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A portrait of Canadian woodlot owners in 2003
by Jean-Pierre Dansereau1 and Peter deMarsh2

Woodlots have been a prominent part of the Canadian rural landscape since the European settlement of Canada. In addition to their
social and economic importance, woodlots contribute significantly to the environment. Their importance varies widely among
provinces but nearly 10% of Canadian non-reserved productive forests are woodlots. Woodlots belong to over 450 000 families whose
reasons for owning them are diverse. The annual average revenue from a woodlot is low but, as a whole, they play a valuable economic
role in the forest industry’s wood supply. Total woodlot owner annual revenues are estimated at $1.5 billion (Canadian). Managing
a private woodlot in a sustainable way is a challenge with economic and environmental dimensions, which is easier met with support
from society. Three types of tools have been developed to support the stewardship commitment of woodlot owners: woodlot owner
organisations, laws and regulations (including tax legislation) and incentive and support programs. It is difficult to foresee what the
future holds for woodlot owners but important issues are identified: expansion of regulations, limits to market access and prices that
do not reflect the costs of sustainable practices, growing fragmentation of woodlots and an increase in single-use ownership, decline
of the contribution of woodlots to the economy and a less active contribution to environmental services. Potential outcomes are explored.
With a complete, widely available set of financial and educational tools, owners will increase the production of a range of goods and
services. Provincial government policies that offset market distortions, that provide financial support for silviculture and the costs of
environmental services and natural disasters, and income and property tax policies that encourage sustainable practices will be essen-
tial tools in supporting the efforts of woodlot owners to realize the full potential of the forest resource they collectively own.

Key words: Canada, private woodlots, stewardship, sustainable forest management, woodlot owner organizations, government pro-
grams and services

Les boisés font partie intégrante du paysage rural du pays depuis l’arrivée des Européens au Canada. Outre leur importance sociale
et économique, les forêts privées procurent des avantages considérables sur le plan environnemental. Leur importance varie grande-
ment d’une province à l’autre mais près de 10 % des terrains forestiers productifs autres que les réserves entrent dans cette catégorie.
Par ailleurs, plus de 450 000 familles en détiennent la propriété pour des raisons les plus variées. Les recettes annuelles provenant des
boisés privés sont estimées à 1,5 milliard de dollars canadiens. La gestion d’un boisé privé selon des critères durables est un défi ayant
des dimensions économiques et environnementales importantes qui sont mieux assumées avec le soutien des collectivités. Trois types
d’outils ont été conçus pour soutenir les propriétaires dans leurs obligations de bonne gestion des organisations réunissant les propriétaires
de boisés, des lois et règlements (y compris des dispositions fiscales) et des programmes d’incitation et de soutien. Il est difficile de
prévoir ce que l’avenir réserve aux propriétaires des boisés mais des enjeux importants sont soulevés : expansion des réglementations;
restrictions d’accès aux marchés et prix ne tenant pas compte des coûts des pratiques durables;  morcellement croissant des terres forestières
et augmentation de la propriété à exploitation unique; déclin de la contribution des boisés à l’économie et apport moins actif aux ser-
vices environnementaux. Des solutions sont suggérées. Dotés d’une palette complète et largement accessible d’outils financiers et de
supports éducatifs, les propriétaires seront en mesure d’accroître la production d’un ensemble de biens et services. Les politiques des
gouvernements provinciaux destinées à corriger les distorsions des marchés, à fournir un soutien financier à la sylviculture et à com-
penser les coûts des services environnementaux et des catastrophes naturelles, tout comme des politiques de l’impôt sur le revenu et
la propriété foncière qui encouragent des pratiques durables, seront des moyens utiles d’accompagnement des efforts déployés par les
propriétaires en vue de réaliser le plein potentiel de la ressource forestière qu’ils détiennent collectivement.  

