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INTRODUCTION: CANADA’S HIGH-EMISSIONS
LOGGING SECTOR
A glaring omission in Canada’s climate policy is undermining the rigour and integrity
of the government’s climate commitments, leaving unaddressed the net greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions from one of the country’s highest-emitting sectors: the logging industry.
A new analysis of government data conducted by Nature Canada and the Natural
Resources Defense Council (NDRC)1 shows that the logging industry is one of Canada’s
major GHG emitters, with a footprint that’s equal to more than 10 percent of Canada’s
overall emissions. This figure, which is a conservative estimate, places the logging sector’s
GHG emissions on par with oil sands production2 and higher than emissions from
electricity generation.3 However, Canada does not clearly report the logging sector’s
emisions. Instead, logging emissions can only be calculated through a complex
process of piecing together official data dispersed across various government sources
(some of which are available only upon request). In addition, unlike its approach to
all other high-emitting sectors, the Government of Canada has not articulated a clear
strategy to reduce this sector’s emissions, effectively exempting the logging industry
from its keystone climate policies.
The exclusion of this high-emitting sector jeopardizes Canada’s climate ambition.
The government’s achievement of its commitment to reduce Canada’s emissions to
40 to 45 percent below 2005 levels by 2030 depends on a full and accurate accounting
of — and effective actions to reduce — emissions from all sectors of the economy.
The lack of recognition of the logging sector’s significant emissions also leads to a
fundamentally flawed basis for forest sector policy decisions, including forest carbon
regulation, perpetuating policy decisions grounded in the myth of logging’s carbon
neutrality and exempting the industry from accountability.
Canada’s climate leadership depends on a comprehensive accounting and mitigation of
impacts across all sectors. The atmosphere does not distinguish between emissions from
logging and those from fossil fuels and, by the government’s own numbers, the logging
industry ranks among Canada’s greatest climate liabilities. Canada should transparently
and accurately report logging emissions, addressing them alongside emissions from all
other high-emitting sectors in its 2030 Emissions Reduction Plan (ERP) and other policies.
This report outlines the key findings from the new Nature Canada and NRDC technical
report, and proposes key policy recommendations for the Government of Canada to
address the high level of GHG emissions from the logging sector. These recommendations
include: 1.) Transparently report the logging industry’s emissions; 2.) Develop a strategy
for reducing these emissions; 3.) Directly regulate the sector’s emissions; and 4.) Address
biases, flaws, and omissions in Canada’s logging emissions accounting.
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Boreal forest in Ontario
Credit: River Jordan for NRDC
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LOGGING EMISSIONS RIVAL THOSE FROM
OIL SANDS PRODUCTION
International scientists, including the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), have increasingly sounded the alarm about the devastating climate
ramifications of continuing to destroy primary forests (forests that have never been
industrially disturbed).4 Logging of primary forests, which have unique climate value,
incurs a carbon debt that persists for centuries, long past the timeframe for averting
catastrophic climate impacts.5
Each year, the logging industry clearcuts more than 550,000 hectares of forest across
Canada,6 equivalent to more than six NHL hockey rinks every minute, much of this
in primary forest areas.7 Over decades, industrial logging has reduced the average age
of Canada’s forests8 and eroded primary forest areas,9 decreasing the overall carbon
Canada’s forests store10— with the atmosphere seeing the difference.
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Clearcut in Ontario
Credit: River Jordan for NRDC

