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British Columbia: A Special Place

Bounded by the Pacific Ocean on one side, and the Rocky Mountains on the other,
British Columbia is Canada's third largest province, and its most ecologically diverse. It is
rich in natural resources and majestic scenery, and contains ecosystems ranging from ancient
coastal rain forests to the prairie landscapes of the Peace River country.

Over 60,000 species of wildlife are found in BC.Among these are unique species such
as the rare white Kermode or “spirit” bear, found only in BC’s northwest rainforests. Birds
of BC include the varied thrush, boreal owl, and Steller’s jay, while fish such as rainbow
trout are abundant in its lakes and rivers.The province’s Pacific waters also support a rich
variety of life. Marine mammals include sea lions, migrating grey whales, and sea otters.Also
found in coastal waters are squid, clams, and many types of fish, including several species of
salmon.

BC has a human population of about 4.1 million, about half of whom live in Vancouver.
Other population centres are southeast Vancouver Island and the Thompson-Okanagan
region.The rest of BC is more thinly populated, but the resource industries located there
make a vital contribution to the province’s economy.

"The big engines of economic growth in the province remain its resource regions," said
a 2002 report from the Urban Futures Institute. The report noted that rural British
Columbia makes a "disproportionate contribution” to the economy, with resource
industries creating 79% of BC’s international export income.1

BC is also home to about two hundred First Nations. For thousands of years these bands
and tribal groups have existed within BC’s natural landscapes, using a system of land tenure
and governance that contributes to today’s understanding of sustainability.

During countless generations, First Nations also developed complex social institutions
and systems of knowledge about the BC landscape with all its challenges of climate and

terrain. This traditional ecological knowledge
makes significant contributions to industry,
agriculture, medicine, and sustainable resource
management.

In fact, traditional ecological knowledge is now
formally recognized by the United Nations
Convention on Biological Diversity, the
Intergovernmental Panel on Forests, and other
forestry and conservation strategies. Article 8(j) of
the United Nations Convention on Biological
Diversity stresses the importance of using and
respecting traditional knowledge about
biodiversity, and ensuring the benefits of this
knowledge are shared fairly.

In BC, First Nations are working towards more
involvement in managing natural resources, with

some partnering directly with business. For example, the Hupacasath First Nation, the
Ucluelet First Nation, and Polaris Minerals are joint owners of Eagle Rock Materials Ltd.,
which recently received permits to develop a major construction aggregate (crushed rock)
quarry near Port Alberni. As well, the Nisga’a Lisims Government has partnered with the
Canadian Fishing Company (Canfisco) to process salmon, including a specially labelled
premium wild sockeye.

First Nations forestry programs such as that of FORREX (Forest Research Extension
Partnership) also share information and establish relationships with the aim of benefiting
indigenous peoples and a wide range of stakeholders and community members.

Top left: Kermode bear on Princess 
Royal Island. 
Photo: Tourism BC / Tom Ryan

Top right: Using their stomachs as
dining tables, two sea otters float on
their backs to enjoy a meal.

Ecosystem: 
A unit consisting
of all the living
organisms in a
given area, and
all the non-living
physical and
chemical factors
of their
environment,
linked together
through nutrient
cycling and
energy flow.

“They [the L’heidli Tenneh First Nation] really did
have good management skills in terms of natural
resources...  The collection of first-hand knowledge
they possess is outstanding.” 

– Deryl Seymour, L’heidli Tenneh First Nation
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Below: Red-necked grebe.

Sustainable Resource
Management in BC

Sustainable resource management (SRM) means
planning and carrying out activities—such as
mining or farming—so that they support the needs
of people today, the needs of future generations, and
the needs of the natural environment.

Preserving and sustaining the natural
environment is the cornerstone of SRM, and SRM
planners carefully consider many values, including
biodiversity, wildlife habitat, old-growth forests,
species at risk, air quality, carbon sequestration, and
conservation of soil and water.

People all over the world are “voting with their
wallets” as they recognize the importance of a
healthy environment—many prefer products that
are certified as being produced in an environ-
mentally sustainable way. Many international
commitments also support SRM, which has a long
history of political and scientific activism, provin-
cially, nationally, and internationally.

