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Project Scope and Objectives

PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP (PwC) completed a SFI Surveillance Assessment of the Minnesota
Counties Sustainable Forest Cooperative (“MCSFC” or “the Group”). The members of the Group
include the Beltrami, Carlton, Crow Wing, and Koochiching Counties. The Lead Assessor was
Bruce Eaket, EP (EMSLA) and the Lead Auditor in Training was Jeff Koch. The assessment was
integrated with the Group’s 2016 Forest Stewardship Council forest management assessment
conducted by Rainforest Alliance and the SFI Coordinator for MCSFC was Greg Bernu.

The primary objective of the assessment was to assess MCSFC’s multi-site SFI forest
management system and to evaluate the implementation of the SFI Standard in the field by the
Group members. Group members are sampled each year by PwC using a rotational audit plan.
The four Group members actively conduct forest management activities in the Laurentian Mixed
Forests of Northern Minnesota.

Indicators

All of the indicators in the SFI (2015 – 2019) Forest Management Standard were within the
scope of the assessment. There were no substitute indicators.

Assessment Process

From February 22 – 25, 2016, the assessment team conducted interviews and reviewed
appropriate documentation to assess policies and procedures, and tested the implementation of
SFI program requirements at the Carlton (February 22), Koochiching (February 23), Beltrami
(February 24) and Crow Wing (February 25) County Land Department Offices in Carlton,
Northome, Bemidji and Brainerd, MN. During the same time period, the audit team field
assessed sixteen harvest sales distributed across all four Counties with both completed and
active harvest areas being sampled. In total, the audit took a total of 8 auditor days to complete.
The audit report was dated September 14, 2016.

MCSFC has a multi-site group certification for forest management with locations in Carton,
Koochiching, Beltrami and Crow Wing Counties in northern Minnesota. PwC uses a rotational
audit approach where the central office is audited annually and a minimum of 2 sites are
sampled on a 3 year rotating schedule that conforms to the International Accreditation Forum
Inc.’s Mandatory Document 1.



Description of Forest Lands

Minnesota Counties Sustainable Forest Cooperative consists of the Land Departments of
Beltrami, Carlton, Crow Wing and Koochiching Counties in Northern Minnesota. Beltrami
County manages 146,000 acres of Tax Forfeited and County Fee properties, Carlton County
71,500 acres, Crow Wing 105,000 acres and Koochiching 286,600 acres for a total of 609,100
acres. All lands are managed in accordance with the Minnesota Forest Management Guidelines,
a collection of best management practices developed by the Minnesota Forest Resources Council
as establish by the Governor of the State of Minnesota. Collectively we actively manage 8715
acres per year on average, yielding an average of 177,000 cords of sawbolts, pulpwood and
chipwood. The major product generated by the Cooperative is Aspen pulpwood used by area
paper and OSB mills. Pine sawbolts and softwood pulpwood are the next products generated,
used by both sawmills and paper mills.

The forest types the Cooperative manages range from dry sandy jack pine barrens to deep
organic forested wetlands, with the majority of commercial forestland cover-type as aspen with
mixed northern hardwoods as a component of these stands. The majority of red pine stands were
a result of large scale plantings in the late 1970’s through the mid 1980’s. Jack and white pine
stands are naturally occurring stands. Deep organic forest types are predominantly Black spruce,
followed by Northern White Cedar and Black Ash. The deep organic forests are only harvested
during frozen ground conditions.

The Cooperative manages various recreational facilities, including but not limited to ATV trails,
snowmobile trails, dispersed campgrounds, water access points and boat launches.
The Cooperative manages over 400 miles of forest access roads. The road classes range from
high standard year round gravel roads to seasonal frozen condition only roads. All roads are
categorized based on visual quality guidelines within the Forest Management Guidelines.

The Cooperative has a total of 26 Full Time people and select counties hire interns for summer
field seasons.

Summary of Conformance

A description of evidence used to assess conformity to the SFI 2015-2019 forest management
standard is presented in the following table.

SFI Forest Management Objective Evidence of Conformity
Objective 1. Forest Management
Planning
To ensure forest management plans
include long-term sustainable harvest
levels and measures to avoid forest
conversion

Evidence: Interviews, Sustainable Forest Management
Plans, GIS databases

Summary:
MCSFC has a Cooperative Agreement in place between the
members and while each County operates independently,
common policies and procedures are followed. Ten year
management plans are in place that are driven by forest
inventory data and managed through Geographic
Information Systems (GIS).

