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Executive Summary 
 Hardwood species like trembling aspen, balsam 
poplar and white birch are among Ontario’s 
most abundant hardwood species, 
together comprising nearly 30% of the 
merchantable growing stock in Crown 
forests. However, in many regions of the 
province—including the Thunder Bay 
region—this hardwood resource remains 
underutilized, representing a significant 
opportunity for new investment and 
value creation. A barrier to investment 
remains: gaps in existing forest inventory 
data. While Ontario’s public forest inventories 
are comprehensive, they often lack the specific 
data investors require to assess opportunity. This 
uncertainty has limited forest sector investment and the 
development of new bioeconomy opportunities across the province. 

This study addresses these gaps by providing a comprehensive analysis of over 4 
million hectares of productive Crown forest in the Thunder Bay region. Using provincial 
growth and yield data, cost modeling, and an extensive literature review, the study 
quantifies available hardwood fibre, evaluates operational scenarios (8-foot vs. 16-
foot logging), and assesses the economic viability of these resources. 

Key findings reveal that based on current and known future wood commitments, 1.4 
million cubic metres of hardwood fibre are available annually under current 
approved harvest levels. Given the fibre profile (i.e. log dimensions) many hardwood 
processing facilities can accommodate the region’s fibre. Furthermore, the haul costs 
are competitive within both Ontario and elsewhere in Canada. 

The study concludes that the Thunder Bay region holds considerable untapped 
potential for new hardwood-based manufacturing facilities. By leveraging existing 
technologies and supporting bioeconomy development, Ontario can unlock greater 
economic benefits from its Crown forests while advancing sustainable forest 
management. 
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Background 
Ontario’s Crown forests hold the potential to deliver significantly greater economic 
benefits through increased sustainable utilization. In the Thunder Bay region, poplar 
(Populus tremuloides) and birch (Betula papyrifera) are underutilized. This presents a 
substantial opportunity for Thunder Bay to attract investment and new utilization in 
the forest sector and the broader bioeconomy by making this fibre available to new 
and existing industries.  

The Challenge 
One of the main barriers to investment in Ontario’s forest sector is uncertainty about 
the productive and economic capacity of the resource. While it is evident that 
Ontario’s forests are underutilized, it is more difficult to determine which industries 
could viably use this untapped fibre and whether such use is economically feasible. 
As a result, potential investors and decision-makers often "lose sight of the forest for 
the trees." 

Although Ontario maintains public forest inventories for all Crown forests, essential 
data needed by investors is not included. In particular, investors require: 

• The aggregated birch and poplar volume for multiple Forest Management 
Units (FMUs) combined into one woodshed, 

• Log profile data (species, diameter, and length classes), 
• Costs associated with accessing and transporting the resource 

This report seeks to address these 
gaps by providing clear insights for a 
study area covering over 4 million 
hectares of productive Crown forest 
in the Thunder Bay Region. Findings 
demonstrate not only the significant 
availability of underutilized 
hardwood but also that the resource 
profile aligns well with the needs of 
industries producing products such 
as OSB, engineered wood, veneer, 
and more. 
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Findings 
Building on the findings of this study, key findings are highlighted here, the full analysis 
available in the technical report. 

 

  
 

Based on current and known future wood commitments, 
approximately 1.1 million cubic metres poplar and 260,000 cubic 

metres of birch is available annually in the study area. Business-to-
business relationships are likely necessary to access much of this 

fibre, but the region is keen to achieve increased utilization. 

 

1 

 

Haulage costs across the study area range from under $14/m³ to 
over $40/m³, with an average cost of approximately $25/m³. Over 

85% of the resource can be hauled for under $30/m³. 2 

 

The study area is an ideal location for hardwood processing 
facilities with good market access, a variety of transportation 

connections, an established forestry sector and a long history of 
sustainable forest management practices. 

5 

 

Hardwood log diameters in the study area are modest, averaging 
between 20–24 cm. 4-9% of merchantable fibre is off cut short logs 
in a 2.4 m logging scenario. This increases to 9% for poplar and 22% 

for birch in a 4.8 m logging scenario. 

 

3 

 

Opportunity exists for future forest management plans (FMPs) to 
develop new hardwood management and utilization strategies 

given increase demand for this resource. All FMPs in the study area 
will be renewed in the next 5-years. 

4 

 

Co-location of an EWP and biofuels facilities targeting hardwood 
fibre, with existing sawmill and pulp facilities in Thunder Bay will 

unlock efficiencies through utilization of the study area’s entire fibre 
profile. All industries will benefit from synergies in both forest 

management and operations. 
6 
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Methodology 
The study was conducted through the 
following steps: 

Fibre Availability Assessment 
Sample plots from Ontario’s provincial 
growth and yield program were 
analyzed to estimate hardwood fibre 
availability, log diameter distribution, 
and piece size. Two operational 
scenarios were evaluated: one 
producing 2.4m logs and another 
producing 4.8m logs —two common 
harvesting configurations in Ontario.  

Cost Modeling 
A cost model assessed transportation expenses for moving harvested volume from 
forest landings to a mill yard in Thunder Bay. 

