In Memoriam

Neil Foster

Neil William Foster, Research Scientist with the Canadian Forest Service at the Great Lakes Forestry Centre, Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, Canada passed away on July 5, 2005 at the age of 59.

Neil Foster was born in Guelph, Wellington County, Ontario, on November 7, 1945. He devoted his 37-year career to forestry research as an employee of the Government of Canada. Dr. Foster earned degrees from the University of Toronto (B.Sc.F., Forestry, 1968), the University of Washington (M.S., Forest Soils, 1971) and the University of Guelph (Ph.D., Land Resource Science, 1979). Dr. Foster was an active member of the Canadian Soil Science Society, the Canadian Institute of Forestry (Secretary and Council Member), the International Energy Agency – Biomass for Energy Working Group, and the Soil Science Society of America (Chair and Board Representative for the Forest and Range Soils Division).

Dr. Foster joined the Department of Forestry and Rural Development in Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario on May 6, 1968. His early research focused on forest fertilization and nutrient cycling in the boreal jack pine forests of northern Ontario. In 1979, Dr. Foster and colleagues from the Canadian Forest Service and the Canadian Departments of Environment and Fisheries and Oceans founded the Turkey Lakes Watershed Study, to examine the impacts of acid deposition on terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems on the Canadian Shield. Dr. Foster’s studies at Turkey Lakes were important to the development and signing of the 1991 Canada-U.S. Air Quality Agreement, which established guidelines for reducing atmospheric pollution emissions and programs for monitoring environmental impacts of emissions. Research at Turkey Lakes continues, with recent work addressing additional environmental issues such as forest harvesting and climate change. In the 1980s, Dr. Foster was a participant in the Integrated Forest Study that investigated the effects of atmospheric deposition on forest nutrient cycling across North America, and for the last 15 years he has been a co-investigator in the Long-Term Soil Productivity Study, a program in sustaining forest ecosystems led by the USDA-Forest Service. 

Dr. Foster gained an international reputation for his work in biogeochemistry. He published 100+ research papers, including contributions to special Turkey Lakes Watershed volumes of the Canadian Journal of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences (1988), Ecosystems (2001) and Water Air and Soil Pollution: Focus (2002). He received Government of Canada Commendation for Scientific Excellence in 1992 that recognized his contribution to research on forest soils and forest nutrient cycling. Throughout his career Dr. Foster was committed to bringing together forest researchers and policy makers through conferences and workshops. In recent years he led or assisted in the organization of a number of important meetings in Sault Ste. Marie, including the Great Lakes Forests and Soils Conference (1993); IEA Workshop on Environmental Guidelines for Developing Sustainable Energy Output from Biomass (1995); ENFOR Workshop on Sustainable Site Productivity in Canadian Forests (1997); and the 10th North American Forest Soils Conference (2003).

Friends and colleagues will remember Neil as a quiet and thoughtful leader who respected the talents and contributions of his co-workers. He always displayed wisdom, ingenuity and fairness when working with many collaborators in other government departments, universities and international organizations.

Neil is survived by his wife, Leslie and his sons John (Uyen), Robert (Christina) and Michael. We extend our deepest sympathy to his family and friends.

A graduate student fellowship is being established within the Faculty of Forestry at the University of Toronto to honour Neil’s memory. We have set an ambitious financial goal to ensure that the award is generated in perpetuity.  If we are able to meet our target of $50,000 in donations we will be able to leverage matching money from the province and the university.  With this matching money the value of the award will be tripled, from approximately $2,000 to $6,000 in annual award income. The Canadian Forest Service, the Canadian Institute of Forestry – Central Ontario Section, and the Soil Science Society of America – S7 Forest, Range and Wildland Soils Division have provided lead gifts to initiate the award. A pledge commitment form for the Neil Foster Memorial Fund is available at the University of Toronto, Faculty of Forestry website. (http://www.forestry.utoronto.ca)

