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chapter 4 Making Forests “Normal”: 
Sustained Yield, Improvement, 
and the Establishment of 
Globalist Forestry in British 
Columbia

Scott Prudham

In British Columbia, Canada, globalization and industrial forestry have 

proceeded hand in hand. Indeed, as a resource hinterland serving a global-

izing economy for much of the second half of the twentieth century, BC’s 

environmental and social geographies have been actively produced in im-

portant ways by and through a globalist model of forest extraction, forest 

commodity production and exchange, and forest regulation. How was the 

province’s model of globalist forestry established and consolidated and, in 

particular, how was this model enabled by the delineation of specifi c re-

gimes of forest access and control?

 In this chapter, in league with others in the volume, I seek to explore 

the signifi cance of a singular globalist moment in which property relations 

were in signifi cant measure fi xed as a foundation for delineating relations 

of global integration. In BC, a dramatic post–Second World War takeoff  of 

industrial, export-oriented forest commodity production and exchange 

was grounded in important ways by a regime of private forest tenures and 

forest regulation established in the wake of two provincial royal commissions 

on forestry during the 1940s and 1950s. Amid controversy and contestation 

regarding the province’s nascent forest industry, these royal commissions 

(headed by BC Justice Gordon Sloan and hereafter referred to as the “Sloan 

Commissions”) articulated new regimes of forest access that conferred 

lasting private rights to state-controlled forest lands in the province. At the 

same time, they also embraced a model of modernist and highly rational-

ized scientifi c forest management known as sustained yield forestry that 
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was itself being globalized. Together, these positions would provide a foun-

dation for propelling BC to global prominence as a forest commodity pro-

ducer and exporter based on extracting the green gold of BC’s accumulated 

inventory of old-growth timber and replacing it with scientifi cally man-

aged cultivated forest regimes featuring younger trees, commercially ori-

ented species, and ecologically simplifi ed landscapes.

 I briefl y sketch the broad contours of the integrated and increasingly 

global model of industrial forest commodity production that has helped to 

shape BC forest policy since the mid-twentieth century, notwithstanding 

signs of serious decline in recent decades. My purpose is mainly to estab-

lish the two Sloan Commissions as a globalist moment. I then provide 

some interconnected conceptual frameworks through which to view the 

establishment of modern forest tenures and scientifi c forest management 

regimes in BC, with an emphasis on the following: (1) the role of notions 

of social and ecological improvement resonant with Lockean discourses 

and pivotal in the political legitimation of property regimes as forms of 

enclosure; (2) interrelated notions of use value and exchange value that 

animate particular doctrines of improvement; (3) the ways in which con-

tending logics of movement and fi xity in commodity production and ex-

change were resolved or reconciled (if temporarily) through what I call a 

spatio-ecological fi x predicated on the production of nature in the guise of 

scientifi cally managed forests rationalized for commodity production; and 

(4) the interplay of contending autonomies or claims to autonomy in the 

territorializion of BC as a postcolonial state achieved through forest ad-

ministration and regulation. I emphasize all of these dynamics as facets of 

the postwar model of globalist forestry in BC, which was given signifi cant 

shape by the extended globalist moment spanning the decade between the 

fi rst and second Sloan Commission reports, issued in 1945 and 1957, re-

spectively (Sloan 1945, 1957).

Postwar Industrial Forestry and the Sloan Commissions

For much of the period dating back to the Second World War, British 

Columbia has been known as timber country, and for good reason. The 

province contains more than 60 million hectares of productive forest lands 

(Council of Forest Industries 2000), 95 percent of it held (nominally) in 

public hands as Crown land. Home to a rich diversity of forest types, the 

province is particularly (though by no means only) well known in the 

public imagination for the temperate rainforests along its western edge, 
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which are sustained by moist and mild air from the Pacifi c Ocean. These 

forests, among the most biologically rich and productive in the world, fi rst 

attracted forestry capital to the province in the mid-nineteenth century 

and sustained a fi rst wave of industrial expansion that extended well into 

the twentieth century. But it was only after the middle of the century that 

BC emerged as Canada’s leading forest products producer and exporter, no 

mean feat for a nation-state that, in turn, is one of the world’s forestry 

giants and a leading exporter of forest products.1 Although beset in the last 

twenty to thirty years by a host of political, economic, and ecological chal-

lenges, the BC forest industry has shaped the province’s postwar develop-

ment, long serving as the largest single sector of manufacturing employment 

and income.2

 The broad contours and controversies of BC’s forest sector are well 

chronicled elsewhere. Geographers Trevor Barnes and Roger Hayter, for 

instance, have published extensively on the economic geography of the 

province’s forest sector, dubbing it an example of permeable Fordism 

(Hayter 2000; Barnes, Hayter, and Hay 2001). Specifi cally, they highlight 

that, for most of the postwar period, BC was highly outward looking in 

terms of its dependence on foreign markets for the export of mass-produced 

wood commodities (90 percent going to the United States, the European 

Union, and Japan) and in terms of a pronounced reliance on multinational 

capital and foreign investment (Marchak 1983; Marchak, Aycock, and 

Herbert 1999; Hayter 2000).3 As commodities fl owed out, capital poured in, 

lured in no small measure by the existence of long-term, private, exclusive, 

renewable, and exchangeable access rights to Crown-owned forests, leases 

which accounted for over 80 percent of the provincial annual allowable cut 

by end of the twentieth century (Marchak, Aycock, and Herbert 1999).

