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Provincial auditor criticized release of

Jordan River lands

Former Minister of Forests Rich Coleman’s January, 2007
decision to release the ‘Jordan River’ lands from tree farm
licence was strongly criticized by the Provincial Auditor, in a
report released in July, 2008. Auditor John Doyle had
undertaken a review following requests from a number of
stakeholders.

Doyle concluded that the Minister: did not take adequate
consideration of the public interest, failed to obtain input from
key stakeholders (including the CRD), failed to adequately
communicate his decision, and did not meet expectations for
openness, transparency, and accountability.

Auditor Doyle made it clear in his report that the Minister
was not ‘adequately informed,” and had considered little except
owner Western Forest Products’s alleged difficult financial
situation.

Western Forest Products (WFP) claimed to be carrying a
heavy debt load, resulting from a decision to purchase former
Weyerhauser interests on Vancouver Island. These interests,
under the name of Cascadia Forest Products, appear to have
been acquired at the behest of WFP’s majority owner, the
Brookfield Asset Management conglomerate (formerly
Brascan). Like all the major forest companies, Western Forest
Products had made generous donations to the BC Liberals in
previous years.

Doyle also raised questions about unusual trading patterns
in WFP stock immediately prior to the decision, but an
investigation by the BC Securities Commission found
‘insufficient evidence’ of insider trading. Doyle also suggested
that further investigation be carried out by the Conflict of
Interest Commissioner.

The involvement of Minister Coleman’s brother Stan,

Manager of Strategic Planning for WFP, had been questioned
by some interested groups. However, he denied any
involvement with the TFL removals, and, in a letter dated 2005
and signed by the Minister, he instructed his staff to ensure that
he had no dealings with his brother.

Doyle also criticized the staff of the Forests Ministry for
inadequate research into the possible impacts of the land
release, lack of documentation, and poor briefing of the
Minister. From Doyle’s interviews with ministry staff, however,
he reported the clear impression that they believed that it was
government policy to favour such land releases. The Minister
himself had declined to meet with Doyle. (He was replace by
the Honourable Pat Bell on June 23, 2008.)

Ministry Coleman had no clear procedure or guidelines to
review proposed TFL releases, and, according to Doyle,
documentation to justify the decision was inadequate. They had
not considered future costs to the public or local government of
the move, and had made no effort to obtain any compensation,
other than the right-of-way to Cape Scott Provincial Park at the
north end of the Island.

Doyle considered that the Minister was inadequately
informed of WFP’s financial situation, and had not enquired as
to any other alternatives that WFP might have to remedy it.

Staff had valued the full 28,000 hectares at $150 million,
based on average values (including undevelopable forest lands
on northern Vancouver Island) of $5,000 to $7,500 per
hectare.

The Minister, Doyle said, was aware that some of the lands
were to be sold for development, although there is no mention
of separate valuations of potential residential properties on
southern Vancouver Island. &
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