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THE RSN &
OF
WILDFIRES

We have a tendency to see forest fires in
a negative light when they threaten our

property or our safety but, from an

ecological perspective, wildfires can be
potent forces of renewal and regeneration.,

TEXT BY VANESSA FARNSWORTH

“Throughout human civilization, we've
had a very powerful connection with
fire,” say John Cathro, a professional
forester based in Kaslo, “You don't have
to be spiritual or into black magic to
think of fire as a really magical element.
Fire is essential for ecosystem health and

ccosystem resilience.”

We have a tendency to see forest fires
in a negative hight when they threaten
our property or our safety but, from an
ecological perspective, wildfires can be

potent forces of renewal and regeneration,

“Fires are an integral part of forest ecology.
Fires are what renew the forests under
natural conditions,” says Rachel Holt, a
conservation biologist based in Nelson,
“They take, usually a mature forest, and
burn it back, to a lesser or greater degree,
to an \'Jll) successsonal state.”

Over countless centuries, wildfires have
shaped the Kootenay landscape into
vibrant forest ecosystems that house a

wide variety of plant species of differing

ages and a diverse spectrum of insects,
mammals and birds.

“We have the most diverse forest types in
British Columbia here in the Kootenays,”
Says Holt

Wildfires do several positive things for our
forests, including opening up the canopy
to allow for greater penetration of sunlight
and rainfall and reducing trees and other
plants to mincral-laden ash that provides

valuable nutrients to the soil. Both of

these things result in the germination
and growth of new plants. Assuming, of
course, that the fire doesn't burn too hot,

Extremely hot fires, known as ‘stand
replacing fires” are destructive, eliminating
all of the organic matter in an area and
potentially altering the chemistry and
structure of the soil to a point where it’s
il equipped to absorb water or maintain
life. Lower intensity fires, known as 'stand
maintaining fires) on the other hand, can
be quite beneficial.
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~ While there is no doubt that
the short-term effects of
- wildfires can be devastating,
 thelonger-term rejuvenating
~ effects of fire on the forest
_ecology of the Kootenays can
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“Ifit’s a stand maintaining fire, it’s actually
really healthy and the next spring you will
see new plant growth coming up because
you havent taken out all of the living
organic matter. There are a lot of seeds
and there is a lot of new space for plants
to grow,” says Cathro. “The organic layer
on top of the soil is still healthy and the
ccosystem still works”

Soon after a forest fire is extinguished,
ploneer species start popping up. Those
species include aspen, birch, raspberry,
rose, and lodgepole pine, all of which
are well adapted to post-fire conditions.
Aspen, raspberry, rose and birch can all
sprout from their roots. And new aspen
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And not all trees perish in the flames.
“Some trees are more adapted to fire than
others. Deciduous trees retain moisture
differently and are more fire resistant,” says
Cathro. “Douglas fir, western larch and
ponderosa pines, with their thick barks,
those are the trees that would generally
live through stand maintaining wildfires
whereas what we think of as the thinner
barked understory species like hemlock,
western cedar, grand fir, these are the ones
that are really ill equipped for wildfire”

Although we often think of wildfires as
being destructive to the animal kingdom,
some species actually thrive after a fire
sweeps through an area. Ungulates such
as moose, elk, deer, and bighom sheep are
attracted by the browse that is abundant
when fire-scorched land begins to

regenerate.

“And then there are quite a lot of species
that are fire associates. Three-toed
woodpeckers are something that is really
associated with those arcas, post bum,”
says Holt. “It’s because you have a whole
bunch of dead, dying and even some
healthy trees. It changes the type of insects
that live there. Beetles will move into a
particular place to get at the food source
then different kinds of critters move
in and then you have a totally different
habitat type”

Woodpecker populations have been
known to increase by as much as 50 times
after a fire sweeps through a region, Even
lynx can thrive in bumed areas thanks
to post-fire increases in snowshoe hare
populations that supply them with the
prey they like to hunt.

While there is no doubt that the short-
term effects of wildfires can be devastating,
the longer-term rejuvenating effects of fire
on the forest ecology of the Kootenays
can largely be seen as positive.

“We woukdn't be able to live if it wasn't
for what the wildfires have done,” Cathro
points out. “We almost owe wildfire a
huge debt of gratitude for creating the
ecosystems that we bive in. @