Preserving human values is also vital for SRM. For example, good forest stewardship
helps sustain forest-dependent economies, and a healthy natural environment supports BC’s
tourism industry. SRM is important for recreation as well: healthy ecosystems enhance our
enjoyment of BC’s natural beauty, whether as hikers, cross-country skiers, or birdwatchers.

The Ministry of Sustainable Resource Management (MSRM) is the provincial agency
mainly responsible for data, planning, and policies that support the development of BC’s
resources. MSRM uses a new consolidated landscape-level approach to SRM planning,
allowing it to implement land-use plans, identify economic opportunities, design efficient
and sustainable development, and conserve environmental values.

We believe environmental conservation must
include people, jobs, and communities, or it will
ultimately fail. We envision an entire ecosystem
where natural resources are appropriately valued
and carefully harvested, where communities have
the tools and knowledge to balance economy and
environment for the long term.

—Ecotrust Canada 

www.ecotrustcan.org

w e b i n f o
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The Ministry’s SRM plans consider values such as
biodiversity, water resources, and economic
development for tourism and settlement; all plans must
support sustainable resource management. Public
consultation, including addressing First Nations
interests, is another important part of the Ministry’s
SRM planning.

How can we tell whether we’re actually making
progress towards sustainability? One way is to use
measurable indicators, which provide yardsticks of
progress. For example, an indicator of whether an
industry contributes to the economy might be the
number of jobs it provides, and indicator of
biodiversity could be how many endangered species
there are in an area.

SRM is always a balancing act: we need food,
housing, heat, and transportation, but we also want to
be good stewards of the environment and keep the
needs of future generations in mind. There’s also the
issue of balancing different uses of the same piece of
land: one group may want a ski resort, while another
wants to create a park.

This booklet shows how six of BC’s resource
industries—agriculture and ranching, fishing, forestry,
mining, oil and gas, and tourism—are working towards
balancing the human needs of today and tomorrow,
along with the needs of the environment.

Agriculture Fishing Forests Mineral Oil & Gas Wilderness / 
Resources Scenery

Climate change – dealing with its effects thus far • • • •

Climate change – reducing further greenhouse gas emissions • • • • •

Extreme wildfires • • •

Insect infestations • • •

Invasive alien species • • • • • •

Declining wildlife populations • • •

Addressing environmental concerns • • • • • •

Addressing social issues • • • • • •

SOME CHALLENGES FACING BC’S NATURAL RESOURCES

Carbon sequestration:
The storing or trapping of carbon; for example,
within wood (often within living forests). Carbon
sequestration reduces the greenhouse effect.

Invasive alien species are wildlife and plants
that are not native to BC. Examples of alien
plants are spotted knapweed on grasslands,
purple loosestrife on wetlands, and Eurasian
water-milfoil in lakes. Because invasive plants
grow so quickly, they can displace native
species, including those that are rare and
endangered. After habitat loss, invasive species
are the main cause of the loss of native species
and biodiversity, worldwide. 

Left to right: Purple loosestrife and spotted knapweed are just
two of the many invasive alien plants found in BC.
Photos: BC Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries.

Some of the challenges affecting BC’s natural resource industries. With the goal of providing good stewardship for the
environment—the source of all resources—sustainable resource management can help address these challenges.

TABLE 1:  
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Above: Kinnikinnick berries resemble
small red apples.

Below: The crew of a purse seiner
hauls in a catch in BC’s coastal
waters.

Throughout this booklet, you will see examples and discussions of how
BC’s resource industries apply these elements in working towards SRM. 

2



In 1999, there were 100,900 forest sector workers employed in BC, or about 5% of BC’s
workers. Forecasters anticipate that employment in the logging and forest products industry
may not increase at the same rate as in the rest of the economy. However, interest in non-
timber forest products—such as cones, mosses, and wild mushrooms—is increasing and has
great potential for the future. First Nations input and expertise in this area is particularly
valuable.

Likewise, BC’s value-added wood products sector has been experiencing rapid growth.
“Value-added” refers to additional processing of harvested wood, such as making furniture,
log homes, flooring, musical instruments, or fencing—products that are more valuable than
the lumber they are made from. BC’s value-added industry promises long-term stability, is
not subject to tariffs, and creates many jobs for every tree cut.