Cut levels are based on acreage or revenue targets by
County which is in turn based on local growth and yield
modelling which has been developed by the University of
Minnesota using base inventory information for the State



of Minnesota from the U.S. Forest Service. Inventories are
continually updated by the Counties themselves.

Harvest levels are within plan requirements in each
County.

Multi-layer Geographic Information Systems (GIS) are in
use for each County to enable effective integrated forest
management with timber typing, soil and riparian
classification, harvest sale boundaries and recreation
features as some of the layers available to planners.

Objective 2. Forest Health and
Productivity
To ensure long-term forest productivity,
carbon storage and conservation of forest
resources through prompt reforestation,
afforestation, minimized chemical use, soil
conservation, and protecting forests from
damaging agents.

Evidence: Interviews, Timber Appraisal Reports,
Project Planning and Instructions to Contractor Records,
Pre-Work Inspection Checklists, Stand Silvicultural
Prescription Worksheets, Harvest Inspection Results
Records, Audit Field Reviews

Summary:
Documented harvest plans for each harvested tract are
maintained in the GIS systems of each County. These
plans will include maps and overall harvest prescription
for the area including utilization standards, road and
water crossings, riparian zones and wildlife
considerations. The soil map layer in GIS identifies soil
types and site prescriptions are built off this after field
verification of soils by foresters.

Terrain is generally flat or rolling with major soil types on
these gentle sites not being susceptible to erosion. Site
prescriptions will specify erosion control measures
required and are walked in the field with contractors for
clarification prior to harvest. Weekly inspections by
MCSFC foresters ensure that soil degradation is not
occurring during harvesting as per guidelines related to
avoidance of rutting and compaction in the Minnesota
Forest Resource Council "Minnesota's Forest Management
Guidelines". Most logging occurs in winter which
minimizes soil disturbance.

Stocking Standards for harvested are dictated by the
MCSFC Statement of Operational Commitments Policy.

Exotic tree species not planted and afforestation is not
undertaken by MCSFC.

MCSFC has policies for chemical usage dictating what type
of chemicals are used in which locations based on desired
effects, soils, proximity to water features and application
type (aerial or ground based). Any applications are
undertaken by licensed applicators. No pesticides or
herbicides that have been banned under SFI are utilized.

MCSFC maintains a policy dedicated to Forest Health &
Productivity which describes management options for
insects, pests, disease, fire and preventing site damage.

Effective implementation of harvest prescriptions were
verified during site visits to active harvest sites.



Objective 3. Protection and
Maintenance of Water Resources
To protect the water quality of rivers,
streams, lakes, wetlands and other water
bodies through meeting or exceeding best
management practices.

Evidence: Interviews, BMPs, GIS database, Project
Planning and Instructions to Contractor Records, Pre-
Work Inspection Checklists, Harvest Inspection Records,
State and Internal Field Reviews

Summary:
State BMPs require the use of filter strips and riparian
zones in certain circumstances which MCSFC uses as
appropriate. Field inspections are used to monitor
contractor performance on an ongoing basis from the start
of operations in the sale through harvest completion.

Contracts have provisions regarding conformance to
BMPs and through field monitoring by MCSFC and the
State of Minnesota, BMP adherence is tracked for
operators.

MCSFC operates primarily in the winter to minimize
environmental impact in harvest areas. Snow and ice
bridges are utilized where appropriate as a means of draw
or stream crossings. Stream and waterbody GIS database
layers are maintained to ensure an up to date inventory of
water resource features within timber sales. Harvest
Project Plans incorporate protection measures from both
BMPs as well as field verified features which may require
special management. Harvest inspections ensure that
Harvest Project Plan requirements are being met.

Adverse weather conditions are monitored throughout the
harvest season with spring break-up and hunting season
drawing attention to ensure roads and access structures
aren’t damaged by inappropriate or over-use during these
timeframes.

Objective 4. Conservation of
Biological Diversity
To manage the quality and distribution of
wildlife habitats and contribute to the
conservation of biological diversity by
developing and implementing stand-and
landscape-level measures that promote a
diversity of types of habitat and successful
stages, and the conservation of forest
plants and animals, including aquatic
species, as well as threatened and
endangered species, Forests with
Exceptional Conservation Value, old-
growth forests and ecologically important
sites.

