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Canada is a signatory to several international 
agreements—including the Kunming-Montreal Global 
Biodiversity Framework, the Paris Agreement, and 
the U.N. Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP)—that require reporting on 
alignment with global biodiversity, climate and 
Indigenous governance goals.1 The Government of 
Canada has reaffirmed these commitments in its 
2026 report A Force of Nature: Canada’s Strategy 
to Protect Nature. Canada is also a signatory to 
voluntary, non-treaty frameworks such as the 
Montreal Process, which provide a shared set of 
indicators to measure and report on the sustainable 
forest ecosystem management in temperate and 
boreal forests.2 

Canada’s annual State of the Forest report has been 
identified as a key part of substantiating its claims 
about the sustainable use of forests by providing 
public transparency on the condition and trends 
of forests across Canada.3 However, this reporting 
tends to rely primarily on economic and forestry-
sector-focused indicators, such as the productivity 
of forests, employment and harvest levels. It 
places its emphasis on natural disturbance, rather 
than anthropogenic disturbance. As described in 
Accountability… or Advertising? A Critical Review of 
Canada’s State of the Forests Report, key indicators 
relating to environmental values and Indigenous 
rights are missing or minimized in federal reporting.4 

This brief presents six indicators that are not 
currently reported upon in Canada’s State of the 
Forest report but would provide additional rigour 
and accountability: the remaining area of old-growth 
forests, the remaining area of primary forests, 
the amount of protected areas, the integration of 
UNDRIP into provincial forestry laws, the disturbance 
levels for at-risk boreal woodland caribou, and net 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from forestry. 
By focusing on these six indicators—each central to 
biodiversity, climate resilience, Indigenous rights, 
and a range of environmental benefits such as 
clean air and water—this brief provides a more 
comprehensive picture of the impacts of forest 
management on environmental and social indicators 
than what is currently presented in federal reporting. 

The data is available-these additional indicators 
could be monitored by and reported upon by Natural 
Resources Canada to ensure a more unbiased and 
evidence‑based lens when considering whether 
Canada is meeting its goals and commitments 
to sustainability, reconciliation, and long‑term 
ecological integrity.

Recommended Indicators 
and Initial Findings:
•	 Recommended Indicator 1 – Old-growth 

Forests: There is widespread decline in old-
growth forests across Canada. British Columbia 
best illustrates the urgency to halt further 
decline. Only 15 percent of the estimated original 
old-growth has protection (and a much smaller 
fraction of productive old growth with 
big trees).

•	 Recommended Indicator 2 – Primary Forests: 
Canada does not track the extent or loss of 
primary forests annually, though its sampling 
studies suggest that it is losing up to 1.3 million 
hectares (ha) of primary forest each year.

•	 Recommended Indicator 3 – Protected Areas: 
Canada has only protected 14 percent of 
terrestrial lands and 9 percent of forests, far 
short of its commitment to protect 30 percent 
by 2030.

•	 Recommended Indicator 4 - UNDRIP: There is 
limited alignment of provincial forestry laws with 
the UNDRIP.

•	 Recommended Indicator 5 – Boreal Caribou: 
Forest degradation in caribou habitat is ongoing 
and often increasing; all provinces with boreal 
caribou have some ranges that exceed the 
maximum federal range disturbance threshold of 
35% needed to support stable populations.

•	 Recommended Indicator 6 – Forestry Sector 
GHG Emissions: Major greenhouse gas (GHG) 
accounting gaps underestimate forestry‑sector 
emissions by more than 140 Mt and preclude 
consideration of policies that would protect and 
enhance forest carbon stores.
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Recommended Indicator 1: 
Report on changes to area covered by old-growth forests over time.
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Old‑growth forests in BC are considered ecologically irreplaceable, critical to Indigenous cultures, and globally 
significant for climate and biodiversity. They supported more than 400 species that depend on old‑growth 
conditions, including at‑risk species such as the marbled murrelet, woodland caribou and the now functionally 
extinct spotted owl.6 Coastal and inland temperate old‑growth rainforest stands in BC also store extraordinary 
amounts of carbon—for example, up to 1,300 tonnes of carbon per hectare on Vancouver Island—making them 
among the most carbon‑dense ecosystems on Earth.7 

