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Lauren Quist 
Hearst Forest Management 
RPF, Project and Planning Forester 

 
December 3, 2019 

 
RE:  HCVF report review – Hearst Forest 

 
Dear Lauren: 

 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide input into your assessment of Criteria 9 in the FSC 
Standard, the “High Conservation Value Forest in the Hearst Forest” (Version 2.3, January 
2019) and “Management Strategies and Monitoring Plan for High Conservation Values (August 
2018)”. 

 
It has been several years since Ontario Nature has engaged in Forest Stewardship Council 
(FSC) audits in northeastern Ontario. Organizationally, we chose to focus our limited resources 
on negotiations regarding the development of the new National Standard, advisory roles on the 
National Risk Assessment and Sustainable Intensification Forums and providing strategic 
advice through membership on the FSC Canada Board of Directors. This year we are shifting 
our focus back to forest management certification, and in particular, determining where we can 
best add our expertise as Certificate Holders implement the new Standard. In addition, we are 
collaborating with the staff of Bird Studies Canada, who have experience and background 
relating to relevant bird biology, forest management practices, and conservation in Ontario. 

 
As you know, the FSC Boreal Standard will be phased out and the new National Standard will 
be phased in over 2020. We have tried to focus our comments with an eye on that transition to 
make the best use of our capacity. Since we are just in the process of re-initiating our forest 
management level work on FSC, we hope to be able to set up a face to face meeting with staff 
of the Hearst Forest to go over our observations and advice in more detail, and to hear 
responses and insights directly from HFMI. We consider this letter to be the beginning of a 
dialogue on HCV and HCV areas, as both our knowledge of high conservation values and our 
understanding of the potential opportunities and constraints of the new National Standard will 
continue to evolve. 

 
The following are our key observations, to date: 

 
HCVF Assessment (Indicator 9.1.1) 
First, we appreciate the significant amount of work that has been undertaken to identify HCVs 
on the Hearst Forest. As noted, we are using the new National Standard for context in our 
comments, acknowledging that some of these may not have been requirements in the Boreal 
Standard. 
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Suggestion: We suggest that the HCVF report should put more focus on providing a description 
of HCVs “that clearly reports on the presence of the values, their location (if not confidential), 
status, and as much as possible, and information on habitat and other key resources that 
support these values”. We’ve noticed throughout the identification document that there is a 
significant amount of text dedicated to either: 1) how forestry operations do not affect the value, 
or, 2) how forestry operations already accommodate the value. We would like to see the 
assessment be clearly differentiated from the management and monitoring strategies.  
For each HCV, The statement, "xxx is an HCV" has been moved up before the discussion of risk 
on the Hearst Forest.  
Further, in regard to interpretation of “scale, intensity and risk” of the HCV or HCV area, the 
Standard suggests that “risk” is associated with whether or not operations (including roads) may 
put the value at risk, not whether or not there is a strategy or approach in place to mitigate that 
risk.  
I used the FSC Standard Glossary's definition of Risk - a function of probability and seriousness 
(severity) - added Risk as a headline, and organized the text to address probability and severity.   
Management strategies are designed to reduce probability and severity.  Therefore they are 
integral to any discussion of Risk.  
If mitigation approaches are already included in these definitions, the result can be a rather 
circular argument, where there is little room to comment on whether or not we think the 
mitigation strategy is sufficient. 
 
Suggestion: We suggest that the section on Boreal Caribou should present a more objective 
assessment that reflects risk identified through peer-reviewed science, which is independent of 
mitigation/management strategies. For example, the report states that… “because they are very 
susceptible to predation, it is assumed that Boreal Caribou is sensitive to the creation of linear 
features such as roads, pipelines and hydro corridors that, like rivers in winter, can be used as 
travel corridors by predators to increase the efficiency of their hunting”. In our opinion, this 
tentative language is insufficient. There is a significant body of published literature that has 
shown that predators do, in fact, use these corridors to achieve greater access and hunting 
efficiency. 