Evidence: Interviews, County SFM Plans, SIC Meeting
Minutes, BMPs, GIS database, Forest Education Co-
operative records, Landscape Committee meeting
minutes, Project Planning and Instructions to Contractor
Records, Pre-Work Inspection Checklists, Harvest
Inspection Records, State and Internal Field Reviews

Summary:
MCSFC are members of the Minnesota SIC which requires
members to have sustainable forest management (SFM)
plans in place which specify programs to maintain
biological diversity at a landscape level. BMPs include
minimum stand level requirements for biodiversity which
are incorporated in harvest planning by MCSFC.

MCSFC tracks diversity of cover and habitat types through
GIS layers within their database which includes both
terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems. There are no FECV
areas within the counties where MCSFC operate and GIS
sub-layers track where species of concern or other
ecologically significant sites are present. MCSFC also
contributes to the development of higher level plans
through participation in Forest Committees.

MCSFC operates primarily in the winter to minimize
environmental impact in harvest areas. Harvest Project



Plans incorporate protection measures from both BMPs as
well as field verified features which may require special
management. Harvest inspections ensure that Harvest
Project Plan requirements around biodiversity are being
met.

Objective 5. Management of Visual
Quality and Recreational Benefits
To manage the visual impact of forest
operations and provide recreational
opportunities for the public.

Evidence: Interviews, Planning Checklists, Harvest
Project Plans, BMP, GIS database

Summary:
MCSFC utilizes a planning checklist to develop suitable
site plans which include aesthetic considerations related to
harvest planning. State BMPs and county
adjacency/green-up procedures detail height and stocking
requirements for adjacent areas to sales being harvested.

GIS layers are used to track green-up areas as well as cut
block size to enable harvest planning taking into account
any adjacency issues related to green-up at the stand level.

MCSFC also manages recreation areas for public use on
County lands as the focus of the Co-op goes beyond timber
development and harvesting.

Objective 6. Protection of Special
Sites
To manage lands that are geologically or
culturally important in a manner that takes
into account their unique qualities.

Evidence: Interviews, GIS database, Planning
Checklists, Harvest Project Plans, Pre-Work Inspection
Checklists, Harvest Inspection Records, Internal Field
Reviews

Summary:
MCSFC primarily manages the protection of special sites
by tracking these sites on GIS sub-layers. During the
planning process these sub-layers are reviewed to ensure
that appropriate protective measures are undertaken if a
sensitive site has been identified within the sale.

Inspections conducted by MCSFC throughout the
harvesting process ensures protective measures are being
undertaken by contract loggers as required.

Audit Objective 7. Efficient Use of
Fiber Resources
To minimize waste and ensure the efficient
use of fiber resources.

Evidence: Interviews, Project Planning and
Instructions to Contractor Records, Pre-Work Inspection
Checklists, Harvest Inspection Results Records, Audit
Field Reviews, Logger Training Records

Summary:
Utilization is based on minimum State requirements
(Minnesota Forest Management Guidelines) as well as
requirements from major wood purchasers (mills) in the
area. Harvest area planning documents also state
utilization requirements for timber sales.

Since the majority of wood being harvested will be utilized
as pulpwood, MCSFC is able to go down to a 2" top for
merchantable wood.

Weekly inspections are completed by MCSFC foresters
with utilization standards as dictated in the site
prescription being reviewed for conformance throughout



harvesting from project opening until completion. Limbs
and tops are spread onsite as per site prescription unless
this waste biomass is being purchased by one of the local
mills. If this is the case, tops and limbs will be chipped
onsite by a dedicated contractor and trucked to buyers.

Objective 8. Recognize and Respect
Indigenous Peoples’ Rights
To recognize and respect Indigenous
Peoples’ rights and traditional knowledge.

Evidence: Interviews, Sustainable Forest Management
Policy and Commitments, Project Planning and
Instructions to Contractor Records, Pre-Work Inspection
Checklists, Harvest Inspection Results Records, GIS
Databases

Summary:
MCSFC's Sustainable Forest Management Policy and
Sustainable Forest Management Commitments contain
reference to conserving areas with special cultural
attributes.

A State cultural database is used in preparation of harvest
prescriptions and any features found are updated in the
GIS systems for each County as applicable. The various
Bands in each County also may provide information on
areas of cultural significance and are consulted for
feedback in areas adjacent to reserves or traditional
territory prior to any harvest activity in those areas.

