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Aboriginal forestry in Canada
by Reginald Parsons1 and Gordon Prest2

Many factors influence forestry in Canada; one gaining prominence is the practice of Aboriginal forestry. “What is Aboriginal forestry?”
and “What are the driving forces behind Aboriginal forestry advancement?” are questions that are addressed in this paper. Aboriginal forestry
can be seen as sustainable forest land use practices that incorporate the cultural protocols of the past with interactions between the forest
ecosystem and today’s Aboriginal people for generations unborn. Aboriginal forestry combines the strengths of current forest management
models with traditional cultural Aboriginal forest practice. Aboriginal forestry practice is more than just following a prescription outlin-
ing when, where, and how to harvest, but prescribes how a respectful relationship with the natural world can be developed. There have been
several factors driving Aboriginal forestry: forest certification, landmark court cases on Aboriginal rights and title, meaningful consulta-
tion and accommodation of potential infringements upon Aboriginal rights, modern treaty-making processes, and modern comprehensive
and specific claims and treaty land entitlements. These lead to greater recognition and involvement of Aboriginal people in forestry.

Key words: Aboriginal forestry, traditional ecological knowledge (TEK), community consultation, forest certification systems, for-
est management planning, Aboriginal forest values, Aboriginal worldview, Aboriginal and treaty rights

Les facteurs qui influent sur l’activité forestière au Canada sont nombreux, parmi ceux-là, la pratique de la foresterie autochtone
prend de l’importance. « Que désigne-t-elle? » et « Par quoi s’explique son essor? » sont les questions auxquelles cet article s’attache
à répondre. La foresterie autochtone peut être assimilée aux pratiques d’aménagement forestier durable qui intègrent les protocoles
des cultures du passé aux interactions entre l’écosystème de la forêt et les populations autochtones d’aujourd’hui sans préjudice pour
les générations futures. Elle allie les atouts des modèles actuels de gestion forestière à l’utilisation traditionnelle de la forêt cultivée
par les peuples autochtones. C’est une pratique qui exige plus qu’une simple conformité à une prescription concernant le moment prop-
ice, le lieu et les modalités de la récolte mais qui commande la façon dont une relation respectueuse du monde naturel peut s’instau-
rer. Les facteurs qui ont donné impulsion à la foresterie autochtone sont multiples : la certification des forêts, des causes faisant jurispru-
dence sur les droits et le titre ancestral des Autochtones, des consultations constructives et la prévention d’éventuelles violations de
ces droits, les procédures de conclusion des traités appliquées de nos jours ainsi que les revendications territoriales globales et parti-
culières modernes et les droits fonciers issus des traités. Conjugués, ces facteurs conduisent à une reconnaissance et à une participa-
tion accrues des peuples autochtones à la foresterie. 

Mots-clés: Foresterie autochtone, savoir écologique traditionnel (SET), consultation des collectivités, systèmes de certification
forestière, planification de la gestion forestière, valeurs  autochtones liées à la forêt, vision du monde autochtone, droits des
Autochtones et droits issus des traités.

De los numerosos factores que inciden en las actividades forestales en Canadá, la práctica de la silvicultura aborigen está adquirien-
do especial relevancia. “¿Qué se entiende por silvicultura aborigen?” y “¿que es lo que está impulsando su prominencia?” son las dos inter-
rogantes que aborda este artículo. La silvicultura aborigen se puede entender como la aplicación de prácticas sustentables de uso de áreas
boscosas que incorporan los protocolos culturales del pasado a las interacciones entre el ecosistema forestal y los pueblos aborígenes de
hoy por el bien de las generaciones futuras.  Combina los puntos fuertes de los modelos actuales de manejo forestal con las prácticas fore-
stales tradicionales de la cultura aborigen.  La práctica forestal aborigen es mucho más que una simple pauta que establece cuándo y dónde
cosechar. Es la manera de desarrollar una relación respetuosa con el mundo natural.  Entre los varios factores que han impulsado la sil-
vicultura aborigen se encuentran: la certificación forestal, juicios ante los tribunales sobre derechos y títulos ancestrales de aborígenes,
consultas constructivas y prevención de potenciales infracciones a esos derechos, procesos modernos para concluir tratados, así como reivin-
dicaciones territoriales generales y específicas que actualmente tienen lugar y los derechos que emanan de los tratados.  En su conjunto,
estos factores llevan a un mayor reconocimiento y participación de los pueblos aborígenes en el sector forestal.