 Preference for big capital in conferring forest access rights has been a 

consistent feature of BC’s forest policy framework, a feature based on the 

now highly questionable notion that larger companies are more stable and 

thus better partners in the economic development of hinterland com-

munities (Bengston 1994; Tollefson 1998). Thus, by the late 1990s, approxi-

mately 85 percent of provincial cutting rights were controlled by fi fteen 

large, integrated forest products companies (Marchak 1988; Widenor 1995; 

Marchak, Aycock, and Herbert 1999; Prudham and Reed 2001).4

 At least for a time, globalist forestry in BC provided a basis of prosperity 

for forest-dependent communities (Hayter 2000, 2003). As Barnes, Hayter, 

and Hay (2001) note, for example, the community of Port Alberni, located 

in central Vancouver Island, boomed in 1976, boasting the third highest per 
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capita income in all of Canada. And though exceptional, Port Alberni was 

hardly alone. The forest sector became the province’s leading source of 

revenue, income, exports, and manufacturing employment.

 In more recent years, coincident with high international log prices and 

decreasing terms of trade for more fi nished wood products, the province’s 

forest industry has taken to closing mills and exporting more and more 

wood in the form of unprocessed or raw logs.5 Fluctuating levels of per-

formance and profi tability have racked the industry since the 1970s (Marchak 

1983; Hayter and Barnes 1997; Hayter 2000, 2003). In response, fi rms have 

consistently sought to shed costs through automation and employment 

rationalization. Consequently, there has been a dramatic reduction in levels 

of employment, including employment per unit volume of wood harvest 

(Marchak, Aycock, and Herbert 1999; Hayter 2000).6 Many communities 

— including the aforementioned Port Alberni — have experienced the 

pain of layoff s and mill closures (Barnes and Hayter 1992; Hayter and 

Barnes 1997; Halseth 1999a, 1999b; Ostry 1999; Reed 1999; Barnes, Hayter, 

and Hay 2001; Hayter 2003; Prudham and Penfold 2005).

 These dynamics have been complemented by sustained critique from 

multiple quarters of civil society. Environmentalist opposition to the li-

quidation of old-growth timber garnered headlines beginning in the 1980s 

and led to well-publicized standoff s and claims of a “war in the woods” 

(Wilson 1998; Braun 2002; McManus 2002; Satterfi eld 2002), fuelled by an 

increasingly confl icted scientifi c community (see, e.g., Franklin 1989a; 

Dietrich 1992; Swanson and Franklin 1992; Rayner 1996; Wilson 1998; 

Hayter 2000, 2003; Rayner et al. 2001; Braun 2002; Magnusson and Shaw 

2003; Prudham 2005). At the same time, a resurgent First Nations move-

ment has sought with some success to contest anew colonial displacements 

of Aboriginal peoples (see Cutler, this volume) by seeking stronger rep-

resentation for BC First Nations in forest ownership and management, 

which is often tied to struggles over modern, comprehensive land claims 

(Blomley 1996, 2003; Rossiter and Wood 2005).

 Despite seemingly clear signs that BC’s globalist model of forestry is 

unravelling, it is worth considering the foundations of a way of doing for-

estry that, for several decades, propelled Canada’s western-most province 

to prominence in the international forest sector and made it a singular 

example of a globally integrated, extractive economy. Strong property 

rights governing access to forests in BC is one of the lynchpins that has 

defi ned globalist forestry in BC, so much so that, despite the nominally 

public character of the province’s forests, private lease rights to forests in 
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BC exhibit many of the characteristics of full-fl edged, private, excludable, 

and exchangeable property rights. Banks, for instance, have for some time 

treated these rights as a form of private capital, loaning money to fi rms 

based on the expectation that the rights are renewable. Moreover, it is 

widely believed in forest policy circles that the threat of leaseholders suing 

the state for compensation has placed a chill on the provincial govern-

ment’s willingness to rescind access rights to enforce newer policy object-

ives (Haley and Luckert 1995; Clogg 1997). These lease rights, and the 

regime of forest regulation designed to prevail over them, were in substan-

tial measure prescribed by the Sloan Commissions on forestry, marking a 

departure from prior, more laissez-faire modes of extraction and setting 

the stage for subsequent postwar expansion.

Improvement, Use and Exchange, Fixity and Movement

In his infl uential collection of essays Property: Mainstream and Critical 

Positions, C.B. Macpherson (1978) argues that property rights must always 

rely on a foundation of legitimacy. In his words (ibid., 11, emphasis in ori-

ginal), this is for two reasons: “First, that property is a right in the sense that 

it is an enforceable claim; second, that while its enforceability is what 

makes it a legal right, the enforceability itself depends on society’s belief 

that it is a moral right.” In essence, he seems to suggest, although force may 

well underpin any or even all exclusive property claims — and, as he notes, 

all property regimes (save extremely rare, truly open-access regimes) in-

volve some sort of exclusion — so too does the wider society’s accept-

ance of those claims as legitimate rights. From an ideological standpoint, 

then, a key question emerges: what arguments (explicit or otherwise) cir-

culate around particular property regimes as forms of exclusion that give 

them legitimacy? How are these exclusions made to make sense to a wider 

society?7

 One pervasive discourse of legitimacy for enclosures of various kinds 

centres on the notion of improvement, the idea that somehow, in the en-

closure of land, dispossessions are legitimate if the land enclosed has been 

in some sense improved for the benefi t of all. As Macpherson discusses, the 

genealogy of this line of argument goes back at least to John Locke in his 

celebrated defence of the enclosure of private land in England as a natural 

right of those who mix their labour with the land. As Locke famously 

wrote, “As much land as a Man Tills, Plants, Improves, Cultivates, and can 

use the Product of, so much is his Property. He by his Labour does, as it 
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were, enclose it from the Common” ( John Locke “Of Property,” reprinted 

in Macpherson 1978, 19, emphasis added). For Locke, this argument was 

underpinned by the idea that enclosed land would be made more agricul-

turally productive, and thus improved, ostensibly for the benefi t of society 

more generally.