After cultural sites have been identified and mapped in
GIS, any harvest prescriptions incorporate appropriate
conservation measures and are reviewed and field verified
by MCSFC foresters with loggers prior to harvest.

Weekly monitoring by MCSFC foresters occurs to ensure
any cultural sites are managed as required by the harvest
prescription.

No inquiries or complaints were received by MCSFC from
the surrounding Bands in 2015.

Objective 9. Legal and Regulatory
Compliance
To comply with applicable federal,
provincial, state, and local laws and
regulations.

Evidence: Interviews, BMPs, MCSFC legal registry,
MCSFC legal policies, State Department of Natural
Resources (DNR) inspection reports, Harvest Project
Plans, Pre-Work Inspection Checklists, Harvest
Inspection Records, Internal audit field reviews,
Government contract template

Summary:
Access to relevant legislation is provided by the MCSFC
legal registry and associated policies which are reviewed
on a periodic basis to ensure that legal requirements have
been considered during the forest management activities
of the Co-op.

The SFMP, BMPs, harvest project plans, internal
inspections and State DNR monitoring ensures
compliance with legal requirements at the landscape and
stand level.

MCSFC complies with government policy and contract
requirements with regards to applicable social laws and
worker’s rights.



Objective 10. Forestry Research,
Science and Technology
To invest in forestry research, science and
technology, upon which sustainable forest
management decisions are based and
broaden the awareness of climate change
impacts on forests, wildlife and biological
diversity.

Evidence: Interviews, Minnesota Forest Resources
Council website, SIC meeting minutes, training course
records

Summary:
MCSFC provides support to the Minnesota Forest
Resources Council which considers and works with
stakeholders to provide potential solutions the forestry
challenges in the State. In addition, the MCSFC is also an
active member of the State SIC.

MCSFC staff have taken continuing education courses
related to climate change and its effects on forest
productivity and health.

Objective 11. Training and Education
To improve the implementation of
sustainable forestry practices through
appropriate training and education
programs.

Evidence: Interviews, Sustainable Forest Management
Policy and Commitments, MCSFC Responsible Operators
List, Pre-Work Inspection Checklists, training records

Summary:
MCSFC has an SFM Policy and Commitments that are
available on its website. These are communicated to both
staff and contractors on a periodic basis as turnover occurs
or the SFM requirements change. MCSFC staff know what
their roles are in achieving SFI Objectives and multiple
departments within each land commissioner’s office may
be assigned responsibilities based on County structure for
each land commissioner’s team.

Staff and contractor training are primarily provided
through the Minnesota Sustainable Forest Education Co-
op and the Minnesota Logger Education Program
respectively. The MCSFC Responsible Operators list is
reviewed by staff prior to beginning the auction process to
ensure only responsible operators are bidding on county
timber sales. Pre-Work discussions are held with
successful bidders prior to them starting work to ensure
they understand harvest contract requirements and
conditions.

MCSFC is an active supporter and participant in State SIC
programs to foster the improvement in the
professionalism of wood producers.

Objective 12. Community
Involvement and Landowner
Outreach
To broaden the practice of sustainable
forestry through public outreach, education
and involvement, and to support the efforts
of SFI Implementation Committees.

Evidence: Interviews, SIC meeting minutes, MCSFC
landowner brochure, educational outreach records

Summary:
MCSFC is an active member of the State SIC which
supports a variety of initiatives for owners of forest lands.

MCSFC has developed a management guide for private
landowners brochure which it distributes to landowners
meant as an outreach tool to promote sustainable forest
management.

School visits, County Fair booths and Arbour Day
presentations are additional examples of specific outreach



activities that MCSFC undertakes to further SFM
principles.

Objective 13. Public Land
Management Responsibilities
To participate and implement sustainable
forest management on public lands.

Evidence: Interviews, Public Advisory Committee
Meeting Minutes and Bylaw Records, Boundary Line
Notification Records

Summary:
The four Counties comprising the MCSFC report to their
own County boards which are the governing authorities in
each County.

Multi-stakeholder public advisory committees are present
in each MCSFC County to allow for public input into forest
management activities that the Co-op is considering
undertaking.

Private landowners are notified by the Counties of any
harvesting adjacent to their land or discussions are held if
access is required through private property to get to
County land.

Objective 14. Communications and
Public Reporting
To increase transparency and to annually
report progress on conformance with the
SFI 2015-2019 Forest Management
Standard.

