat in-

cluded in the federal recovery strategy, which was 

published in 2012.9 

Scientists have noted that “forest management 

planning for caribou tends to focus on one aspect 

of habitat for caribou: the amount and arrange-

ment of forest stands of various types and ages. 

Typically, forest planning does not adequately 

consider how disturbance related to old, existing 

or new roads influences caribou sustainability, 

nor does it recognize cumulative habitat change 

incurred in forests as a result of other forms of hu-

man or natural disturbances coincidental with or 

stimulated by forest management activities.”10  As 

such, they question how well forest management 

planning has been adapted to implement the re-

quirements of the boreal caribou conservation 

plan or to provide effective critical habitat protec-

tion, a SARA requirement. In most cases, cumu-

lative disturbance on boreal caribou ranges that 

overlap with the managed forest has continued 

to increase, while the forestry industry has had an 

almost uninterrupted exemption from the ESA’s 

recovery requirements (e.g., overall benefit). Criti-

cal caribou habitat in many ranges remains inef-

fectively protected (i.e., cumulative disturbance is 

over 35 per cent at the range level and increasing). 

For example, the Forest Management Guide for 

Boreal Landscapes does not include the require-

ments of the federal recovery strategy within the 

zone of continuous caribou range (i.e., to prevent 

damage or destruction of critical habitat) and is 

instead intended to “minimize the risk that for-

est management operations might incidentally 

kill, harm, or harass caribou, or damage or destroy 

their habitat.”11 

Despite evidence of decline across boreal cari-

bou populations in Ontario, 2013 amendments to 

the ESA exempt a number of industries from the 

prohibition against damaging or destroying the 

habitat of listed threatened or endangered spe-

cies. The exemptions apply to activities associated 

with forestry operations, hydroelectric generating 

stations, aggregate pits and quarries, drainage, 

early exploration mining, wind facilities and more. 

In June 2019, the Government of Ontario made 

many significant amendments to the ESA. These 

included allowing harmful activities approved 

under other pieces of legislation to be carried 

out without any additional authorizations under 

the ESA, as long as the proponent takes steps to 

minimize adverse effects. This contrasts with the 

original legislation, which focused on recovery of 

species at risk and allowed harmful activities ap-

proved under other legislation to occur only if an 

overall benefit to the species were provided. Miti-

gating impacts on species at risk is a significant 

policy shift away from species’ recovery.

Some residents of forestry-dependent commu-

nities and their elected municipal officials have 

expressed considerable opposition to caribou re-

covery planning, as they fear it will result in sub-

stantial job losses or mill closures and reduction 

in the industrial tax base.12  However, much of the 

planned wood supply in forest management units 

(FMUs) that significantly overlap boreal caribou 

ranges is not being logged, particularly over the 

past decade. This raises important questions as to 

why critical caribou habitat cannot be protected 

without causing economic hardship.
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STATUS OF BOREAL 
CARIBOU IN ONTARIO
Woodland caribou, boreal population (“boreal caribou”) was listed as threatened under SARA 
when the act came into force in 2003. 

Woodland caribou, boreal population (“boreal 

caribou”) was listed as threatened under SARA 

when the act came into force in 2003. The federal 

government, tasked with overseeing boreal cari-

bou recovery under that act, convened a team of 

experts, including leading caribou scientists, to 

conduct a meta-analysis of caribou population 

trends in relation to range-level disturbances.13  

Source: Ontario Nature, 2018.

Caribou ranges, forest management units and most recently reported disturbance levels for 
ranges that overlap with the managed forest in Ontario. 

Figure 1.
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Range 2011 (%) 2012 (%) 2013 (%) 2015 (%) 2017 (%)

Bright-

sand
Federal21 42 41

Provincial22 43.4 44.9 45.3 45.4

Churchill Federal 31 34

Provincial 38.4 42.3 41.7 44.1

Sydney Federal 58 49

Provincial 61.2 62.4 65.2 66

Berens Federal 39 37

Provincial 27.4 28.8 29.1 30.4

Nipigon Federal 31 34

Provincial 37.9 38.8 39.0 39.3

Pagwa-

chuan
Federal 27 27

Habitat disturbance in caribou ranges in Ontario (from federal and provincial sources). The 
larger the total cumulative disturbance in a population range, the greater the probability of 
that caribou population not being self-sustaining.