In BC, without logging, about half of the forested area would be old-growth naturally (using provincial age-
class definitions of more than 250 years old in wetter, rarely disturbed ecosystems and more than 140 years 
old in drier ecosystems with more frequent fire). Today, in BC’s heavily logged landscapes, only about one-fifth 
of the forested area is old-growth.8 

Forest age alone misses the full story, because ecosystem complexities differ: while highly productive sites 
grow massive trees and develop complex forest structure relatively quickly, less productive sites support 
smaller, sparser trees.9 Big-treed old growth forests are biodiversity hubs, carbon banks and climate change 
refugia; they are globally rare and important. In BC only 1.5-3.3% of old-growth forests are big-treed old-
growth while a disproportionate amount of old-growth forests in protected areas support smaller, sparser 
trees, leaving the remaining amount of big-tree old growth open to logging.10 

The authors of the report Closer to the Brink: The State 
of the Forest in BC in 2025 found that the province has 
currently only protected 15 percent of the estimated 
historic amount of old-growth and the strength of the 
protection measure is variable (see Figure 1).11

 
The report shows that protecting at least 30 percent 
of the historical amount of old-growth, which would align 
with the international goal of 30% terrestrial protection 
by 2030, requires protection of an additional 15 percent, 
approximately 4.3 million ha, which should focus on the 
highest risk, highly productive old-growth forest 
to address ecosystem representation.12 

Old‑growth forests have declined across Canada as industrial logging has preferentially targeted mature 
and old-growth trees. This has led to a coinciding reduction in the extent of forests that retain the structure, 
age diversity, and ecological function that would be expected if these forests were not logged.5 These losses 
matter because old-growth forests provide critical habitat for species that depend on them, long‑term carbon 
storage, cultural and spiritual values, and ecosystem stability that younger, managed forests cannot replicate 
on meaningful timescales. Nowhere is this more evident than in British Columbia (BC), where a recent state 
of the forest report, with a focus on old-growth, shows that the province has retained only a small fraction of 
the most productive, big‑tree ecosystems, making BC a focal point for understanding both the urgency and 
complexity of old‑growth conservation in Canada.

Old growth in British Columbia
(estimated historic amount 28Mha)

Logged
Remaining Old Growth 
Unprotected

Weak Protection

Strong Protection

59%27%

8%

7%

Figure 1: The majority of the estimated historic amount of old-growth in 
BC has already been logged. Only a fraction has strong protection, and 
most of what remains standing is unprotected (% values rounded up).

Example: Old-Growth in BC



4

Photo credit: Mya Van Woudenberg/Sierra Club BC

Recommended Indicator 2: 
Report on changes to forested area covered by primary forests and cumulative trends in the loss of 
primary forests.
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Primary forests are complex ecosystems that show no sign of industrial-scale land uses such as logging, 
mining, human-caused fires, dams, and road construction.13 They generally support more biodiversity, store 
more carbon, and have greater resilience against climate change and other stressors than more simplified 
secondary forest ecosystems.14 Reporting on primary forests is a key tool for tracking Canada’s progress 
toward meeting international commitments to halt and reverse forest degradation.

While primary forests not part of Canada’s annual State of the Forest report, Canada’s Forest Resources 
Assessment submissions to the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) rely on Canada’s National 
Forest Inventory (NFI), which is a sample‑based, statistically representative monitoring system covering 
approximately 1 percent of the landmass in Canada. Using this approach, Canada reported the amount of 
primary forest in the 1990 and 2025 reports to the FAO and declared a loss of 22,392,000 ha of primary forest 
during that time.15 Additionally, a 2025 NFI report stated an annual loss of 1,317,000 ha of primary forests, on 
average, across all years in the reporting period (see Table 1).16

Of note, about 33 percent of the net decrease in primary forests fell into the category of “multiple causes or 
unattributed,” meaning the plot assessment changed but the NFI could not confidently assign the loss to one 
cause, because multiple plausible drivers were present or the evidence was insufficient. Unlike deforestation, 
which is often a single, clear event, primary forest loss typically unfolds through multiple, sequential 
disturbances: a road built into an intact area, followed by industrial logging, and, later, energy exploration, 
mining operations, or other developments. Primary forests almost always experience layered disturbance 
histories rather than one discrete trigger, and under the NFI’s system, they often fall into this catchall category 
(see Figure 2).

