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BC Forest Facts
WILDFIRE IN BRITISH COLUMBIA

Wildfire is a natural part of most
ecosystems across British Columbia. It helps
to renew the forest, maintain the diversity
of plant and animal life, and keep insects
and disease in check. It opens up dense
forest to allow the growth of shrubs and
grasses, creating browse for deer, moose,
elk and other animals. It releases nutrients
locked in slowly decaying logs. 

While B.C. has excellent wildfire protection
services, the province expects timber losses
due to wildfire each year. To lessen the
losses, it restricts forest activities, including
harvesting, when the fire risk is high. 

MANAGING WILDFIRE

B.C.’s Ministry of Forests fights wildfires
that threaten people, property and forest
or rangeland resources. It works with 
fire departments, communities and rural
residents in providing education and
training on ways to help protect property
from wildfire. 

Although the province has some of the
most challenging terrain in the world, it
also has one of the best fire suppression
records. Before suppression began 90 years
ago, wildfires likely burned on average
more than 500,000 hectares (1.2 million
acres) of forest each year in B.C. Today,
more than 2,500 wildfires burn less than
30,000 hectares (75,000 acres) on average
each year. More than 94 per cent of these
fires are put out when they are small,
usually before they reach 4 hectares (10
acres) in size.

In 2003, extremely dry weather and high
temperatures led to massive fires in B.C.’s
Interior, many of them close to developed
areas, which resulted in significant impacts
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to communities. As is the case in most
years, people caused about half of these
fires and lightning caused the rest. Under
B.C. law, forest users must ensure their
actions do not cause wildfires. They must
report fires they spot and industrial users
must also take steps to contain and, if
possible, put out a fire.

The Ministry of Forests is a leader in
managing wildfires and its staff offer
training programs, consulting services and
innovations in computer technology and
fire suppression equipment in countries
around the world. The ministry develops
and regularly tests new products to
maintain its high standard for suppression
equipment and to increase the safety and
efficiency of firefighting.



FIRE AS PART OF THE ECOSYSTEM

Wildfires burn in varying intensity across
B.C.’s landscape. They can change the
composition and density of the forest 
and increase biodiversity. 

Through evolution, some native plants 
and animals in the central Interior have
adapted to fire and some even depend 
on it. Lodgepole pine needs fire or heat 
to release its seeds from cones that are
protected by a seal of pitch. Douglas-fir,
ponderosa pine and western larch have
thick bark and their lower branches fall 
off as they grow so the trees can survive
surface fires that clean out competing
vegetation. 

When conditions allow it, prescribed
burning or managed fire is used to help
grow better forests, improve habitat for
wildlife and domestic animals, reduce tree
encroachment on grasslands and lessen the
intensity of naturally occurring wildfires by
burning fuels that build up on the forest
floor when fire is suppressed. Prescribed
burning is most often used in regions with
Interior Douglas-fir and ponderosa pine
forests where regular surface fires are part
of the natural ecosystem.

First Nations traditionally used fire as 
a management tool to enhance their
environment. Today, foresters sometimes
use fire to prepare a site for new growth
after it has been logged. Burning returns
nutrients to the soil for a period of time
and keeps down weeds and other
vegetation naturally, allowing tree
seedlings to become established.

For more information:

The BC Market Outreach Network delivers
facts about B.C.’s sustainable forest
management on behalf of B.C.’s government,
industry and communities. Visit our Web site
at www.bcforestinformation.com to learn
more about B.C. forests and how the province
has become a world leader in forest
management.
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