Table 1.

The results of this analysis form the basis of the 

2012 federal recovery strategy,14  which sets a 

benchmark for the provinces: to maintain dis-

turbance levels in every caribou range at 35 per 

cent or lower. Boreal caribou were also listed as 

threatened under Ontario’s ESA when it took ef-

fect in 2008. Seven caribou ranges overlap the 

managed forest in Ontario: Berens, Brightsand, 

Churchill, Kesagami, Nipigon, Pagwachuan and 

Sydney (Figure 1).

The latest publicly available population condi-

tion data and range disturbance information for 

boreal caribou ranges that overlap with the man-

aged forest zone in Ontario are summarized in 

Tables 1 and 2. Available data indicate that the 

degradation of critical habitat for boreal caribou 

has worsened in most of the seven ranges over-

lapping Ontario’s managed forest since 2011. 

For example, in the Churchill range, which has 

undergone the greatest increase in disturbance, 

the extent of anthropogenic disturbance has in-

creased by about 100,000 hectares from 2011 to 

2015.15  While federal and provincial assessments 

of disturbance levels vary due to differences in 

methodology (e.g., the federal assessment used 
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Range 
Estimated Population 

Size
(minimum annual count)

Population Trend 
(2011-2013)

Calf Recruitment Rate 
(calves per 100 adult 

females)

Berens 237 (2012) Declining 23.9 (2013)

Brightsand 224 (2011) Declining 25.5 (2013)

Churchill 262 (2012) Declining 24.7 (2013)

Kesagami 178 (2010) Declining 15.3 (2013)

Nipigon 172 (2010) Declining 22.9 (2013)

Pagwachuan 164 (2011) Stable 32.7 (2013)

Sydney 55 (2012) Declining 13.6 (2013)

Landsat data 1:50,000 scale to determine distur-

bance, while the provincial assessment used indi-

vidual disturbances, such as mining claims, roads, 

fires, forestry blocks and so forth), both show over-

all increasing trends in cumulative disturbance. 

Increasing cumulative disturbance is linked to in-

creasing risk of caribou extirpation. 

Risk of local extinction is high in populations with 

poor demographic conditions, such as low female 

survival and/or low calf recruitment (survival until 

adulthood). Adult female survival and calf recruit-

ment are indicators of population trend (declining, 

stable or increasing). Environment Canada (2008) 

has demonstrated that the probability of extinc-

tion in boreal caribou populations decreases 

with increasing recruitment rates.  16It notes that 

Bergerud (1992) reported that an approximately 

28 calves/100 cows ratio indicates a stable popu-

lation; however, this threshold can vary, depend-

ing on the survival rates of adult females. Available 

information on calf recruitment rates in Ontario 

shows declining population trends are generally 

consistent with increasing disturbance levels (Ta-

ble 1 and 2). In Ontario, while cumulative distur-

bance at the range level is continually assessed, no 

populations have been monitored for six years or 

more.17 

MNRF has allowed industrial expansion, including 

logging, mining and roads, into caribou habitat to 

continue for the past 10 years, without range plans 

in place to guide (and potentially limit) further in-

dustrial expansion and strategic restoration. This 

is despite evidence of population decline and, in 

some ranges, high-risk levels of cumulative distur-

bance.18  MNRF has extended the regulatory ex-

emption for the forestry industry to July 1, 2020,19  

and there are additional changes proposed to fur-

ther minimize or eliminate the recovery require-

Available population size estimates and trends for caribou ranges that overlap the managed 
forest in Ontario.23  

Table 2.

Note: MNRF regularly updates information on range condition (e.g., cumulative disturbance), whereas population surveys are 
not regularly updated.
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Trends in harvest area compared to Allowable Harvest Area between 2003-2012. 

Figure 2.

Source: MNRF. “Annual report on forest management 2012-2013,” last accessed April 2019, 
www.ontario.ca/page/annual-report-forest-management-2012-2013.