Despite having some of the most carbon-dense and expansive primary forests in
the world,11 as well as one of the largest logging industries, Canada is failing to
transparently report the net GHG emissions from its net logging emissions. Within its
annual GHG reporting to the United Nations and its 2030 ERP,12 Canada discloses
its net emissions from all other high-emitting sectors, but does not report any such
figure for industrial logging.
However, as outlined in a new technical analysis,13 the government’s own underlying
data, when pieced together, generates a clear picture of the true scope of the logging
industry’s climate impact—one that identifies the logging sector as one of C anada’s
major GHG emitters.
While the numbers to determine the sector’s impact are contained in government
materials, piecing them together to calculate logging’s net annual emissions is
exceedingly and unnecessarily complex. The data are scattered across an expansive
array of materials, with some only available upon request. In addition, the
government uses confusing, misleading, and inconsistent terminology, making the
process of calculating net emissions even more challenging.
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To represent net GHG emissions from logging, the technical analysis calculates
three components that, together, feed into the final number: First, it compiles the
total amount of forest carbon that is emitted or taken out of the forest upon logging.
Second, from that figure, it subtracts the net carbon that is not immediately released
to the atmosphere because it is stored in long-lived wood products. Third, it subtracts
forest carbon removals (i.e. the carbon the forest removes from the atmosphere) as the
forest regrows.14
According to the above calculations, using the government’s own data,
Canada’s logging industry is a high-emitting sector. In 2020, the logging
sector emitted 75 megatonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent (Mt CO2e),
which is equal to more than 10 percent of Canada’s total GHG emissions
(see Figure 1).15 In fact, net logging emissions in Canada were higher than
emissions from oil sands operations in every year from 2005 to 2018 (the average
annual net emissions of logging were 82 Mt CO2e between 2015 and 2020, while
the average annual emissions of oil sands production were 78 Mt CO2e over that
same period — see Figure 2).
NET LOGGING EMISSIONS (Mt CO2e) IN 2020
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Figure 1: Canada’s 2020 net logging emissions. The left column depicts emissions and removals
associated with logging (emissions are positive, removals are negative). The right column
depicts the net (sum of) emissions and removals in the left column, showing logging as a
large net source of emissions in 2020.
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ANNUAL GHG EMISSIONS FROM LOGGING (NET) RELATIVE TO OTHER SECTORS
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Figure 2: A comparison of Canada’s net logging emissions (black line) with emissions from oil sands
operations (light grey) and electricity generation (dark grey) from 2005 to 2020.
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BIASES AND GAPS IN THE GOVERNMENT’S
ACCOUNTING OBSCURE AND DOWNPLAY
EMISSIONS
Instead of clearly reporting the logging industry’s net emissions as a stand-alone
figure, the Government of Canada provides calculations for forest-wide carbon
emissions, which it refers to as “combined net flux from Forest Land and Harvested
Wood Products.”16 This number includes forest GHG emissions and removals (i.e.
carbon removed from the atmosphere) from never-before-logged forest areas that are
entirely independent from the logging sector’s impact.
In calculating these forest-wide emissions, the government takes an inconsistent
approach to how it integrates the GHG emissions and removals from wildfires and
subsequent regrowth on non-logged forest land, which further obscures the logging
industry’s emissions impact. The result is a large, artificial carbon sink that, when
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combined with the logging industry’s emissions to generate a forest-wide emissions
calculation, effectively buries the industry’s impact. As a result, Canada can report its
“combined net flux” as roughly carbon neutral, with the logging industry’s emissions
a hidden subset of that figure.17

4

TRUE LOGGING EMISSIONS ARE LIKELY
UNDERESTIMATED
When assembled, the government’s data paints a clear picture of the logging
industry’s climate footprint, which should be addressed in the government’s climate
strategy. However, it should be noted that the net logging emissions, as calculated
above, likely understate the industry’s full climate impact. Government data omit a
number of factors essential to a comprehensive emissions profile. For example, the
calculations above are based on logging data from provinces and territories, which
recent whistleblower testimony has called into question.18 The government’s inventory
also excludes key forest and logging dynamics essential to a comprehensive emissions
calculation. For example, the government does not include the carbon impact of
“logging scars,” areas where the forest remains essentially barren even 20 to 30 years
following logging.19 It also does not include non-CO2 GHG emissions from logging,
such as methane.20