Mots-clés:  Canada, boisés privés, gestion, aménagement durable des forêts, organisations de propriétaires de boisés, programmes et
services gouvernementaux

Los terrenos de bosque han formado parte integral del paisaje rural canadiense desde la llegada de los europeos a Canadá, aportando
valiosos servicios ambientales, además de su reconocido valor en el plano socio-económico.  Aunque su importancia varía amplia-
mente de una provincia a otra, casi el 10% de los bosques canadienses productivos no considerados reservas son terrenos de bosque,
los cuales pertenecen a unas 450 000 familias que por diversas razones son dueñas de esos terrenos.  El ingreso promedio anual proce-
dente de un terreno de bosque es bajo pero, tomados en su conjunto, desempeñan una función económica importante abasteciendo de
madera a la industria forestal.  El total de ingresos anuales de un dueño de terreno de bosque se estima en $1.5 mil millones de dólares
canadienses.  El manejo sustentable de estos terrenos es un desafío cuyas importantes dimensiones económicas y ambientales es más
fácil enfrentar con el apoyo de la sociedad.  Se han desarrollado tres tipos de herramientas en apoyo de los compromisos de gestión
de los dueños de terrenos de bosque: organizaciones de propietarios de terrenos de bosque, leyes y reglamentaciones (incluyendo leg-
islación tributaria) y programas de incentivo y apoyo.  Aunque no es fácil predecir lo que el futuro les depara a los dueños de terrenos
de bosque, se han identificado asuntos relevantes como la expansión de las reglamentaciones; restricciones de acceso al mercado y
precios que no reflejan los costos de prácticas sustentables; mayor fragmentación de los terrenos de bosque y aumento de propiedad
para un solo uso; disminución de la contribución a la economía; y un aporte menos activo a servicios ambientales.  Se atisban solu-
ciones potenciales.  Contando con un amplio y completo conjunto de herramientas financieras y educativas, los dueños de estos ter-
renos estarán en mejor posición de incrementar la producción de un conjunto de bienes y servicios.  Entre las valiosas herramientas
que servirán para apoyar los esfuerzos de los propietarios de terrenos de bosque para concretizar el potencial de los recursos que poseen
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2Canadian Federation of Woodlot Owners, 180 St. John St., Fredericton, New Brunswick E3B 4A9. E-mail: nbfwo@nbnet.nb.ca
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Introduction
Woodlots have been a prominent part of the Canadian rural

landscape since the earliest European settlers. As new landown-
ers, they cleared part of their land for agriculture, and kept part
in forest as a source of fuelwood, building materials, and food
(game, maple sugar, berries, and mushrooms). With the devel-
opment of Canada’s forest industry, woodlots also became an
important source of cash income for many rural families.

Clearing forest land for agricultural purposes continues in
parts of Western Canada and Prince Edward Island. In most of
the East, less productive agricultural land has been returning
to forest naturally and through plantations for most of the
past century. This process is likely to accelerate with growing
interest in plantations as a carbon sink.

Across southern Canada today, woodlots are often all that
is left of the original forest ecosystem. In addition to their social
and economic importance to the welfare of rural communities,
woodlots contribute significantly to the environment by pro-
viding clean water, wildlife habitat and biodiversity, recreational
opportunities, and pleasant roadside scenery.

Woodlots as Part of the Canadian Forest
The importance of private woodlots in total area, volume 

harvested and contribution to industrial wood supply varies wide-
ly among the ten provinces of Canada. The area of non-
reserved, productive forest land reaches almost 7 million ha in
Quebec, while covering 37 000 ha in Newfoundland and
Labrador (Table 1). Those 37 000 ha represent 1% of non-reserved
productive forest land in the latter province, a proportion that
reaches 87% in the province of Prince Edward Island. In
Canada, nearly 10% of non-reserved, productive forests are 
woodlots.

Woodlots belong to over 450 000 families, with a large con-
centration in the Eastern provinces. Almost half of the total group
is found in Quebec and Ontario, the two most populated
provinces of the country. There is a wide range of woodlot sizes
among the provinces (Table 2); however, most woodlots are
small by North American forestry standards. Typical woodlot
sizes are 20 and 40 ha in the East, and 64 ha (one “quarter-sec-
tion”) on the Prairies. Only a small proportion of woodlot own-
ers owns woodlots of more than a few hundred hectares.