Geography plays an important role in how much 

wood harvesting occurs and where. Ontario’s for-

ests and forest products industry are in a state of 

change, as government and industry are transi-

tioning from managing and harvesting mainly pri-

mary forests that were not previously logged to in-

HOW CAN CARIBOU RECOVERY AND 
INDUSTRIAL ACTIVITY CO-EXIST? 
I. Share the surplus

ments of the ESA. For several years, MNRF has 

explored options to “harmonize” the ESA require-

ments with existing laws and policy that inform 

forest management.20  This process has included 

completion of a socio-economic analysis based 

largely using wood supply as a proxy to evaluate 

potential impacts on mills, jobs and tax revenue.
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Forest Management Unit Available to harvest  
(cubic metres per year)

Actual harvest 
(cubic metres per 

year)

Surplus 2016/17 (cubic 
metres)

Red Lake Forest (Plan 2008-18) 205,392 107,847 (2017/18) 97,545

Ogoki Forest (Plan 2008–18) 623,034 5,143.71 (2017/18) 617,890

Whitefeather Forest (2012–22) 624,594 0 (2016/17) 624,594

Caribou Forest (Plan 2008–18) 531,663 80,431 (2017/18) 451,232

Caribou Forest (Plan 2008–18) 531,663 80,431 (2017/18) 451,232

Trout Lake Forest (Plan 2009–19) 1,087,441 696,367 (2017/18) 391,074

Lac Seul Forest (Plan 2011–21) 616,851 347,931 (2017/18) 268,920

Abitibi River Forest (Plan 

2012–22)
1,295,582 485,123 (2017/18) 810,459

Lake Nipigon Forest (Plan 

2011–21)
895,174 513,922 (2016/17) 381,252

Summary of harvested versus available wood volume in forests with greater than 50 per 
cent overlap with caribou ranges in Ontario. Surplus suggests volume is available for caribou 
recovery.

Table 3.

vesting in and managing second-growth forests 

as previously logged forests regenerate. In some 

parts of the caribou range, the haul distances to 

mills are hundreds of kilometres. Forests in cari-

bou range, on average, also tend to have lower 

yields and are less productive than more south-

ern forests, due to tree species, climate and fire 

history.

Accurate assessments of economic trade-offs are 

an important part of decision-making about pub-

lic lands. However, inappropriate model assump-

tions can lead to exaggerated or misleading pro-

jections of the socio-economic impacts of policy. 

Socio-economic analyses must be robust and 

transparent to ensure credibility of their outputs. 

In December 2017, MNRF’s Forest Industry divi-

sion made a presentation to industry stakehold-

ers as a “first attempt”  24 to quantify the potential 

socio-economics of caribou prescriptions under 

consideration, which was intended as a “basis 

Note: Aroland, Eabametoong and Marten Falls First Nations (through Agoke Development Corporation) have the right to 
implement an interim forest management approach (harvest, silviculture, roads, etc.), and they are negotiating a long-term 
forest licence for the Ogoki Forest, 400 kilometres northeast of Thunder Bay, which sits within their traditional territories. 
Further, in 2013, Whitefeather Forest Community Resource Management Authority, a company guided by Pikangikum First 
Nation, was issued a Sustainable Forest Licence for the Whitefeather Forest. These extremely low harvest levels are, in part, 
a reflection of licensing transition and are likely to change.

II. Improve socio-economic analysis
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for discussion.”25  In 2018, the Ontario Forestry 

Industries Association began publicly claiming 

that 2,800 jobs (in May 2019, that claim is now 

3,000 jobs) could be lost if implementation of 

the Forest Industry division’s scenarios moved 

forward,26 citing the December 2017 presenta-

tion as an independent “study” conducted by 

MNRF. However, the analysis and presentation 

were not made available publicly (e.g., to be re-

viewed by economists or caribou biologists out-

side of government). MNRF stated that this was 

because they did not want the model outputs to 

be taken out of context. Nonetheless, the out-

put of the most restrictive assessment with the 

greatest potential impacts is now used in public 

communications challenging implementation 

of federal and provincial recovery strategies, de-

spite the fact that the modelled prescriptions are 

not what are required by law.

In August 2018, MNRF also presented the analy-

sis to a small group of caribou scientists, econo-

mists and ENGOs via webinar.27  They submitted 

a review to MNRF to summarize limitations of 

the analysis and suggest where improvements 

are needed to ensure MNRF does not overstate 

the potential economic impacts, underestimate 

the flexibility measures in implementing recov-

ery strategies or impede thoughtful dialogue on 

trade-offs that may be associated with caribou 

recovery.