Sustainable forestry in BC
Maintaining biodiversity—the natural variety of plants, animals, and other living

things—is an important part of sustainable forestry. Therefore, planners focus on
maintaining a wide range of habitat types and a
natural distribution of both ages and species of
trees. Protecting species at risk is another part of
maintaining biodiversity. In June 2003, the
Government of Canada proclaimed the Species at
Risk Act, which aims to protect Canada’s
indigenous species. In BC the Wildlife Act and the
Forest and Range Practices Act also help protect
endangered species.

Old-growth forest is a unique type of habitat featuring fallen logs and many large trees.
BC’s oldest forests—up to 1,000 years old—are found in the rainy ecosystems of the Coast.
In the Omineca and other Interior regions of BC where fires are more frequent, old-
growth forests are those older than about 120-140 years (though some forests aged 200
years and older do occur in the mountains).

Part of BC’s goal of protecting these ancient forests has been achieved by expanding its
parks system. As well, special old-growth management areas, where ancient rainforests are
legally protected from harvest, are also being established. Special care is also taken when
wildlife habitat depends on old growth.

BC’s annual Timber Supply Review program regularly reviews the province’s timber
supply and sets the levels of harvest permitted throughout the province (Allowable Annual
Cuts, or AACs). Timber Supply Reviews look at factors such as sustainability, land use,
biodiversity, and social issues. As well as its ongoing efforts to safeguard the environment,
the forest industry is facing challenges such as the softwood lumber tariff, bark beetle
infestations, and wildfires.

Associations working in sustainable forest management include the McGregor Model
Forest Association and the Forest Research Extension Partnership (FORREX).A member
of the Canadian Model Forest Network, the not-for-profit McGregor Model Forest
Association (www.mcgregor.bc.ca) has dozens of partners from a diverse range of organi-
zations. It works in the areas of knowledge management, community involvement,
communications and outreach, and science and technology support for sustainable forest
management.

FORREX (www.forrex.org) is a non-profit society dedicated to promoting healthy
and sustainable ecosystems in British Columbia. It does this mainly through research,
sharing new information, and encouraging partnerships among resource users and others.
An example of FORREX’s activities is its Natural Resource Information Network
(NRIN), an Internet tool that helps people access information about BC’s natural
resources.
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Value-added
visibility
Sitka Log Homes of
100 Mile House
built three ski
lodges for the 2002
Winter Olympics in
Utah. The lodges
were built in BC,
disassembled,
transported to
Utah, and
reassembled at the
Olympic Alpine ski
runs.

Indicators of
sustainable
forestry: 
An indicator of
disturbance or 
stress in a forest
ecosystem might be
the incidence of
disease and insect
infestation.

www.nrin.siferp.org

w e b i n f o

Left: Old growth forest.
Photo: BC Ministry of Forests

Right: Hugh Allan River in East Central BC.
Photo: T. Zimmerman - BC Ministry of Water,
Land and Air Protection



Mining 
History 

British Columbia’s history is tied to mining.The first coal mines on Vancouver Island in
1836 helped power steamships, and by the end of the nineteenth century coal mining had
expanded on the Island and into the East Kootenays to heat homes and supply railways and
other industries. During that time nearly one-third of the residents of Vancouver Island and
the Crowsnest Pass region were involved in coal mining.The same period saw the Cariboo
Gold Rush begin in 1858, followed by the mining of silver, copper, lead, and zinc, mostly
in the Kootenay and Boundary regions. Smelters were built in the 20th century in places
such as Trail, Princeton and Texada Island, with only the Trail smelter remaining today.

The growth of these mining areas has had a profound impact on the BC’s development.
Modern towns like Nanaimo, Port Hardy, Cranbrook, Lillooet,Tumbler Ridge, and Stewart
were all originally based on mining. As well, highways such as the Cariboo Highway and
Dewdney Trail, and many roads in the Kootenays, were originally built to service mines.
Likewise, all of the railways in BC were initially based to some extent on mining, and today
over half of BC Rail’s cargo is still made up of mineral products.

