I ast Drive

Environmental concerns end an era
Jor the Gatineau River’s log drivers

By Shawn McCarthy

For a final autumn, the shores of-th Gatineau Riv
echo with the chug of working boats and the

\Shouts of quick-stepping “‘draveurs.” Pike-pole

\in hand, life-jacketed Garry Picard

moves nimbly along a log boom.
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Above: when the
Gatineau’s current
dissolves in the
Baskatong
Reservoir, logs
must be boomed
together and towed
south. Jean Lepage
(right) strains to
free a jam.

Pierre St. Jacques

ERCHED OVER the churning water of the

Gatineau River, Jean Lepage strains against

the butt-end of a medieval-looking pike

which he has impaled into a jammed log.

Sweating in the hot summer sun, the 25-year-old log

driver grunts and pushes, swelling the tattoo scorpion

that dances on his bare deltoid. After a short battle,

the trapped spruce log catches the swift current into

a narrow sluice that will carry it two kilometres beyond

Hydro-Québec’s Chelsea Dam. Lepage and four co-

workers prowl the narrow, wooden walkway and prod

logs as a cowboy might drive recalcitrant cattle into
a corral at roundup.

Above the sluice, a squat river tug with a front grill

resembling a snow plow drives logs into the current.

Only the dull roar of the tug’s 90-horsepower diesel
engine breaks the silence on the broad tree-lined river.
For one last summer, a crew of 80 men work the Gati-
neau River, poking, prodding and guiding logs some
400 kilometres from northern camps to the Canadian
Pacific Forest Products Ltd. mill on the Ottawa River
at Gatineau, Que. A tradition on the river since the
1830s, the picturesque log drive has succumbed to
modern environmental concerns and economics.
Like other paper mills, Canadian Pacific’s sprawl-
ing operation in Gatineau will soon begin harvesting
the urban forests of North America to feed its news-
print machines. As a result of regulations in the United
States that require newspapers to use recycled paper,
the companies will use less so-called virgin wood. This
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makes it simply uneconomical to continue the costly
drive down the Gatineau River, says Ken Allan, woods
manager for Canadian Pacific’s Maniwaki division.
In recent years, the forest company floated 1.3 mil-
lion cubic metres of timber a year down the Gatineau
to feed its mill. Next year, when the mill’s recycling
plant is operating, the mill will only require 900,000
cubic metres of pulp wood. ““If we had stayed at the
1.3 million level, we would not have gotten off the
river,”” Allan says. ‘“The need for recycling is the di-
rect reason for us deciding to get off the drive.”

While the river drive had been the most economic
way to move logs to the mill, those savings disappeared
with the reduction in volumes. That is because the river
operation has high fixed costs, including boats, crews
and booms and other equipment. It cost $4 per cubic
metre to send logs down river when the company was
harvesting 1.3 million cubic metres of wood per year,
says Allan. But CP Forest Products will eventually use
new processes that will reduce its wood requirement
to 700,000 cubic metres per year. At that rate, the log
drive could cost as much as $7.50 per cubic metre of
wood delivered. A reduced harvest would also shorten
the work season from six months to just three or four,
and Allan fears this might not be enough to keep the
work force in the area. “‘It wouldn’t make sense for
the people with the required skills to stay on,”’ Allan
says. The cost of trucking the chipped wood remains
fairly stable at about $5 per cubic metre, no matter
what the volumes. While much of the timber can be
chipped at plants now in operation, the company will
have to build two chip mills near its logging camps.
But those plants are largely automated and will require
only five or six operators each, Allan says.

The changes will cost 80 workers their jobs on the
river. Another 200 seasonal woodcutters will be un-
employed after the company closes down its Ottawa
Lake (lac des Outaouais) camp, 140 kilometres north
of Maniwaki. André Trudel spent all his working life
in the logging camps until transferring to the river
operation a few years ago. “We’re going to lose a few
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Carefully placed charges of dynamite provide a practical solution (above) to log jams that
occur as the water level drops through the warm months. Small jams on rocks and sand bars
can grow swiftly into enormously complex tangles of logs (above left).
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