 

The key weaknesses identified during this webi-

nar presentation included the lack of: 

1.	 relative comparison with other factors af-

fecting the sector;

2.	 involvement of caribou experts to inform 

caribou-related inputs;

3.	 reporting on the relative achievement of 

each scenario for caribou conservation;

4.	 comprehensive sensitivity analysis; and

5.	 consideration of non-market impacts. 

1. Lack of relative comparison with other fac-

tors affecting the sector. MNRF did not report on 

how the estimated impact on jobs in this analysis 

compared to other factors affecting the sector.28  

The forestry industry faces many trade and eco-

nomic challenges, including the boom-and-bust 

of commodities markets, high energy prices, an 

aging workforce, the fluctuating Canada–U.S. 

exchange rate and softwood lumber tariffs.29  

Further, increased technology means greater 

productivity using less labour, and therefore 

fewer workers can be employed even when mills 

are maintaining or increasing production and 

profits. In addition, the emergence of low-cost 

forest-products producers in the global market 

is an important factor that impacts the demand 

for Ontario’s forest products.30  

The mill, job and tax projections should be com-

pared, relatively, to other impacts, including 

trade tariffs, energy prices, technology increases 

and so on, that are known to be significant de-

terminants of productivity and labour needs. 

For example, employment and hours worked 

fell at a greater rate than output in the period 

from 2000 to 2013, leading to labour productiv-

ity growth of one per cent per year in the forest-

products sector compared to 0.6 per cent per 

year in the total economy, even while mills were 

closing. 31 Further, for the purposes of the initial 

socio-economic assessment (December 2017 

presentation), the Forest Industry division made 

a baseline assumption of approximately 20 mil-

lion cubic metres harvest (i.e., determined sup-

ply reductions based on this forecasted volume 

estimate), which is at least four-million cubic 
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metres above current harvest (when compared 

to the harvest levels reported in the most recent 

annual reports).32  To calculate this demand, the 

Forest Industry division included past usage, as 

well as installed capacity, business plans, provin-

cial wood supply commitments and business-

to-business arrangements, many of which were 

negotiated after the caribou recovery strategies 

were released. This further illuminates how the 

delay in critical habitat protection is and will con-

tinue to exacerbate potential impacts (e.g., when 

a long-term management direction ignores re-

covery strategy requirements, wood supply ex-

pectations are set higher than would be possible 

if critical habitat were protected). In addition, 

whether the baseline trend assumption is one 

of growth, stability or decline informs whether 

the impacts of each option are foregone gains 

or reductions from the present value. This is an 

important distinction, as most people are more 

averse to losses than foregone gains, and the in-

dustry is likely to respond differently to each.

Further, MNRF did not identify how older data 

would impact results (i.e., sensitivity of the mod-

els to market assumptions). MNRF stated that its 

version of Socio-economic Impact Model (SEIM) 

used 2011 data and that it compared the provin-

cial-scaled impacts with 2013 data from Ministry 

of Finance, with results being plus or minus five 

Current wood harvesting levels in FMUs in Ontario. 
Figure 3.

Note: FMUs that 
overlap with boreal 
caribou range (based 
on 2016/17 annual 
reports) are shown 
in gradients of green 
(dark green repre-
sents FMUs with the 
greatest gap be-
tween allowable cut 
and actual harvest). 
Percentages depict 
disturbance lev-
els on each caribou 
population range (in 
black). 
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per cent.33  Generally speaking, labour is continu-

ously being replaced by automation in industrial 

processes, and the amount of labour per unit 

of finished product is likely lower than it was in 

2011. In addition, a number of mills have (re)

opened and major pulp mills have closed in On-

tario since 2011,34  so the SEIM baseline may be 

inaccurate for 2018 conditions. By way of com-

parison, labour force survey data from Statistics 

Canada show that employment in 2017 (38,813) 

was 5.3 per cent lower than in 2011 (40,104).35  

This suggests that MNRF’s variance may not be 

appropriate or sufficient due to fluctuating eco-

nomic factors. 

