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Lost Knowledge
by Donna MacPherson, Communication Specialist and Fire Information Officer, BC Wildfire Service, Coastal Fire Centre

Wildfire forecasting is a challenging job,
especially in light of evolving conditions in B.C.’s
varied landscapes and the ongoing effects of
climate change. To get an up-to-date overview of
the current situation, you may want to read
Canadian Wildland Fire Strategy: A 10-Year Review
and Renewed Call for Action: http://cfs.nrcan.gc.ca/
pubwarehouse/pdfs/37108.pdf
The predictions are concerning and firefighting
organizations throughout the country are having to
come to terms with them. But what does it all
mean for property owners on the West Coast?
The good news is that we don’t typically
experience the same types of fire behaviour on the
coast as interior regions of the province do. For
example, forest fuels here tend to be less volatile
than the open pine and sagebrush fuels seen
further inland. Nonetheless, the Coastal Fire Centre
did have a busy fire season in 2015 and multiple
evacuations took place (Port Hardy, the Pemberton
area, the Cedar area, etc.).
Over the past few weeks, I’ve been thinking a lot
about the people who own homes in the “wildland
urban interface” (WUI) areas of the Coastal Fire
Centre. How did they come to settle in these areas?
What do they know about wildfire risks and fire
prevention?
Then I thought about my grandparents. I have
very strong memories of their home in southern
Manitoba. My mother often recounted how they
lost everything they owned in a house fire when
she was young. Her parents were still heating and
cooking with a wood stove when I was a child. How
“FireSmart” was their property?
I used the checklist included in the FireSmart
Homeowner’s Manual (http://ow.ly/TitR30bMN5r)
to complete a FireSmart assessment of their home
and property. It resulted in an astoundingly good
rating of 8, where anything below 21 is considered
to be “low”.
Their home and property were textbook
examples of how to be FireSmart. The woodpiles
(although large to meet the needs of the
household) were located a good distance away
from the house, as were the barns and sheds. The
roofs were kept clear of flammable debris. The

porch was low and extended down to the ground,
the vents were screened with metal, no trees were
planted close to the home and the adjacent lawn
was always mown regularly. The yard was full of my
grandma’s flowers, but there were no flammable
shrubs planted right up against the house.
Why did they do that? I think that people who
use a wood stove understand the importance of
regular chimney and roof maintenance. They also
understand how dampers work: less air results in a
low-intensity fire, while a lot of air results in a fire
that burns hotter and creates lots of sparks. Dry,
small-diameter pieces of wood contribute to a
hotter fire, as does a lot of fuel being piled on the
fire at the same time.
It’s easy to relate these observations to what
might happen in a wildfire. Dry, windy conditions
with lots of fuel available will result in a wildfire
that can be difficult to contain and extinguish. In
the past in rural communities, isolating the home
from potential ground fires was standard practice –
homeowners
deliberately
engineered
and
maintained their properties to be fire-resistant.
Today, many homeowners in forested coastal
areas do not fully understand the environments
where they choose to live. A forest is often just
viewed as a scenic backdrop, not a living entity
where flammable material is plentiful and wildfire is
a natural process.
Our ongoing urbanization of the “woodland
experience” (with our heating and cooking needs
typically satisfied by fossil fuels, hydro power or
solar power) removes us from the knowledge that
my grandparents and others had about fire – how it
burns, what it needs to continue burning and how it
reacts to changing weather conditions.
Everyone living in wildland urban interface areas
needs to be willing to learn these facts if they aren’t
already familiar with them. If the “mega-fire”
scenarios discussed in this issue come true in
coastal areas in future, this crucial knowledge will
help save lives and property. How well our homes
survive this type of wildfire will likely depend on us
all adopting the FireSmart principles that my
grandparents inherently understood — which are
really just about old-fashioned common sense.