 Added recent science around ground lichen (pg 22). 
 
We suggest that the wording in this paragraph be changed to … “Based on published research 
in other jurisdictions (e.g., James et al. 2000, Lathan et al. 2011, Dickie et al. 2017, and many 
others, including Ontario), it is expected that Boreal Caribou are also sensitive to linear features 
in the Heart Forest, such as….”  
I added the above wording (p22)  
 
Further, in Ontario, the evidence of caribou re-occupying previously harvested habitat is limited 
(e.g., mainly areas which were previously horse-logged and did not have the same density of 
logging access roads, for example). In terms of whether or not these patches are indeed 
“suitable” (instead of just usable) would depend on monitoring of population dynamics (e.g., are 
the calves within these patches surviving to reproductive age). The wording in this paragraph 
should be changed to “Based on re-occupancy of some previously logged areas in Ontario (e.g., 
cite the studies this assumption is based on), it is expected that harvesting will temporarily make 
areas unsuitable for caribou habitat for, at least, the first 40 years. Additional monitoring is 
required to determine whether or not this is the case on the Hearst Forest”. An alternative would 
be to preface the statement with “According to MNRF OLT models …” if there aren’t relevant 
studies to cite. 
I added descriptions of actual caribou re-occupancy on the Hearst and Gordon Cosens Forest, 
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and provincial generalizations (p22). Let's discuss. 
 
Suggestion: The report states that Short-eared Owls have not been observed on the forest, 
which may be correct but is not evidence of absence, per se. For context, determining the 
presence of owls through most survey protocols is often very limited as owls are most active at 
night (or sometimes twilight for this species), whereas most breeding bird surveys occur in the 
morning. As far as we know, they aren’t a target species for the Nocturnal Owl Survey. Short- 
eared owls, in particular, are also relatively silent, making detection even more challenging. 
Therefore, it is likely that owls (including other species) have not been sufficiently surveyed, and 
abundances may be underestimated. 
Owls have been widely photographed and reported by local birders over the years, and 
population trends noted, e.g. years of 'owl explosions'.  I added suggested text re silence and 
difficulty of detection (p9) 

 
Suggestion: In the Methodology section of the HCV report (p.5) the following statement does 
not reflect the best available information: “Two values were rated “Potential HCV” because their 
populations are at concerningly low levels, but they are migratory, and their summer habitat is 
abundant/increasing.” According to the table ‘Summary of High Conservation Values on the 
Hearst Forest’ (p.2), the two species listed under ‘Potential HCV’ are i) Bay-breasted Warbler 
and ii) Eastern Cougar.’ Bay-breasted Warblers are migratory but their preferred habitat is not 
necessarily increasing. Although the species has expanded its habitat use to early regenerating 
forest, Bay-breasted Warblers were originally considered be an old-growth specialist species 
(Venier, Holmes, Williams, 2011) – a forest type which is often not as abundant as early 
regeneration forest. 
 
I used the OLCP recommendation as to preferred forest types used by B-B Warblers.  These 
types (hardwoods and mixed spruce-fir-cedar ) are stable or increasing. (p30) Let's discuss. 
 
 
Suggestion: We suggest removing the following statement from the ‘Description of the Hearst 
Forest’ on pg. 6: “The forests of northern Ontario...tend to house generalist species that are very 
resilient, rather than sensitive ‘niche’ or ‘specialist’ species.” This sentence could be misleading 
and needlessly generalized because boreal forests support many specialist species too, such 
as woodpeckers with specific nesting/foraging requirements and breeding grounds for aerial 
insectivores and interior forest specialists such as Olive-sided Flycatcher. These specialist 
species are also part of boreal forest ecosystem function. Resource development may disrupt 
spatial homogeneity and temporal stability of boreal plant communities and create novel 
ecosystems which favour generalists but less so specialists (Mayor et al., 2015). You could 
consider stating, “however, while fewer in number, there are also sensitive ‘niche” and 
“specialist” species” instead of the “rather” statement. 
 