 Locke’s argument that the improvement of land makes private enclos-

ure legitimate had an important infl uence in the natural rights paradigm 

and remains widely infl uential in the Western property right tradition. It 

was also an important intellectual and discursive underpinning of colonial 

enclosures (Weaver 2003) and the territorialization of colonial administra-

tive rule (see, e.g., Vandergeest and Peluso 2001). Moreover, the Lockean 

notion of improvement, in so far as it links the effi  cient use of property 

with a socially just disposition of benefi ts from the use of property, under-

lies widely held contemporary arguments about the relationship between 

property rights and the distribution of social goods (e.g., income, resources) 

and social bads (e.g., pollution). This underpinning includes, for instance, 

the now widely infl uential idea that attributes excessive environmental 

damage stemming from economic activities to market failures or external-

ities. These failures impose, vis-à-vis production technologies, negative 

costs of production disproportionately on those outside the scope of deci-

sion making. The solution, of course, is to get the prices right, a process 

that revolves to no small extent on assigning exclusive property rights and, 

thus, in theory, responsibilities. Perhaps the iconic statement along these 

lines remains Garret Hardin’s (1968) essay “The Tragedy of the Commons.” 

It is also a staple of contemporary, particularly neoliberal, prescriptions for 

redressing resource depletion and environmental pollution problems (see, 

e.g., Pearce and Turner 1990; Mansfi eld 2007).8 In development circles, the 

continuing, albeit mutating, infl uence of the notion of improvement is 

widespread. Tanya Li (2007), for example, discusses improvement as a logic 

of governmentality whose aim is the right or correct ordering of things. In 

this respect, as she argues, the logic operates not only as a sham cover for 

dispossession but also as a kind of truth claim whose rationale, though 

never disinterested, works to enrol diverse subjects into a common project.

 In what follows, I examine how a distinct logic of improvement, at once 

political and ecological, animated the proposed changes in forest access 

and forest administration envisaged by the Sloan Commissions in British 

Columbia. In this context, I argue that specifi c notions of use and ex-

change value are crucial to understanding how doctrines of improvement 

function as legitimating and enabling discourses. This was central for 
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Locke, for instance, who maintained that enclosure for the sake of improve-

ment was justifi ed only if the land and the products of the land enclosed 

were actually used; it did not matter who used them. As Macpherson 

(1978) points out, despite arguing that enclosure could not be justifi ed if it 

led to hoarding and waste, Locke makes the decisive (and, for Macpherson, 

highly problematic) argument that exchange is a form of use — that is, as 

long as the products of enclosed land are not wasted (whether directly used 

by their owner or not), then the enclosure is legitimate. Although one may 

quibble, as Macpherson did, with Locke’s collapsing of exchange value into 

use value, the important issue for the current discussion is how specifi c 

notions of use and exchange value are understood as relational categories, 

which are often highly intertwined in doctrines of improvement that 

underpin property regimes.9

 Drawing on this framing, I focus on the particular valences of use value 

and exchange value embraced, sometimes implicitly, by Sloan in his reports 

and in the institutionalization of his recommendations. If, as Sloan argued, 

nominally public forests were to be (newly) enclosed, and if private for-

estry capital were to be granted enduring and exclusive rights of access 

to Crown lands, on what basis could state action to create these rights be 

considered legitimate as forms of enclosure and, specifi cally, as postcolonial 

dispossessions? For Justice Sloan, the normative or moral foundation for 

private, excludable rights to forested land lay in two fundamental logics of 

improvement. First, by being granted enduring rights to public forests, for-

estry capital would provide, in exchange, a stable basis for the economic and 

social development of BC’s forest-based hinterland communities. Private 

rights to public forests would lead to the improvement of society more 

generally. Second, and drawing centrally on the Lockean tradition, capital 

and the state together would undertake the improvement of nature (land) 

via the exchange of BC’s “untamed” forests for scientifi cally managed and 

rationalized forestry regimes prescribed along the lines of European ideals 

of the Normalbaum or normal forest (literally, from the German for normal 

tree). These ideals have since become known more familiarly as scientifi c 

sustained yield forestry.

 Yet one of the particular registers through which I seek to examine 

notions of use and exchange value in the creation of modern forest tenures 

and forest management regimes in BC, particularly in thinking about 

globalization as territorial integration and articulation, is that of a dialectic 

of movement, on the one hand, and fi xity or territorialization, on the 
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other. That is, I see the particular logics of use and exchange value that 

animate the doctrine of improvement embraced by Sloan in terms that 

speak to resolution (even if temporary) of a fundamental geographical ten-

sion in capital accumulation and commodity circulation. On the one hand 

is a tendency towards movement (the ability of commodities, capital, in-

formation, and so on to move or circulate, more or less freely and quickly, 

between places). On the other is a somewhat countervailing tendency aris-

ing from the delineation of specifi c places and spatial arrangements to 

facilitate this movement. This dynamic tension between movement and 

fi xity is surely at the heart of attempts to understand particular places and 

the evolution of their relationship to others via evolving spatial arrange-

ments in a globalizing world.

 David Harvey, drawing on Marx’s analysis and critique of capitalism 

(primarily in Volume 2 of Capital), has written extensively on the notion 

of a spatial fi x or a spatio-temporal fi x (see Harvey 1982, 1989, 2001a; 

Schoenberger 2004; Jessop 2006). Although sometimes referring primarily 

to the spatial development of physical infrastructure, Harvey also wished 

to theorize more general geographical dynamics and confi gurations of 

commodity circulation, including, for instance, specifi c property relations 

that govern access to territory and, thus, to nature. Bob Jessop (2006) pro-

vides a useful critical review of the scope of Harvey’s thinking on the 

notion of spatio-temporal fi xes. He notes two broad ways in which Harvey 

discusses the idea. One of these is in reference to the development of fi xed 

capital in defi nite spatial arrangements typically coordinated by state ac-

tion. The second, however, is a much more broad reference to the notion 

of a structured coherence very much in line with regulation theory, em-

phasizing not only the spatiality of physical infrastructure but also institu-

tional, policy, and cultural norms that shape the trajectory of commodity 

production and circulation. As Jessop (ibid., 164) writes in his attempt to 

synthesize Harvey’s writing on the topic, “Relevant spatial factors in these 

matrices include place-based social relations, the built environment, land 

markets, the rural-urban division of labour, urban hierarchies, locational 

policies, the territorialization of political power, and attempts to manage 

uneven geographical development.” Enduring and exclusive property re-

gimes are a prime example of the sort of institutional fi xes that can both 

enable and impede circulation and exchange (see Introduction).

