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UPDATE  FeBRuaRY 2016

Endangered Forests in the Balance
the impact of logging reaches new heights  
in the Montagnes Blanches endangered Forest
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The Montagnes Blanches Endangered Forest

i endangered Forests are unique, intact, or ecologically critical forests found in 
ecosystems around the world. not all endangered Forests are necessarily facing 
imminent extinction or complete degradation; however, due to the threats posed 
by one or more stressors (climate change, industrial use, urbanization, etc.), they 
are in danger of losing their ability to function as complete and intact, natural 
ecosystems, and thereby to continue supporting numerous species and essen-
tial ecological processes. Vulnerable forests of high ecological value that require 
protection to maintain these values are what characterize endangered Forests.

 greenpeace and other conservation organizations developed a set of common 
criteria	to	defi	ne	Endangered	Forests.	The	term	Endangered	Forest	is	recog-
nized by companies and governments in purchasing policies designed to pre-
vent ancient forest destruction. see for example: lowes, Kimberly-clark and 
hewlett-packard. 
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Located 700 kilometres north of 
Montreal, the Montagnes Blanches 
(“White Mountains”) Endangered Forest1,i 
encompasses some of the most 
important Intact Forest Landscapes 
remaining in Canada’s managed 
Boreal Forest. 

At more than 2.3 million hectares (5.7 million acres, 
an area equivalent to the State of Vermont), this 
Endangered Forest is a sanctuary for woodland ca-
ribou, a species designated as threatened under 
Canada’s Species at Risk Act.2 This forest has high 
conservation and cultural value, is largely unprotec-
ted, and has been a key focus of conservation orga-
nizations for many years due to threats posed to its 
unique features by industrial logging. 

Between 2000 and 2013, according to an analy-
sis of statellite data, nearly 50% of the Intact Forest 
Landscapes in the Montagne Blanches Endangered 
Forest have been lost or degraded.

In order to preserve the globally important va-
lues of this area including its signifi cant carbon 
stores, wildlife habitat and cultural landscapes, this 
Endangered Forest needs to be better protected and 
managed sustainably. Forest Stewardship Council 
(FSC) certifi cation complemented by a robust sys-
tem of protected areas and Indigenous managed and 
established ‘tribal’ parks, presents an economically 
viable and socially responsible pathway to  preven-
ting further degradation. 

This briefi ng fi rst examines the impact of current and 
recent forestry operations on caribou habitat and 
Intact Forest Landscapes in the Montagnes Blanches 
Endangered Forest. It then outlines what steps should 
be taken for long-term solutions in the area and what 
role forest product customers must play.

Map of the Montagnes Blanches 
Endangered Forest within Quebec

Montagnes Blanches Endangered Forest

Forest allocated to the logging industry

Quebec
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Logging companies
and mills
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Main logging companies and sawmills 
operating in or near the Montagnes 
Blanches Endangered Forest

Several	Quebec	Forest	Management	Units	where	diff	erent	
logging companies have wood allocations for pulp, paper 
and lumber products overlap the Montagnes Blanches 
endangered Forest. the graph below shows the main 
mills sourcing from the FMus overlapping or close to the 
Montagnes Blanches endangered Forest.11

timber, paper, and pulp giant Resolute Forest products’ logging 
operations are central to the fate of the Montagnes Blanches 
endangered Forest. Five of the company’s sawmills and four 
of its pulp and paper mills3,ii operate using wood from Forest 
Management units (FMus) overlapping or neighbouring the 
Montagnes Blanches endangered Forest.iii With over 2 mil-
lion cubic meters of wood (848 million board feet) allocated to 
Resolute in 2015 (see graph, right), the logging giant has the 
largest wood allocations in the region of saguenay–lac-saint-
Jean.4 For example, in 2013–2014, Resolute successfully bid on 
approximately 175,000 m3 of wood from 2200 hectares located 
directly within the Montagnes Blanches endangered Forest.5

Logging	in	these	areas	will	likely	have	a	signifi	cant	impact	on	the	
intactness of the endangered Forest.

