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Introduction 

 

Figure 1. Great Bear Rainforest 2009 [map]. (2009, April 2). Retrieved from 

http://www.savethegreatbear.org/files/maps/Mar_2009-status.jpg 

Located on British Columbia’s central and north coast, the Great Bear Rainforest (GBR) 
comprises one quarter of the world’s remaining ancient coastal temperate rainforest, which 
is of significant ecological importance both regionally and globally (36). The majority of forest 
types are old growth conifer stands, with species of western hemlock and red cedar (6). Old-
growth forest provides an array of provisional resources that has brought great wealth to B.C., 
promoting economic development and employment. However, as old-growth forest remains 
an indeterminate definition in forestry regulation, forest companies have arguably continued 
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to log old-growth according to arbitrary discretion (33). Deforestation, road construction and 
other operations have changed the local ecological landscape, altering wildlife habitat and 
affecting the livelihood of local communities. As a result, First Nations, united with 
environmentalists and NGOs, have been aggressively advocating for forest sustainability 
while calling governments to determine clearer objectives and improve logging practices. 

The disputes surrounding the GBR are categorized as wicked problems as there is not only 
scientific uncertainty but also value uncertainty surrounding the usage and protection of this 
region according to different stakeholders. The uneven shared interests between key 
stakeholders makes it difficult to reach an agreement as all participating parties represent a 
diversity of ecological and utilitarian-based values. Secondly, finding an appropriate 
management strategy requires innovation due to the distinct significance of the region (13). 
Third, a comprehensive governance system is necessary to monitor and enforce regulations, 
which remains gridlocked in the negotiation process. 

Framing the Problem 

The complexity of the issue of managing for biodiversity and old growth forest in the Great 
Bear Rainforest can be better understood by characterizing it based on the properties and 
outcomes of wicked environmental problems described by Balint et al (2011). We can predict 
the intricacy of the problem and rank its various dimensions in terms of their relative 
importance by looking at a number of factors offered by Walters, Aydelotte, and Miller (2000). 
These factors include: the degree of conflict over the issue; the number of stakeholders; the 
level of confidence in the information on the issue; the number of alternatives; the knowledge 
of the outcomes; the probability of the outcomes. These factors all contribute to the complexity 
of this problem, and lead to difficulties in the management and governance of these 
resources. 



 
 

Figure 2: Mind map of the problem of biodiversity and old growth in the Great Bear Rainforest and the 

complex interactions involved. Full interactive mind map can be accessed at the following link: 

https://mm.tt/587392553?t=BVhQqGqb6N 

The most important issues contributing to the conflict surrounding the GBR are the differences 
in cultural, economic, and environmental values between stakeholders, with little overlap in 
ideologies. Stakeholders include citizen actors, environmental activist groups, First Nations 
groups, governments, timber companies, and professionals (15). Values have been and 
continue to be a major source of conflict, as initiatives led by Greenpeace and other 
environmental NGOs have influenced global markets, while forest companies pointed to 
legislation to defend their practices (36). Furthermore, they lead to difficulty in defining the 
problem itself as each group recognizes different issues. Looking at the history of conflict 
between stakeholders in the area, actions of one group have the potential to either impede 
or contribute to successful collaboration and management practices. 

The second most important contributing factor to the issue lies in governance structures and 
practices, influencing policies in the region which have particularly affected First Nations. The 
British Columbian provincial government holds formal authority over land-use decisions in the 
province, whose decisions are based upon political, economic and environmental legacy (15). 
The planning process of the North and Central Coast Land and Resource Management Plans 
(NCLRMP and CCLRMP) incorporated views of various stakeholders, but issues remain 
surrounding titles granted to First Nations groups. A wide variety of infringements can be 
made upon titles that First Nations groups hold over land, if the chief justice deems that other 



values take precedence (32). The unequal valuing of stakeholder views and restricted access 
to titles represents a key issue in the management of the GBR. 

A third and final contributor to the issue is a lack of scientific certainty about environmental 
issues coupled with ambiguity in the wording of current legislation (33). The criteria of the 
NCLRMP and CCLRMP designate areas for specific usage, however the formal definition of 
‘old-growth’ forests in these plans has not provided clear guidelines for forest sector actors 
and governing bodies (19). Solutions to this issue are more easily overcome than value 
differences and governance structures, as they can be mitigated through more carefully 
worded legislation and continued scientific research into the value of biodiversity and old-
growth forests from ecosystem and economic standpoints. 

Governance Practices 

The current governance framework is based on a government-to-government relationship 
involving multiple stakeholders including the BC provincial government, Indigenous peoples, 
forest companies and environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs). With the 
creation of the NCLRMP and CCLRMP, a framework has been composed of regional 
agreements, provincial and federal legislations, Indigenous input, and proposals from 
environmental organizations. 