 My interest is in drawing on and extending these ideas in ways applic-

able to a more rural context, one that corresponds to an extractive frontier. 
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Such a place is one in which the nature-society relationship and the ap-

propriation and transformation of non-human nature for commodity pro-

duction in institutionally and culturally specifi c ways is seen as a central 

facet of the (formally) extra-economic context (using Jessop’s language) 

that constitutes a regionally specifi c spatio-temporal fi x. I fi nd it useful in 

this respect to invoke Neil Smith’s Uneven Development (2008 [1984]). 

Smith draws centrally on Harvey’s conceptualization of the dynamics of 

uneven development but, in addition, he insists on interconnections be-

tween the production of space and the production of nature through logics 

of commodifi cation and the progressive domination of exchange value. 

Along these lines, I argue that one of the achievements of the Sloan 

Commissions was that they helped establish the foundations of a spatio-

ecological fi x.10

 And yet, also in keeping with one of the themes of this volume, the 

establishment of forest access and regulation subsequent to the Sloan 

Commissions must be seen as a form of territorialization that privileged 

some notions of and claims to autonomy over others. The Sloan 

Commissions clearly prescribed rights of forest access that eff ectively de-

fi ned the terms of forest enclosure and thus the scope of autonomy for 

private capital. In addition, the Sloan Commission recommendations called 

for active state enforcement and administration of forest tenures and forest 

practices in ways that consolidated and extended the reach of state capaci-

ties, making nature and territory more legible while helping to make BC as 

an administrative state.11 But taking place as they did in the aftermath of the 

colonial dispossession of Aboriginal peoples, the commissions worked to 

confi rm or entrench those dispossessions. Postcolonialism is a widely dis-

cussed and debated concept, one that I cannot delve into in any great 

length. However, I use the term to point broadly at ways in which develop-

ments in formerly colonial contexts renew or re-inscribe colonial dispos-

sessions and forms of political domination (Braun 2002; Gregory 2004).

 In this sense, a condition of postcolonialism is one in which colonialism 

cannot be relegated entirely to the past. If the Sloan Commissions did not 

directly prescribe the removal of First Nations people from forested land-

scapes, the embrace of scientifi c forestry was predicated on a notion that 

pervades the history of colonial dispossession in BC, namely, that the prov-

ince’s lands were essentially empty and available to administrative rational-

ization and commodifi cation (Rossiter 2007). At the very least, the Sloan 

Commission recommendations and their institutionalization acted to fur-

ther entrench dispossession of First Nations from their ancestral lands. And 
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this was no mere negation, but rather an active postcolonial prescription 

for the extension, rolling out, and territorialization of the administrative 

state via its role in prescribing and regulating the transformation of BC’s 

forested lands.

From Open Access to Sustained Yield

Prior to the establishment of the fi rst two provincial royal commissions on 

forestry, private timber companies and sawmill operators in BC enjoyed 

relatively laissez-faire access to the province’s extensive forests. With First 

Nations decimated by disease and largely (and forcibly) relocated to small 

reservations (Harris 2002; Blomley 2003), forests had become, in the eyes 

of Anglo-European settlers and their government, Crown territory (de-

spite the absence of formal treaties) and up for grabs (Rossiter 2007). The 

province’s initial inclination towards these lands combined a predilection 

for outright transfer to private ownership (with no strings attached) in the 

form of railroad land grants and for grants of forest harvesting rights (but 

not land per se) under extremely favourable, open-access, and generally 

laissez-faire terms (Clogg 1997). This inclination played out during the 

administration of Premier Richard McBride, who, between 1905 and 1907, 

established a series of twenty-one-year transferable leases, which were 

slated to revert to Crown land once they were cut over but were otherwise 

accompanied by no conditions or restrictions (Rajala 1998; Hayter 2000), 

including requirements for reforestation.

 Such laissez-faire disposal of land and quasi-permanent harvesting rights 

were halted in 1907 under pressure from conservationists. For the next two 

decades, the Crown reverted to one-time sales of cutting rights, again 

without transferring land title. By 1940, however, the forest tenure ques-

tion had arisen again, owing to concerns about overharvesting and wild 

economic and geographical fl uctuations as forestry operations cut and 

then moved on, leaving behind a growing inventory of cutover lands and 

abandoned milling sites for which no one in particular was responsible.12 

There was, at the time, nothing approaching what we would now call 

forestry or silviculture and little knowledge about the extent of the prov-

ince’s forest resources. In response to these concerns, in 1943, BC Justice 

Gordon Sloan was named to head the fi rst of two royal commissions on 

forestry in an attempt to establish a system of property rights and forest 

regulations to guide the province into the postwar era. Sloan’s fi rst report 

became the basis of signifi cant legislative changes to the regulation of 
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forests, including forest tenure, in the form of An Act to Provide for Forest 

Management in 1947 (S.B.C. 1947, c. 38). A second report by Sloan, issued 

in 1957 and based on ten years’ experience with the new regulatory provi-

sions, helped to consolidate this system, the precursor of the modern sys-

tem of forest tenure and forest regulation in BC (Sloan 1945, 1957).

 Faced with what were considered socially and environmentally destruc-

tive cutting practices on the railroad grant lands (lands transferred outright 

to private hands in the hopes of fi nancing the railroad), as well as in adja-

cent public forests, property rights became a key question for Sloan. Would 

the commission endorse privatization of public forests or turn to more 

public control and management of forest resources (Rajala 1998)? Opting 

for a decidedly liberal approach, Sloan (1945, 143, emphasis added) advo-

cated “a form of tenure permitting the operator to retain possession in 

perpetuity of the land now held under temporary forms of alienation upon 

condition that he maintain these lands continuously productive and regu-

late the cut therefrom on a sustained-yield basis.”

