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The WSCA is at a crossroads. Events have reached the point where the industry must face a few crucial realities.

1: The industry is viewed as an “expense” to both the extraction side of the forest industry and the provincial government.

2: The industry has not fully recognized that it is in danger of being marginalized by the forest industry as efforts to reduce costs through reforestation programs, other than replanting, such concepts as natural regeneration theories are finding some acceptance and support in government circles. 

3: The industry has not responded to its opponents in government, the forest industry, the various eco-activist groups to dispel the myths that have been spun around the silviculture industry.

4: It has not mounted an effective, sustained campaign to educate the media about the potential, sophistication and importance of regenerating our forests through aggressive re-planting campaigns. Such programs involve far more than getting your name in the paper. Have you noticed how the media keeps calling on the same people or so-called “experts” to respond to environmental stories? Who invariably shows up to comment? David Suzuki. Elizabeth May. John Bennett from the Sierra club and any number of activist types from Greenpeace. Have you ever wondered why? The answer is simple. These people and groups have trained the media to view them as experts. They can be counted on to deliver the quotes the media want to hear. It doesn’t matter that their comments are more often than not wrong, inflammatory and misleading. They deliver what the media want them to deliver. Why does the media not court you for your comments? That too is simple. They don’t know you. You have not positioned yourselves to be newsworthy.

5: The silviculture industry has failed to capitalize on its success in research and technology; advancement in health issues related to its employees, its commitment to the environment through its Green Plan. 

6: The industry has also failed to successfully brand itself as a solution to environmental and forestry problems rather than being an expense and has thereby missed valuable opportunities to be viewed as a credible, valuable and above all necessary component of the forest industry and the very future of our forests. Recently I asked a sympathetic observer of your industry if you had the capacity to respond to the pine beetle disaster? I asked the question because of a prediction the landscape in central BC would resemble a desert after the trees are gone. His answer led me to believe you do have the capacity and the product from a variety of sources to meet this challenge. Why then has this not gotten out to the public? Many people with whom I speak in the Central Interior are worried for their futures and the futures of their communities. You have the means to offer them real hope, based on real facts. Yet your voice is not heard. 

The result? Others are eating your lunch and will continue to do so at your peril.

This can be clearly seen in your failure to retain or replace your labour pool with your workers drifting off into other sectors. It is seen in how the media ignores you or misrepresents your industry. It becomes evident as more attention is paid to alternatives to re-planting and the media play it gets along with government responses to such ideas. And if this is not cause enough for concern, there still exists the accusation that tree planting will destroy the bio-diversity of the forests, in effect creating a single-species eco-system. The David Suzuki Foundation and the Sierra Club have adopted this chant in an effort to discredit replanting.

On the other hand you have many supporters who are actively lobbying for more replanting and restoration work. You can find dozens of them on the internet. They see replanting as the answer to the devastation of the mountain pine beetle. The question that arises in my mind is, are you working closely enough with your supporters to enhance their message and encourage their activities? Have you thought about the value of having third parties endorse and vocally support your industry? So then, what can be done? What should be done?

A PLAN OF ACTION  

1: As an industry you must recognize the need to address these issues. If you do not, then you may as well stop listening now because what I am about to suggest takes time, effort, commitment and money, What is encouraging is that you have an organization that can lead the charge on any program you choose to adopt. The two main problems your association is facing are those of focus and investment.

2: You are reaching a critical point in your industry’s future. You have many, many issues to resolve but too few resources with which to resolve them. I would strongly suggest that you more tightly focus your attention on few issues. I would urge you to take a look at the top two or three issues you want resolved or addressed in the coming year then allocate sufficient resources to deal with those issues so you can move on to the other things that will impact on you in the following year. At the moment you have a very good one-man band juggling dozens of issues for you. One person, however, can only do so much. I would say that at the moment your organization is at risk of imploding under its workload.

3: Develop a communications strategy that is both affordable and realistic. Decide where you want to be in a year, follow your plan and then relentlessly work it.

4: Produce a branding plan that will present a positive, professional and reliable image of your industry that can provide solutions to current and future forestry issues.

5: Create a panel of professionally credible, articulate people who can be promoted as knowledgeable experts who can speak on various aspects of your industry.

6: Work closely with those who support your industry. They can do much to advocate for you and you for them.

You might not be able to accomplish all of the above in one year, but you can make significant progress by taking suggestion number three and developing your strategy, both long- and short-term.

On the negative side, there is only one approach I would urge you not to be lured into taking and that is any major paid advertising campaigns unless you have bags of money you want to quickly dispose of with little return. 

