
Overview

If trade rules aren’t based on science, 
they can be challenged as unfair.

ISPM 15 is a global standard that 
sets out provisions for treating wood 
packaging to ensure it’s pest-free.

Allen and his CFS colleagues are often 
called on to provide expert scientific 
advice in resolving phytosanitary 
barriers to trade. 

Forest pests, diseases 
and trade 

Can science influence trade policy  
to protect Canada’s forests? 

International collaboration and common  
scientific understanding are key

The Asian longhorned beetle and the Dutch elm disease fungus are both scourges 
that originated outside the country and that Canada’s forests would be better off 
without. These are just two high-profile cases that show why researchers at the 
Canadian Forest Service (CFS) are cooperating with their global counterparts to 
stop the globalization of forest diseases and pests. 

“International travel and trade are greater than ever before. As people and 
goods move around the world, organisms that present risks to forests travel with 
them. Pests and diseases do billions of dollars of damage every year. And once 
they are established, it’s often impossible to eradicate them,” says Eric Allen, a 
researcher with the Canadian Forest Service–Natural Resources Canada at the 
Pacific Forestry Centre in Victoria. 

Allen also chairs the International Forestry Quarantine Research Group, where he 
collaborates with a global team of scientists and regulators to provide scientific 
support to the Commission on Phytosanitary Measures (phytosanitary relates to 
the health of plants and plant products). The Commission operates under United 
Nations’ auspices and governs international phytosanitary standards related to 
trade. “The group gives us a forum where critical forestry quarantine issues can 
be addressed through discussion and cooperative research. It brings scientists 
and policy-makers together to foster multi-disciplinary approaches to forest 
quarantine-related problems that threaten us all,” Allen says. 

Using the common language of science to make trade safer

Allen and his colleagues identify global forestry and quarantine research needs 
and undertake research to help develop international standards based on 
science. Focusing on science to inform trade policy is key. “Every country has the 
authority to enact trade regulations, so it’s beneficial if we all have a common 
understanding. If trade rules aren’t based on science, they can be challenged as 
unfair,” Allen says. 

A good example of the collaboration between scientists and policy-makers is 
ISPM 15—a global phytosanitary standard that sets out provisions for treating 
wood packaging to ensure it’s pest-free. ISPM 15 drew on existing research, 
some of which came from the principal Canadian bodies responsible for alien 
species—the CFS and the Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA). The CFIA Wood packaging material
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and CFS have complementary strengths. CFS provides the science that is essential 
for supporting CFIA regulations that protect Canada’s forests and food supply. 
The CFIA also feeds frontline experience back to CFS researchers who are called 
in to help identify emerging threats coming into Canada.

ISPM 15, adopted in 2002, names two treatments: heat and fumigation using 
methyl bromide. It was updated in 2009 after being tested in practice and to 
address specific concerns such as bark infestation following treatment. Allen and 
his international colleagues are investigating alternatives to the methyl bromide 
treatment, which has raised environmental concerns because of evidence that it 
depletes the ozone layer. 

Some of the alternatives being investigated include other chemical fumigants like 
sulfuryl fluoride and physical approaches like microwave treatment. The group is 
also providing scientific analysis and research to help develop new international 
standards for wood commodities and forest tree seeds.

“We are also working on modelling to allow temperature exposure predictions 
for different thicknesses of wood. Merging this data with what we know about 
where specific organisms live in wood gives us a way to evaluate the effectiveness 
of heat treatments,” Allen says.

supporting Canadian exporters with science-based policy

Allen also works with Canadian industry, the Canadian Food Inspection Agency 
and colleagues at Foreign Affairs and International Trade Canada to help provide 
the science needed to inform Canadian trade issues. In fact, while much of his 
work helps protect Canada from invasive species and diseases, Allen is also busy 
ensuring that Canadian exports don’t pose a threat to our trading partners. In 
the past, North American organisms like the red turpentine beetle and the pine 
wood nematode found their way to other countries and caused significant forest 
damage.

“The Canadian Forest Service is a science-based forestry organization, so the 
more, good, solid science we produce, the more progress we can make in 
reassuring our trading partners about the safety of our exports,” Allen says.

Log fumigation in China
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