Evidence: Interviews, SFI Certification Audit Reports,
SFI Annual Progress Reports

Summary:
A public summary report is prepared as part of the audit
and submitted to SFI for posting on its website.

Annual reports are submitted to SFI as required and
records and past reports maintained.

Objective 15. Management Review
and Continual Improvement
To promote continual improvement in the
practice of sustainable forestry by
conducting a management review and
monitoring performance.

Evidence: Interviews, Harvest Inspection Results
Records, Internal and External Audit Reports, Corrective
Action Reports, County Management Review Records,
Quarterly MCSFC Management Team Meeting Records

Summary:
MCSFC has a series of procedures related to the evaluation
of effectiveness of their sustainable forest management
program covering inspections, monitoring, corrective &
preventive action and management review.

Each County Land Commissioner conducts an annual
management review for their respective counties and
shares the results with the other Land Commissioners.

Inspections cover day to day conformance with SFM
requirements while annual internal audits were conducted
in 2015 for all Counties to get an overall view of
operations. Corrective Actions are undertaken to rectify
issues with system conformance.



Summary of Findings

Specific Good management practices are noted below:

• Logging contractors in all Counties were conscientious, knowledgeable in the BMPs and
the site specific plan requirements and were taking due care in their harvesting
operations.

• Beltrami County made educational forestry videos available to the public at the Movil
Maze Recreation Area with videos that could easily be accessed by scanning a QR code
using a smart phone.

• The MCSFC internal audit process is strengthened by sharing auditors from other
Counties within the group. In 2015, Beltrami and Kootchiching exchanged internal
auditors as did Carlton and Crow Wing Counties.

• Crow Wing County’s Land Services department is working together with the University
of Minnesota’s Extention Program and the Crow Wing Soil and Water Conservation
District to put on a workshop for private land owners with regard to forest management
plan development and water quality issues.

There was one minor non-conformity identified during the assessment:

• The Minnesota Forest Management Guidelines includes sections on spill reporting as
well as the content of spill kits. MCSFC requires their contractors to adhere to the
Guidelines in their contracts. However, contractors in Carlton, Crow Wing and Beltrami
Counties did not have spill kit equipment on-site and were not knowledgeable in the spill
reporting requirements. (SFI FM Performance Measure 3.1.1)

Opportunities for improvement were identified in the following areas:

• MCSFC group members have a history of communicating and cooperating with
Indigenous Peoples on a variety of issues, however there are a few local groups that do
not respond and MCSFC group members could consider how to track and record their
communication efforts. (SFI FM Performance Measure 8.2.1)

• MCSFC has implemented a Corrective Action Request (CAR) process that is used by
group members for a variety of purposes, including documenting changes to site plans
and communicating non-conformances to contractors. However, group members are
not consistent in the use and documentation of the CAR process. (SFI FM Performance
Measure 15.1.1)

• In Minnesota, the public can report possible “inconsistent practices” using the
Minnesota Forest Resources Council’s website. The public may have trouble locating
that portion of the website so MCSFC and the Minnesota SIC may want to consider
describing how and where to report possible inconsistent practices on the SFI portion of
their websites/facebook pages. (SFI FM Performance Measure 12.3.1)

• MCSFC maintains an internal website for the posting of group documents and providing
other information to the group members. Many of the external documents or links have
become outdated or obsolete and MCSFC may wish to consider updating the site. (SFI
FM Performance Measure 15.1.1)



• MCSFC members have a goal of updating their Land Management Plans on 10 year
cycles. Carlton County’s management plan was updated in 2004 and the minutes of the
Carlton County Natural Resource Committee meeting in May 2015 is evidence that the
new plan is “in progress” and the delay is partly associated with the listing of the
Northern Long-eared Bat. Carlton County is waiting for a decision whether a Habitat
Conservation Plan will be pursued, but in the meantime they may wish to adopt interim
guidelines and move forward with a new plan. (SFI FM Performance Measure 1.1.1)

Conclusion

Minnesota Counties Sustainable Forest Cooperative (MCSFC) has maintained conformance with
the requirements of the SFI 2015-2019 Forest Management Standard. The Certificate can be
can be obtained by contacting Greg Bernu of MCSFC at (218) 384-9179. More information on
MCSFC’s sustainable forestry program can be found at:
http://forestmanagement.co.beltrami.mn.us