 Although ostensibly maintaining forests in public ownership, the 

commission created new, exclusive rights to forests via forest manage-

ment licences (FMLs). These tenures conferred exclusive rights of access 

to individual companies, which were, in turn, encouraged to retain and 

manage these areas according to the principles of sustained yield forestry. 

In addition, the Sloan Commission reports led to the establishment of 

public working circles in which shorter-term but renewable rights of ac-

cess to specifi c volumes were created. Forest management licences became 

the basis of the tree farm licences (TFLs), most of which were fi rmly estab-

lished by the late 1960s, that now constitute a prevalent form of private 

access rights to the valuable forest lands of  Vancouver Island and parts of 

the Coast. Moreover, amendments to the BC Forest Act in 1978, consistent 

with the spirit of the Sloan Commissions’ embrace of working circles, es-

tablished forest licences as more secure, renewable, and transferable forms 

of volume-based tenures within prescribed timber supply areas (TSAs). 

Together, TFLs and forest licences accounted for about 80 percent of the 

annual allowable harvest in BC in the late 1990s (Clogg 1997; Marchak, 

Aycock, and Herbert 1999).

Sustained Yield and Social Improvement via Community Stability

A crucial element of Sloan’s justifi cation for the creation of enduring, 

exclusive property rights for private capital over public forests lay in his 

coleman.indd   90coleman.indd   90 08/01/2011   7:08:08 PM08/01/2011   7:08:08 PM



91

Making Forests “Normal”

reasoning about the relationship between the forest industry and forest-

based settlements in the hinterland. Linking private property rights to 

public forests, on the one hand, with the economic and social life of for-

estry communities, on the other, became a key, normative argument of-

fered by Sloan in defence of these rights. For Sloan, the strictly social 

justifi cation for secure, private, excludable rights to public forests lay in 

stability, specifi cally in his vision of economic stability for forest-based 

settlements. Invoking a common trope articulated by advocates of private, 

individual, and exclusive forms of resource enclosure who link property 

rights to improvement, Sloan embraced the idea that owners of secure 

rights would be more likely to invest in situ, based on a long-term interest 

in exercising those rights. In the case of BC forestry, the particular argu-

ment was that secure access to suffi  cient and proximate fi bre would help 

cure the industry’s migratory boom-and-bust dynamics by encouraging 

long-term, larger-scale investments in processing facilities. In this respect, 

arguments in favour of fi xing property rights and social relations were 

clearly tied to forest-based accumulation, but the use value refl ected in 

Sloan’s vision was refracted through the lens of a wider reformist agenda of 

taming the migratory character of the extractive frontier.

 Employment was a key consideration. “Stability of employment,” wrote 

Sloan (1945, 66), “is, of course, of manifest importance in fostering the 

establishment of permanent and prosperous communities.” Referring to 

these very imperatives in relation to sustained yield regulation, Sloan (ibid., 

127, emphasis added) wrote in his fi rst commission report: “A sustained 

yield policy has, as one objective, the maintenance of forest cover and 

growth, thus ensuring a perpetual supply of raw material for forest indus-

tries with consequent stability of industrial communities and assurance of perma-

nent payrolls.” Making the link to tenure reform, Sloan argued that “under 

our present system of temporary alienations of timber lands that revert to 

the Crown when logged, operators who cut these lands to secure raw 

material for their own conversion units are off ered no encouragement to 

treat these lands as permanent tree-farms producing continuous crops. 

They are, therefore, of necessity forced to move from one area to another 

to maintain production” (ibid, 143). Sloan’s solution was to foster exactly 

this type of encouragement. Thus, he argued, “The fi rst step toward this 

objective would be a form of tenure permitting the operator to retain 

possession in perpetuity” (ibid.).

 Emphasis on community economic stability as a rationale for sustained 

yield forest regulation was by no means unique to BC. Rather, it was also a 
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feature of generally contemporaneous developments in the US Pacifi c 

Northwest (Robbins 1987; Schallau and Alston 1987; Robbins 1988; 

Prudham 1998), developments that clearly had an infl uence on the Sloan 

Commissions’ deliberations. It bears noting that in BC, however, unlike the 

United States, the imagined link between tenure, sustained yield forestry, 

and community economic stability was formalized during the postwar 

period by the insertion of appurtenance clauses into TFL leases that re-

quired leaseholders to direct specifi ed volumes of logs to mills in named 

settlements. Moreover, the province came to privilege large, increasingly 

corporate forest products companies because of a (questionable) expecta-

tion that these larger companies would prove more stable over time and, 

thus, better bets for providing an economic foundation for the province’s 

remote, forest-dependent communities. As Justice Sloan wrote in his second 

report (1957, 94): “In award of management licences, fi rst priority must be 

given ... to the pulp and paper industries and other large conversion units, 

especially the great integrated organizations, because of their relative sta-

bility, the enormous investment required for their establishment, their con-

tinuous prosecution of research and development of new and better uses 

for wood, their ability to off er continuous, profi table employment, the 

support of communities, and their direct and indirect contributions to the 

Provincial taxation structure.” 

Ecological Improvement and the Normalbaum

Also a rationale for creating secure tenure rights was the idea that they 

would help secure sustained yield forestry, not only by encouraging fi rms 

to be less geographically mobile but also by encouraging them to reforest 

cutover lands. More generally, fi rms were expected to manage the lands to 

which they now had enduring rights in a more rational, predictable, and 

ostensibly renewable fashion. Linking community stability, forest regenera-

tion, and property rights, Sloan (1945, 144, emphasis added) wrote, “The 

allocation or reserve of Crown timber for units of industry would serve 

two purposes: First, it would enable the operator to maintain production 

from the cut of mature Crown timber during the period necessary to re-

stock his own land; secondly, the combined area of the private and Crown 

acreage should, on the second rotation, produce enough timber on a sus-

tained-yield basis to maintain production of the unit in perpetuity, perhaps 

not at the peak of capacity, but suffi  cient to ensure a profi table operation 
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with consequent benefi t to those communities dependent upon the perma-

nence of the industry.” Institutionalization of sustained yield forestry was 

considered a key achievement of the fi rst inquiry, one that echoed and re-

inforced parallel developments in US forest policy (Robbins 1982; Wilson 

1988; Rajala 1998; Bridge and McManus 2000).