Between 1960 and 2000, thousands of companies spent billions of dollars exploring BC
for minerals, and developing and building many mines. During this period, large open-pit
copper mines were built, such as Bethlehem in south-central BC; Highland Valley, west of
Kamloops; and Gibraltar, north of Williams Lake. During these years there was also
significant growth in coal mining.

Mining in BC: Some milestones in sustainable development

1993: The Whitehorse Mining Initiative Leadership Council Accord is formed, with the aim of 
working towards sustainable management of Canada’s mining industry.

1999: The global Mining, Minerals, and Sustainable Development (MMSD) project is initiated,
with the goal of ensuring sustainability in mining and mineral use.The MMSD forms 
independent project teams, including one in North America.

2002: The Annual Meeting of the Mines Ministers of Canada is held in Winnipeg, where 
MMSD–North America releases its final report, Towards Change.The report offers a 
strategy for making certain that mining and minerals contribute positively to society's overall 
transition to sustainable development.

Mining today 
Mining is unlike other resource-based activities because mineral deposits are not only hidden,

but also exceedingly rare. Mining also produces the highest economic return, per unit of land
disturbed, of any land use. For example, mining in BC generates, on average, annual revenues of
close to $150,000 per hectare of land disturbed. However, more than 100 years of mining has
disturbed less than 0.1% of the provincial landbase.

Approximately 10,000 British Columbians are directly employed in the industry,with another
20,000 indirectly employed. At $89,900 per year, mining paid the highest average salary and
benefits in 2002 of any BC industry.British Columbia’s most important mineral product today is
coal, at nearly $1 billion per year, followed by copper, zinc, gold and silver.The province’s mineral
net revenue is approximately $2.5 billion, of which over 60% originates from the Kootenay
region. Currently using only 0.03% of the landbase, mining generates approximately 4% of the
provincial Gross Domestic Product,12% of provincial exports,and over 50% of sea and rail freight
cargo.

MMSD-North America’s 2002 report Industry in Transition: A Profile of the North American
Mining Sector notes that the head offices of about 904 mining companies are located in Vancouver.
The city is described as “a global centre for preliminary exploration,high-risk capital raising, [and]
geosciences expertise.”
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“As a global
community, we
need minerals and
metals to maintain
and improve our
quality of life. The
mineral industry is
committed to
discovering these
minerals and
metals with as little
environmental
disturbance as
possible.”

– Prospectors and
Developers Association of

Canada, Environmental
Excellence in Exploration

(E3) Program, 2003  

Above: Prospecting for gold.
Photo: Jason Weber

Below:  Drilling for sulphides at Mt.
Henry Clay near the BC-Alaska
border.
Photo: Tom Schroeter
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Sustainable mining in BC
Mineral exploration and mining are financially risky, capital-intensive businesses that

usually take place on land owned by the Province. However, government and local
communities gain benefits from the industry: business opportunities, jobs, taxation, and new
infrastructure such as roads or railways. Therefore, mining can be seen as an economic
partnership between the owner of the resource and the developer. It makes sense for
partners to work together for the benefit of both.

One recent BC initiative is a two-zone system for mining, dividing the province into
the “mineral zone” and the “protected zone.” All parks, ecological reserves, and other
protected areas are part of the protected zone, where mining and mineral exploration are
not allowed. In the rest of the province, mining and mineral exploration will be permitted,
subject to identifying and considering other values.This system gives mineral explorers and
investors confidence and certainty.

As well, the province has created the BC Task Force on Mining, consisting of 15
Members of the Legislative Assembly, mostly from BC’s Interior. During the summer of
2003, the Task Force worked on recommendations for accelerating the growth of the
mineral exploration and mining industries, and ensuring this growth would benefit BC
communities.

Investment in geoscience is an important piece of the mining puzzle. It lays the
foundation for mineral exploration investment, on-the-ground exploration, and the
discovery of new deposits and the resulting operating mines. BC has some of the best
geology and highest potential for new mines in Canada, and the BC Ministry of Energy
and Mines recently provided geoscience funds totalling $1.2 million over two years. These
funds will be administered by the Management Committee of the BC & Yukon Chamber
of Mines, with the goal of generating new geoscience data to attract investment in mineral
exploration.

