Forest Products Industry: Quality from Forest to Market

From forest to finished product, the forest sector provides employment at all stages of production. Known for the products and employment the forest has generated here for more than 100 years, new opportunities are on the rise in Newfoundland and Labrador’s forest sector in areas like value-added manufacturing and bio-fuels. 
Newsprint and lumber are the traditional mainstay of the province’s forest industry, and the primary products of our forest industry. 
Newsprint mills at Corner Brook and Grand Falls-Windsor harvest mainly black spruce and balsam fir to produce about 500,000 metric tonnes of newsprint each year, valued at about $300 million. Nearly all of the newsprint produced in Newfoundland and Labrador is sold in foreign markets, including the United States, Europe, and Latin America. The pulp and paper sector employs approximately 1,700 people in woodlands and mill operations, both full time and seasonally. 

Newfoundland and Labrador’s sawmill industry consists of several larger and numerous small mills, which collectively produce about 130 million board feet of lumber annually. Many of these mills work closely with the pulp and paper industry. Newsprint mills purchase pulp chips produced during the sawmilling process to use as raw material in newsprint manufacturing. Other residues, such as bark and sawdust, may be used as fuel to produce energy. 
“These primary industries are extremely important to the province’s forest sector even though they are facing serious challenges such as increased competition, decreased markets, and the high value of the Canadian dollar,” says Bill Alexander, manager of the Newfoundland and Labrador Forestry Training Association (NLFTA). “The important thing for all producers in the forest products’ sector is to explore new opportunities and where possible, to innovate and diversify to ensure a sustainable future. If we fail to do this we will be left behind. ”
The Department of Natural Resources, in cooperation with the NLFTA, is involved in a strategic initiative to help the province’s softwood lumber industry improve market potential by diversifying and adding value to their products. 
“Canada has one of the largest, most modern, and most efficient lumber industries in the world,” says Alexander. “The softwood lumber business in Newfoundland and Labrador is small by Canadian standards. Experts are telling us that we should place less emphasis on trying to compete in commodity products with the low-cost industry giants, and that we should be looking at new products that are innovative and unique, products that the big guys can’t produce. These value-added products have higher value and as a province, this is something that we should explore as we go forward.” 

The softwood lumber industry in Newfoundland and Labrador may never be a world leader in size and capacity, but it does have the ability to develop products that are superior in quality and highly sought after in a competitive global marketplace.

Value-added wood products are manufactured by using wood to create new, more valuable products. This process is labour intensive and provides opportunities to create additional employment as a company moves its product up the value chain. In Newfoundland and Labrador, about 60 companies employing 300 people produce an array of products such as kitchen cabinets, hardwood flooring, exterior wooden siding, roof trusses, moldings and other millwork.  

Local woodcrafters use hardwood and other species to produce furniture and high-end products such as acoustic guitars. Native softwood species including balsam fir, black spruce and larch are strong and well suited to engineered wood products used in the construction industry, such as roof truss, joists and beams, decking and fencing.  

The NLFTA is also working with Memorial University’s Botanical Gardens to research how to better use non-timber forest resources such as plant extracts for nutraceuticals, pharmaceuticals, or cosmetics.  For example, Canada Yew is a source of cancer-fighting Taxol, birch sap is used as a nutritutional drink, and wild blueberries, raspberries, and partridgeberries, prized for their anti-oxidant content are processed into wines, jams, spreads and syrups. 
Bio-fuels

Innovation is creating opportunities even in the most unlikely places. The high energy costs associated with burning fossil fuels is one of biggest challenges facing the pulp and paper sector, and has contributed to several mill closures throughout North America. Sawmills and pulp mills across the continent are now reviewing their energy plans and incorporating new or upgraded biomass opportunities into the energy mix. Sawmill and pulpwood residues that were once sent to landfills have subsequently become a valuable commodity. 
A June 2006 University of New Brunswick’s Wood Sciences Center study identified potential uses for sawmill residues.  As a follow-up to the recommendations of that study, Enfor Consulting completed a second study in February 2007 to investigate the possibility of manufacturing wood pellets from existing sawmill residues on the Bonavista Peninsula. 

A group of investors from Austria has investigated infrastructure in the Bay St. George area to facilitate a large industrial pellet plant. This proposed facility would rely largely on imported, low-grade wood and sawmill residue, and possibly local peat fuel.  This initiative appears to be driven by an exploding market for carbon-neutral bio-fuels in Europe.  

Another study commissioned by the NLFTA and completed in May 2007 by CBCL of Halifax evaluated the feasibility of installing small biomass cogeneration systems in remote locations to replace expensive diesel generation. The report provides a good overview of the technical concepts and business considerations of establishing a cogeneration plant. 

Other bio-energy opportunities are being explored and the Department of Natural Resources and the NLFTA continue to work closely with the forest industry to identify and seek out new opportunities. It is hoped this will lead to a better management strategy for mill residues and potential economic opportunities from collecting in-forest residues.  

“By diversifying its product base, capitalizing on the strength characteristics of the local resource, and building direct, long-lasting business relationships with the end-user, the local industry can continue to build upon recent accomplishments and secure its future for many years to come,” says Alexander. 

For more information on Sustainable Forest Management in Newfoundland and Labrador, please contact Forest Resources Headquarters, Fortis Building, P.O. Box 2006, Corner Brook, NL, A2H 6J8. Phone: 709-637-2349/2284 or visit www.gov.nl.ca/forestry.
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