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Letter from Scientists to Prime Minister Justin Trudeau Regarding Canada’s Engagement on the 

Definition of Forest Degradation  

 

November 8, 2023 

 

Dear Prime Minister Trudeau,  

 

In November 2021, Canada joined 144 other signatories to the Glasgow Leaders’ Declaration on Forests 

and Land Use (“Glasgow Declaration”) in committing to halt and reverse deforestation and land 

degradation by 2030.i The Glasgow Declaration clearly recognizes that solving the dual crises of climate 

change and biodiversity collapse will require an end not just to deforestation - forest conversion - but also 

the degradation of critical forest ecosystems from industrial logging and other extractive industries.ii As 

scientists with backgrounds in natural resources, climate change, and forest ecosystems, we are concerned 

about the Government of Canada’s recent statements questioning the functionality of the term 

“degradation” due to the alleged lack of a commonly understood definition. We offer a science-based 

approach to defining and implementing policies to end not just deforestation but, importantly, forest 

degradation as well.     

 

Like deforestation, forest degradation is identifiable and traceable, given proper government monitoring 

and best available science. Degradation in the tropics has been a long-standing international policy 

priority, including for Canada. We urge Canada to now recognize and address forest degradation 

domestically, properly defined according to ecological, rather than economic, indicators, and to 

support, rather than hinder, global policymaking that advances efforts to halt and reverse forest 

degradation, in alignment with the Glasgow Declaration.  

 

While the term “degradation” has yet to receive a formally agreed approach internationally, it is routinely 

used throughout the world, with a long history in international environmental governance, and its 

meaning is well understood in practiceiii. Degradation is widely understood to refer to impacts on forest 

ecosystems that may not constitute land-use change but that negatively affect their native species 

composition, structure, and function; deplete forest ecosystem carbon stocks; or reduce the quality of 

ecosystem services such as the provision of clean water.iv In fact, the Food and Agriculture Organization 

(FAO),v International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN),vi and Convention on Biological 

Diversity (CBD)vii all employ similar language, identifying degradation as impacts to forest species 

composition, “structure,” and “function” that reduce the provision of goods and/or ecosystem services.  

 

Although there may be certain activities at the margins of forest degradation that require closer scrutiny 

and additional policy discussions, there are categories of industrial practices to which this term would 

consistently and incontrovertibly apply. One of these activities is industrial logging and associated 

activities including road building in natural forests.viii Of particular concern are the impacts of these 

activities on primary forests, which are forests of any successional stage (age) that have never before been 

industrially disturbed, as well as old-growth forest which may have been logged historically.ix  

 

Across all biomes, primary and old-growth forests have unique values for climate mitigation, biodiversity 

conservation, water quality, and other ecosystem services that are negatively impacted by industrial 
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logging. Primary forests and old-growth forests have special values which, once lost, are irreplaceable on 

any meaningful human timescale.x Whether examining degradation through the lens of one of more of 

these ecosystem services or the more integrative criterion of ecological integrity,xi the industrial logging 

of primary and old-growth forests invariably degrades the forest’s original characteristics, no matter the 

subsequent forest regeneration practices.xii   

 

Primary and old-growth forests are also more resistant and resilient to extreme weather events (wildfire, 

droughts, heatwaves) and anthropogenic climate change due to their moderated forest interior micro-

climate, functioning as potential climate refugia.xiii Logged forests are susceptible to more frequent, 

intensive wildfires than primary and old-growth forests as a result of the accumulated impacts at a 

landscape level in terms of a reduction in forest age, an artificially dense number of young trees, and 

logging slash, and an increase in fragmentation and edge effects. Monoculture replanting,xiv fire 

suppression, and other common industry practices further exacerbate wildfire conditions.xv In fact, given 

rapidly changing climate conditions, degradation may have compounding effects that hinder forest 

regeneration altogether, resulting in permanent forest cover loss.xvi    

 

Identifying degradation should use ecological indicators such as loss of carbon stocks and biodiversity 

declines, rather than economic ones. Properly construed, degradation would necessarily include industrial 

impacts in primary and old-growth forests, and the conversion of naturally regenerating forest to planted 

forests or plantations. “Sustainable forest management” is not a term that has relevance to determining 

degradation.  

