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Lumber
companies
facing huge
challenges

BY GORDON HAMILTON
VANCOUVER SUN

Coastal lumber manufacturers
received a wake-up call Monday
in the form of a report that tells
them they face huge challenges
in making the transition from
high-valued old-growth forests to
second-growth. .

The coastal forest industry is
one of the highest-cost lumber
producing regions in the world
that only makes money consis-
tently from the old-growth har-
vest, according to the report pre-
pared by International Wood
Markets Group.

Yet the coast is facing a transi-
tion to second-growth timber,
mostly hemlock and balsam that
has poor to flat growth potential,
the report states.

Making the most of that mar-

ket is going to require new
investment, and market and
product rescarch,

The coastal forest is 60 per
cent hemlock and balsam, which
is costly to harvest, a challenge to
manufacture, and sells for less
tharspecies like cedar and Dou-
glas fir. As long as sawmills have
high fixed costs, the ability to
enter global commodities mar-
kets is limited, states the report,
commissioned by the Coast For-
cst Products Association.

Without significant invest-
ments in research, new technol-
ogy and marketing, the variabili-
ty in wood quality “makes har-
vesting hemlock-balsam forests
somewhat of a lottery.”

The risks with hemlock rein-
force the importance of the cur-
rent old-growth industry.

“The old-growth harvest con-
sumed in the specialty sector,
including western red cedar,
should be given full industry and
government support,” states the
report. “Specific policy measures
designed to support this sector
should be developed to ensure
that a steady supply is main-
tained at affordable levels to sup-
port a stable cedar processing
industry.”
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The report also identificd a 37-

er-cent decline in the number of
arge sawmills — from 43 to 27 —
between 1990 and 2004, and a 31~
per-cent reduction in manufac-
turing output.

The association rejeased the
147-page report Monday. Associ-
ation president Rick Jeffery said
the study’s findings are timely
because the industry can now
begin finding ways to adapt.

“The Coast will be making a
transition to more and more sec-
ond-growth, and that’s one of the
reasons why this study is impor-
tant to us,” he said. “It outlines
that we have some challenges
ahead of us to be able to competc
in the hemlock commodity mar-
kets. The study clearly saysitisa
challenge to us. Those markets
are flat to poor.”

He said the fact that sawmills
in the U.S. Pacific Northwest arc
manufacturing second-growth
Douglas fir and hemlock for
commodity markets shows it can
be done. Jeffery said the report is
not only a wake-up call for mdus-
try but for government and the
public as well. The report is
exhaustive, and is the first phase
of a strategy for devcloping a
new business model to meet the
changing timber profile and
shifting global markets.

Log exports, which have mush-
roomed in the last eight years,
will be a facet of the industry in
the future, Jeffery said. But the
very fact export markets are will-
ing to pay for B.C. hemlock
shows that there is a desuand for
its manufactured products.

“The purpose of this study was
to lock at the opportunities and
to make surc that we can kecp as
many of those logs in British
Columbia as possible,” he said.
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