Until	recently,	Resolute	held	FSC	certifi	cates	for	logging	opera-
tions in several of the Forest Management units overlapping the 
Montagnes Blanches (FMus 24-51, 25-51, 27-51 overlap with 
this endangered Forest). unfortunately, independent auditors 
found that within 6 million hectares covered by two Fsc cer-
tifi	cates,	 Resolute	 failed	 to	meet	many	 of	 the	 elements	 of	 the	
Fsc national Boreal standard. these non-compliances led to 
the	suspension	of	one	certifi	cate	(called	the	Lac	St-Jean	certifi	-
cate) and the suspension and eventually the termination of ano-
ther	 (the	 Mistassini–Péribonka	 certifi	cate).6,iv the auditors no-
ted shortcomings in regards to woodland caribou habitat pro-
tection, the maintenance of old-growth areas and high conser-
vation value forests, and disputes with Indigenous peoples, 
amongst others.7 directly east of those FMus, another logging 
operator	 has	 also	 seen	 its	 FSC	certifi	cate	 suspended.	 In	April	
2015,	Arbec/Remabec	lost	its	FSC	certifi	cate	covering	FMU	24-
52, which also overlaps a portion of the Montagnes Blanches 
endangered Forest, for failing to secure consent from the Innu 
First nation.8 Media reports indicate that the loss of this certi-
fi	cate	 has	 impacted	Resolute’s	Alma	mill,	which	was	 receiving	
FSC	certifi	ed	wood	chips	from	Arbec	to	meet	customer	requests	
for	FSC	certifi	ed	paper.9

previously, there had been hope that work under the canadian 
Boreal Forest agreement would address threats posed by indus-
trial logging in this area. however, talks between remaining envi-
ronmental organisations (greenpeace and others are no longer 
signatories) and Resolute broke down in 2013 as a result of the 
company’s unwillingness to do “the minimum that the science 
says is required to protect our forests and the threatened caribou 
that call them home.”10

any long-term solution for the Montagnes Blanches endangered 
Forest	will	 include	FSC	certifi	cation	 for	 forestry	operations	oc-
curring there. as the primary operator in this endangered 
Forest,	Resolute	must	look	to	regain	its	FSC	certifi	cates.	Arbec/
Remabec should do so as well.

ii Resolute’s sawmills operating in the saguenay–lac-saint-Jean region in 2015 in-
clude dolbeau–Mistassini, girardville, saint-Félicien, la doré and saint-thomas. 
Resolute’s pulp and paper mills operating in the saguenay–lac-saint-Jean re-
gion in 2015 include alma, dolbeau–Mistassini, saint-Félicien and Kénogami.

iii	 Quebec’s	provincial	forests	are	broken	down	into	area-defi	ned	Forest	
Management units (FMus) for forestry planning purposes. the saguenay–
lac-saint-Jean region of Quebec (administrative Region 02), where Resolute 
is the most active, is divided into seven FMus. the main FMus overlapping the 
Montagnes Blanches endangered Forest are 24-51, 24-52, 25-51 and 27-51. 
the other FMus not overlapping the Montagnes Blanches are 22-51, 23-51 
and 23-52.

iv In Quebec’s saguenay–lac-saint-Jean region, 13 major non-conformances led 
to	the	suspension	of	the	“Lac	St-Jean”	certifi	cate	(RA-FM/COC-005956)	and	
the	suspension	of	the	“Mistassini–Péribonka”	certifi	cate	(RA-FM/COC-004525).	
The	latter	certifi	cate	was	terminated	in	December	2014.

Resolute Forest Products’ central role and stalled solutions
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“None of the units analyzed [in the Saguenay–Lac-Saint-Jean region] 
have long-term disturbance rates that will allow caribou populations 
to be self-sustaining.” 

—chief Forester, 2014.19

What is an Intact Forest 
Landscape (IFL)? 