Palabras claves: Silvicultura aborigen, conocimiento ecológico tradicional, consulta a la comunidad, sistemas de certificación forestal,
planificación de la gestión forestal, valores que los pueblos aborígenes asignan al bosque, visión de mundo aborigen, los derechos de los
aborígenes según los tratados suscritos.

Introduction
Forestry in Canada is an evolving science and there are many

influences, opportunities, and challenges causing change—one
of these being Aboriginal3 forestry. There is a growing Abo-

riginal presence in the practice of forestry. Aboriginal people
are becoming increasingly involved as stakeholder, partner, man-
ager, owner and worker. With this increased participation
people are bringing their values and beliefs to the management
paradigm that is resulting in a shift in sustainable forest man-
agement in Canada, from an industrial consultative process to
a community-driven management plan development process.

Forest management in Canada is beginning to recognize Abo-
riginal forest and cultural values. Aboriginal people are hav-
ing a greater input into how the forest is being managed as they
are gaining greater access and reclaiming portions of their tra-
ditional territories.

1Natural Resources Canada, 580 Booth Street, Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0E4.
E-mail: rparsons@NRCan.gc.ca
2University of British Columbia, Faculty of Forestry, Office of the Dean,
2613–2424 Main Mall, Forest Sciences Centre, Vancouver, British Columbia
V6T 1Z4. E-mail: prest@interchange.ubc.ca
3“Aboriginal” peoples as defined under the Canadian Constitution Act 1982
S. 35 refers to Indian (First Nation), Inuit and Métis peoples.



The definition of forestry in Canada is changing as a result
of Aboriginal participation. More Aboriginal forest values
are being incorporated into the forest land use management and
planning process, and there are more Aboriginal controlled lands.
Forest companies are subscribing to various certification sys-
tems, under which there are varying degrees of recognition of
Aboriginal rights.

Smith (1998) outlines the commitments to Aboriginal
forestry that Canada has made both at National and International
levels. Aboriginal forestry is also being influenced by court deci-
sions that are taking place across the country. These are giv-
ing Aboriginal people greater access to forested lands and requir-
ing both governments and industry to consult with Aboriginal
peoples in order to protect their Aboriginal title and rights. The
purpose of this paper is to give an overview of Aboriginal forestry
in Canada, its unique history, issues, achievements, and 
future directions.

Aboriginal Forestry Defined
The Canadian Council of Forest Ministers (1998) defines

sustainable forest management as “following ecologically sound
practices that maintain the forest ecosystem’s integrity, pro-
ductivity, resilience and biodiversity.” Aboriginal forestry encom-
passes sustainable forest management, as defined by the
Canadian Council of Forest Ministers (CCFM), and can be fur-
ther refined as the application of sustainable forest land use
practices learned over time that incorporates the respectful inter-
action between the forest and Aboriginal people of today
for the benefit of generations unborn.

Aboriginal forestry stems from cumulative observations
from which the Aboriginal worldview and value system have
evolved over time in a given ecosystem or homeland and passed
forward orally from generation to generation. The Aboriginal world-
view is ecocentric, i.e., the biotic (organisms, including humans)
and abiotic (non-living entities) have equal value. Brubacher et
al. (2002) state that Aboriginal people do not manage the for-
est; they manage their relationship with the forest. Aboriginal peo-
ple have been practising forestry since time immemorial; how-
ever, not in the manner that follows the current forest management
practice model, as it is ecocentric not anthropocentric4.

Aboriginal forestry can be subdivided into three cate-
gories; the western model of sustainable forest management,
traditional knowledge systems, and the combination of both
systems. Bringing together these systems would create a
model that is potentially more ecological and less economic. 

Aboriginal Forest Values and Worldview
The primary adverse impact on the Aboriginal worldview

in Canada has been the colonization process. European explor-
ers and settlers came to North America and imposed Eurocentric
worldviews and values on the New World. Interaction between
Aboriginal and European settlers resulted in a fusion of
worldviews and values, which are found to this day in Abo-
riginal communities.

