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A Hot Topic – Fires and our Future
The worst BC wildfire season on record was officially
declared by the BC Wildfire Service in August. Since April 1,
2017 the impacts include over 900,000 hectares of land burned,
tens of thousands of people evacuated, homes and businesses
destroyed, and timber and other natural resources lost. As
recovery efforts continue and our region and province clean up,
we must also face two critical questions: 1) Is this our new normal?, and 2) What can we do about it?
According to Mike Flannigan, professor of Wildland Fire at the University of Alberta, a hot and dry
future points to more fires. At a recent webinar entitled The Future of Wildfire in Canada – Hot and
Smoky?, Flannigan set the stage by pointing out that despite better management and increased
efficiency in fire fighting, the area burned across Canada is increasing, particularly the catastrophic 3%
of fires responsible for 97% of the area burned.
Of the four key factors of wildfire (fuel, ignition, weather, and people), Flannigan pointed to weather as
a critical factor because of our changing climate. What exactly is the link between climate change
and forest fires? Simply put, an increase in temperature will result in more fires and more area
burned. Why? Three main reasons. First – increased temperature means a longer fire season, leaving
more time for fires to start and burn. Second – temperature correlates positively with lightning.
Increased temperature equals more lighting and thus, more potential fire starts. Third – increased
temperature makes things drier and this drying effect increases the amount of fuel available to burn.
So with this in mind, what can we do about it? Thankfully, there is no shortage of available actions
for everyone from individual citizens to community groups, to local government and industry. For
example, climate change may not be something we will solve on our own, but across the Columbia
Basin-Boundary everyone can continue efforts to mitigate (e.g., greenhouse gas reduction) and adapt
(e.g., RDI’s Climate Change Adaptation Project) to climate change. Another example is emergency
preparedness, where there are actions available for everyone, such as building a ‘grab and go’
emergency kit and storing it someplace handy in your house to be ready in the case of an evacuation.
Perhaps the most critical action is fuel management (i.e., actions that reduce the amount of material
available to burn), particularly in the interface areas where our communities meet the forest. Planning
and actions, including thinning trees, removal of woody debris, and public education all fall into fuel
management. Creative and innovative approaches are key, as is finding potential opportunities and
benefits from collaboration between communities or with industry. For example, the interface could be
selectively logged, creating an economic opportunity, or turned into recreation spaces that buffer
communities with low risk areas, while providing social benefit. There are tools and resources for fuel
management and fire planning available from the BC Government, as well as from Fire Smart Canada,
an organization led by not-for-profit Partners in Protection, that provides resources and information to
help people understand how wildfires could potentially affect their communities. Many of these
resources are scalable – meaning they can be used by communities, neighbourhoods, and individual
home owners (e.g., Fire Smart your Property).
As we head toward wetter weather and winter it is important that we remember and act on the lessons
from this catastrophic fire season. Surely if we can spend over $550 million battling fires, we can look
forward and allocate resources to preventing them?
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Media Contact: Sarah Breen, Columbia Basin Rural Development Institute, 1-888-953-1133, x 21246,
sbreen@selkirk.ca.
This article is a product of the Columbia Basin Rural Development Institute, at Selkirk College. We are a regional research centre
with a mandate to support informed decision-making by Columbia Basin-Boundary communities through the provision of information,
applied research and related outreach and extension support. Visit www.cbrdi.ca for more information.

AWARD OF EXCELLENCE
The work of the RDI's Regional Innovation
Chair was celebrated by peers at the
University Economic Development
Association's Annual Summit. The Regional
Workforce Development in Rural BC project
was celebrated as a best practice initaitive
in university-based economic development
and as a leading-edge national example of
regional transformation for economic
prosperity. View photo.
View this video to learn more about how
Strategic Doing is being used in our region
to bring people together to form action
oriented collaborations quickly, move them
toward measurable results, and make
required adjustments along the way.

MISS THE CONFERENCE?
CATCH THE REPLAY!
Did you miss the recent Different By Design
conference held in Nelson? Did you attend
but were unable to make all the
presentations? Can’t quite remember the
title of the book mentioned in a
presentation? You are in luck because
digital copies of all posters and
presentations, as well as videos of the
keynote speakers are available free of
charge on the conference website. Click
here to access and share any of the
resources. Thank you to everyone who
participated!
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