Woodlot Owners: A Diversity of Objectives
Woodlot owners are a diverse group of individuals and

families. For example, in Quebec, about 30% are blue-collar
workers, another 30% are retired and 17% are professionals.
Farmers represent 13% of the owners and 6% are forestry work-
ers. The reasons for owning woodlots are also diverse. These
range from a source of supplemental income to recreation, and
include employment opportunities, source of fuelwood, pen-
sion fund, investment, and satisfaction of being a landowner
(Nadeau 2001).  Although these numbers cannot be directly applied

to other provinces, they give a good idea of the diversity of the
family forest owner community across the country.

In most cases, a family will have a combination of these objec-
tives. Their list of objectives, and the priority associated with
each objective on the list can change quickly with changes in
family circumstances. In particular, financial pressures may be
more or less important from one year to the next. Many fam-
ilies have a tradition of good stewardship going back several
generations. Management of their land may include a combi-
nation of intensive and extensive forestry practices, and of pro-
tected areas for wildlife and special sites.

For a family that is not independently wealthy, stewardship
exists in a delicate balance with the short-term financial via-
bility of the woodlot-based business. Financial pressures can
sometimes lead to poor forestry practices such as over-harvesting
and deforestation. These problems have been increasing in parts
of Canada, just as the number of owners improving the qual-
ity of their management has also been increasing.

Economic Importance of Woodlots
Timber for the forest products industry is the most impor-

tant commercial product of family-owned forests. With most
owners managing 50 ha or less, individual production is not large.
Although no official figures are available, owner revenues are
generally in the order of $2000 to $5000 (Canadian) per year
or less, mainly for pulpwood and sawlogs. Most owners do not
sell wood each year. For the vast majority, woodlot revenues
complement income from other sources. Larger owners will
have more significant revenues and a small number make a liv-
ing managing their land.

The fact that average revenue is low can be misleading in
assessing the economic importance of Canadian private forests.
In most provinces, wood from family-owned forests plays a sig-
nificant role in the forest industry’s wood supply (Table 2). In
most cases, it is between 10% and 20% of supply. In some
provinces, like Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island, it is the
most important source of industrial supply. Total woodlot
owner revenues in Canada are estimated at $1.5 billion (Cana-

colectivamente, se encuentran políticas de los gobiernos provinciales destinadas a compensar las distorsiones del mercado, a brindar
apoyo financiero para la silvicultura, los costos de servicios ambientales y desastres naturales, así como políticas tributarias al ingre-
so y a la propiedad que incentiven prácticas sustentables.

Palabras claves:  Canadá, terrenos privados de bosque, gestión, manejo forestal sustentable, organizaciones de propietarios de ter-
renos de bosque, programas y servicios gubernamentales.
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Table 2. Importance of annual harvest on private woodlots (000 m3)

% of annual

Public land Private industrial Private non-industrial harvest 
on private 

Province Softwood Hardwood Softwood Hardwood Softwood Hardwood non-industrial

Quebec 29 380 5 340 970 590 4 380 5 250 21%
Ontario 14 900 4 900 1 250 250 2 500 1 000 14%
New Brunswick 3 630 1 470 1 960 830 1 950 630 25%
Nova Scotia 440 65 1 800 170 3 190 500 60%
Alberta 11 490 5 500 20 90 500 1 800 12%
Manitoba 1 560 610 – – 30 300 13%
British Columbia 67 600 2 100 4 530 55 3 715 200 5%
Saskatchewan 1 600 1 380 – – 70 300 11%
Prince Edward Island 10 5 – – 360 45 96%
Newfoundland and Labrador 2 610 72 – – – – 0%
Canada 133 220 21 442 10 530 1 985 16 695 10 025 14%

Sources: Canadian Council of Forest Ministers, Rotherham, T. 2003 and various personal communications and unpublished reports: Austman R. 2003, Brinker
C. and L. Horstman 2003, Knight W. 2003, Lyle N. 2003, Rotherham T. 2003.