 In seeking to transform BC’s forests, the Sloan Commission reports em-

braced a second notion of improvement, one that was decidedly more 

ecological. Specifi cally, sustained yield forestry would entail replacement of 

nominally wild (i.e., not transformed by human labour) and unproductive 

forests with rationalized, productive forests. In this argument — although 

discursively echoing Locke’s link between labour, private and exclusive 

property rights, and the improvement of land — the Sloan Commission 

reports also drew heavily on European and specifi cally Prussian traditions 

in scientifi c forest management and the ideal of the domesticated, ordered, 

and rational landscape of the Normalbaum.

 The Normalbaum ideal emerged most directly from the Prussian and 

German traditions of scientifi c forestry, which in turn were a product of 

cameralism (Kameralwissenschaft) and its emphasis on scientifi c state admin-

istration of lands and populations. This paradigm of scientifi c forest ration-

alization conceptualized the forest in machine-like terms, abstracted from 

particular social and ecological contexts and subject to improvement and 

perfectibility via scientifi c forest management prescriptions (Scott 1998; 

Ciancio and Nocentini 2000). Cameralism became hugely infl uential in 

colonial forest administration, travelling the world via professional and col-

onial administrative networks during the late nineteenth and early twenti-

eth centuries (Rajan 2006). Introduced in substantial measure by professional 

foresters trained in the German tradition, this paradigm also transformed 

North American forestry after the turn of the twentieth century (Clawson 

and Sedjo 1983; Demeritt 2001).

 The central idea of orthodox sustained yield management is to convert 

natural forests into an ideal form of forest, one that has been defi ned as “an 

ideally constituted forest with such volumes of trees of various ages so distrib-

uted and growing in such a way that they produce equal annual volumes 

of produce which can be removed continually without detrimental impacts 

to future production” (Brasnett 1953, 16, emphasis added). Ostensibly both 

simple and elegant, the principle involves organizing a given forest into 

even-aged monoculture stands of commercially signifi cant tree species. 

Each stand is harvested at a prescribed age — the rotation age — so that 
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the total annual harvest from the whole forest remains constant over time 

(Fernow 1902; Society of American Foresters 1944). Refl ecting the wide-

spread infl uence of this idea in scientifi c forestry of the day, Sloan (Sloan 

1945, 24, emphasis added) wrote in his fi rst report that “the vast extent of 

our productive Coast acreage now occupied by mature and overmature 

timber illustrates the unbalance of our forest resources. These virgin forests are 

static and making no net growth and must be replaced by growing trees if 

we are to progress to within any reasonable distance of the ideal or normal 

forest cover.”

 It is notable that Sloan’s language conveys negative connotations associ-

ated with old-growth forests, sentiments that are at odds with contempor-

ary sensibilities, both environmentalist and scientifi c, that recognize such 

forests as aesthetically beautiful and biologically rich (Franklin 1989a, 

1989b; Swanson and Franklin 1992; Marcot et al. 1994; Shannon and 

Johnson 1994; Marcot and Thomas 1997). In contrast, for Sloan, liquidating 

old growth and converting it to young growth would constitute a distinct 

improvement. An essentially static forest would be replaced with one al-

ways growing (i.e., adding commercially useful wood volumes) and sup-

plying wood at the maximum sustainable volume over time.

 The idea that a forest could be so converted draws on simple and ele-

gant (though highly problematic) assumptions about the growth profi le of 

forest stands under idealized (i.e., not actual) growing conditions. Generally 

speaking, the largely old-growth forests that typifi ed BC at the time of the 

Sloan Commissions and that have since become a cause célèbre among 

environmentalists are characterized by stands with many trees at an ad-

vanced age adding little, if any, net wood volume and by many trees that 

are either dead or dying (Swanson and Franklin 1992; Marcot et al. 1994; 

Prudham 2005). By contrast, a normal forest is one converted so that all 

trees older than a prescribed age, which corresponds to their maximum 

annual growth rate, have been harvested. The scientifi c principle behind 

this prescription is that once the maximum annual growth rate or incre-

ment has been passed, the tree should be harvested and replaced with 

younger trees since the annualized average growth rate has been maxi-

mized and will subsequently decline. Managing forest stands in this man-

ner on a perpetual basis will result in the maximum wood volume yield 

over — a commercial (and ostensibly ecological) improvement.

 Managing individual stands within a prescribed forest area or region so 

that an equal aggregate volume can be harvested each year also means that 
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(in theory) a constant non-declining, even fl ow of timber can be obtained 

from the forest more generally. While one stand is cut one year, another 

stand reaches culmination age the next year; harvesting pressure relocates 

within the forest while the previously harvested stand is allowed to re-

generate, and so on. For any given volume of harvest required, a prescribed 

area of forest (given constant and known growth rates) can sustain this 

volume in perpetuity. This calculation is the basis of the idea of working 

circles that sustain mills or clusters of mills within a particular geographical 

setting on a ongoing basis. A normal forest, then, is actually a collection of 

forest stands at diff erent ages, managed to yield a constant volume over 

time: the sustained yield (Demeritt 2001).