I rewrote the text to be clearer (p6), and removed the word 'generalist' throughout.  
 
Suggestion: In the Hearst forest, there may be wetlands which could potentially host Black 
Tern. The HCV report stated that, for Black Terns, wetlands “are not altered or developed” and 
that “forest operations are not likely to impact this species.” (p. 14) We think these sentences 
could be misleading as forest operations may indirectly affect wetlands despite the 15m buffer 
around wetlands/lakes/rivers. We suggest the wording might be changed to wetlands are “not 
drained” instead of “not altered”. 
 
  "Not altered" is a more accurate description of the impact of forest operations on wetlands on 
this Forest than omitting it. Text added (p14) Let's discuss. 
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Suggestion: The report states that Canada Warbler populations are strongly linked to Spruce 
Budworm cycles as per the paper published by Sleep et al. 2009. However, a subsequent paper 
by Venier et al. 20121 showed that there is little evidence  to support this suggestion, specifically 
because Sleep et al. 2009 used data with an insufficient number of Canada Warbler 
observations to predict trends, and the data were collected over short time periods. Therefore, it 
is currently unknown how Canada Warbler populations are linked to spruce budworm. We 
suggest removing the text related to Canada Warbler and Spruce Budworm throughout the 
document (including in the discussion related to Bay-breasted Warbler), or at least re-phrase 
the text to state that the linkage is questionable or currently unknown. From our perspective, the 
focus of the HCV report should be primarily on habitat fragmentation, loss, and degradation, as 
there are significant concerns about losses of Canada Warbler associated with loss or 
degradation of breeding habitat. This ensures that forest management practices do not dismiss 
declines in Canada Warbler populations as simply being part of the cyclical nature of Spruce 
Budworm outbreaks, which could delay management actions to protect Canada Warbler habitat. 

I omitted the references to spruce budworm re Canada Warbler (p 18) and Bay-B Warbler (p32). 
I noted the updated Venier science. p 32  
 

1 Venier, L., Holmes, S., Pearce, J. and Fournier, R. 2012. Misleading correlations: The case of the Canada warbler 
and spruce budworm. The Journal of Wildlife Management 76(2): 294-298 

 
 
HCV Engagement (Indicator 9.1.2) 
Hearst Forest reached out to us many months ago to have an opportunity to review and provide 
input on its HCV Assessment and HCV Management and Monitoring documents. Unfortunately, 
due to capacity constraints, we have not been able to fully engage with the company (i.e., we 
prefer having face to face meetings, as it’s our experience that there is nuance and local 
conditions to consider in reviewing HCV identification and management). We appreciate the 
efforts that Hearst Forest has made to engage us to date and look forward to a more in-depth 
discussion on any concerns/suggestions we have identified, as well as further exploration of the 
values and mitigation strategies, themselves. 

 
HCV (Indicator 9.2.1) 
Suggestion: In our opinion, the best available information has not been used in identifying 
threats to some HCVs. Specifically, in the wording of the management strategies and monitoring 
associated with barn swallow: “it is highly unlikely, and has not been observed, that a barn 
swallow would nest in a bridge or large culvert built by the forest industry, as they are remote 
from the human communities and structures which attract swallows.” Although there has been a 
significant shift in barn swallow nesting to human-occupied spaces, there are still natural nesting 
areas. The statement, as written in the report, could lead one to believe barn swallows only use 
culverts within human communities, which is not true. Barn swallows will use lakes / river 
shorelines / wetlands in areas away from human communities and could certainly use culverts 
and bridges away from built-up environments. In Thunder Bay, there have been reports of barn 
swallows nesting in caves, for example. Further, nesting nest sites aren’t the only important 
scale of habitat selection, for example, foraging areas are also important. 