JUILLET/AOÛT 2003, VOL. 79, NO. 4, THE FORESTRY CHRONICLE776

dian) per year. The contribution to direct and indirect employ-
ment in the forest industry also has to be considered to see the
full picture of the economic contribution of woodlots.

Woodlots can also support other economic activities. Most
significant after timber production is maple syrup, an indus-
try in its own right in Eastern Canada. Christmas tree production
is important, especially in the Maritimes. Woodlots also sup-
port hunting, fishing and other recreational activities, some of
which are operated as commercial businesses. Mushroom
and berry picking also take place on woodlots and are impor-
tant activities in some local communities.

Tools for Sustainability
Managing a private woodlot in a sustainable way is a chal-

lenge for most owners. It is a challenge with significant eco-
nomic and environmental dimensions, and one that demands
a depth of knowledge and information on a wide array of sub-
jects. It is a challenge that is also easier to meet with support
from fellow owners and from society.

The concept of sustainability has three components: economic,
environmental, and social. Woodlot owners are making a sig-
nificant contribution in each of these areas to the larger com-
munity and Canadian society. At the same time, owners need

particular types of recognition and incentives from society in
order to maintain and expand this contribution. The combination
of these contributions and requirements is different from those
of large-scale industrial forestry on public (Crown) land. Pol-
icy makers must understand this difference and implement appro-
priate policies and support programs.

Three types of tools have been developed to support the
stewardship commitment of woodlot owners: woodlot owner
organizations, laws and regulations, and incentive pro-
grams. Owners have established various types of organiza-
tions across the country to provide cost-effective services and
a collective voice in relations with governments, industry,
and other stakeholders. All three levels of government (fed-
eral, provincial and municipal) have established some legal
requirements that apply to forestry practices on woodlots. As
tools, legal regulations tend to be a fairly “blunt” instrument,
and carry the risk of backlash and counter-productive results
if they are not designed with care and in consultation with
affected landowners, and if they fail to recognize the added
costs of production they may entail. Incentives and support
programs are generally a more welcome tool, though in
common with legal regulations, their effectiveness depends
on the care and understanding that go into their design.

Table 1. Importance of private woodlots and number of owners

Area of non-reserved productive forest land (000 ha)

Private Average area of Range of woodlot 
Public Private non-industrial % of private Number of ownership by size, private 

Province lands industrial (woodlots) non-industrial woodlot ownersa woodlot owner (ha) non-industrial (ha)

Quebec 45 200 1 000 6 800 13% 125 000 54 4–2 000
Ontario 36 350 744 4 795 12% 169 000 28 10–4 000
New Brunswick 2 960 1 210 1 785 30% 40 000 45 10–4 000
Nova Scotia 1 030 850 1 780 49% 31 000 57 10–2 000
Alberta 21 700 25 1 535 7% 17 500 88 2–2 000
Manitoba 13 500 None 987 7% 13 500 73 4–4 000
British Columbia 46 700 900 1 200 3% 22 500 53 40–8 000
Saskatchewan 11 500 None 400 3% 15 000 27 20–2 000
Prince Edward Island 35 None 238 87% 14 000 17 5–200
Newfoundland and Labrador 1 100 1 668 37 1% 4 000 9 –
Canada 180 075 6 397 19 557 9.5% 451 500 43
a Estimate.
Sources: Canadian Council of Forest Ministers, Rotherham, T. 2003 and various personal communications and unpublished reports: Austman R. 2003, Brinker
C. and L. Horstman 2003, Knight W. 2003, Lyle N. 2003, Rotherham T. 2003.
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These programs are normally associated with provincial
government agencies.

Woodlot owner organizations
The Canadian Federation of Woodlot Owners is an umbrel-

la organization for the nine provincial woodlot owner organizations.
(A contact list is included as Appendix I.) These organizations
include Associations, Marketing Boards and Group Ventures.
They play a variety of roles, which are somewhat different from
one province to another, including:
• collective marketing;
• management of silviculture programs;
• other services—especially in the area of education;
• lobbying government;
• development of partnerships with various stakeholders .