Table 1: Decrease in primary forest in Canada, as reported to FAO (1990 to 2025).17

Country Forest area in 2025 
(1000s of ha)

Primary forest in 2025 
(1000s of ha)

Primary forest in 1990 
(1000s of ha)

Canada 369,00018 200,316 222,708

Figure 2: Spatial distribution of estimated change in primary forest area. Stable areas are represented in gray, declining areas are shown in red. (Source: 
NFI, 2025; see Figure 12). 19

change stat = 0

decreasing

no primary forest data
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Recommended Indicator 3: 
Report on annual and cumulative progress toward meeting Canada’s commitment to protect 30 percent 
of lands and waters by 2030 under the Global Biodiversity Framework.
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Canada’s protected‑areas network has expanded over the past two decades but remains far short of what is 
required to meet global biodiversity commitments, with approximately 14 percent of land protected currently, 
including 9 percent of forests (see Figure 3).20 Reaching the national target of protecting 30 percent of land 
and inland waters by 2030 means doubling the protected land base in just four years, an unprecedented 
scale of conservation action that cannot be achieved through small or incremental additions. The most 
viable pathway lies in large, Indigenous‑led, landscape‑level initiatives—particularly Indigenous Protected 
and Conserved Areas, which align conservation with Indigenous rights, title, and stewardship.21 Significant 
opportunities also exist across northern boreal and tundra regions, where globally important carbon stores 
and intact habitats can contribute millions of hectares toward 30 by 30, as well as through major provincial 
and territorial land‑use planning processes in BC, Québec, the Northwest Territories, and Yukon (see Figure 4).

Figure 3: Protected and conserved areas across 
Canada by type.22

Figure 4: Protected and conserved 
areas by province. Green indicates 
areas protected under provincial 
or federal legislation, and orange 
indicates the percentage of 
protected and conserved areas still 
needed to meet Canada’s 30 by 30 
commitment. 23
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Recommended Indicator 4: 
Report on updates to laws and regulations related to forest management that advance alignment 
with UNDRIP.
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Implementing UNDRIP into provincial forest laws across Canada 
is important because it embeds Indigenous rights, authority, and 
decision‑making power directly into the legal frameworks that govern 
forest use. This will help ensure that forest management respects 
free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC); supports co‑governance 
between the Crown and Indigenous Peoples; and leads to more 
equitable, sustainable, and culturally grounded stewardship of forest 
ecosystems.

Key provincial legislation related to managing forests on Crown 
(public) lands in provinces across Canada were assessed—specifically 
BC’s Forest Act, Alberta’s Forests Act, Ontario’s Crown Forest 
Sustainability Act, and Québec’s Sustainable Forest Development 
Act—to identify alignment with the standards of UNDRIP, particularly 
in light of the normative framework established by Canada’s UNDRIP 
Act and similar provincial initiatives.24 Article 26 of UNDRIP was 
specifically considered: (1) Indigenous peoples have the right to the 
lands, territories, and resources that they have traditionally owned, 
occupied, or otherwise used or acquired, and (2) Indigenous peoples 
have the right to own, use, develop, and control the lands, territories, 
and resources that they possess by reason of traditional ownership 
or other traditional occupation or use, as well as those which they 
have otherwise acquired.25 Article 32 was also considered: Indigenous 
peoples have the right to determine and develop priorities and 
strategies for the development or use of their lands or territories and 
other resources.26 Note that the federal UNDRIP Act is a framework 
statute aimed at aligning federal laws and policies with UNDRIP 
through an action plan and law‑reform process. It does not directly 
amend or compel changes to provincial forestry legislation. Instead, 
provinces face political and normative pressure but no formal legal 
obligation to amend their legislation.

No province has amended its forestry statute to directly implement 
the federal UNDRIP Act, as the federal act applies only to federal 
laws, not provincial ones (see Table 2). BC is the closest to 
structural alignment through its 2019 Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples Act (DRIPA) rather than through amendments 
to the Forest Act (however, there is significant ongoing critique 
of DRIPA from First Nations). DRIPA and the 2025 Gitxaala v. BC 
decision require all provincial laws to be interpreted consistently 
with UNDRIP. 27 Ontario and Québec show only partial alignment 
through participation mechanisms rather than rights‑based reforms, 
allowing Indigenous involvement in forest planning but stopping 
short of FPIC, shared jurisdiction, or guaranteed benefit sharing.28 
Alberta shows the least alignment, as its Forests Act contains no 
Indigenous‑specific provisions and the province has not adopted an 
UNDRIP‑implementation statute (see Table 2).29

Photo credit:
Mya Van Woudenberg, Sierra Club BC
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Table 2: Summary results for provincial forestry laws and UNDRIP requirements.

