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there’s been significant 
capital investment in our 
site to grow our operation 
and increase the capacity 
of the plant,” said Gary 
Ross, plant manager at 
Tolko High Level.

Tolko’s investment in 
the division has helped 
make Tolko High Level 
an industry leader. They 
are the largest sawmill in 
Alberta and the largest 
solid-wood sawmill within 
the company. And, with 
the recent opening of the 
Northern Pellet Limited 
Partnership (NPLP) pellet 
plant, a joint venture 
with Pinnacle Renewable 
Energy, they have now 
become a net-zero facility.

“Our thermal energy 
plant burns bark from 
the trees—known as hog 
fuel—to heat thermal 
oil, which then heats the 
continuous dry kilns used 
to dry our lumber and 
provide heat for the dryer 
at NPLP,” said Ross.

By-products from the 
production process have 
long been a source of waste 
in the industry.

“In the past, we’ve only 
been able to use the solid 
wood centre of a log to 
make our dimensional 
lumber and wood chips for 
pulp and paper products. 
Some of the sawdust and 
shavings were recovered to 
be shipped to a pellet mill 
in La Crête. The hog was 
either burned in a beehive 
burner or shipped by truck 
several hours south to be 

THE ECONOMIC SUSTAINABILITY OF FORESTRY

Forestry has long been 
a thriving industry in 
the REDI region. The 
ample forests covering 

approximately 4 million 
hectares of land within 
the region supply the raw 
materials that drive logging 
companies, sawmills, pellet 
plants, pulp mills, lumber 
sales and new home 
construction. Thousands 
of people in the region are 
affected by the forestry 
sector.

“Forestry plays a 
significant role in 

providing employment and 
is one of the pillars of our 
local economy. Sawmills 
operate year-round, and 
our logging contractors 
work throughout the 
winter months. Forestry 
complements the 
agricultural industry in 
our region by providing 
well-paying seasonal jobs,” 
said REDI Board Member 
and Mackenzie County 
Councillor Peter Braun.

Local sawmills produce 
dimensional lumber, 
oriented strand board 

(OSB) and pellets. They 
work in partnership with 
logging companies, which 
harvest and deliver the 
trees. Together, these 
companies work to protect 
and replenish the forest 
in accordance with their 
licences and mandate from 
the Alberta government 
to ensure the forests will 
be an enduring natural 
resource.

There are five sawmills 
operating in the region—
Tolko High Level, La 
Crête Sawmills, Evergreen 

Lumber Inc., Crestview 
Sawmills Ltd. and Norbord 
High Level—a testament 
to the abundant natural 
supply and other industry-
friendly factors. 

“This region provides a lot 
of opportunity because 
there is a fantastic fibre 
base here. The local and 
provincial governments 
want to see businesses 
succeed, and that 
partnership has made a 
huge difference. There’s 
a sustainable allowable 
annual cut. As a result, 
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These companies, the pellet plant, and the sawmills combined employ 800  
people year-round, with up to another 600 people in seasonal positions.
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consumed,” said Ross.

In addition to what is 
now used in the thermal 
energy plant, the NPLP 
plant turns remaining 
by-products from lumber 
production into usable 
pellets for fuel and energy 
production. A majority 
of the exported pellets go 
to a facility in Japan that 
produces energy from 
biofuel. 

“We’re getting value back 
from those previously 
unusable by-products 
and reducing our carbon 
footprint at the same time 
by not using natural gas 
to kiln-dry all our lumber. 
We’re also reducing the 
truck traffic that used to 
haul those by-products 
throughout the region to 
be used elsewhere,” said 
Ross.

Tolko isn’t the only 
company to see growth 
over the years. In 2009, 
the price of lumber 
plummeted due to US 
market considerations, and 
companies in the region 
felt the pinch. Norbord 
even closed down for a 

short time. However, since 
then the industry has 
bounced back, and even in 
a slow economy, forestry 
is going strong. In 2020, 
lumber prices steadily 
increased.

“When I started in 
2005, we had two feller-
bunchers. Now we have 
27,” said Philip Unrau, 
CEO of the FTEN Group 
of Companies, Inc. “We 
employ around 400 people 
in the peak season and 200 
in the slow season, and 
subcontract to around 150 
truck owners. Some of our 
guys have been with us 
since we started in 2000.”

Logging is primarily a 
wintertime activity—
when swampy areas are 
frozen over and can be 
crossed to access trees. 
Logging companies such 
as the forestry division 
of the FTEN Group of 
Companies, Inc., often 
stabilize their businesses 
with other related ventures 
in the summer months.

“Around 70 percent of 
what we do is logging, and 
the other 30 percent is 

civil contracting—building 
and maintaining roads 
and highways, bridges and 
culverts for the Alberta 
government. We also have 
a construction division 
that does complete 
subdivision developments 
from design to 
completion,” said Unrau.

The FTEN logging 
companies in the REDI 
region include Exact 
Harvesting LP and 
Forest Trotter. Other 
local logging companies 
include Timberbound 
Construction Ltd., 
Pineridge Logging Ltd., 
Treetech Contracting Ltd., 
Driedger Construction and 
Little Red River Forestry 
Ltd. These companies, 
the pellet plant, and 
the sawmills combined 
employ 800 people year-
round, with up to another 
600 people in seasonal 
positions.

The products produced 
by the region’s forestry 
sector end up all over the 
world, mostly in Asia and 
the USA, as well as the 
Canadian housing market. 
They leave the region by 
truck and rail, and in 
return, the local economy 
benefits—and, according 
to Ross, the outlook is very 
positive.

“I see nothing but great 
things in the long-term 
operating strategy,” said 
Ross. “We will continue to 
invest in this division and 
upgrade equipment for 
many years to come.”

“I see nothing but great things in the long 
term operating strategy...we will continue 
to invest for many years to come.

 

Gary Ross, 
Tolko High Level Plant Manager