 
I added a reference to use of natural environment and the Thunder Bay example (p12)
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HCV Engagement (Indicator 9.2.2) 
Suggestion: In our opinion, management strategies listed for the Olive-sided Flycatcher do not 
sufficiently apply the precautionary approach in order to effectively maintain and enhance 
HCVs. Without binoculars, a visual booklet of “Species at Risk” for forest operators is not 
particularly useful in identifying Olive-sided Flycatcher. Due to their small size, relatively drab 
colouring, and sporadic flight patterns, we find it unlikely that operators will find the species. 
Providing operators with training to recognize bird species at risk by song is a more reasonable 
measure of improving knowledge about Olive-sided Flycatcher distribution in the Hearst Forest 
and mitigating forest practices, when needed. We would be interested to see how HFMI is 
recording sightings from operators, including the frequency of observations. 
Agreed, there is no expectation that operators will find a flycatcher or a flycatcher nest. Let's 
discuss.  

 
HCV Strategies (Indicator 9.3.1) 
Suggestion: We don’t think there is sufficient evidence that strategies for maintaining and 
enhancing HCVs are proportionate to risk of management activities in the ‘Management 
Strategies and Monitoring’ for Olive-sided Flycatcher. We suggest the risk of forest practices be 
changed from ‘low’ to ‘moderate.’ There is a statement that “the residual trees they use and the 
flying insects they feed on tend to be plentiful after harvest (more than required) so the risk is 
low.” This statement suggests that food availability is the main limiting factor for survival and 
fails to discuss cumulative impacts of forest harvest such as: fragmentation of habitat, noise 
stress, disruption of communication between parent/young, and potential increases in foraging 
distances leading to increased risk of predation. 

 
Olive-sided Flycatchers are forest-associated songbirds that cannot use an open area with 
several individual trees as their territory; instead they require at minimum, patches of forest 
(approximately >1 ha) for shelter/cover requirements. Territorial songbirds, in general, defend 
their own geographic territory of about 2 ha during the breeding season in which they do not 
overlap with species whose habitat requirements are too similar. In a clear-cut, if only some 
residual trees and a 15m riparian buffer are left standing, the forest birds may experience over- 
competition, resource scarcity, and, as a result, lower breeding success. Predator abundance 
(including corvids) have been shown to increase with increasing human disturbance and linear 
features. For example, Robertson & Hutto (2007) showed harvested areas exhibit 50% declines 
in Olive-sided Flycatcher nesting success compared to burned forest, suggesting that “managed 
forests may be ‘ecological traps’ attracting OSFC (Olive-sided Flycatchers) to relatively poor- 
quality habitat.” 

 
Suggestion: In our opinion, management strategies listed for the Olive-sided Flycatcher are not 
enough to maintain and enhance HCVs. As most songbirds require a 2 ha territory of suitable 
habitat, it is unreasonable to expect that a 3 m no-harvest reserve will be enough to allow a 
mother songbird to successfully raise her young. The 3 m reserve may allow the parents to 
survive but due to increased predation in fragmented areas and less cover it is probable chicks 
would not survive. 

 
I added text about the significant amount of bypass and residual left behind post-harvest (7-year 
estim. 32% of block) We don't leave 3m reserves - ours are 15m one side and 30m the other side. 
Let's discuss.
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HCV (Indicator 9.3.2) 
Suggestion: In our experience, the proposed management strategies and monitoring plan for 
Common Nighthawk (p.3) will not be effective strategies at preventing and avoiding risk. The 
report suggests that since “Nighhawk’s tendency to aggressively defend their nest means if a 
nest is present, the adults will likely attack, reducing the chance of stepping on the camouflaged 
eggs.” This assumes that parent birds are always present to defend their nests when operations 
are underway. Females are the only incubators in these pairs, and they do take incubation 
breaks where they leave nests to forage. In addition, part of maintaining an HCV bird species is 
ensuring survival throughout multiple life stages, minimizing crushed eggs during the hatching 
period is only one requirement. Once eggs have hatched, nestlings (young) are also 
camouflaged – during this stage parents are often away from the nest foraging. Furthermore, 
parents also move the young (which is easy as there is no actual nest). We would like to see the 
management strategies better acknowledge and address this vulnerability.   
I added the MNRF's prescription in the FMP, designed to reduce risk to nesting birds. - let's 
discuss 

 
Additional Suggested Corrections/Additions: 

 
- Clearly distinguish between federal and provincial “at risk” designations (HCV report p. 