Through collective efforts, they strive to develop better pro-
grams, policies and services with governments and other 
stakeholders to support the efforts of individual owners to
manage their land. The levels of owner involvement and avail-
able resources vary considerably among the nine organiza-
tions but all are dedicated to promoting the interests of
woodlot owners. Well-structured provincial organizations with
active memberships play an important role in securing
effective support through well-designed provincial policies
and programs.

A basic role that all associations play is to give the wood-
lot-owning community a sense of identity. To be recognized
by governments and to have their challenges clearly understood,
owners must first have a well-defined sense of those themselves.
This is important not only for effective lobbying—it also
plays a small but important role in each owner’s ongoing
challenge to maintain and strengthen their family’s tradition
of stewardship and to have confidence in the wisdom of mak-
ing investments for the future. As democratic organizations,
a good deal of time is devoted to ongoing consultation of
members on issues, priorities and policies that help establish
this identity.

Laws and regulations
Few provinces have specific laws pertaining to the management

of private woodlots. Some general federal and provincial
laws apply to woodlots, such as protection of watercourses or
endangered species, protection against pests and disease, and
land-use planning. In some cases, regional or municipal gov-
ernments also have the power to regulate harvest practices through
bylaws most often setting an upper limit on the size of
clearcuts. Most laws and bylaws are geared toward regulations
of forest activities to ensure protection of environmentally 
sensitive features.

The Quebec Forest Act contains a special section on the man-
agement of private forests. It mandates the formation of
regional private forest development agencies, which must
prepare regional management plans and administer support pro-
grams financed by the provincial government and the indus-
try. Those agencies are administered by a Board of owners, 
government, industry and municipal representatives.

Incentives and support programs
The range of incentives and support programs also varies 

widely among the provinces. Some provincial governments offer
cash incentives for silvicultural activities, such as planting and

thinning (Quebec, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Prince
Edward Island). Others provide free seedlings for reforestation
or shelterbelt projects (Alberta, Quebec) or some form of
favourable land tax programs (Saskatchewan, Manitoba,
Ontario, Quebec). Some private programs exist (Alberta,
Manitoba, Ontario) and are run by Forestry Associations,
industry or environmental groups. They generally offer 
planning and technical assistance. Some also offer seedlings
for reforestation.

Information, education and management planning services
have been reduced or eliminated in some provinces in the past
decade. This is of great concern to many of the organizations
due to the strategic importance of these services. New initia-
tives recently established in Alberta and New Brunswick,
however, are an encouraging sign.

The British Columbia Woodlot License Program is a unique
program that is the envy of woodlot owners elsewhere in the
country. It provides woodlot owners with long-term access to
parcels of public (Crown) land as a means to encourage
improved management of private land through the more prof-
itable operations possible on a larger land base. 

Federal and Provincial Income Tax Acts are generally
considered to be unfavourable to the sustainable management
of woodlots, and in some cases encourage unsustainable
practices. An important breakthrough occurred at the feder-
al level in 2001 when changes were announced to the Income
Tax Act intended to encourage ongoing ownership of well-
managed woodlots from one generation to the next within 
the family.

Future Prospects
What does the future hold for woodlot owners in Canada?

What will their woodlots contribute to Canadian society a gen-
eration from now? The following two scenarios highlight
important issues and possible outcomes:
(i) “Pessimistic” scenario
• The burden of regulation of forestry practices continues to

expand, without recognition of the increases in operating costs.
• Restricted market access and lack of prices that reflect the

costs of sustainable practices limit potential revenue.
• Demographic change leads to growing fragmentation of wood-

lots and increasing single-use ownership, notably by urban
Canadians who are only interested in recreation.

• Woodlot owners’ identity as a social group becomes less coher-
ent, their contribution to the local economy and to industrial
wood supply declines, and the contribution to environ-
mental services is increasingly passive.

(ii) “Optimistic” Scenario
• With a complete set of tools for financial incentives and edu-

cational services, owners produce a full range of goods and
services, including an increasing contribution to industri-
al wood supply.

