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ñForests that could be classified as ñold growthò, occur throughout British Columbia. In British 

Columbia, old growth has become a political issue as the publicôs focus on the environment, 

including forestry practices, has increased. A major debate concerns harvesting wood fibre and 

preserving remaining old-growth forests for other values such as ecological, economic, social and 

cultural (Juday 1988; Rolston 1989).ò 1 

 

I am a life-long resident of British Columbia and have spent over 30 years struggling to defend, and 

helping many others to defend, the integrity of some of the waters, forests, species and lands within that 

colonial territory. During my lifetime I was fortunate to visit, investigate and document many places and 

vast landscapes extending from the temperate coastal forest lands to the interior dry and wet belt 

forestlands to the Canadian Rockies. I have both witnessed the awesome beauty and destructive slaughter 

of these recently intact forest lands, 2 participated in hearings, conferences, debates and tours concerning 

that slaughter, and have undertaken research and writing of numerous reports and video exposes.  

 
1 Old-Growth Forests: Problem Analysis, Ministry of Forests Research Branch, January 1990, page 1. 
2 From about the year 1900 onwards.  
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I have defended the publicôs drinking 

water forested lands for much of that time 

and have come to understand the critical 

nature and fully functioning value that old 

intact forestlands have in providing the 

best water possible for both people and all 

creationôs creatures. That is primarily why 

I and others formed the BC Tap Water 

Alliance in February 1997. And, after nine 

years of efforts, that is why the Lower 

Mainlandôs drinking water sources for 

Metro Vancouver residents were finally 

re-protected on November 10, 1999, 3 

wherein are still found remnant stands of 

low and higher valley ancient and old 

growth forests. The administrators, 

professionals and citizenry that originally 

fought to protect the forests for Metro 

Vancouver and Metro Victoria 

consumptive water use (1905 ï 1927) also 

understood the rich value of the old 

forests, with provincial medical health officers also extolling the added virtue of community watershed 

protection for wildlife within these legislated havens. 4 

 

When the BC government used to have 

functioning research bodies / branches 

within the Environment and Forests 

Ministries, conscientious resource 

scientists and technicians provided 

insightful evaluation of our forest lands 

for the publicôs decision makers, such as 

the following, and perhaps last, critical 

statement made in 1991 on ñintactò 

forest cover:   

 

Forests play a vital role in 

regulating water supply and 

maintaining pristine water 

quality in British Columbia. The 

relatively small percentage of 

the provincial forest land base 

that is within community 

watersheds combined with the 

high proportion of the population 

that depends on this type of water supply, indicates the high value of forests in watersheds. 

 
3 After the Coquitlam watershed was protected through federal legislation in 1910, and after the Seymour and Capilano 

watershed were protected in 1927, the three watersheds were removed from their legislatively tenured protected states in 1967. 
4 The concerns about wildlife protection extended to the establishment of ñgame reservesò in BC, which, by the early 1960s, 

seemed to have mysteriously disappeared. 

Photo of Greeley Creek watershed, Revelstoke City water supply, 

from Will Koopôs 2013 report, The Big Eddy. 
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The quality and quantity of water within a watershed is 

largely a function of the intact forest cover. Tree cover 

controls snow storage and melt rates by snow 

interception, shading, and wind ablation, influencing 

both yield and streamflow. Peak flows with their 

consequent high soil erosion rates are reduced by an 

intact forest cover. 

 

Water quality is best maintained in forested 

watersheds. On the coast, forested watersheds have 

landslide rates many times less than comparable 

watersheds. Slope stability is enhanced by the tree 

roots anchoring the steeply sloped soils. An intact 

forest cover shields the soil from raindrop erosion, as 

do the organic soil horizons. Overland flow of water is 

extremely rare in forested watersheds because of the 

high surface infiltration through the well-structured 

forest soils, and because of the macro-permeability 

provided by earth-worm holes, borrows, and rotted root 

channels. As a consequence, rates of surface soil 

erosion are very low in forested watersheds. 5 

 

In 1991 is when the governmentôs Forest Resources 

Commission released its final report, which was one year before the 1992 world environment conference 

in Rio de Janeiro, and four years before governmentôs drafting of the Forest Practices Code Act. 