New Terminology
Starting in the 2017 fire season, the BCWS will be making
adjustments to the terms it uses to describe Response types and
Stages of Control. These changes align the BCWS’s terminology
with that of the Canadian Interagency Forest Fire Centre (CIFFC)
and they reflect the direction that fire agencies are taking
throughout the country. This will help to gather meaningful
statistics Canada-wide.
These changes to how we classify our incidents won’t alter
how we do our business operationally, just how we define our
Response types and Stages of Control.
Although it may be somewhat concerning to hear that a fire is

‘Out of Control’, from a technical standpoint it simply means that
crews have not yet reached the site, or a fire is not yet fully
contained and crews have more work to do. Information Officers
will report on containment as it becomes available and crews will
strive to have the fire ‘under control ‘ or ‘out’ as quickly as possible.
Please note the change in terminology but also listen carefully to
how Information Officers are describing the incident.
By aligning with CIFFC and national standards, we will improve
communications across provincial and international boundaries and
assist fire management operations.

Fire Stages of Control
2017 Season
Onwards
Out of
Control

Being Held

Under
Control
Out

Definition of New Stage of Control
Describes a wildfire that is not responding (or only responding on a limited basis) to suppression action, such
that the perimeter spread is not being contained.

2016 Season
In 2016, the terms Initial Attack and Expanded
Attack were used to describe this situation.

Indicates that (with the resources currently committed to
the fire) sufficient suppression action has been taken that
In 2016, the terms Expanded Attack and Mop up
the fire is not likely to spread beyond existing or predeterwere used to describe this situation.
mined boundaries under the prevailing and forecasted
conditions.
The fire has received sufficient suppression action to ensure no further spread of the fire.

In 2016, the terms 100% contained and Patrol
were used to describe this situation.

The fire has been extinguished.

Out

Fire Response Types
2017 season
onwards
Full Response

Definition of new response type
The wildfire requires immediate initial attack and/or sustained suppression action until the fire is
declared out.

Modified
Response

The wildfire is managed using a combination of suppression techniques, including direct and indirect
attack, and monitoring to steer, contain or otherwise manage fire activity within a pre-determined
perimeter (to minimize costs and/or damage and to maximize benefits from the fire).

Monitored

The wildfire is observed and assessed to determine the appropriate response option to minimize
social disruption and/or significant impacts on values and resources, while achieving beneficial
ecological, economic or resource management objectives.

Adapting to a New Era of Extreme Fire Behaviour
Around the first anniversary of the
Links to Newspaper Articles
Fort McMurray wildfire in Alberta,
numerous articles were published Hume, Mark. ‘Era of mega-fires started in the
referring to that fire as part of a new 1980s and Fort McMurray is not the end’, Globe
and Mail, May 8, 2016.
era of “mega-fires”.

country (and Canada as a whole)
is better positioned to withstand
the challenges that increased
wildfire activity brings. In
addition
to
enhanced
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/british- collaboration, the report calls for
Some people have claimed that columbia/era-of-mega-fires-started-in-the-1980s more investment in innovation,
-and-fort-mcmurray-is-not-the-end/
the
federal
and
provincial
improved
prevention
and
article29935239/
governments are not doing enough
mitigation
measures,
an
to prevent these types of wildfires or Cotter, John. ‘Experts expect more fires like Fort enhanced commitment to the
are ignoring the danger. However, McMurray — and they say governments aren’t
FireSmart
program
and
that is not the case. Governments doing enough to prevent them’, TheStar, May 1, increased wildfire preparedness
were among the first to cite statistics 2017.
capacity.
showing the growing size and https://www.thestar.com/news/
severity of wildfires, and to canada/2017/05/01/experts-expect-more-firesIn recent years, the BC
like-fort-mcmurray-and-governments-arentacknowledge the need to manage
Wildfire Service has focused a
doing-enough-to-prevent-them.html
this escalating risk.
lot of attention on building
partnerships,
implementing
In 2005, the Canadian Council of Forest Ministers
innovative wildfire management techniques and
produced a report entitled Canadian Wildland Fire
developing organizational excellence. It has also
Strategy: A Vision for an Innovative and Integrated
taken a strong leadership role in mitigating wildfire
Approach to Managing the Risks, which is available
threats, but this crucial work is much more effective
online at http://www.ccmf.org/pdf/Vision_E_web.pdf.
when other agencies and individual British
Columbians get actively involved and support our
That report was followed in 2016 by Canadian
efforts.
Wildland Fire Strategy: A 10-Year Review and Renewed
Call for Action, available at http://cfs.nrcan.gc.ca/
The Coastal Fire Centre constantly strives to get
pubwarehouse/pdfs/37108.pdf. This follow-up report
communities and citizens more engaged in reducing
reviews the current situation and also outlines what
additional work will be required in the years ahead.
Recent busy wildfire seasons in British Columbia and
the devastating situation in Fort McMurray in 2016
showed us that no province can go it alone. The increase
in the number of devastating wildfire seasons highlights
the need for a cohesive national strategy, with strong
leadership from the federal government to ensure that
we are all better prepared for extreme wildfire
conditions.
The intent of the 2016 Canadian Wildland Fire
Strategy report is to ensure that each jurisdiction in the
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Adapting to a New Era of Extreme Fire Behaviour cont’d
wildfire threats in this part of the province. If you live in an area that borders on forested land (the wildland urban
interface), it’s especially important for you to be proactive and use FireSmart principles to mitigate wildfire threats on
your own property. (To learn more about the FireSmart program, visit https://www.firesmartcanada.ca/).
Once you’ve taken those critical first steps, the Coastal Fire Centre encourages you to get your neighbours and your
community involved, too. You can contact the Union of B.C. Municipalities for information about funding Community
Wildfire Protection Plans (CWPPs), fuel management prescriptions, operational fuel treatments and maintenance
treatments: http://www.ubcm.ca/EN/main/funding/lgps/strategic-wildfire-prevention/2017-swpi-program.html.
On a larger scale, land managers, government agencies, local
governments and other authorities and jurisdictions need to
continue to build relationships, promote FireSmart programs,
share information and pull together to create comprehensive
fire management plans to help protect all of us from harm.
One of the goals of the Canadian Wildland Fire Strategy is to
help all Canadians (including everyone living and working in the
Coastal Fire Centre) understand, manage and mitigate wildfire
risks. Wildfire prevention is everyone’s responsibility — from
rural homeowners to local, provincial and federal governments.