 

A coordinated global effort to end degradation in all natural forest biomes (boreal, temperate, tropical) 

will significantly address the global climate and biodiversity crises and is essential to fulfilling their 

commitments under the Glasgow Declaration. Just like degradation in the tropics, degradation in boreal 

and temperate forests is something that countries can, and must, address immediately.  

 

Canada’s alignment with this international exigency is essential. Its policies, however, must rest on a 

foundation of processes and metrics guided by accepted science, with ecologically relevant indicators that 

reflect the irreplaceable importance of primary and old-growth forests.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Dominick A. DellaSala, PhD 

Chief Scientist  

Wild Heritage  

USA 

 

Suzanne Simard  

Professor  

University of British Columbia  

Canada 

 

Dr. Stuart Pimm 
Doris Duke Professor of Conservation 

Nicholas School of the Environment, Duke University 
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USA 

 

Maxence Martin 

Professor in Applied Forest Ecology 

Université du Québec en Abitibi-Témiscamingue 

Canada 

 

Karen Price  

Old growth ecologist  

Bulkley Valley Research Centre  

Canada 

 

William Laurance  

Distinguished Professor  

James Cook University  

Australia 

 

Jon Brodziak 

Senior Stock Assessment Scientist 

NOAA Fisheries  

USA 

 

Jennifer Ellen Good 

Associate Professor 

Brock University 

Canada 

 

Alexandra Azevedo 

Presidente 

Quercus - ANCN 

Portugal 

 

Dr. Dieter Kotte 

Honorary Associate Professor 

Faculty of Health, Deakin University 

Australia 

 

Thomas Mommsen 

Affiliate 

School of Environmental Studies/University of Victoria  

Canada 

 

David Bysouth 

Postdoctoral Fellow  

University of Guelph  

Canada 

 

Eric Higgs 

Professor  

University of Victoria  

Canada 
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Risa Smith 

Co-Chair. Climate Change Specialist Group  

IUCN/World Commission on Protected Areas  

Canada 

 

Wolfgang Kuhlmann  

Policy Director  

Global Forest Coalition  

 

Philip Nyhus  

Professor of Environmental Studies  

Colby College  

USA 

 

Fred M. Rhoades  

Research Associate  

Biology Dept., Western Washington University  

USA 

 

Jing Chen  

Professor, FRSC  

University of Toronto  

Canada 

 

Thomas W. Sherry  

Professor Emeritus  

Tulane University  

USA 

 

Dr. Diana Bernadette Beresford-Kroeger 

Author, filmmaker and scientist   

Canada 

 

Jeff Beane  

Curator I, Herpetology  

North Carolina State Museum of Natural Sciences  

USA 

 

John McLaughlin  

Professor of Environmental Sciences  

Western Washington University  

USA 

 

Caroline Schultz 

Executive Director  

Ontario Nature  

Canada 
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Dr. Julee Boan 

Manager, Boreal Partnership 

NRDC (Natural Resources Defense Council) 

Canada 

 

Gary Carnefix  

Ecologist (retired)  

USA 

 

Sean Thomas  

Professor  

University of Toronto  

Canada 

 

Qing Li, MD, PhD 

Clinical Professor  

Nippon Medical School  

Japan 

 

Jon Grinnell  

Uhler Chair in Biology  

Gustavus Adolphus College  

United States 

 

Mark Steer  

Associate Professor, Conservation Science  

University of the West of England  

UK 

 

Andrey Laletin  

Chairman  

Friends of the Siberian Forests  

Russia 

 

Stephen W. Fuller  

Professor Emeritus of Biological Sci.  