 The Normalbaum prescription also equated ecological improvement 

with considerable ecological simplifi cation. Old-growth stands, by con-

trast, are typically characterized by a diversity of tree species, not all of 

which are commercially valuable or desirable. Thus, for instance, in coastal 

BC, one can fi nd mixes of commercially attractive species such as Douglas 

fi r, western hemlock, western red cedar, Sitka spruce, and true fi r but also 

less commercially desirable species of coniferous and deciduous trees. The 

Normalbaum prescribes the replacement of diverse, multi-species stands of 

trees with monocultures, a practice that very much (and by no accident) 

resembles an industrial agricultural setting rationalized for the production 

of a single crop (Scott 1998). Since all the trees in a stand would ideally be 

of the same age and species, they would be more likely to need the same 

management treatment (e.g., thinning, pruning, and herbicidal treatments), 

and this possibility would allow for not only more effi  cient but also more 

intensive forms of management.

 In the Normalbaum model, the stands were not simply improved by 

being rationalized, however. Improvement was also defi ned by social and 

economic optimization that linked constant harvest volumes with predict-

ability and stability in the forest sector. In BC, this type of optimization en-

tailed the widespread conversion of largely old-growth or late-successional 

forests to those corresponding to the Normalbaum model. In this respect, 

embrace of sustained yield forestry endorsed by the Sloan Commissions 

(particularly the fi rst) drew not only on the German and Prussian tradition 

of scientifi c forestry but also on innovations developed by the likes of for-

ester E.J. Hanzlik in the 1920s (Hanzlik 1922; Perry, Vaux, and Dennis 1983) 

to convert massive areas and volumes of over-mature forests to the ideal-

ized model.
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Producing Nature: Use and Exchange

The introduction of sustained yield forest regulation, combined with the 

establishment of new regimes of tenure that conferred exclusive and en-

during rights of access to forests for private capital, entailed nothing less 

than a dramatic, province-spanning exercise in the active production of 

nature in the image and service of the commodity. The province’s forests 

would be remade in the image of the commodity by specifi cally tying the 

age profi le and the types of trees regenerated to a market imperative. Forest 

management was transformed into a singular commitment to the goal of 

generating the maximum volume of merchantable wood. In short, the pre-

scription was literally to liquidate old-growth forests and replace them 

with organic machines designed for commodity production.

 Neil Smith’s (2008) theory of the production of nature as a conjoined 

material and semiotic process of transformation is relevant in this context. 

For Smith, this combined process entails the literal production of bio-

physical nature in the sense of being physically transformed by and for 

commodity production and exchange, but it also entails the production of 

the idea or the ideology of nature seen in exchange value terms. Smith 

defi nes fi rst nature as that nature that is physically transformed and pro-

duced as and for commodity exchange, and he defi nes second nature as 

that nature that is increasingly understood epistemologically in commodity 

terms. Both rely on the transformation and re-articulation of nature in use 

and exchange value terms, particularly the ascendance of exchange value as 

the prism through which nature takes on both form and meaning.

 The Sloan Commissions constituted a globalist moment in that they 

crystallized reworked notions of use and exchange that would establish the 

discursive and institutional foundations of material transformations to 

come. These notions comprise highly interested, active, specifi c, selective, 

and postcolonial renderings of what a forest entails and what (and who) a 

forest is for. This reworking includes, for instance, the re-articulation of 

forests through a process of ecological exchange and transformation that 

moves generally from complexity to simplicity and involves the discursive 

erasure of the interrelated physical and biological elements of the actually 

existing, uneven geographies of forests.

 The displacement of a tangible, place-specifi c forest with a forest in the 

image of a generic idea of a forest is in itself a globalizing moment. The 

idea of the Normalbaum travelled over signifi cant time and space — 
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through complex networks of transformations, institutions, and social rela-

tions — to arrive in BC as a template for forest management and 

transformation in the postwar period. And inasmuch as its arrival signifi ed 

the exchange of a seemingly placeless and generic ecology for a place-

bound and specifi c ecology, the institutionalization of the Normalbaum 

represented an erasure of place by space of the sort that, as has been argued, 

is quintessential to globalization. Put simply and in crude terms, land (and 

thus nature) must be known if and as it is owned.13 Returning to 

Macpherson (1978), if property rights must have a moral basis in order to 

be seen as legitimate, and if nature’s improvement is a key basis of this 

argument, then knowledge claims about the real and imagined natures to 

be improved are central elements of the moral economy of property.

 I do not suggest, of course, that the movement and translation of gener-

alized prescriptions for scientifi c forest management from Germany to 

British Columbia via colonial and postcolonial networks of scientifi c for-

estry and state administration were simple matters. Scholarship tracking 

such movements clearly indicates that local uptake of scientifi c forestry 

regimes involved active negotiation, not least to accommodate the local 

biophysical and social context (see, e.g., Rajan 2006; Vandergeest and 

Peluso 2006a, 2006b). As mentioned, the so-called old-growth problem 

alone, not to mention persistent challenges in achieving successful forest 

regeneration and rationalized growth in a new setting, required locally 

adapted strategies (see, e.g., Rajala 1998; Prudham 2003). Nevertheless, it 

seems to me quite important and profound that the embrace of the 

Normalbaum meant the embrace of an abstracted idea of a forest and its 

instantiation or “fi xing” into a forested landscape that initially bore little 

resemblance to this idea. This is a critical facet of the dialectic of move-

ment and fi xity involved in the establishment of a spatio-ecological fi x that 

made BC forests available for commodity production and exchange.

 It is also important to emphasize that cutting old-growth stands diverse 

in both the age and species of trees and replacing them with even-aged 

monocultures represented a dramatic ecological conversion that had im-

plications not only for the types of trees present but also for the entire 

ecosystems of which they were a part. Species that were dependent largely 

or uniquely on old-growth stands (e.g., the northern spotted owl) were 

actively managed out of existence when the prescriptions of the Normal-

baum model were implemented. This logic of exchange as ecological 

simplifi cation has since become one of the most controversial features of 
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conventional sustained yield management in both the United States and 

Canada as forest types have been converted to younger and ecologically 

simplifi ed communities. British Columbia’s so-called war in the woods 

and similar confl icts in the western United States erupted in response to 

dwindling old-growth habitat and were fuelled by growing scientifi c 

documentation of some of the actual ecological implications (see, e.g., 

Wilson 1998; Bridge and McManus 2000; Braun 2002; Prudham 2005). 

