HIDDEN IN PLAIN SIGHT

WHY CANADA’S PRIVATE WORKING FORESTS MATTER NOW

By Andrew de Vries, Chief Executive Officer, Canadian Forest Owners

hen Mark Carney announced the creation of the
WCanadian Forest Sector Transformation Task Force

in November 2025, it signalled a clear intent to
rethink how the country’s forest sector competes, adapts,
and grows. Launched formally by Minister Hodgson in Janu-
ary 2026 with a 90-day mandate, the Task Force has moved
quickly, engaging industry voices, including a February 19
presentation from Canadian Forest Owners (CFO), followed
by a formal submission in mid-March.

Now, with its report delivered to Minister Hodgson on April
16 and set for discussion at the upcoming Canadian Council
of Forest Ministers meeting in June, one message is gaining
traction: private forests can no longer remain a policy after-
thought.

A QUIET GIANT IN CANADA'’S FOREST ECONOMY
Private forests account for roughly 10 percent of Canada’s
managed forest land base, yet deliver about 20 percent of its
wood supply. Managed by an estimated 480,000 landowners
across 25 million hectares, these lands represent a highly
productive and deeply rooted component of the sector.

Their contribution extends well beyond timber. From car-
bon storage and biodiversity to water regulation and flood
mitigation, private forests provide a suite of environmental
services that are increasingly central to national climate and
conservation goals.

Economically, the impact is equally significant. Private forest
activity generates an estimated $14.5 billion annually and
supports more than 38,000 direct jobs, spanning silviculture,
harvesting, transportation, and processing.

Perhaps most notably, private forests often outperform Crown
lands in productivity—by as much as two to four times—re-
flecting sustained, long-term management and generational
stewardship.

THE POLICY GAP

Despite these advantages, private forests have historically
been a “blind spot” in Canadian forest policy. Programs de-
signed around Crown land realities frequently fail to translate
to privately owned landscapes, leaving landowners excluded
from key supports. This gap is becoming increasingly conse-
quential as pressures on public forests mount. Trade disputes,
conservation set-asides, pest outbreaks, and intensifying
wildfire risk are all constraining fibre supply from Crown
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OWA member Anne Bull with red pine logs harvested during a
third thinning at the Bull family woodlot near Eganville, Ontario.

tenures. In this context, privately managed forests offer a
more stable and potentially scalable complement—but only
if policy frameworks evolve to support them.

Current exclusions are telling. Private landowners are often
left out of wildfire mitigation initiatives, disaster recovery
funding, and federal programs such as Employment Insur-
ance supports tied to forestry operations or loan guarantees
for sector investment.

FROM ADVOCACY TO ACTION

In its submission to the Canadian Forest Sector Transformation
Task Force, CFO outlined a series of practical, investment-ori-
ented recommendations aimed at unlocking the full potential
of private forests. While framed as policy proposals, they
collectively sketch out a broader shift in how Canada might
integrate private lands into its national forest strategy.

A DEDICATED PRIVATE FOREST STRATEGY

At the core is a call for a national private forest plan—one
that sets clear objectives to increase both timber productivity
and non-timber values, such as carbon and conservation. The
argument is straightforward: without explicit inclusion, private
forests will continue to be underutilized in national planning.

TRADE ALIGNMENT WITH MARKET REALITIES

Given that private forest owners compete directly with inter-
national producers—particularly in the United States—CFO
is urging Canada to pursue exemptions for privately sourced
wood within any future Softwood Lumber Agreement. With



long-standing two-way trade in privately sourced wood be-
tween Canada and the United States, proponents note that
some provinces already benefit from exemptions while others
do not, highlighting an uneven playing field. They argue that
existing traceability systems within Canadian mills make it
entirely feasible to distinguish private from Crown-sourced
fibre, supporting the case for more consistent treatment
under future trade agreements.

CLOSING THE DATA GAP

Canada currently lacks comprehensive data on private forests,
from inventory and productivity to ownership demographics
and economic contribution. CFO recommends a coordinated
national effort to address this—arguing that better data is
foundational to better policy.

FISCAL TOOLS TO DRIVE INVESTMENT

One of the more concrete proposals is the creation of a Per-
sonal Silvicultural Savings and Investment Plan, modelled
on RRSP-style mechanisms. Income from private forestry is
inherently irregular. Most landowners harvest infrequently,
generating significant revenue in a single year rather than
as steady annual income. This results in pronounced tax
spikes that can disproportionately burden landowners in
harvest years—reducing available capital for reinvestment
in silviculture and long-term forest management. A Personal
Silvicultural Savings and Investment Plan (PSSIP) would help
smooth this volatility by allowing landowners to defer and re-
invest income over time, aligning tax treatment more closely
with the long-term nature of forest stewardship.

WILDFIRE AND DISASTER INCLUSION

With climate risks escalating, the exclusion of private forests
from wildfire mitigation and disaster recovery frameworks is
increasingly difficult to justify. Expanding FireSmart approaches
toinclude private working forests could improve landscape-level
resilience while protecting nearby communities.

Oak seedlings at Ferguson Tree Nursery, Kemptville, Ontario.
Photo credit: Pilar Valbuena.

CANADIAN FOREST OWNERS
A SPECIAL NATIONAL ISSUE

REGULATORY ALIGNMENT

CFO also highlights the need to tailor federal regulations—par-
ticularly around species at risk and invasive species—to the
realities of private ownership. This includes balancing habitat
protection with economic viability and avoiding prolonged
harvest restrictions that can undermine both forest health
and landowner confidence.

MAKING CARBON MARKETS ACCESSIBLE

While forest carbon is often cited as a major opportunity, current
federal protocols remain out of reach for most private forest
owners. Simplified standards, shorter commitment periods,
and aggregation models are seen as essential to broadening
participation and scaling impact.

A STRATEGIC INFLECTION POINT

The timing of these recommendations is not accidental.
With the Task Force process concluding and provincial and
territorial forest ministers preparing to meet in June, there
is a narrow window to embed private forests more fully into
Canada’s evolving forest policy framework.

What's at stake is more than recognition. It is about aligning
policy with a segment of the sector that already delivers
outsized value—and could do significantly more with the
right tools.

As Canada navigates trade uncertainty, climate pressures,
and shifting global demand, private forests offer a rare combi-
nation of productivity, flexibility, and long-term stewardship.
The question now is whether policy will catch up.

If it does, the country may find that one of its most effective
levers for forest sector resilience has been hiding in plain sight.“+

Woodlot tour during the International Model Forest Network
Global Forum in Kemptville, Ontario, in May 2025. Photo credit:
Pilar Valbuena.

J' The Ontario Woodlander—An Ontario Woodlot Association Quarterly. Issue 123, Summer 2026 15