The term Intact Forest Landscape 
(IFL) is well recognized in scientif-
ic literature12 and certifi cation stan-
dards,13 as well as within the supply 
chains and policies of major for-
est product companies.14 IFLs are 
defi ned as unbroken expanses of 
natural forest ecosystems showing 
no signs of signifi cant human ac-
tivity, and large enough (minimum 
500 km2 or 123 000 acres) that all 
native biodiversity, including viable 
populations of wide-ranging spe-
cies, can be maintained.15 In addi-
tion to playing a critical role in main-
taining biodiversity, intact forests 
also regulate air and water cycles 
and store carbon to slow and pre-
vent climate change. Intact Forest 
Landscapes, such as those in  the 
Montagnes Blanches Endangered 
Forest, very often overlap with 
the traditional territories (or 
Indigenous Cultural Landscapes) 
of Indigenous Peoples, who have 
inhabited and shaped the land-
scape for thousands of years.

Canada leads the world 
in IFL loss

The primary drivers of IFL loss 
are clearing and logging, human-
ignited forest fi res and fragmenta-
tion by disturbance and infrastruc-
ture. New data published in 2014 
revealed that Canada leads the 
world in loss of intact forests, with 
21% of intact forest loss worldwide 
between 2000 and 2013 occurring 
in Canada.16
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a recent independent report by Quebec’s chief Forester,ii re-
leased	in	May	2015,	documented	the	signifi	cant	disturbance	of	
caribou herd ranges and declining populations associated with 
this	disturbance.	In	one	specifi	c	area,	the	Saguenay–Lac-Saint-
Jean region, which overlaps much of the Montagnes Blanches 
endangered Forest, the chief Forester concluded that 92% of 
the region’s critical caribou habitat had been greatly disturbed 
and therefore cannot support healthy and self-sustaining cari-
bou populations under current conditions.22 In other words, in 
the ongoing absence of science-based conservation measures, 
products sourced from this area risk accelerating the decline of 
the threatened woodland caribou. the pekuakamiulnuatsh First 
nation’s own action plan for the protection of this species, based 
on their millennia of knowledge, was provided to the Quebec go-
vernment in May of 201523 and will be an essential contribution to 
the	growing	and	robust	body	of	scientifi	c	knowledge.	

From 2000 to 2013, nearly half of all intact forests 
within the Montagnes Blanches Endangered Forest 
have been lost due to logging and road building

i due to ongoing degradation of these intact forest areas, the original boundaries 
of the Montagnes Blanches hotspot set in 2010 in greenpeace’s Boreal Refuge 
report	were	slightly	modifi	ed	in	order	to	recognize	the	impact	of	recent	develop-
ment, the loss of Intact Forest landscapes and the impact on ecological val-
ues that lay in a broader forest landscape. unfortunately, the integrity of the 
Montagnes	Blanches	Endangered	Forest	identifi	ed	in	Greenpeace’s	Boreal	Alarm	
report in 2013 has continued to be impacted, experiencing further degradation. 

Signifi cant loss of Intact Forest Landscapes 
in the Montagnes Blanches

Intact Forest landscapes in the Montagnes Blanches have in-
curred	signifi	cant	 loss	between	2000	and	2013.17,i Recent satel-
lite imagery from the university of Maryland, the World Resources 
Institute and global Forest Watch,18 analyzed by greenpeace’s gIs 
lab, revealed that between 2000 and 2013, logging, road building, 
and other industrial development led to a loss of nearly half of the 
intact forest cover in the Montagnes Blanches endangered Forest. 
this means that more than 1.05 million hectares of IFls have been 
logged or fragmented over the course of 13 years.

analysis of the the four main FMus overlapping the Montagnes 
Blanches, where most wood volumes are allocated (FMus 24-51, 
24-52, 25-51, and 27-51), reveals an even greater amount of intact 
forest has been degraded, totalling more than 1.2 million hectares 
(3 million acres) equivalent to ten times the area of new York city.