University of Mary Washington  

USA 

 

Barry Noon  

Professor Emeritus  

Colorado State University  

USA 

 

Peter Riggs  

Director  

Pivot Point  

USA 
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Robert Beschta  

Professor Emeritus, Forest Ecosystems and Society  

Oregon State University  

USA 

 

Amy Rossman  

Research Leader (retired) 

USDA Agriculture Research Service  

USA 

 

Rick Van de Poll  

Principal  

Ecosystem Management Consultants  

USA 

 

Stephen Tettelbach  

Professor Emeritus of Biology  

Long Island University  

USA 

 

J. Dan Pittillo  

Retired Professor of Biology  

Western Carolina University  

USA 

 

Neville Winchester, PhD 

Teaching staff, Biology Dept 

University of Victoria  

Canada 

 

Karen Holl  

Professor  

University of California, Santa Cruz  

USA 

 

Jonathan Evans  

Professor of Biology  

University of the South  

USA 

 

Mrill Ingram  

Participatory action research scientist  

Michael Fields Agricultural and Institute  

USA 

 

George Robinson  

Emeritus Professor  

State Univ of New York at Albany  

USA 
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Donald Waller  

Professor (retired)  

University of Wisconsin - Madison  

USA 

 

Jerry Freilich  

Research Coordinator  

US National Park Service (Retired)  

USA 

 

James R. Karr  

Professor Emeritus  

University of Washington  

USA 

 

Thomas Power 

Professor Emeritus, Economics 

Univ. of Montana 

USA 

 

Mitchell Johns, PhD  

Professor Emeritus of Soil and Plant Science  

California State University, Chico  

USA 

 

David Janos  

Professor Emeritus  

University of Miami  

USA 

 

Bobb Carson  

Emeritus Professor of Earth and Environmental Sciences  

Lehigh University  

USA 

 

Philip Myers  

Professor Emeritus  

University of Michigan  

USA 

 

Juliet Stromberg  

Professor Emeritus  

Arizona State University  

USA 

 

Donald Ross  

Research Professor Emeritus  

University of Vermont  

USA 
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Donald Charles  

Research Scientist  

Academy of Natural Sciences of Drexel University  

USA 

 

Michael Fox  

Veterinary & Environmental Consultant  

USA 

 

Ines Ibanez  

Professor  

University of Michigan  

USA 

 

Richard Holmes  

Professor of Biological Sciences Emeritus  

Dartmouth College  

USA 

 

John Ratti  

Retired Research Scientist  

University of Idaho  

USA 

 

Timothy Pearce  

Assistant Curator, Mollusks  

Carnegie Museum of Natural History  

USA 

 

Steven Green  

Professor Emeritus  

University of Miami  

USA 

 

Malcolm Hunter  

Emeritus Professor  

University of Maine  

USA 

 

William Armbruster  

Principal Research Scientist  

University of Alaska  

USA 

 

Amy Denton  

Professor of Biology  

California State University Channel Islands  

United States 
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Judith Weis  

Professor Emerita  

Rutgers University  

USA 

 

Edward Huang, PhD  

Principal Researcher  

California Institute of Environmental Design & Management (CIEDM)  

USA 

 

Gretchen North  

Professor of Biology  

Occidental College  

USA 

 

Elizabeth Horvath  

Associate Professor, Biology  

Westmont College  

USA 

 

Robert Good 

USDA  

USA 

 

Jim Boone  

Senior Ecologist  

Desert Wildlife Consultants, LLC  

USA 

 

David Karowe  

Professor of Biology  

Western Michigan University  

USA 

 

Michael Vandeman  

Founder  

Machine-Free Trails Association  

USA 

 

Bill Hilton Jr.  

Executive Director  

Hilton Pond Center for Piedmont Natural History  

USA 

 

Cheryl Harding 

Professor Emerita  

CUNY Hunter College  

USA 
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James Quinn  

Professor Emeritus  

Rutgers University  

USA 

 

Robert Pyle  

Founder  

The Xerces Society  

USA 

 

David Inouye  

Professor Emeritus  

University of Maryland  

USA 

 

Thomas Fleischner  

Senior Advisor & Director Emeritus  

Natural History Institute  

USA 

 

Richard Bradley 

Associate Professor Emeritus  

The Ohio State University  

USA 

 

James Strittholt 

President/Chief Science Officer  

Conservation Biology Institute  

USA 

 

Jay Jones  

Prof Biology and Biochemistry 

University of La Verne  

USA 

 

Thomas Veblen  

Distinguished Professor  

CU Boulder  

USA 

 

Melissa Savage  

Associate Professor Emerita  

University of California Los Angeles  

USA 

 

John Cannon   

Conservation Science Institute  

USA 
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Gary Meffe, Ph.D.  