2. Lack of involvement of caribou experts to in-

form caribou-related inputs and explore trade-

offs. The scenarios MNRF considered included 

an assumption that “Category 1” areas would be 

permanently set aside. Category 1 habitat fea-

tures or areas are identified by MNRF and include 

those “areas anticipated to have the lowest toler-

ance to alteration before their function, or use-

fulness, in supporting caribou is compromised.”36  

They include winter areas, nursery areas and 

travel corridors. These were identified and set 

aside in addition to achieving the 35 per cent 

disturbance threshold recommended in the fed-

eral recovery strategy,37  potentially increasing 

the impacts on wood supply unnecessarily. Also, 

the two scenarios MNRF considered assumed 

that the 35 per cent disturbance threshold must 

be achieved on each FMU (n = 20). This is one of 

many critical assumptions given that harvest lev-

els vary significantly between units, FMUs likely 

differ in regard to their importance to caribou re-

covery and many caribou ranges extend beyond 

the managed forest (see Figure 3).

3. Lack of reporting on the relative achievement 

of each scenario for caribou conservation. MNRF 

did not quantify the conservation outcomes of 

different options in terms of decreased risk of 

extirpation of boreal caribou. Without this in-

formation, any measure of conservation effec-

tiveness cannot be ranked, which is presumably 

important evidence to inform a decision about 

competing trade-offs and risks. The disturbance 

threshold is a management approach based on 

risk. Scenarios can and should be assessed from 

a risk-based approach to convey these potential 

trade-offs.

4. Lack of comprehensive sensitivity analysis. 

MNRF did not adequately undertake sensitivity 

analysis (i.e., how much uncertainty there is in 

the model outputs, and how this can be asso-

ciated with uncertainty in the model inputs) to 

the standard that would be expected in wildlife 

management. As a result, no information was 

provided on which input assumptions were hav-

ing the greatest relative effect on the impacts 

reported. Assumptions associated with transpor-

tation costs, for example, would have been par-

ticularly sensitive to uncertainties. Even the rela-

tively arbitrary scenarios developed (e.g., using 

30 or 50 years to achieve protection goals was 

the only factor that appeared to be adjusted) 

showed that the job impacts reported doubled 

by restricting the time frame.38  This suggests 

high sensitivity in the model and requires assess-

ment of alternative scenarios (e.g., considering 

adjustments other than the time frame). 

(e) Lack of consideration of non-market impacts. 

MNRF did not consider any non-market im-

pacts in their economic analysis. The result was 

a lopsided analysis of only market (monetized) 

impacts. Research has shown that people are 

willing to dedicate economic resources for the 
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III. Support complementary, market-based solutions

Market-based incentives can complement regu-

latory frameworks and help provide financial 

or reputational incentives to achieve high stan-

dards of environmental performance (e.g., pro-

tection of critical caribou habitat). 

For example, Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 

certification has had substantial uptake in On-

tario, with about half of the managed forest cur-

rently certified under FSC’s forest management 

standards. FSC Canada has acknowledged that 

the impact of forest management practices on 

boreal caribou has emerged as an issue of signifi-

cant debate in Canada, and an important metric 

of sustainability.39 

FSC Canada’s new standard confirms that devel-

opment and implementation of boreal caribou 

range plans should be consistent with the fed-

eral recovery strategy. However, in recognition 

that SARA-compliant range plans may not be in 

place immediately, the standard provides flex-

ibility through three options for achieving con-

formance with its standard:40 

1.	 Implementation of a SARA-compliant range 

plan, where one exists; 

2.	 Where a SARA-compliant range plan does 

not exist, management of caribou habitat 

consistent with alternative elements pro-

vided in the indicator that identify detailed 

requirements related to disturbance thresh-

olds based on the science presented in the 

federal recovery strategy; or

3.	 Management of caribou habitat using alter-

native methods provided they are compa-

rable to the methods that form the basis of 

option 1.41 

However, both regulatory and market-based ap-

proaches can suffer from the same issues of in-

sufficient monitoring and enforcement. When 

using market-based approaches, it is essential to 

determine whether or not they are accomplish-

ing their intended purpose, in this case, support-

ing critical habitat protection and boreal caribou 

recovery. While the success of FSC certification 

in supporting boreal caribou recovery remains 

to be seen in implementation, the system rep-

resents a science-based and collaborative ap-

proach to support implementation of regulatory 

requirements for critical caribou habitat protec-

tion.