Ontario 

Crown Forest 
Sustainability Act 

Quebec 

Sustainable Forest 
Development Act 

British Columbia 

Forest Act

Alberta 

Forests Act 

Recognition of 
Indigenous rights

Partial – 
Non‑derogation 
clause referencing 
s.35 rights; no 
explicit UNDRIP 
framing of rights.30

Partial – 
Acknowledges 
“Native 
communities” in 
forest governance 
but no explicit rights 
recognition.31

Indirect – No rights 
clause in the act; 
recognition occurs 
through DRIPA 
(2019) and Gitxaala 
(2025), not the act 
itself. 32

Partial – Act 
contains no 
Indigenous rights 
provisions or 
non‑derogation 
language. However, 
Alberta has 
implemented 
some frameworks 
that recognize 
Indigenous rights.33

Free, prior, and 
informed consent

No – Consultation 
only; FPIC not 
required.34

No – Consultation 
is policy-based; 
FPIC absent from 
statute.35

No – FPIC not 
in the act; may 
occur through 
DRIPA‑enabled 
agreements outside 
the statute.36

No – No FPIC 
provisions; relies 
on duty‑to‑consult 
case law.37

Shared 
decision‑making

Partial (practice- 
based) – 
Agreements with 
First Nations 
possible; Crown 
retains authority.38

Partial (policy- 
based) – 
Participation 
in planning 
bodies; shared 
decision‑making 
not embedded in 
statute.39

Partial (outside 
the act) – Shared 
decision‑making 
occurs through 
DRIPA agreements 
and land‑use 
tables, not the 
Forest Act.40

No – No co-
management 
or shared 
decision‑making 
mechanisms within 
the Forests Act.41

Benefit sharing Partial – 
Possible through 
discretionary 
agreements; not 
guaranteed.42

Partial – Adapted 
management 
or economic 
participation 
possible; no 
mandated revenue 
sharing.43

Partial – Tools 
like First Nations 
Woodland licenses 
support benefit 
sharing, but it is 
not required by 
statute.44

No – No 
benefit‑sharing 
mechanisms in the 
act.45

UNDRIP‑aligned 
legislative 
amendments

No – No 
amendments 
referencing UNDRIP 
or federal UNDRIP 
Act.46

No – No 
UNDRIP‑driven 
amendments.47

No – Recent 
amendments (e.g., 
2023’s Bill 41) do not 
reference UNDRIP; 
alignment occurs 
via DRIPA, not 
statute.48

No – No 
amendments 
related to UNDRIP; 
last updates 
unrelated to 
Indigenous rights.49
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Recommended Indicator 5: 
Report on population trends of mature forest-dependent species at risk, specifically boreal woodland 
caribou, by province, and disturbance levels by range.



12

Caribou depend upon large, intact, mature forest stands to survive.50 Alberta has some of the highest 
disturbance levels—often above 80 percent—driven by seismic lines, roads, forestry and energy development, 
and its herds have shown some of the steepest declines.51 Ontario and Manitoba exhibit moderate to high 
disturbance and corresponding caribou populations that are declining or of uncertain status.52 Northern 
Saskatchewan is the most heavily impacted by wildfire. Québec shows a mixed picture, with southern ranges 
heavily disturbed and declining, while the northern ranges with lower disturbance remain more stable. In BC, 
the boreal population is small and fragmented—all of the ranges require intensive recovery actions. Overall, 
the disturbance threshold has been largely ignored by provinces and has not been incorporated into forest 
planning practices (see Table 3)

The data below is primarily sourced from the 2024 Report on the Progress of the Recovery Strategy 
Implementation (Period 2017–2022) and the Action Plan Implementation (Period 2018–2023) for Caribou 
(Rangifer tarandus), Boreal Population, in Canada, and augmented by more recent information where 
available.53 “N/A” indicates that the information was not readily available for review.

Table 3: Progress toward boreal woodland caribou federal recovery strategy requirements by province.

Province Are range 
plans 
completed?