Viewed increasing through the lens of less strictly commodity-driven en-

vironmental science and new environmental sensibilities, the use value of 

old growth has been redefi ned. This helps us to see in retrospect, however, 

that one of the dominant logics of the Normalbaum idea was precisely to 

defi ne the use value of old growth as an exchange value, one that would 

see not only trees converted into commodities but also forest ecosystems 

converted into biological engines of commodity production. Thus the 

Sloan Commissions’ vision for rational scientifi c management drew on an 

articulation of use and exchange that strongly echoed Locke’s equation of 

exchange value with use value (via production for exchange) in his justifi -

cation of enclosure.

 In keeping with the parallel, it is important to understand that, in the 

context of the Sloan Commissions, this globalist moment was indeed an 

enclosure that involved not only the territorialization of some claims to 

the land but also the active displacement and denial (exclusion) of others. 

In particular, Sloan’s articulation of a set of use values as ecological and 

economic exchanges eff ectively displaced more direct forms of use, in-

cluding alternative values tied to the cultural and social reproduction of 

BC’s First Nations.

 Indeed, the idealist renderings of scientifi c sustained yield forestry, as 

Braun (2002) discusses, seldom mentioned (and by their silence helped to 

reproduce and consolidate) the removal of First Nations from their lands 

and the erasure of First Nations claims to land. Resurgent nationalism in 

recent decades among First Nations in BC, including the reassertion of 

land claims, had drawn attention to the ways in which the commissions 

were not only a key globalist moment but, in so being, also helped to se-

cure the territorialization of postcolonial state authority by entrenching 

the marginalization of Aboriginal peoples. This perspective highlights what 

Vandergeest and Peluso (2001), in the context of Dutch and British col-

onial territories in Southeast Asia, call the political forest. They refer to the 

link between the emergence of modern regimes of professional, scientifi c 

coleman.indd   98coleman.indd   98 08/01/2011   7:08:08 PM08/01/2011   7:08:08 PM



99

Making Forests “Normal”

forest management in colonial settings and the spatial deepening or inter-

nal territorialization of colonial authority. This process occurs not least via 

the conversion from customary and informal regimes of property rights 

and administration to more modern and formal regimes governing access 

to and control over forests (see also Vandergeest and Peluso [1995] and the 

Introduction to this volume).

 From this perspective, the establishment of property and management 

regimes over forests in postwar BC must not be seen in terms of the famil-

iar dichotomy of states or markets. Instead, state power and authority were 

territorialized through the creation and administration of private prop-

erty rights and scientifi c forest management, processes that simultaneously 

made forests available for commodity production and solidifi ed post-

colonial territorial claims. In this complex set of transformations, auton-

omy as a set of claims to resources and territory was articulated, on the one 

hand, in terms of access rights for private capital and, on the other, in terms 

of an administrative logic of governmentality in which forested landscapes 

became the objects of an overarching scientifi c forestry elite embedded 

within and constitutive of the postcolonial administrative state.

Conclusion

British Columbia’s Sloan Commissions on forestry represented an ex-

tended, globalist moment in which the institutional foundations of con-

temporary forest access rights and regulatory regimes were “made.” In part, 

this was accomplished through discursive “work” to defi ne and establish 

the legitimacy of rights of access that were both enduring and exclusive. 

Sloan fi rst reasoned that secure, exclusive, and ultimately transferable rights 

to forests, when conferred on forest capital, would help cement the eco-

nomic and social future of BC’s communities in the hinterland by provid-

ing them with stable income and employment from the manufacture of 

forest products. In this sense, the political and social logic of improvement 

served as a rationale for how the political economy of forest access and 

forest regulation would be organized. At the same time, the logic of eco-

logical improvement was applied directly to the forests, a process that 

would see them rationalized, tamed, and modernized via the prescriptions 

of the Normalbaum ideal in the tradition of European scientifi c forest 

management. For Sloan, the constant timber harvests guaranteed by sus-

tained yield regulation and private capital investment would secure the 
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future of forestry communities. At the same time, sustained yield forestry 

would produce (or, more accurately, reproduce) forests in the image of 

highly rationalized, ordered, socio-ecological landscapes tailored to the 

needs of industrial forest management and commodity production. Nature 

would literally be retooled, engineered for commodity production and 

exchange through its material and semiotic transformation from wild, 

chaotic, and ineffi  cient old-growth stands to tamed, rationalized, and effi  -

cient wood factories. Responsibility for prescribing and overseeing the 

sustained yield project would fall to the postcolonial state, whose territor-

ialization was a spatio-temporal fi x for commodity production that also 

consolidated exclusion of First Nations from their ancestral lands.

 This broad architecture of postwar, globalist forestry has prevailed in 

British Columbia, more or less intact, since the mid-twentieth century and 

the days of the Sloan Commissions. It has proven extremely diffi  cult for 

opponents to undo, despite entrenched opposition from environmental 

and community activists, deteriorating economic conditions in forest-

dependent communities in the hinterland, and renewed claims to the land 

among First Nations, which have been bolstered by the Supreme Court of 

Canada’s extension of Aboriginal title to the province in Calder (1973). 

Contemporary attempts to establish community forestry, for instance, have 

diffi  culty off ering anything close to the livelihood promise contained in the 

deal proposed by Sloan for forest workers and forest-dependent commun-

ities (Prudham 2008). Moreover, the legacy of exclusive access rights to 

provincial and nominally public lands held largely by integrated and power-

ful forestry fi rms is a diffi  cult obstacle for critics of globalist forestry to 

overcome. Perhaps more than any other facet of the Sloan Commission 

paradigm, it is the property claims that endure and continue to structure the 

dynamics of movement and fi xity and, more generally, the conditions of 

possibility for BC’s forested lands and political and cultural claims to them.
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