Harvest Fibre Assessment 
Fibre and cost analysis results were applied to currently approved harvest areas 
(AHA) as well as the larger growing stock. To demonstrate both currently available 
fibre opportunity and potential harvest levels if forest management was optimized for 
hardwood resources. Presented volumes are net of current and predicted utilization 
from established hardwood users in the study area. 

Literature Review 
A review of existing literature identified potential products that could be 
manufactured using the available hardwood feedstock. 

Production Capacity Analysis 
The potential production capacity for hardwood forest products in the region was 
assessed. 

The study relied on publicly available data to present an accurate and transparent 
picture of the region’s forest profile and its economic viability. 



Unlocking Hardwood Potential: Investment Opportunities in the Thunder Bay Region 

 
 

5 

Results 
The analysis shows approximately 1.4 million cubic metres of hardwood (80% poplar 
and 20% birch) are available for sustainable harvest each year within the study area 
— this number increase when the overall growing stock is assessed for its sustainable 
harvest potential. 

Forest 
Management Unit 

2.4 m Log Scenario 4.8 m Log Scenario 

Poplar Birch Poplar Birch 

(m3/year) (m3/year) (m3/year) (m3/year) 

Black Spruce 310,000 60,000 300,000 60,000 

Dog River – 
Matawin 

240,000 60,000 240,000 50,000 

English River 160,000 50,000 160,000 40,000 

Lakehead 210,000 40,000 210,000 40,000 

Lake Nipigon 180,000 50,000 170,000 50,000 

Total 1,100,000 260,000 1,080,000 240,000 

The analysis of operational scenarios indicates that log profiles for 2.4m and 4.8m 
logging configurations are generally similar, however the 2.4m log production yields 
more fibre of a merchantable length, particularly for birch. 

Haul costs and overall log profile are also comparable between scenarios, as 
transportation expenses are largely unaffected by log length. 

Fibre Profile 
2.4 m Log Scenario 4.8 m Log Scenario 

Poplar Birch Poplar Birch 
Average Diameter at 
Log Top (cm) 

23 20 23 19 

Average Log Piece Size 
(m3/log) 

0.09 0.07 0.19 0.14 

Average Log Piece Size 
(logs/m3) 

11 15 5 7 

Average Haul Cost 
($/m3) 

$24.35  $24.86  $24.29  $24.83  

Total Fibre Available 
(m3/yr) 

1,100,000 260,000 1,080,000 240,000 
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Opportunity 
To understand how this fibre supply could support 
regional hardwood processing facilities, the study 
examined panel board and engineered wood 
products, considering log size, species 
requirements, and facility conversion ratios. 
Most hardwood facilities accept logs with 
diameters greater than 10 cm, with the 
exception of veneer and plywood mills, which 
require minimum diameters of 28 cm.  

Oversized diameter logs are not frequent, 
except in trees with defects such as crook, 
flare, and sweep. The study also found that 
engineered wood product facilities predominantly 
prefer poplar, sourcing less than 10% of their feedstock 
from birch. Other hardwood species, such as balsam 
poplar (Populus balsamifera), were found to be minimal in the study area. 

Conversion rates were used to produce estimated annual production capacity for a 
variety of facilities. While many potential facilities were examined in the study, based 
on current market conditions, birch veneer, engineered wood products made from 
poplar and biofuels made from low grade logs and residuals appear the most 
promising. 

Potential Facility Size and Maximum Annual Production Capacity 

Product Log Length 
Minimum 
Diameter 

Basis Units 
Production 
Capacity 
(Annual) 

Birch 
Veneer/Plywood 

2.4 m 28cm 
9.5mm 
(3/8") 

m2 
90,000 -
110,000 

Oriented Strand 
Board 

2.4-4.8 m 10cm 
9.5mm 
(3/8") 

m2 68,000,000 

Engineered 
Wood Products 

2.4-4.8 m 10cm 
32mm (1-

1/4") 
m2 20,000,000 

Biofuel 2.4-4.8 m None Liquid Fuels litres 135,000,000 
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Conclusion 
Ontario’s forest sector has untapped potential to deliver 
greater economic and social value. Increasing the utilization 
of hardwoods—particularly poplar and birch—is key to 
unlocking it. No region is better positioned to lead this effort 
than the Thunder Bay region. The area offers a secure and 
plentiful supply of hardwood fibre, a cost-competitive 
environment, and a well-established infrastructure network 
including highway, rail, and port access. 

Thunder Bay’s existing softwood-focused forest products 
sector presents compelling synergies for hardwood-based 
investments. The co-location of new engineered wood 
product or biofuel facilities with existing sawmills and pulp 
operations can reduce costs, improve fibre efficiency, and 
create circular value chains. The diversity and availability of 
the regional hardwood resource can support a wide range of 
forest product manufacturing—from OSB and LSL to biofuels 
and other high-value uses. 

This combination of resource security, infrastructure, cost 
efficiency, and industrial synergy makes Thunder Bay a 
uniquely attractive location for investment in hardwood 
processing. By capitalizing on these strengths, investors have 
a clear opportunity to drive innovation, enhance forest 
management, and generate long-term value across the 
sector. 
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