MMSD-North America’s approach to mining and exploration includes developing
practical indicators and questions such as the following:“Will the project or operation lead
directly or indirectly to the maintenance or strengthening of the integrity of biophysical
systems so that they can continue to provide the needed support for the well-being of
people and other life forms?”

In March 2003, the Prospectors and Developers Association of Canada unveiled its
Environmental Excellence in Exploration (E3) initiative, the centrepiece of which is an
electronic manual of best environmental practices in mineral exploration worldwide.The
BC & Yukon Chamber of Mines is leading the development of E3’s social component,
which includes best practices in dealing with First Nations and other local communities,
and ensuring that appropriate communications take place between explorers and
communities. As well, the Canadian mining industry, including all mining companies
operating in BC, has voluntarily committed to annual reductions in energy consumption.

It’s important to
return land to its
original state
when mining is
completed: part of
this process is
helping plants
grow on, or
“reclaim,” waste
rock and tailings.
To speed up this
process, Highland
Valley Copper has
been using
treated sewage
from the
Vancouver area.
From 1996 to
2001, more than
110,000 tonnes of
the nutrient-rich
sludge was
applied at the
company’s mine
near Kamloops,
resulting in two
and a half times
as much plant
growth as on
chemically-
fertilized areas.

Drilling to tests gold targets on the
Zinger project northwest of Cranbrook. 
Photo: David Terry

Geologists studying core samples at an
exploration camp in northern BC.
Photo: Tom Schroeter

Dumping waste rock at a
mine site.
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Oil and gas
History 

Exploration for oil and gas in BC is a relatively recent phenomenon: natural gas was first
produced at Pouce Coupe in 1948, and oil was discovered at Boundary Lake in 1955.The
Peace River area, where both these discoveries were made, soon became a centre of
exploration and production, with 68 oil wells and 200 gas wells by 1960.The Northeast is
still the province’s most active area for oil and gas production today.

The 1950s through early 1970s was a period of exploration for oil and gas under the
ocean floor, mainly near the Queen Charlotte Islands, where there is great potential for
crude oil and natural gas. In 1972 a Federal moratorium halted all offshore development off
the West Coast. However, recent research suggests that new practices in offshore drilling
make it environmentally safe to resume exploration. But before there is any possibility of
offshore oil production, many issues must be carefully addressed, including 

• Environmental assessments of ecologically sensitive areas;
• Regulatory streamlining between the federal and provincial governments; and
• Resolution of land claims issues.
This process will take many years. In recent years, interest has also focussed on

“unconventional oil and gas” in other parts of the province, and on natural gas from coal,
discussed below.

Oil and gas in BC: Some milestones in sustainable development

1997: The Muskwa-Kechika Management Area is created in northern BC.

1998: The Oil and Gas Commission is created, with the mandate to regulate the industry by 
balancing environmental and social outcomes.The Commission is financed by the oil and gas 
industry, through application fees and levies on production.

2000: Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) are signed between Treaty 8 First Nations, the 
Province of BC, and the Oil and Gas Commission.This provides a framework which allows 
the Province to fulfill its consultation obligations to First Nations, while meeting the needs of 
industry.

2003: The Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP) presents a report to the 
Canadian Council of Energy Ministers, encouraging them to work towards an oil and natural
gas industry that is both competitive and sustainable.

Oil and gas today 
British Columbia's oil and gas industry is an important part of the provincial economy:

the annual value of oil and gas production in 2002 was about $4.5 billion. Many British
Columbians are employed in the oil and gas industry, whether directly (14,500 people) or
indirectly (23,000).As well, crude petroleum and natural gas production account for more
than a third of BC's total mineral production.

The sale of mineral rights is one way that BC’s oil and gas development contributes to
the provincial economy. In September 2003 the BC Government sold $418 million of
mineral rights in northeastern BC, the largest such Canadian sale to date. Forty per cent of
the natural gas exported by Canada to the US comes from BC, providing another source
of revenue.