Consequences of Intact Forest Landscape loss 
in the Montagnes Blanches

Forest degradation on this scale endangers both ecosystem 
functions and biodiversity. In the Montagnes Blanches, the most 
immediate and tangible impact is increased disturbance to the 
habitat range of the woodland caribou.

the Boreal Forest’s most iconic animal and a key indica-
tor species for overall forest health, the woodland caribou, re-
quires large areas of relatively intact, old-growth forest to sur-
vive. the remaining undisturbed woodland caribou ranges in 
the canadian Boreal Region for the most part overlap remaining 
IFls.20 according to canada’s federal government environmental 
agency (environment canada), at least 65% of a woodland ca-
ribou herd’s range needs to remain undisturbed for the herd to 
have	a	fi	ghting	chance	of	survival.21

Photo: Markus Mauthe/Greenpeace

IFL loss 
2000–2013

due to all disturbances 
except fires*

1.05 million ha
49.6%

Remaining
Intact Forest
1.25 million ha

50.4%

Total area of the 
Montagnes Blanches 
Endangered Forest
2.3 million ha

Loss of Intact Forest Landscapes 
in the Montagnes Blanches Endangered Forest 
from 2000 to 2013

* In the Montagnes 
Blanches endangered 
Forest, only 0.12% of the 
IFl loss is due solely to 
fi	res.	

ii	 Quebec’s	Chief	Forester	is	an	independent	nonpartisan	offi		ce	created	by	the	
Quebec government following a public inquiry over forest mismanagement. 
the chief Forester answers to Quebec’s Ministry of Forests, Fauna and parks. 
Its primary mandate is to evaluate the provincial annual allowable cut and state 
of forests. 
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Forest stewardship council
The	Forest	Stewardship	Council	is	an	independent	nonprofi	t	organization	established	to	promote	the	responsible	and	sustainable	ma-
nagement of the world’s forests. the Fsc is a voluntary scheme that independently inspects and evaluates forestry operations for sus-
tainability best practices, compliance with local laws, respect for Indigenous peoples’ rights, the health, safety and rights of forest wor-
kers,	and	the	provision	of	a	wide	range	of	other	social	benefi	ts.	Established	more	than	20	years	ago,	the	Forest	Stewardship	Council	
is	the	only	certifi	cation	standard	widely	recognized	by	environmental	organizations	to	truly	mandate	responsible	forest	management.	
It	is	the	preferred	certifi	cation	for	many	major	purchases	of	forest	products	globally.

To	acquire	and	maintain	FSC	certifi	cation,	companies	must	ensure	on-the-ground	compliance	with	the	FSC	National	Boreal	Standard	
and	these	practices	are	audited	by	independent	fi	rms.	Some	of	the	key	requirements	that	companies	operating	in	the	Boreal	Forest	
need to pay special attention to include: 

• Acquire free, prior and informed consent from First Nations before any operations on the ground
• Ensure adequate protection for species at risk, such as woodland caribou and their habitat
• Avoid fragmentation and degradation of High Conservation Value Forests, including Intact Forest Landscapes
• Maintain old-growth forests in proportions comparable to natural levels
• Ensure that harvesting levels do not compromise conservation measures

Failing	to	meeting	these	requirements	can	lead	to	auditors	issuing	major	non-conformances.	Where	the	certifi	cate	holder	fails	or	is	
unwilling	to	adjust	operations	within	the	timeframe	set	by	the	FSC	and	auditors,	certifi	cate	suspension	and	terminations	will	result.	

of the four caribou herds whose ranges, in whole or in part, 
overlap with the Montagnes Blanches endangered Forest 
(pipmuacan, Manouane, Manicouagan, and témiscamie herds), 
three have populations below 200 individuals.24 Between 2002 
and 2012, the témiscamie herd numbers fell from 96 to a peri-
lously low 29 individuals.25 

nonetheless in 2015, many of the logging plans developed by the 
Quebec government overlapped with critical caribou habitat.26 
For example, the Quebec government granted Resolute the right 
to cut more than 2 million cubic metres of wood in the region,27 
despite warnings by the chief Forester that logging as usual is 
threatening caribou populations.