Conservation Biologist, retired  

University of Florida  

USA 

 

F. Stuart Chapin III  

Professor Emeritus of Ecology  

University of Alaska Fairbanks  

USA 

 

John Robinson  

Joan L Tweedy Chair in Conservation Strategy  

Wildlife Conservation Society  

USA 

 

Jed Fuhrman  

McCulloch Crosby Chair  

USC  

USA 

 

Malcolm Cleaveland  

Prof. Emeritus of Geosciences  

U. of Arkansas at Fayetteville  

USA 

 

Thomas Whitham  

Regents' Professor Emeritus  

Center for Adaptable Western Landscapes, Northern Arizona University 

USA 

 

Beverly Law  

Professor Emeritus Global Change Biology & Terrestrial Systems Sci.  

Oregon State University  

USA 

 

Marielle Anzelone  

Founder  

PopUP Forest  

USA 

 

Matthew Rubino  

Research Scholar 

North Carolina State University  

USA 

 

Craig Downer  

Wildlife Ecologist  

Andean Tapir Fund  

USA 
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Alan Stemler  

Professor emeritus, Plant Biology Dept.   

UC-Davis  

USA 

 

James Blauth  

Professor of Biology 

University of Redlands  

USA 

 

Dr. Andréa Kuchy  

Scientist and Regional Coordinator  

Wild Heritage  

USA 

 

Roger Powell  

Professor Emeritus 

North Carolina State University  

USA 

 

Mark Worthing  

Campaigns & Programs Director  

Awinakola Foundation  

Canada 

 

J. William Stubblefield  

Senior Scientist  

Wendell State Forest Alliance  

USA 

 

Timothy Spira  

Emeritus Professor of Botany  

Clemson University  

USA 

 

Carol Hunsberger 

Associate Professor 

University of Western Ontario  

Canada 

 

John Cannon  

Director  

Conservation Science Institute  

USA 

 

Trevor Hesselink  

Director, Policy and Research  

Wildlands League  

Canada 
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Dr. Jennifer Riddell  

Dept of Agriculture and Natural Resources 

University of California  

USA 

 

Glen Ayers  

Soil Scientist, Registered Sanitarian  

Northeast Forest Watch, Inc.  

USA 

 

John Gerwin  

Research Curator, Ornithology  

NC Museum of Natural Sciences  

USA 

 

Mary Booth  

Director  

Partnership for Policy Integrity  

USA 

 

Bradley Walters  

Professor of Geography & Environment  

Mount Allison University  

Canada 

 

Amalesh Dhar  

Research Associate  

University of Alberta  

Canada 

 

Dr. Faisal Moola  

Associate Professor  

University of Guelph  

Canada 

 

Peter Quinby  

Chief Scientist  

Ancient Forest Exploration & Research  

Canada 

 

Sam Davis  

Conservation Scientist  

Dogwood Alliance  

USA 

 

Paul Hughes  

Executive Director  

Forests Forever Foundation  

USA 
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Victoria Hemming  

Postdoctoral researcher 

UBC  

Canada 

 

Andy MacKinnon  

Forest Ecologist  

Redd Fish Restoration  

Canada 

 

Victor Danneyrolles  

Researcher  

Université du Québec à Chicoutimi  

Canada 

 

Mary Gutierrez  

Director  

Earth Ethics, Inc.  

USA 

 

Peter Wood  

Lecturer Faculty of Forestry 

University of British Columbia  

Canada 

 

Jim Pojar  

Trustee  

SkeenaWild Conservation Trust  

Canada 

 

Ryan Katz-Rosene  

Associate Professor  

University of Ottawa  

Canada 
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