The Euro-Canadian worldview is largely one that is anthro-
pocentric, as opposed to the traditional Aboriginal worldview,
where humans are part of the natural world and learn to live
in harmony with the land and the world around them (ecocentric).
In this paper, emphasis is placed on building respectful inter-

actions and relationships between Aboriginal people and the
forest ecosystem, rather than domination of the forest.

Aboriginal forestry brings together the traditional and
western scientific knowledge systems to best determine what
interactions should be occurring. Aboriginal foresters and prac-
titioners express their values through their actions and thoughts.
There may or may not be a congruence between what one is
doing (psychomotor learning domain) and what one is think-
ing (cognitive learning domain) but there is congruence
between what one is feeling (affective learning domain) and
what one is doing. Aboriginal persons’ actions are driven by
motivation, which is closely tied to their values. Values are then
derived from their ethics and from their worldview. How
Aboriginal foresters see how they fit into the world will
greatly affect actions. Worldview is closely linked with the inter-
action and relationship that an Aboriginal person or people will
have in an ecosystem or homeland.

When an Aboriginal person is felling a tree for a sawlog,
from the outside looking in it appears that this person is fol-
lowing the current forest management model of economic ben-
efits, which is true. However, when one looks from within to
the outside, the person may have presented Mother Earth
with a gift of tobacco in exchange for this tree. The person may
feel remorseful, for taking the life of another living thing. Much
consideration may have been given in choosing this tree—its
age and size, its health, surrounding regeneration and whether
the trees surrounding it need additional growing space. This
demonstrates that an Aboriginal person working in the forest
is potentially incorporating a multitude of values, both seen
and unseen.

Aboriginal foresters and practitioners generally have a
greater sense of place or intrinsic connection with the land as
a result of their traditional worldview, even with the influence
of western society and the “scientific” influence of the mod-
ern education system5. The inherent social system in the
Aboriginal person—family, community, clan and tribal
group—encourages acceptance of the traditional Aboriginal
worldviews, cultural values and protocols. Elders pass on tra-
ditional knowledge to the present generation, gained from both
their life experience and from the collective wisdom of their
ancestral elders to the children of this generation by way of
story telling, teachings, and language.
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4where humans are held apart and superior to the natural world.

5Forestry practised by an Aboriginal person does not automatically mean
that forestry is sustainable. It is those foresters and practitioners that make
the linkages with their Elders and communities, thereby bringing two
worldviews together, that bring about a more holistic sustainable forest
management model.



Encapsulated in Aboriginal languages, of which there are
eleven Aboriginal language families in Canada, are unique ways
of describing and viewing the world, making sense of life, and
explaining and/or accepting the unknown, which cannot be
expressed in the same terms in other languages. Language is
largely derived from life experiences and is used to describe
the world, i.e., an ecocentric culture will have more lan-
guage that describes the environment and the relationship with
the environment as opposed to a culture that is anthropocen-
tric, which describes how to manage the natural world. Seven
of the eleven language families are currently endangered in
Canada, due in part to the effects of colonization (Norris
1998). The expression of Aboriginal voice, rooted in unique
cultures and worldviews, was actively suppressed during the
era of domination and assimilation (Royal Commission on Abo-
riginal Peoples 1996).

During the pre-contact era in North America, the concept
of “management” of the land did not exist in Aboriginal val-
ues. However, there is a wide spectrum of values entrenched
in an Aboriginal person, particularly an Aboriginal forester,
from the anthropocentric to the ecocentric and he/she must search
for a balance between the two worldviews and accept the best
of each.

Forestry in Canada is beginning to incorporate more and more
Aboriginal values into the forest land use planning and devel-
opment stages of management planning. This also leads to greater
and more meaningful involvement of Aboriginal communi-
ties in the forest resource management planning process.

Bombay (1996), Brubacher and McGregor (1998), Perley
(1999) and others state that Aboriginal people have been
living on the land in a sustainable manner for millennia.
Aboriginal foresters and practitioners have been learning to
incorporate these cultural tools and paradigms into the “man-
agement” of the forests. Aboriginal people bring a unique per-
spective to forestry as the forests have met the cultural, spir-
itual and material needs (CCFM 1998) over the millennia.