7). Labels added  
- Throughout the HCV report and management document the species ‘Northern Long- 

Nosed Bat’ is referred to. There is no such species in Canada and should be changed to 
the correct name: ‘Northern Long-eared Bat.’  Oops! Corrected 

- P.10 of the HCV report states that “the causal factors are as yet unknown” regarding 
declines in aerial insectivores. This sentence does not reflect the updated literature 
(Ontario.ca) where “loss of breeding / foraging habitat, destruction of nesting habitat, 
pesticide use, climate change and collision with vehicles” are all cited as causing the 
decline of these bird species. "Causal' was from OLCP.  I added text from Ontario.ca 
and from linked Recovery Strategy.  

- The HCV report for bank swallows (p.12) states “they are not a designated species at 
risk in Ontario,” when, in fact, Bank Swallows are a species at risk with the designation 
of ‘Threatened’ in both Ontario and Canada. Corrected 

- The HCV report for Olive-sided Flycatcher (p.7) shows that this species is of special 
concern in Ontario and in Canada. This is incorrect as this species is of special concern 
in Ontario, but has the designation of ‘Threatened’ in Canada as of 2007.  Corrected 

- The HCV report for bat species (p.20) states that the little brown bat has a “ubiquitous 
presence in Ontario.” FSC standard requires the best available information and scientific 
evidence shows there has been a 92% decline on average of this species (Ontario.ca). 
Certainly, it is not ubiquitous anymore. Reworded (p21) 

 
Additions: 

 
- The Ontario Reptile / Amphibian Atlas is a good source to consult for other species at 

risk that could be in the Hearst Forest. Ontario Nature is a key partner in this project, and 
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would be happy to provide information/advice when requested. For example, snapping 
turtles (Special Concern in Ontario) occur in the Hearst Forest according to the Ontario 
Nature Reptile/Amphibian Atlas. The species should be considered as an HCV. 

 
In addition, for Indicator 6.4, we have a few observations. We have now assessed over 100 
candidate protected areas (CPAs) identified through FSC certification processes in Ontario (12 
of these sites are within the Hearst Forest). Based on our evaluation process and criteria (which 
we can share in more depth in future communications and/or a face to face meeting), we ranked 
two of your CPAs as having high conservation value / moderate-high threat of anthropogenic 
impacts. We ranked six of your CPAs as having moderate conservation value / moderate threat 
of anthropogenic impacts. Lastly, we ranked four of your CPAs as having low conservation 
value / moderate-low threat of anthropogenic impacts. These sites were either partially logged, 
poorly connected to other natural areas and/or lacking any evidence of species at risk or other 
notable species. 

 
Thanks again for the chance to provide input, and we hope to be able to meet soon to further 
discuss HCVs, and candidate protected areas in the Hearst Forest. 

 
Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Julee Boan, PhD 
Boreal Program Manager 
Ontario Nature 
10 Cumberland Street North 
Thunder Bay, ON 
P7A 4K9 
807-286-1790 
Email: juleeb@ontarionature.org 

 

 
 

Gregor Beck 
Senior Conservation Advisor 
Bird Studies Canada 
P.O. Box 160 
Port Rowan, ON 
N0E 1M0 
519-586-3531 ext. 153 
Email: gbeck@birdscanada.org 

mailto:juleeb@ontarionature.org
mailto:gbeck@birdscanada.org
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