Major gaps in forest protection around the 
Montagnes Blanches 

Protected	areas	are	legislated	and	regulated	zones	that	are	off	-
limits to industrial logging and other associated uses, including 
roads. as part of the united nations convention on Biological 
diversity, many countries (including canada) set a target to esta-
blish protected areas covering 17% of their land base.29 Quebec 
committed to 17% protection by 2020 with a milestone of 12% 
protected by the end of 2015. at time of publication only 9% of 
Quebec was formally protected.30

a large number of scientists state that 50% of the Boreal Forest 

Herd Estimated Population Size Disturbed Range (%)

Fire disturbance human disturbance total range disturbed*

pipmuacan 134 (2011) 51 11 59

Manouane 358 (2011) 23 18 39

Manicouagan 181 (2011) 32 3 33

témiscamie 96 (2002) 29 (2012) 35.6 (roads only) (unknown) 46

 State of caribou herds within the Montagnes Blanches Endangered Forest28

* total range disturbed does not necessarily equal the sum of human and natural disturbances due to overlap between these disturbances.
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Steps for Boreal Forest customers

customers are part of the solution and can communicate 
to suppliers operating and sourcing from the Montagnes 
Blanches, including Resolute Forest products, that com-
pliance with customer procurement policies and engage-
ment in collaborative solutions processes supported by First 
nations and provincial governments is expected. all compan-
ies sourcing forest products from the Boreal Forest should:

•	 Investigate supply chains for connections to the 
Montagnes Blanches endangered Forest and logging 
comapnies such as Resolute Forest products.

•	 Communicate your intention to only purchase 
sustainable pulp, paper, and lumber. ask suppliers 
such as Resolute Forest products for a clear plan to 
address the above shortcomings in collaboration with 
key stakeholders and impacted Indigenous governments. 
This	should	be	verified,	in	part,	by	the	recovery	of	FSC	
certificates	in	both	Quebec	and	Ontario.

•	 Seek alternative suppliers, including from sustainable 
companies in the canadian Boreal Forest if Resolute and 
other suppliers are unwilling to meet these expectations.

•	 Actively support the provincial and First Nations 
governments mandating	a	well-defined,	time	delineated,	
multistakeholder process to craft equitable solutions for 
the Montagnes Blanches endangered Forest.

Solutions are within reach for Resolute. 
to eliminate controversy and regain the trust of the marketplace, customers should expect the company to:

•	 Suspend operations in remaining critical caribou habitat and Intact Forest 
Landscapes pending the implementation of a solutions process.

•	 Engage in a solutions process and implement science and Indigenous know-
ledge-based conservation planning for operations in the Montagnes Blanches 
endangered Forest. do so within a formal mandate from Indigenous and provincial  
governments, in collaboration with workers’ unions and environmental organizations.

•	 Ensure Free, Prior and Informed Consent of Indigenous Peoples and respect 
of Indigenous Rights and Title for any activities on First nations traditional territories 
overlapping the Montagnes Blanches endangered Forest.

•	 Regain FSC certificates in all FMus overlapping the Montagnes Blanches  
endangered Forest.

should be protected from development to ensure a resilient fo-
rest into the future for species, communities and economies.31 
Worryingly, less than 5% of the area of the main forest mana-
gement units overlapping the Montagnes Blanches endangered 
Forest is protected.32 this lack of protection explains in part why 
woodland caribou herds are at risk as disturbance of their critical 
habitat continues. 

Customer action vital for forest solutions  
and business certainty 

the stark loss of Intact Forest landscapes and caribou habi-
tat, the lack of adequate forest protection and the suspension 
or	 termination	 of	 FSC	 certificates	 in	 the	Montagnes	Blanches	
area signals to customers of Boreal Forest products that all is 
not well in this region. customers should establish and imple-
ment a clear procurement policy for all pulp, paper and lumber 
supplies that addresses these and other sustainability issues. 
Forest products customers have been, and continue to be, a 
key part of the solution for forests like the Montagnes Blanches 
and to the creation of a sustainable supply of controversy-free 
forest products.

there are forest products companies willing to create credible 
science-based conservation plans that respect and support 
Indigenous rights and interests. greenpeace collaborates with 
many of these leaders around the world, in regions such as in the 
great Bear Rainforest33 and the Brazilian amazon, to create real 
change in a meaningful timeframe.34 together, we are both fol-
lowing the science and doing what is right for the ecology of the 
forests while at the same time supporting healthy communities, 
respecting Indigenous rights, and ensuring those forests support 
viable economies that the marketplace will recognize.
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