Access to forest resources provide Aboriginal communities
with opportunities to interact with the forest in the manner in
which they believe the interaction should occur, i.e., to incor-
porate traditional values in the planning process. However, not
all Aboriginal communities would include traditional values
in their planning process due to the strong influence of Euro-
centric values.

Aboriginal forestry is causing a resurgence of traditional cul-
tural worldview and values in communities through the deter-
mination of traditional values to guide the direction of forest
land use and forest management plans. This provides oppor-
tunities for traditional knowledge and worldviews to be trans-
ferred from one generation to the next, as well as leading to
more holistic land use practices. Traditional knowledge is not
only seen as a source of knowledge, but also as a way of life.
This is passed on to younger generations through a complex
process of language, ceremonies, stories, roles, and spirituality
(Garvin et al. 2001). People are incorporating more traditional
knowledge into their forest land use plans and there are
efforts underway to ensure that future generations carry on with
the oral tradition.

Aboriginal participation in forestry has increased dramat-
ically over the past two decades. Some communities have
achieved Aboriginal sustainable forest land use planning and
development and there are others that follow the western

societal forest management model, but there are still others that
have not ventured into the field of forestry. Aboriginal
involvement is increasing as a result of changing socio-eco-
nomic conditions in Canada and forestry is providing a means
for greater economic self-sufficiency.

Aboriginal Forestry Benefits and 
Achievements

Aboriginal forestry is bringing socio-economic benefits for
Aboriginal people and communities. One of the ways that this
is achieved is through the First Nations Forestry Program (FNFP)
where “communities have been able to create new partnerships,
develop joint ventures, carry out relevant studies, develop and
implement forest management plans, enhance capacity and skills
development through forest management activities, learn
leading edge technologies, and obtain valuable relevant
forestry training” (First Nations Forestry Program 2003). In
addition, there is an increased awareness in Aboriginal forest
values—this is evident in the increased number of conferences,
workshops, and training on Traditional Ecological Knowledge
(TEK). Aboriginal forestry is benefiting Aboriginal com-
munities in many ways—economically, socially, culturally and
spiritually.

The forest is an important source of livelihood, culture and
spirituality for Aboriginal people (Natural Resources Cana-
da 2001) and has played an important role in their cultural and
social lives (Kinsella 1999). It also provides a valuable source
of income for many communities since 80% to 85% of Abo-
riginal communities in Canada are within the forest regions
of Canada (Bombay 1996, Natural Resources Canada 2001,
Forest Stewardship Council 2002, Ross and Smith 2002). The
relative isolation of many First Nation communities often con-
strains economic opportunities (Indian and Northern Affairs
Canada 2000). However, since they are in areas of abundant
forest, there is great potential for forest-related economic
development (Natural Resources Canada 2001).

Aboriginal-controlled forests are often too small to provide
self-sufficiency to Aboriginal communities through forest
development (Ross and Smith 2002). However, Natural
Resources Canada (2001) states that these lands provide
Aboriginal communities with a starting point for building or
enhancing technical and professional capacity, developing busi-
ness partnerships, and supporting the maintenance of spiritual,
recreational, and cultural connections with the land.

The number of Aboriginal people with professional and tech-
nical expertise in forestry is low. However, there have been
significant increases (Table 1).

Ten years ago forest companies did not consider others’ val-
ues in their forest management plans beyond those of their com-
panies or the provincial Crown. Today companies are incor-
porating stakeholders into their forest management planning
process by “consulting” with stakeholders during the planning
process. Smith (1995) states that “Aboriginal peoples are
certainly not just another stakeholder when their rights and their
rights alone, enjoy constitutional protection,” and this is
proving to be the case in the courts.

Aboriginal forestry still faces many challenges; certifica-
tion, community involvement, meaningful consultation and
accommodation of rights and title, sustainable management,
incorporation and usage of TEK.
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Issue: Greater Access to Forests
Central to Treaty and Land Claim negotiations are tracts of

lands. On these lands there are often forests that can provide
Aboriginal communities with both opportunities to interact with
the forest and economic opportunities in forestry. Since many
Aboriginal communities are living below the poverty line, the
economic opportunity is vitally important to the community. 

Treaties provide opportunities that would have otherwise not
been available to Aboriginal people.