Logging scars from a clearcut from 1989, with scars covering approximately 13% of the clearcut area.
Credit: © Google Earth, with original site documentation from Trevor Hesselink, Wildlands League
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS: ACCURATELY
REPORT LOGGING EMISSIONS AND ACT TO
REDUCE THEM
Canada’s failure to transparently and accurately report the logging sector’s net
GHG emissions has perpetuated inaccurate claims about logging’s carbon neutrality,
undermined the integrity of the government’s 2030 Emissions Reduction Plan (ERP),
and spurred broader policy choices that unjustifiably approach logging’s climate
impact as fundamentally different from that of the fossil fuel industry. The erasure of
logging’s climate impact has also obscured the opportunities for Canada to advance
its 2030 climate goals with regulations that incentivize emissions reductions through
forest protection and more sustainable logging practices.
The following policy recommendations would help the Government of Canada to
align its reporting and regulation of emissions from the logging industry with its
stated climate goals:

1. TRANSPARENTLY REPORT THE LOGGING INDUSTRY’S NET ANNUAL GHG EMISSIONS
Canada should transparently report in its annual inventory the net annual
emissions from the logging industry, as it does for all other high-emissions sectors.

2. DEVELOP A STRATEGY TO REDUCE THE LOGGING INDUSTRY’S EMISSIONS IN ALIGNMENT
WITH THE GOVERNMENT’S BROADER EMISSIONS REDUCTION COMMITMENTS
Canada should develop a strategy for reducing emissions from the logging
industry, as it has done for all other high-emitting industries. This entails
accurately representing the logging sector in its ERP, ensuring that these
emissions, like those from all other high-emitting sectors, are addressed in
Canada’s strategy to lower its emissions to 40-45 percent below 2005 levels
by 2030. Doing so will not only ensure that Canada is truly achieving its
stated goal, but will hold the logging industry to the same standard as all
other sectors. It will also help to incentivize companies to adopt climatefriendlier logging practices, creating opportunities for Canada to lead globally
as a source for more sustainable forest products, and will more accurately
value primary forest protection (including through Indigenous Protected and
Conserved Areas) within Canada’s policy frameworks.
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3. PURSUE LOGGING INDUSTRY EMISSIONS REDUCTIONS THROUGH DIRECT REGULATION
OF THE SECTOR
Canada’s strategy to address the climate impact from industrial logging should
encompass direct regulation of its emissions, including the pricing of emissions
from the burning of biomass under the Output-Based Pricing System (OBPS).
This would align the biomass sector with Canada’s approach to all other energy
sources. The current exclusion of wood combustion from the OBPS effectively
functions as an industry subsidy, allowing the biomass sector,21 which produces
plants and plant by-products to be burned for energy, to externalize the climate
cost of its operations.
The prioritization of direct regulation would also entail a reexamination by
the federal government of its regime for forest-based carbon offsets under the
Greenhouse Gas Offset Credit System. Given that the logging industry is itself
a significant contributor to Canada’s emissions, avoided logging operations or
removals from tree planting following logging should not be offered up as credits
to “cancel out” emissions from other industries, but rather should be treated as
part of the overall emissions footprint Canada needs to reduce. In other words,
just as the high-emitting oil and gas industry is not allowed to claim credits from
leaving oil and gas reserves unexploited, the high-emitting logging industry
should not be allowed to claim credits from unexploited or replanted forests.

4. FIX BIASES, OMISSIONS, AND OTHER FLAWS IN FOREST CARBON ACCOUNTING

6

In reporting the logging industry’s emissions, Canada should align its accounting
practices with IPCC guidelines, correcting the bias in how how it accounts for
natural disturbances in its current “combined net-flux” figure. Canada should
also address other gaps in its forest carbon accounting to improve the accuracy
of its reported annual logging emissions, for example by including the carbon
impact of logging scars, integrating methane and other non-CO2 GHGs, and
ensuring the accuracy of logging rates reported by provinces.

CONCLUSION
The obfuscation of the carbon impact from industrial logging doesn’t change the
industry’s climate cost–it simply places it on other sectors, the public, and the global
community. It also stymies meaningful solutions to achieving a climate-safe future.
Acknowledging and regulating logging emissions will create new emissions reduction
pathways and build in the proper incentives for mitigating climate impacts and
driving economic innovation. In recognizing the true climate cost of business-as-usual
logging, Canada will not only fill a critical gap in its climate plan, but also open up
opportunities for climate mitigation and more sustainable economies–creating critical
new pathways for Canada to lead.
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