Forest practitioners promote sector as great career choice

Today’s forest practitioners are part of a diverse group of professionals: biologists, ecologists, technicians, wood scientists, planners, managers, and social scientists - the forester’s image has come a long way since the days of the axe-swinging lumberjack suffering black flies, extreme temperatures, and dangerous working conditions in the woods. 

You’ll find them in forests or laboratories in both cities and rural communities. They’re operating harvesters, developing management plans, educating students, or developing computer models that give insight into future forests.  Their work impacts more than just the way Newfoundland and Labrador’s forests are grown and harvested – forest practitioners deal with social, economic, cultural and ecological values and a wide range of stakeholders, all with their own vested interests in the forest. 

The Canadian Institute of Forestry (CIF) believes there’s a future in the forest sector – and its members should know, since they represent a national community of forest practitioners working in all aspects of forestry. 
“I like my job,” says Wayne Kelly, supervisor of silviculture and research with the NL Department of Natural Resources, and a member of the CIF’s Newfoundland and Labrador section. “I could be in the office today, and tomorrow I could be in the forest visiting a group of tree planters. A career in forestry can be a real mix, from conventional practices in harvesting and silviculture, to the technology side of forest management, where computer modeling and biotechnology are career choices. I have worked fighting fires, building roads, harvesting wood, preparing plans and budgets, and for the past 10 years, managing the silviculture program. It’s a great variety.”

According to the CIF, “Forestry is the science and art of sustainably managing forest ecosystems for specific objectives; these objectives are related to economic, environmental, social and cultural values. Basically, forestry involves everyone somehow.”

“It’s rewarding to see the economic benefits of forestry,” says Kelly. “I see work going on at the province’s pulp and paper mills and federal and provincial forestry offices daily, and I know the economic benefits to this region are tremendous. I see the cutovers that most people do not like, and I understand their concerns, but I also see cutovers that are regenerating - some are planted, and many regenerate naturally, and I feel confident that our forests are well managed.”

But there is a growing concern in the forest practitioner community that fewer young people are choosing forestry as a profession. It’s a trend that prompted the CIF – NL Section to conduct the study “State of Forestry Education and Careers: A Newfoundland and Labrador Perspective.”

“It is ironic that general perception of the professional forester is still based on forest practices designed solely for the benefit of industrial users with little regard for other non-industrial values,” says Dr. David Smallwood, the report’s researcher and author. “The reality is Canadian universities and colleges have been restructuring their curricula offerings to reflect the multiple values of the modern forest and the new skills foresters need to meet the challenges inherent in multiple-value forestry … in response to most potential employers’ demands for a well-rounded graduate capable of performing a wide range of duties inherent in the contemporary work place.”

Most forestry degree programs now include courses that deal with a diversity of topics, such as forest-based ethical decision-making, First Nations values, business skills, communications and writing skills, media, information technology, and many other skills and tools needed to deal with the multiple uses of our forests. 

“While not losing sight of the practical skills necessary to do the general work of forest management, this new breed of forester is now equipped to meet such diverse challenges as preserving viewscapes, accommodating adventure tourism and Native Canadian values, preserving special places, and so on,” says Smallwood. 

Advanced technology including Geographic Information Systems (GIS) and other computer-based tools is also a requirement in all forestry programs in Canada, as well as instruction in environmental protection theory and practice. 

With courses reflecting advances in forestry science and management, the challenge now is to fill seats in the classroom. A Canadian Model Forest Network (CMFN) study for the Canadian Council of Forest Ministers, Deputies Committee (2004) confirms the significant decline in graduation in Canada’s seven accredited forestry degree-conferring universities: a total enrolment decline of 34 per cent, from 2,494 to 1,648, between 1998 and 2002. Graduation rates have gone from a high of 394 in 2000 to 293 in 2003 - a 26-per cent decline in just four years. The study states that 200 forestry graduates are required annually to meet the profession’s demands as professional forest practitioners retire. Beyond 2008, it is believed that 300 graduates would be required annually. 

In Newfoundland and Labrador, College of the North Atlantic offers a forest resources technology program that qualifies graduates to work as forest technicians. Students wishing to pursue a career in the field can choose from a number of Canadian programs such as University of New Brunswick’s Faculty of Forestry and Environmental Management, or Lakehead University’s Faculty of Forestry and the Forest Environment. 

Anyone interested in a career in the forest sector is encouraged to contact the CIF or the Department of Natural Resources for advice on how to proceed. 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.
This article is one of series on Sustainable Forest Management Practices in Newfoundland & Labrador, produced by the Department of Natural Resources in cooperation with Model Forest of Newfoundland & Labrador. 
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