Traditional territories have been reduced over time as other
land use activities have affected Aboriginal peoples’ ability to
hunt, fish, trap and gather on the land. The cumulative effect
of this reduction is the decrease in the ability of communities
to practise their culture and lifestyle (Garvin et al. 2001).

As many Aboriginal people live on reserves, these are
often the only lands available for practising forest management.
However, more and more Aboriginal people are gaining
access to off-reserve forests as a result of Treaty Land Entitlements
(TLEs), Land Claims, and land tenure agreements.

Issue: Aboriginal Rights
Aboriginal people are seeking equitable economic return on

forests that are managed by the provincial Crown on lands with-
in their traditional territories. This has caused several moral and
legal clashes between Aboriginal people and mainstream soci-
ety. The provincial governments view any unauthorized activ-
ities on provincial Crown lands as trespass or an infraction of
provincial laws. This is demonstrated in the court decisions
throughout Canada, such as Marshall, Delgamuukw, and
Haida court cases (Curran and M’Gonigle 1999). Because of
such court decisions, there are now mandatory consultations
required on the part of provincial governments pertaining to any
activity on Crown lands within the traditional lands of Aboriginal
people, although this is not yet recognized in all the provinces
or territories. There continues to be confrontation in the forest
sector between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, with judge-
ments coming from the courts. However, it appears that the for-
est sector is taking the initiative to ensure that Aboriginal
interests are represented in the areas under their tenure
(Brubacher et al. 2002), even though most provincial policies
have not deemed this as compulsory.

The resolution of Aboriginal rights is a complex and lengthy
process (Fig. 1) and there is no clear resolution of the issue of
Aboriginal rights. The courts have had a large impact on the
determination of Aboriginal rights. The clash of Aboriginal peo-
ple and the provincial governments is often the catalyst for the
testing of Aboriginal rights. The process of rights determina-

tion can be further complicated by outside involvement, such
as by the forest industry. When Aboriginal rights are asserted
it may be in an effort to speed the land claims process so that
economic benefits can be derived from the forests in a tradi-
tional territory.

Issue: Aboriginal Participation in Forestry
Participation in forestry is as varying as the definition of Abo-

riginal forestry, from employment in forest harvesting, to
developing traditional land use and occupancy studies (TLUOS)
or plans. There is also a need for a clear definition of “mean-
ingful consultation” from an Aboriginal perspective. Some com-
munities have the benefit of having a TLUOS, which gives them
the ability to respond to consultations by companies quickly,
easily and effectively. TLUOS can be used to benefit and
resolve land issues related to the community issues such as tim-
ber harvesting, fishing, mining, oil and gas activities, hunting,
conservation, and recreation—and they can be used for treaty
land entitlement and land claims negotiations (Garvin et al. 2001).

Ross and Smith (2002) see one of the keys to resolving Abo-
riginal rights issues as the modification of forestry practices and
planning to allow for the co-existence of multiple values that
respects Aboriginal forest values and land uses. Further, “Abo-
riginal peoples wish to gain and exercise control over forest lands
in such a way that the development of forest resources conforms
to their own values and knowledge systems and is not only eco-
nomically, but also ecologically and culturally sustainable.”

Participation in the forestry sector is taking place through sev-
eral avenues. Aboriginal communities are undertaking forest
management on lands under their control. Greater numbers of
Aboriginal communities and companies are gaining access to
provincial Crown lands through tenure arrangements. Partic-
ipation is both active and passive—active in managing lands,
and passive in being consulted with respect to land use. Not all
Aboriginal people are satisfied with the level of consultation
being conducted.

Issue: Forest Certification
Forest certification is another motivating factor for non-Abo-

riginal forest managers to consult with Aboriginal communi-
ties. Certification of sustainable forest management includes
a component of Aboriginal involvement to varying degrees,
depending upon the certification system.

Presently there are three major forest certification systems
in use in Canada—the Canadian Standards Association (CSA),
the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), and the Sustainable Forestry
Initiative (SFI). Each system is different in how it deals with
Aboriginal forestry issues. Collier et al. (2002) state that
“none of these systems deal as explicitly with Indigenous
peoples’ issues as does the FSC.” Although certification sys-
tems are having an impact on the level of Aboriginal partici-
pation in forestry (Harry Bombay, personal communication 2003),
Collier et al. (2002) state that certification will not solve the
issues faced by indigenous people as they deal with resource
uses on their traditional lands and that certification is not a sub-
stitute for the full recognition of treaty and Aboriginal rights.