There is much natural gas in the northeast corner of BC, including the world-class
Ladyfern discovery, which began production in 2001.The northeast is the only part of the
province currently producing commercial quantities of oil and gas, but many other areas
have potential: northern BC, the lower Fraser valley, the Nechako basin in central BC, the
southern Kootenays, and Vancouver Island.

Did you know?
BC has more than
18,000 kilometres
of natural gas
pipelines. These
pipelines transport
gas for use within
BC, and also deliver
it to the United
States.

Did you know?
Natural gas heats
homes, but it’s also
used to generate
electricity. Demand
for natural-gas-
powered electrical
generation has
grown by more
than 580% since
1990.

Above: A pump jack and meter station
co-exist with wildlife at an oil site in
Northeastern BC.
Photo: Oil and Gas Commission
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Other possibilities in BC’s future are tight gas
and shale gas–the so-called “unconventional” gases.
These can be released from within dense
underground rock formations by sophisticated new
extraction technologies. Some areas of BC may also
have reserves of natural gas from coal (NGC). NGC
resembles traditional natural gas, but is formed as a
by-product of the aeons-long process of converting
plant matter to coal. NGC is a clean-burning fuel
that requires minimal processing, and can be used
for heat and as a fuel for vehicles. It is extracted by
traditional gas drilling, but presents some unique
concerns that must be managed responsibly:

• Because NGC exists under low pressure, gas
developers must drill additional wells. To
minimize industry’s footprint on the
landbase, this requires careful planning.

• Waste water is a by-product of extracting NGC, and is usually either drinkable or
brackish (containing dissolved salts). However, there are strict rules to ensure that it
is disposed of in an environmentally acceptable way.

Sustainable oil and gas in BC
The oil and gas industry is always working on new ways to protect the environment by

reducing emissions and waste, and minimizing its footprint on the land. For example, waste
gases used to be simply vented into the atmosphere, but companies are now turning to new,
more environmentally friendly methods, such as pumping it into deep subsurface
reservoirs. Directional drilling is another technique that protects the environment:
companies can drill at an angle, rather than straight down, to avoid disturbing protected
areas or sensitive habitats.

Road-building is a major issue in all resource industries, as roads can harm ecosystems,
affect waterways, and disrupt wildlife habitat.To avoid building roads, oil and gas companies
often transport workers and equipment by helicopter. And when conducting seismic
exploration, companies are clearing narrow paths (about half the width of those used a
decade ago), or even cutting trails by hand.These meandering trails, hardly visible from the
air, resemble wildlife trails.

Companies also use systems of linked polyethylene mats to create roads and to support
equipment at drilling sites. These mats protect the soft muskeg in northeastern BC by
dispersing the weight of equipment over a wide area.They also allow year-round access to
drilling sites and eliminate the need for permanent roads.When the job is done, the mats
are simply collected and removed, to be re-used at other sites. Another solution is using
compacted machine-made snow to build stream crossings and access roads.

Consultation with stakeholders and First Nations is a vital part of sustainability.The BC
Oil and Gas Commission has created advisory committees where residents and industry can
discuss issues and share information.Other stakeholders include environmental groups, First
Nations, and municipal representatives.As well, the Oil and Gas Commission reviews each
oil and gas application with consideration for forests, environment, archaeology, technical
considerations, First Nations, and public involvement. Many companies within the oil and
gas industry recognize the importance of public consultation and voluntarily go beyond
consultation requirements.

Coordinating activities between industries is also crucial, and there is a consultation
process in place allowing discussion between the oil and gas industry and fishing, mining,
guide outfitting, trapping, and forestry.

Indicators of
sustainable oil
and gas: 
An indicator of
contributions to
global carbon
emissions by the
oil and gas sector
could be levels of
industrial
emissions.

Did you know?
Natural gas is the
cleanest-burning and
most environ-
mentally friendly of
all fossil fuels.

Seismic exploration is a way to locate
underground oil and gas deposits: how
vibrations travel within the earth can reveal what
lies beneath the surface.

Left: Working with natural gas from coal
near Comox.
Photo: Boomer Jerritt for Priority Ventures
Ltd. 

Right: Operations at Chicken Creek in
Northern BC’s Muskwa-Kechika
Management Area.
Photo: Kaizen Environmental Services,
Inc.
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