Seeing the Forest AND the Trees:  
How to Make the Most of Minnesota’s Woods

Trip to Thunder Bay, Ontario 
May 14-16, 2008

Event Summary and Key Findings

I. 
Event Overview

Participants in the year-long study tour project travelled to Thunder Bay, Ontario, on May 14-16, 2008, to better understand the approach to forest management and its context in the Province of Ontario.  The itinerary was planned within the context of the project’s learning objectives: 
· to Increase the quality and value of forests and the products that come from the land in Minnesota and other Lake States;  
· to optimize the balance of forest benefits, including timber, bioenergy and non traditional forest products, ecosystem services and biodiversity, and public access and recreation; and 
· to develop a shared vision and public policy recommendations for forest management in Minnesota, including increased productivity and environmental and landscape sustainability.
The Center for Northern Forest Ecosystem Research, a division of the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources, was the primary host.  Tours and presentations were held at several venues in or near Thunder Bay, including Kakabeka Falls Provincial Park; the MNR Natural Resources Centre; Hogarth Plantation and Spruce Pine Road forest sites; and Lakehead University.

Briefing book materials and power point presentations are available electronically on The Skidder.

Director/Producer John Whitehead and crew continued to videotape project learning experiences to multiply the benefits of the tour series for key, targeted future audiences.
II. Comparisons and Key Learnings

During a concluding session on the final day tour participants were asked to identify “key learnings” and “action recommendations” to the group or staff that flowed from their experience.  The following is a summary of main themes.
Similarities

The issues facing forestry in Ontario are both quite similar to, and strikingly different from, those in Minnesota and the Upper Midwest.  Minnesota’s and Ontario’s boreal forest is generally alike, , though Ontarian forests tend to have fewer species.  Current economic trends, such as the decline of the U.S. housing market and the falling exchange rate for the U.S. dollar, have caused a downturn for forest-dependent industries that spans across the border.  In this context, the need for increased public awareness about the positive economic and environmental impact of forestry is heightened.  Public education campaigns face a similar challenge in the geographic distance and resultant disconnect between the urban population centers (i.e., Toronto and Minneapolis-St. Paul) and the concentration of working forest lands in more sparsely populated areas.  Global climate change creates a new opportunity to bridge this gap, matching the environmental concerns of the urban population with the potential for forests and forest products to be a source of carbon sequestration.  Forest leaders on both side of the border realize the need for increased and sustained efforts to share  research and knowledge that will benefit of forestry-dependent communities in both countries and across the entire Great Lakes forest region.
Contrasts
However, many differences are also apparent between the Canadian and U.S. contexts.  The fact that 90+% of forest land in Ontario is “crown land” (owned by the Province of Ontario or the Government of Canada).  This ownership structure creates a set of assumptions and possibilities that are fundamentally different from those in Minnesota and other states in the Great Lakes region.   Provincial ownership and government investment has allowed science to play a more significant role in informing and shaping Ontarian forestry and public engagement strategies.  This is evidenced in part by the relatively long standing and well developed inventory of forest lands that employs state-of-the-art GIS technologies.  The resultant relationship of industry to government in this context is more synergistic and interdependent compared with the U.S.  The quick Provincial response to develop and fund new economic development stimuli and other initiatives in the wake of recent industry downturns is an example.
At the same time, the relatively small percentage of privately owned forestlands has left family forestland owners with little clout or role to play in Ontarian forest management.  The lack of a secondary wood products industry, populated by smaller companies in the U.S., seems to be linked to the lack of private ownership.  The large Provincial landholdings coupled with large industrial operations drive the allocation of forest resources, leaving few options for smaller businesses. 
III. Action Recommendations

In group organized by project learning tracks, tour participants identified a broad range of preliminary action recommendations related to the Thunder Bay trip, including the following.  

1. A spirit of cooperative regionalism should be fostered rather than a competitive “us vs. them” mindset.  Opportunities to create a cross-border, value-added supply chain in the Great Lakes region should be pursued in order to compete with other global supply chains.  This should include exploring ways to balance the pulp and paper industry with new markets and new approaches to wood utilization in order to shift the focus to higher value products.   
2. The Minnesota Forest Resources Council (MFRC) should be encouraged to identify climate change and the potential role of forestry in carbon sequestration strategies  as a priority issue for its policy agenda.  Consensus on the emerging science related to these issues needs to be developed by bringing together information layers that cross international borders.   At the same time, forest management best practices and public policy recommendations should  be based on this emerging science and take advantage of the ecological urgency and economic opportunities that accompany global climate change challenges.  Now is the opportune time to engage policymakers about what forests can provide to these issues.  There is an urgency to do this soon, as policies are currently under development.
3. Forestry stakeholders in the Great Lakes region should learn from theirOntarian counterparts’   political struggle for government resources to redress the plight of the primary forest products industry.   Forest industry and resource advocates on their own “didn’t’ have a great voice.” It was the mayors from southern (urban) Ontario that helped make change.  “Politicians listen to other politicians.” 

4. The Ontario Forestry Association and Ontario Woodlot Owners organizations should be contacted to get a better sense of the situation facing private landowners in Ontario, including what level of funding they receive and from whom.
5. The connection between sustainable forest management and mitigating global climate change has the potential to be a potent message for engaging the public and policy makers in support of increasing public support for fores management.  As Stephen Colombo of Ontario’s MNR told participants (citing Sathre (2007): “over the long term, an active and sustainable management of forests, including their use as a source of wood products and biofuels, allows the greatest potential for reducing net carbon emissions.” 
6. Care needs to be taken to frame our learnings and recommendations in terms of the project’s overall theme of productivity in order to maintain our focus and the interest and attention of key audiences.  A shared understanding of what is meant by productivity needs to be developed and articulated by project participants in order to share it with a broader range of stakeholders.  
7. Project participants need to identify specific audiences for communicating recommendations and other tour products as well as preferred delivery systems through which strategic actions can be deployed.  
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