Issue: Traditional Ecological Knowledge
Traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) is seen as a holistic

approach (Berkes 1993, Kinsella 1999) that can aid in reshap-
ing the current Euro-Canadian (Western) forest management model
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Table 1. Aboriginal people with professional and technical expertise in
forestry

9–12 years ago Present

Ph.D. degrees 0 3a

Registered Professional Foresters 3b 17c

Professional Foresters 6d 40c

Forest Technicians Fewb > 287b

Sources
a Lorraine Rekmans (National Aboriginal Forestry Association), personal com-
munication 2003.
b Smith 2002.
c Gordon Prest, personal communication 2003.
d National Aboriginal Forestry Association 2001.



(Kinsella 1999). Traditional knowledge is not only a source of
knowledge, but is a way of life (Smith 1995, Garvin et al.
2001). There is much that can be learned from TEK as it has its
origins hundreds of generations ago. There are many issues sur-
rounding the use of TEK in resource management: intellectual
property rights, the manner in which it is collected and used, who
benefits from the use, respect for TEK and the acknowledgement
of its value, TEK’s value versus western scientific knowledge,
and the motives of those seeking to use the knowledge.

Responsibility of Governments
The Federal government has a Constitutional obligation to

protect the best interests of Canada’s Aboriginal people (Smith
1995). The provincial governments have Constitutional respon-
sibility for forest management, and the federal government has
a fiduciary responsibility to ensure that Aboriginal interests in
forest management are respected. This has created a complex
management structure where both federal and provincial leg-
islation determines how Aboriginal peoples may use traditional

lands (Curran and M’Gonigle 1999). This can, and has, led to
situations where negotiations become stalled because of the dis-
junction between the provincial and federal governments’
responsibilities.

Both federal and provincial governments have programs that
address various aspects of Aboriginal forestry. Only in British
Columbia and Ontario has there been policy developed regard-
ing Aboriginal consultation. Policies in the other provinces /
territories have not been developed.

Partnerships
Many Aboriginal people/companies are forming partner-

ships with non-Aboriginal companies to create a synergy
where both parties benefit. There have been several types of
partnerships—partnerships between Aboriginal people, Abo-
riginal people with non-Aboriginal people, individuals versus
group, community-based, multicommunity-based.

In some of the partnerships there has been a melding of val-
ues leading to a more meaningful relationship, such as with the
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Cree in Quebec. One of the keys to a successful partnership,
as identified by the Waswanipi Cree Model Forest (2002), is
that it is individuals with good will that foster relationships, not
organizations with agendas. They state that partners must
address problems by sharing their understandings of the prob-
lem and develop a common vision.

Future Directions
Much is in store for forestry from the Aboriginal perspec-

tive. If the past development of Aboriginal forestry is any indi-
cation, then the face of forestry in Canada is going to change
dramatically. The greatest benefit is for the future generations
of Canadians, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal.

Aboriginal forestry is gaining momentum in Canada. There
are greater numbers of Aboriginal communities and individ-
uals involved in the field of forestry. They are having an
impact on how forestry operates. This will continue to evolve
as Aboriginal title, Aboriginal and Treaty rights, and the
Crown’s fiduciary duty to protect these rights are further
defined (CCFM 1998). The future is bright, with many oppor-
tunities to practise sustainable forest management.

There are many challenges that lie ahead in Aboriginal
forestry. Aboriginal people are demographically younger than
the Canadian population; youth need to lead change in forestry
in Canada. They need to educate themselves and immerse them-
selves in both worldviews in forestry, so they can communi-
cate clearly, thereby creating a greater understanding between
all involved. Good communication skills, negotiating skills, and
knowledge of the current forest management model are criti-
cal to Aboriginal communities having the greatest impact on
forest “management” practices.

With increased access to lands, Aboriginal communities will
be able to showcase forest practices that are more inclusive and
give consideration to multiple values, both of the western
and traditional varieties. They will demonstrate how these can
complement each other in a sustainable forest management model.
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