There have been long-standing public concerns 

regarding how much taxpayers are subsidizing 

natural resource users,42  including the forestry 

industry.43  As most industrial logging occurs on 

public lands, the public expects that companies 

must provide a societal benefit in return for cor-

porate profit. Put simply, this societal benefit is 

benefit of conserving biodiversity. In MNRF’s 

Statement of Environmental Values, it notes, 

“natural resources should be properly valued to 

provide a fair return to Ontarians and to reflect 

their ecological, social and economic contribu-

tions.” Even without Ontario-specific analysis, 

MNRF could have transferred passive-use values 

of caribou conservation from research done in 

Alberta or Saskatchewan. 

IV. Link taxpayer subsidies to the implemen-
tation of a caribou recovery strategy
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most often framed within the context of jobs in 

the sector and payment of taxes. However, along 

with access to natural resources, subsidization 

programs are also a feature of the relationships 

between Ontario’s public and forestry compa-

nies (both logging and forest-products manu-

facturers). There are potential opportunities to 

link societal expectations (including protection 

of species at risk) with publicly funded programs 

that already exist. A range of subsidies, grants 

and loan programs are available to the forestry 

sector (see some examples below), some of 

which are potentially detrimental to boreal cari-

bou recovery. For the purposes of caribou recov-

ery, there is potential to remove incentives that 

promote unsustainable logging (i.e., that result 

in the destruction of critical habitat), and in-

crease incentives for critical habitat protection.

One of the most relevant programs is the Forest 

Roads Funding Program, which provides about 

$60 million per year44  to support building and 

maintaining roads the forestry sector requires. 

Roads eligible for funding have to be identified 

as primary or branch forest access roads that 

meet the following three conditions: 1) they 

are identified in approved forest-management 

plans and annual work schedules (100 per cent 

of primary road costs, 50 per cent of branch road 

costs), 2) they are located on Crown land and 

3) their use is not limited to only the forest in-

dustry. Operational roads (i.e., temporary roads 

usually constructed within harvested areas) are 

not covered by this program. The provincial gov-

ernment boasts that the length of forest access 

roads maintained in Ontario is enough to drive 

across Canada and back, a seeming disconnect 

with the documented negative impact logging 

roads are having on boreal caribou populations 

and other species vulnerable to habitat frag-

mentation (Figure 4). Between 2005 and 2015, 

forest roads funding from the Ontario govern-

ment equalled more than $600 million; approxi-

mately 900 kilometres of forest roads were built 

each year,45  and 21,000 kilometres maintained. 

Through such expansion, Ontario taxpayers 

could be directly contributing to the destruc-

tion and degradation of critical caribou habitat. 

The expansion of access roads in Ontario has 

been shown to be a significant contributor to 

increased disturbance within caribou range that 

negatively affects caribou populations. Linear 

features, such as roads, pipelines and seismic 

lines, have been found to increase the speed at 

which wolves travel by two to three times rela-

tive to their travel speed in undisturbed forest.46  

The efficacy of regeneration approaches for op-

erational roads in limiting predator access on a 

large scale is largely unknown, particularly at a 

landscape scale. Moreover, the wood and fibre 

sourced from caribou ranges tend to have rela-

tively long-haul distances (for an example, see 

Figure 5).

Cumulative length of maintained forest access 
roads in Ontario. 

Figure 4.

Source: Ministry of Natural Resources. “Ontario Investing $60 
Million in Forest Access Roads.” Last updated April 2015, news.
ontario.ca/mnr/en/2015/04/ontario-investing-60-million-in-
forest-access-roads.html
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As an example, broad estimates of one-way haul distances from the Caribou Forest Manage-
ment Unit in northwestern Ontario as reported in the 2016/17 Annual Report of Wood Utiliza-
tion by Mill (www.efmp.lrc.gov.on.ca/eFMP) are shown. 

Figure 5.

Rethinking how this program is structured could 

enable taxpayers’ dollars to be used in ways that 

provide forest access while also leading to incen-

tives for development of caribou range plans 

that protect critical caribou habitat. This is not a 

significant leap, given that many such programs 

have been explicitly linked to reducing environ-

mental impacts. For example, the Pulp and Paper 

Green Transformation Program, which in 2009 

announced $1 billion in funding to improve the 

environmental performance of Canada’s pulp 

and paper mills,47  offered the sector an oppor-

tunity to enhance environmental performance 

while at the same time renewing the industry’s 

position in the global marketplace and paving 

the way to long-term gains for mills and mill 

communities. The program ended in 2012 but 

shows that such shared value is possible.