 

 

Incorporation of the term ñold growthò / ñold-growthò and Old-Growth Review Processes 

 

A review of the origins of the term ñold growthò or ñold-growthò seems to begin around the year 1975 in 

American science and research literature. 6 By the early 1980s the term began to be widely incorporated 

as a new concept under pioneering research scientists such as Gerry Franklin 7 who investigated the 

ecological and structural complexities and biological diversity of old Douglas Fir forest regimes. Prior, 

terms such as ñold,ò ñmature,ò ñover-mature,ò ñdecadent,ò ñstagnant,ò ñvirgin,ò ñstagnated,ò were used 

by professional foresters in British Columbia, while conservationists sometimes used alternate terms such 

as ñprimevalò and ñancientò to describe the same. 

 

The new concept of ñold growthò began to take shape in the 1980s set within the context of intense public 

concerns in Minnesota and in the Pacific Northwest where raging logging controversies were fought in 

 
5 Ecosystems of British Columbia, Ministry of Forests Research Branch and Forest Sciences Section, February 1991. The quote 

is mentioned in the authorôs 1996 book, From Wisdom to Tyranny: A History of British Columbiaôs Drinking Watershed 

Reserves, in chapter 8.4.1.1, The Ecosystems of BC Research Report Emphasizes and Affirms ñIntact Forest Cover,ò page 125. 
6 ñIn 1976 the research group associated with this work received a request from a National Forest planner for assistance in 

characterizing old-growth forests; as he put it: ñWe know that old-growth forests are more than just some big old trees, but we 

donôt know how else to describe them. Could your group provide us with a more complete characterization?ò A workshop, 

convened at Wind River, Washington, in 1977, produced a synthesis entitled, ñEcological Characteristics of Old-Growth 

Douglas-Fir Forestsò (Franklin and others, 1981). All current attempts at ecological definitions of old-growth Douglas-fir are 

based on the 1977 synthesis and subsequent research, much of it under the auspices of the Forest Serviceôs Old-Growth Forest 

Wildlife Habitat Program.ò Lengthy quote from, General Technical Report PNW-GTR, Issue 285, page 62. 
7 ñForest ecosystems that have developed over a long period essentially free of catastrophic (including human) disturbance.ò 

1910 Federal Order-In-Council for 

protection of Coquitlam watershed lands. 
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the courts. As a result of many converging circumstances concerning the mismanagement and clearcutting 

of American forest landscapes, in 1982 the United States federal Forest Service initiated an Old-Growth 

Wildlife Habitat Research and Development Program Steering Committee. Three years later in 1985, 

recommendations from that Steering Committee resulted in the formation of the Old-Growth Definitions 

Task Group in 1986. 8 By 1988, the Forest Service 

created the Old-Growth Task Group, and a 

ñreconstituted Old Growth Committeeò 9 in 1992.  

 

As is the case for British Columbia in general, 

adoption of leading United States forest science 

research and development by the University of BC 

and government research departments lagged before 

the BC government finally adopted the Old-Growth 

Strategy process in 1989 when the term ñBrazil of 

the Northò was used by the concerned public to 

describe the slaughter of BCôs forests. Prior to the 

old-growth strategy processes, the provincial 

government initiated the formation of a Forest 

Resources Commission public process. In April 1991 

it published its final report, The Future of Our 

Forests: 

 

The messages they [the public] gave the 

Commission were as complex and varied as 

the people themselves, but one theme 

underlined virtually everything we heard - the 

status quo is not good enough. The way the 

forests and their many values are currently 

being managed by government and industry 

is out of step with what the public expects. It 

must change. 

 

Driving the current level of dissatisfaction is a dramatic shift in societyôs values. Once valued only 

for their economic worth, the forest resources now represent a much wider range of values - 

aesthetic, environmental, social, spiritual, and many more. That shift in values underlies much of 

the conflict that has dominated the debate over forest resources in the last few years. 

 

Very early in the exercise, the Commission recognized that any changes in the way the forests are 

managed to reflect a full range of values will depend on an all-encompassing vision of what we 

want from our forests, and what are acceptable practices to get us there. That Vision Statement is a 

simple statement of principle that has led to many recommendations for change. 10 

 

 
8 ñConcerns are emerging about old-growth forests and their various functions, such as providing habitat for wildlife. 

Consequently, disposition of old-growth forests has become an important and controversial issue in land-use planning on 

National Forests and Bureau of Land Management Lands.ò Quote from the Old Growth Definition Task Group report, Interim 

Definitions for Old-Growth Douglas-Fir and Mixed-Conifer Forests in the Pacific Northwest and California, USDA Research 

Note PNW-447, July 1986. 
9 Eastern Old-Growth Forests: Prospects for Rediscovery and Recovery, by Mary Byrd Davis, page 234. 
10 Introduction, page 6. 