• The market provides adequate incentives to encourage the
production of timber. Where market distortions occur
(competition from public (Crown) Land wood being the chief
of these in most provinces), provincial governments estab-
lish polices that offset these distortions. Where market
incentives are less than adequate, silviculture work is assist-
ed with public money, in recognition of the widespread imme-
diate and long-term benefits to society as a whole from the
increased growth of timber on private woodlots.
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• In the case of environmental services (clean water, wildlife
habitat, attractive roadside scenery) where market incentives
are difficult or impossible to establish, other mechanisms
are developed through which society shares the costs with
owners of providing these services.

• Based on the same principle that where society shares in the
benefits, it should also contribute to the costs, adequate com-
pensation for natural disasters (e.g., wind, fire, and ice
storms) is available on an ongoing basis. 

• Income and property tax policies encourage sustainable
practices.

• Education and technology transfer services are widely
available, and assist owners in maintaining a reasonable level
of awareness of the economic, technical, and social/polit-
ical trends that affect the feasibility of small-scale timber
production. The compatibility of timber production with the
production and enjoyment of other values will be widely under-
stood (and practised).

Conclusion
Canadian Woodlot owners make a substantial contribu-

tion to the economic, social, and environmental health of
Canadian society. That contribution can be increased with stronger
woodlot owner organizations, improved laws and regulations,
and more effective public policies and programs. Twenty-five
years from now, we will likely see some elements of both the
“optimistic” and “pessimistic” scenarios. Woodlot owner
organizations are dedicated to moving the future as close as pos-
sible towards the optimistic scenario.
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Appendix I: Canadian Federation of Woodlot Owners Member Organizations

Federation of British Columbia Woodlot Associations Fédération des Producteurs de Bois du Québec
655 North MacKenzie Ave. 555 boul. Roland-Therrien
Williams Lake, British Columbia, V2G 1N9 Longueuil, Québec J4H 3Y9
Ph: 250 398 7646 Fax: 250 398 7642 Ph: 450 679 0530 Fax: 450 679 5682
E-mail: Lone_Tree@telus.net E-mail: jpdansereau@upa.qc.ca
http://www.woodlot.bc.ca/ http://www.upa.qc.ca/federations_specialisees.html

Woodlot Association of Alberta New Brunswick Federation of Woodlot Owners
Box 3333, Morinville, Alberta T8R 1S2 180 St. John St.,
Ph: 800 871 5680 Fax: 780 939 5925 Fredericton, Nouveau-Brunswick E3B 4A9
E-mail: louise@woodlot.org Ph. 506 459 2990 Fax 506 459 3515
http://www.woodlot.org/ E-mail: nbfwo@nbnet.nb.ca 

http://www.nbfarm.com/nbfwo/index.htm

Farm Woodlot Association of Saskatchewan Nova Scotia Forest Group Ventures Association
216 Main St., P.O. Box 309 RR#2 
Spiritwood, Saskatchewan S0J 2M0 Oxford, Nova Scotia B0M 1P0
Ph: 306 883 2204 Fax: 306 883 3445 Ph: 661 4464 Fax: 902 667 2666 
E-mail: fwas@sk.sympatico.ca E-mail: hunterinteriors@ns.sympatico.ca
http://members.tripod.com/blsaw/index.htm

Woodlot Association of Manitoba Woodlot Stewards Coop
900 Corydon Avenue RR#4
Winnipeg, Manitoba R3M 0YA Hunter River, Prince Edward Island C0A 1N0
Ph: 204 453 7102 Fax: 204 477 5765 Ph. & Fax: 902 964 2297
E-mail: mfainc@mts.net E-mail: mccallum@isn.net
http://www.woodlot.mb.ca/

Ontario Woodlot Association Canadian Federation of Woodlot Owners
RR#4, 275 County Road 44 180 St. John St.
Kemptville, Ontario K0G 1J0 Fredericton, New Brunswick E3B 4A9
Ph: 613 258 0110 Fax: 613 258 0207 Ph. 506 459 2990 Fax: 506 459 3515
E-mail: info@ont-woodlot-assoc.org E-mail: nbfwo@nbnet.nb.ca
http://www.ont-woodlot-assoc.org/