Are priority 
areas for 
restoration 
spatially 
identified?

Is the 
disturbance 
threshold 
incorporated 
into planning 
policies?

Do planning 
mechanisms 
for caribou 
habitat 
incorporate 
wildfire 
projections?

Has the 
province 
developed 
a caribou 
recovery plan 
with detailed 
steps and a 
timeline?

Is there 
logging 
currently 
occurring 
in ranges 
that have 
already 
crossed the 
disturbance 
threshold?

BC Partially54 No55 No56 No57 Partially58 Yes59

Alberta Partially60 Partially61 No62 No63 No64 Yes65

Saskatchewan Partially66 No67 Partially68 N/A No69 Yes

Manitoba No70 N/A N/A N/A N/A Yes

Ontario No No71 No72 N/A No73 Yes

Quebec No Partially No N/A N/A74 Partially

Newfoundland 
and Labrador

No75 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
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Recommended Indicator 6: 
Report both GHG emissions and sequestration associated with forest management activities.

Photo credit: Mya Van Woudenberg, Sierra Club BC
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Canada’s current approach to forest sector GHG reporting reflects significant transparency and accounting 
gaps that obscure the true impact of emissions directly attributable to human activities, thereby foreclosing 
opportunities to consider policies and practices that would enhance the carbon storage and sequestration 
in forests. Specifically, emissions and removals directly caused by human activities - particularly industrial 
logging - remain unreported as a separate category, despite repeated recommendations from the Auditor 
General of Canada, limiting public understanding of industrial forestry’s climate impact.76 While Canada 
reports emissions from “harvested wood products” in its GHG Inventory (i.e., including emissions released when 
harvested wood is burned or reaches the end of its lifespan), it combines this number and the net post-logging 
forest emissions, with a massive 'forest land sink.' This sink includes carbon removals from never-before 
logged areas that are not reasonably attributable to the logging industry. In essence, Canada is offsetting 
emissions from logging with "credit" from forests it has not cut. In 2022, Canada categorized as anthropogenic 
129 Mt of carbon dioxide removals from trees in primary forests, even though the tree growth creating this sink 
is attributable primarily to natural, not human, causes.

Canada’s approach to reporting forest carbon emissions in its State of the Forest Report similarly obscures 
direct emissions from human activities. Here Canada reports on both net greenhouse gas flux – which in 
includes all emissions and removals from both natural and human causes, and a category it calls net emissions 
in areas subject to human activities.77 This category combines emissions and removals from human activities – 
emissions associated with logging and carbon sequestration from forests that have been previously logged – 
with natural removals – carbon sequestration from natural forests that have no history of being harvested.78

This approach obscures the direct human drivers of forest carbon emissions and limits the policies and 
management practices that could protect and enhance forest carbon stores.79 It is important for Canada to 
report on emissions and removals from human activities, but doing so accurately and transparently requires 
excluding both the natural carbon emissions and removals of natural forests with no history of harvest. 

Using the methodology described in Bysouth et al. (2024), net logging emissions for 2022 were 147 Mt CO2e 
(see Figure 5 for same analysis from 2005 to 2022).
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emissions 
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the method 
described in 
Bysouth et al. 
(2024). 80
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Canada’s forest‑governance system cannot credibly claim sustainability 
while omitting core evidence about ecological integrity, Indigenous 
rights, and climate impacts. The six missing indicators highlighted in this 
brief—old‑growth loss, primary‑forest decline, insufficient permanent 
protection of lands and waters, weak UNDRIP alignment with forestry 
laws, worsening caribou habitat disturbance and population decline, 
and major GHG accounting gaps—demonstrate that federal reporting 
still presents an incomplete and distorted picture of forest conditions. 
Key indicators relating to environmental values and Indigenous 
rights are missing or minimized, and the data needed to correct this 
gap already exists. By integrating these indicators into its Canada’s 
State of the Forest annual reporting, Natural Resources Canada 
could provide a more transparent, evidence‑based, and accountable 
assessment of whether Canada is truly meeting its commitments to 
biodiversity, climate action, and reconciliation. Doing so would shift 
the State of the Forest report from a narrow sectoral snapshot to a 
credible sustainability assessment capable of guiding policy, supporting 
Indigenous leadership, and safeguarding the long‑term health of 
Canada’s forests.

Summary
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