 
 

Figure 3. Governance Framework according to commissioned report by Coast Forest Conservation 

Initiative (42). 

Regional Agreements 



A series of Great Bear Rainforest Agreements have been signed between First Nations and 
the Province since 2001 (2). Specifically, the key factors of the decision are implementing 
EBM to promote human well-being and lower ecological risk, categorizing EBM operation 
areas, and formalizing the government-to-government structure, and engaging key 
stakeholders in the collaborations (40). 

The agreements regulate not only the EBM plan but also the government-to-government 
relationship between the Province and the First Nations, legally establishing platforms to 
make the negotiations realistic. Many preliminary legal battles have informed the federal and 
provincial legislature considering First Nations title and rights (27),(38). Resource forums and 
the Reconciliation Protocol of 2009 were other objectives aimed at creating a framework for 
decision making that was to be consensus-based and cooperatively managed, to a degree of 
effectiveness which has been contested (3),(5),(29). Regional agreements provide principles 
of resource management, while specific actions are regulated and supported by laws in BC 
and across Canada. 

Federal and Provincial legislations 

Both the federal government and the provincial government set laws to protect biodiversity 
and support EBM. Despite financial support from the Natural Areas Conservation Program 
established by the federal government (20), provincial legislations such as the Forestry Act 
and Forest and Range Practices Act have direct power on resource operations in BC. 

Over time, provincial legislation on GBR management has been moving toward a multi-
participatory model. Prior to mid-1990s, forest policy was dominated by the provincial 
government and the forest industry. Changes in provincial governance under the Central 
Coast and North Coast LRMPs (11) strengthened and involved multiple stakeholders. In 
June, 2015, the provincial government published the Great Bear Rainforest Order to specify 
the definitions of key terms involved, and the objectives of managing the forests to support 
economic and ecological goals (24). Although it gives the total area of forest that can be 
extracted as commercial timber and the area of forest that should be protected, the order 
does not provide detailed information on location or boundary of Managed or Natural Forest, 
which may cause confusion and conflicts in practice. 

The potential problems and complexity of old-growth management in the GBR has drawn the 
attention of international and environmental organizations, as the consequences of regional 
forest management will affect global biodiversity and other resources worldwide. 

Global influences and non-statutory (informal) institutions 

International agreements that have shaped the GBR issue and strengthened particular 
advocate positions include the Brundtland Report of 1987 (10), which pioneered the notion 
that economics, biodiversity and society are three aspects that must be balanced and 
managed for together. Forest management in Canada is also restricted by regional and 
international trade agreements, such as NAFTA, that consider timber market among 
countries. 

In addition to commercial value, the GBR also has important cultural meaning for First 
Nations. The National Aboriginal Forestry Association (NAFA) points out the necessity for 
accommodating Aboriginal cultural and traditional uses of forestry resources (32). 
Recognizing the political and cultural state of First Nations in the GBR resource governance, 
LRMPs were signed by the provincial government to reach the consensus of collaborative 



governance (12). This process marks a progressive transformation in the GBR as it pushes 
governance toward a co-management regime. 

ENGOs play a key role in proposing sustainable management plans, including shifting 
traditional profit-focused management to biodiversity conservation (36). Governments and 
stakeholders involved would need more efficient measures to share their knowledge and 
responsibilities to accomplish the final goal of EBM which is to enhance human well-being 
and reduce ecological risks. 

Moving forward 

Confronting challenges 

The multi-participatory management strategy in the Great Bear Rainforest has shown an 
unprecedented collaborative breakthrough. Along with success however, comes unforeseen 
challenges to face in the future in policy implementation and development. In combination 
with the nature of wicked problems in resource management, it’s also difficult to reach an 
agreement among different stakeholders involved due to the uneven shared values, diverse 
expectations and interests between stakeholders which result in highly conflictual views 
(Table 1) towards governance arrangements. Also, structural problems and systematic 
uncertainty are inherently embedded in this collaborative relationship. Whether democratic 
accountability is brought into public in a transparent manner and if probity and equity in 
participation is grounded to every participated actor will largely determine the success of this 
partnership. Otherwise, the deficiency in participation forces and completeness of obligations 
and responsibilities may lead to underlying blockages in decision making. For example, some 
partners have expressed frustration over the slow progress in reaching a mutually acceptable 
solution. The disproportionate participation between actors can also lead to dissatisfaction 
with the membership rules and decision outcome (15). Therefore, current governance in the 
GBR is far from robust and sustainable without a clear sanction system to evaluate the 
accountability and participation of each stakeholder. What ultimately needs to take into 
account is the outstanding issues of the least disadvantaged stakeholder, First Nations, who 
are historically situated as a socio-economically marginalized group as a result of 
unrecognized aboriginal rights and title. Hence accommodating First Nations’ demands for 
economic development and acknowledging their rights to access traditional territories poses 
a considerable challenge to BC government and other players (39). Considering the EBM 
initial intention as enhancing ecosystem integrity and improving community wellbeing, how to 
balance the conservation practices and facilitate economic activities and deliver benefits to 
communities will keep challenging the complex and multi-dimensional governance framework 
and ecosystem-based management in the Great Bear Rainforest. 