While the Forest Roads Funding Program has the 

most direct potential to either negatively or posi-

tively impact critical caribou habitat protection,48  

many funds and economic incentive programs 

could develop stronger links to environmental 

performance (e.g., protection of critical caribou 

habitat). For example, the Forestry Growth Fund 

supports continued productivity and innovation 

enhancements, increased competitiveness, ac-

cess to new global markets and strengthened 

supply chains. In the 2018 provincial budget, 

$30 million was allocated for this fund, to be 

spent over three years. In addition, the federal 

Expanding Market Opportunity (EMO) program 

provides funding to forest-product associations, 

provinces and wood-product research organiza-

tions to, in part, promote the use of Canadian 

wood, but also to promote the Canadian forest 

sector’s environmental performance. An indi-

Note: These general estimates are for illustra-
tive purposes only, but indicate the distances 
(kilometres [km]) travelled from the centre of 
the FMU to the mill using the primary road 
network are significant. In comparison, stud-
ies in Maine, Georgia and British Columbia 
have published estimates of the average 
one-way haul distances of 98 km,50 90 km 
(max. 193 km)51  and 150 km (max. 200 km).52  
The circles indicate the reported total volume 
of wood (cubic metre [m3]) transported in that 
year. Road data was sourced from the Ontario 
Ministry of Natural Resources LIO database 
(2018). 

www.ontarionature.org 17



CONCLUSIONS
The provincial and federal governments can attract investment and create jobs success-

fully while meaningfully addressing the long-standing sustainability issue of caribou de-

cline. Establishing a disturbance threshold target (e.g., less than 35 per cent at the range 

level) and a timeline to meet that threshold is a science-based approach that still allows 

forest managers to determine how best to achieve those goals (over time and space). In 

the absence of established targets for caribou recovery, companies face high uncertainty 

as they are exposed to the unpredictable risk of legal challenges, boycotts and loss of 

social licence.

1. 

Transparently review gaps between what wood is harvested and what is available, 
and explore options for sharing the surplus of wood available within Ontario’s 

caribou range. In Ontario, most forests that have more than 50 per cent overlap with 
caribou range are logging below the allowable harvest levels;

2. 

The socio-economic analysis that was presented has several major flawed assump-
tions in it, and some questionable methodology. Undertaking a revision of the 
analysis under the guidance of an expert panel of caribou biologists, landscape 
ecologists and forest managers within and outside of provincial ministries will 

produce a more realistic assessment of the impacts of implementing the caribou 
recovery strategy, and have the advantage that it has been done transparently;

cator of performance based on the protection 

of critical caribou habitat could support expan-

sion of markets based on environmental perfor-

mance. Other programs, such as the Forest In-

dustry Transformation (IFIT) program (from 2010 

to 2016, applications to the IFIT program were 

valued at $3.9 billion,49 and in June 2017, the fed-

eral government committed another $55 million 

in funding over three years) and others, could 

also be linked to such requirements. 
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The industry faces a number of global pressures, many of which cannot be controlled 

by the Government of Ontario. Regardless, sustainable resource development means 

providing security for forestry-dependent families, real government investment to re-

duce northern and rural economies’ dependence on internationally traded commodi-

ties, and halting the decline of boreal caribou. Mill closures are not generally the result 

of regional shortages of wood, but instead occur because manufacturing plants are no 

longer able to compete in increasingly competitive global markets.53  Ignoring interna-

tional commitments to protect biodiversity, disregarding (or fundamentally changing) 

federal and provincial laws that protect threatened and endangered species, and put-

ting boreal caribou at high risk of extirpation are not responsible or necessary.

3. 

Support market-based solutions and incentives, such as FSC certification, through 
which economic incentives exist to rationalize additional planning and, potential-
ly, operational costs in exchange for increased social license and markets’ access. 

These approaches can be complementary and support achievement of regulatory 
requirements; and,

4. 

Link taxpayer subsidies to environmental performance, such as achievement 
of disturbance levels consistent with requirements under the federal SARA. For 
example, shifting to a more “results-based” regulatory regime (i.e., maintaining 
disturbance below the 35 per cent threshold) rather than a “process-oriented” 
regulatory regime may achieve desired habitat outcomes more efficiently and 

at a lower cost.
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