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Background:
The North American Forest Commission (NAFC) is one of six regional forestry commissions established by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations between 1947 and 1959.  The NAFC member countries-Canada, Mexico and the United State of America-held their first meeting in 1961and twenty-five sessions have been held biennially since.  The organization of NAFC consists of: 1) Commissioners: the heads of the national forestry agency in each member country, who guide the work of the Commission, 2) Bureau of Alternates (BOA): appointed by the Commissioners to facilitate the business aspects of NAFC, plan meeting agendas, and monitor and coordinate the activities of the Working Groups, 3) Working Groups: consist of subject area specialist who work on technical, policy, or research issues. Working Group members are representatives from all three member countries and can be recruited from government, universities, NGOs or the private sector.  The Working Groups serve as a technical forum in their respective subject areas and do not formulate continental policies.  Currently, there are 8 Working Groups who report annually to the BOA and present activity reports at the Commission meetings.

The Silviculture Working Group was established in 1978.  The mission of this Working Group is the synthesis, development and dissemination of knowledge and technology on silvicultural strategies, systems and practices for North American forests to improve the quality of human life. The most critical function of the Group is maintaining cooperation among the three countries in promoting silvicultural practices to ensure that diverse, healthy forests continue to supply needed goods and services.  The Group also collaborates with other NAFC Working Groups to adjust current silvicultural guidelines to address goals of: forest health, adding value, invasive species, fires resistance, maintaining genetic diversity, forest rehabilitation and climate change.

In 2008, the NAFC targeted some priority issues for the Working Groups to address.  The Silviculture Working Group volunteered to take the lead in identifying problems and issues related to “Forest sector competitiveness.”  The SWG sponsored and facilitated a workshop in November 2010, to generate ideas regarding the development of an integrated forest management approach to foster the competitiveness of the NA forest sector.  Workshop themes considered the influences of ecological, economic and climatic dynamics on the living forest.  Presentations and discussions focused on including forests in the value chain to allow for consideration of optimizing fiber value from markets to products and back to raw material.  Workshop format was interactive with 5 invited presenters and facilitated gap analysis by participants.  The workshop was co-sponsored by SAF and held in Albuquerque NM in conjunction with the SAF 2010 National Convention.



What we learned:
One key to sustainable forest management is to maintain a high level of economic value for the products and services provided by forests.  Wood is a global commodity and because forests are renewable, forest sustainability is not determined on the basis of simple short-term economics (Shifley, 2006).  While North America contains about 17% of global forest area it accounts for about 39% of the value added to forest products (FAO 2005).  Canada, USA and Mexico rank third, fourth and twelfth, respectively among the most forested countries in the world.  However, landownership patterns vary significantly among the three countries.  Canada is over 90% publicly owned and Mexico and the USA are primarily private ownerships.  Community forest owners, or ejidos, control 80% of Mexico’s native forest resource (Bray et. al 2006) and 39% of USA forests are privately owned (Birch, 1996). The United States and Mexico are net importers of wood and Canada is a net exporter of wood products with 71% of these to the USA (Haynes 2003).
About 20% (245,000 ha) of the forest area in NA is considered to be “primary forest” where there is minor influence from humans; over 60% of this acreage is in Canada.  Alternatively, 67% of the 38 million ha of NA planted forest, occurs in the USA as plantations, with only 24% estimated in Canada. Although many trees are planted annually in Canada, there is no distinction between afforestation, reforestation or mandatory replanting as part of silvicultural practices.  In Mexico, commercial forest plantations have traditionally been confined to small scale operations, however, government subsidies introduced in 1997 proposed a major expansion of plantations in order to reduce wood imports.  Current data indicate that approximately 156,000 ha of woody species have been established in Mexican plantations (Fierros González and Sosa Cedillo 2000).

Subsequent activities:
Subsequent annual meetings and field tours of the Silviculture Working Group have continued to address the theme of “Adding Value to Forests”.  In 2011, the Group visited several ejidos in the southern Yucatan peninsula of Mexico to learn about efforts to sustainably produce mahogany.  Those communities that harvested multiple products, including timber, from production forests provided the most socioeconomic benefits.  However, challenges were still being faced regarding marketing of higher-value lumber and logs on the international market.

In 2012, genetics and tree fiber research for adding value was addressed at a meeting in Quebec City, Canada.  The Group also toured the headquarters and laboratories of FPInnovations, a forestry research center specializing in designing integrated value chain optimization solutions to approach questions of value added.  These solutions are designed to allow companies to target certain tree features and growth parameters to target their customer’s needs in the appropriate market (www.fpinnovations.ca).

During July 2013, the Group joined the Walnut Council for their annual meeting in West Virginia and Pennsylvania, USA.  Tours of private woodlots included discussions with landowners focusing on silvicultural efforts towards quality hardwood management.  Challenges faced by owners in walnut plantation management and marketing of quality Appalachian hardwoods were also addressed.
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