 
 

Resolutions for the “wickedness” 

Solutions and recommendations vary from relatively straight-forward amendments in 
legislation, to more fundamental changes in law or governance, thus requiring a degree of 
triangulation as multiple solutions may be used together, differing based on timeframe, 
feasibility and aim. 

A clear example of alleviating some of the uncertainty surrounding the GBR in the immediate 
future would be to amend the Great Bear Rainforest Order (24) to include the preamble as 
part of the order’s legally binding objectives. Currently, the preamble of the order is the only 
portion of the document explicitly stating that 70% of the range of natural variation be retained 
as old growth forest at a regional scale. By including the preamble, management would be 
required to meet this percentage target de jure, and more derivative issues related to 
uncertainty may be resolved (i.e., frustrations with slow negotiation process) (34), (43). 

Negotiations face additional uncertainty due to research gaps (4), (14). With greater volumes 
of information available, more certainty regarding habitat thresholds can be utilized to create 
optimal management targets. A practicable solution would therefore be to conduct ongoing 
interdisciplinary research within the GBR region. A win-win situation appears evident when 
faced with a lack of baseline data and inventories, combined with an opportunity to increase 
local employment and human capital. International/NGO interest may be utilized 
philanthropically to assist in training, employing and funding local communities in projects 
relating to conservation field work, wildlife monitoring and/or third party accreditation. 



 

Figure 4. Proportion of greenhouse gases emitted from each major sector in British Columbia. The green 

arrow highlights the degree of emissions stemming from the forest sector. Figure obtained from the 

greenhouse gas inventory report (23). 

The precautionary target of 70% old growth retention may be implemented, while embedding 
flexibility in legislation that allows for future revisions to be made, based on best available 
science. For example, an additional clause may be added to the order to that effect. 

Along with research and training, diversification of resource-dependent regions have often 
been encouraged (7), (30), (41). The nascent carbon market is a potential component of a 
triangulated solution to the GBR issue by diversifying economies and linking global climate 
and biodiversity concerns to the GBR. The forest sector can be looked to for carbon 
sequestration and emission offsetting in order to meet provincial targets and gain further 
revenue via carbon taxation (44). Figure 4 highlights the fact that an appreciable degree of 
emissions stems from forestry activities; currently only deforestation and afforestation are 
included in provincial carbon accounting while other operations are categorized as “memo 
items” (23). Atmospheric benefit sharing agreements (ABSAs) is one offset strategy, where 
communities work with government to further the carbon neutral government policy (18), (35). 

Other strategies include amending the Forest Range and Practices Act (FRPA) to include 
carbon as management criteria, and incorporate memo items in forest carbon accounting. 
Changes in valuation and law can incentivize further offset measures in forest operations 
such as the avoidance of slash burning. Unforeseen consequences include the unjustified 
accreditation and lack of transparency in additionality tests within ABSAs (31). It is also 
difficult to ascertain how easily forest practices may be altered to manage for carbon, as the 
forest industry has a long history of resisting change (7), (14). 

Lastly, consent based decision-making is recommended in order to move forward. Although 
NAFA and other organizations (17) have encouraged nations to grant the right to consent to 
aboriginals, the federal government of Canada has fought to prevent the veto from being 
legally binding (1), (8), (9). First Nations throughout BC have outstanding claims to their 
ancestral lands; any and all policies contingent on First Nations eventually face conflict due 
to this issue, thereby interrupting and destabilizing agreements, economic productivity and 
business alliances (3), (29). Provincially, the Tsilhquot’in court case recognized and affirmed 
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the Constitution Act of 1982, section 35, which compels any and all infringing groups to 
consult and accommodate First Nations, but the vagueness to what is considered “fiduciary 
duty”, and the lack of accountability in terms of hard standards and sanctions makes the test 
to infringe upon aboriginal rights easily passable (27), (37). First Nations ought to have the 
right to say no when policy decisions impact the land they live on, so that they may acquire 
the best opportunities possible during interim measures. A legally binding right to consent 
would secure certainty in land use and other agreements, offering the most transformative 
economic benefit to communities, as decisions become fully reflective of First Nations goals 
and values. Whether such a recommendation is realistic in the immediate future remains 
doubtful, as most conflicts continue to be resolved on a case by case basis (24), (32), (37), 
(38). 
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