Elaho Fire
May 12, 2015

Wildland Urban Interface (WUI)
Do you live in an “urban” area or a “rural” area?
It’s sometimes hard to determine whether an area is urban or rural, as increasing numbers of people are moving to areas that
have wider streets, bigger properties and more trees around. Your community may have many of the same amenities as a town,
but how is living in a regional district, suburb, small town or village (or on a large acreage) different from living in an urban centre?
What services are available where you live in the wildland urban interface (WUI), where developed areas border on rural
landscapes, grasslands or forests? Do you understand that if you live in the WUI, you have a responsibility to safeguard your
property from wildfire threats? Many people believe that if a fire occurs (no matter where they live), some agency will provide
firefighting assistance.
People who live in a rural, forested area sometimes assume that the BC Wildfire Service will step in to extinguish a house or
vehicle fire on their property. However, that’s not the case. BC Wildfire Service personnel are trained to fight wildfires on Crown
land that involve treed areas, grassland or other types of natural vegetation. They are not trained or equipped to respond to
structural fires (e.g. houses or outbuildings) or vehicle fires.
It’s important for you to understand what firefighting services (if any) are available where you live, which agency provides them,
and what types of fires they can respond to. A general overview of a range of fire-related services is provided below, but you
should check with your local government and associated agencies to ensure that you have the correct information for your
particular situation.
On the next page we have produced a chart which highlights some of the differences in living in urban or rural areas. Living in an
wildland urban interface area means that some of these lines may be blurred.
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Urban
Possible fire department configurations:
 a fully or partially staffed fire department that has a
defined fire response area (urban firefighting
infrastructure, such as fire hydrants, is in place)
 a fire chief (typically in a smaller city or town) who is on the
municipal payroll, but the fire department is volunteer-based
and has a defined fire response area (some urban firefighting
infrastructure may be in place)
 a fire chief is paid by a local jurisdiction and assisted by
volunteers (the amount of firefighting infrastructure may be
limited)
Insurance:
 It’s generally quite easy to purchase homeowner’s insurance
in urban areas.
 If a wildfire occurs within a specific distance of the city or
town (e.g. within 50 kilometres or 100 kilometres), many
insurers will not write or renew a policy while a wildfire is
burning nearby.
 Some insurers may offer a temporary policy at a higher-thannormal rate until the fire is declared to be “under control” or
“out”.
 Check with your insurer to find out what their terms are
regarding wildfire activity.
Community responsibility:
 When you live close to other people, the decisions you make
or the actions you take may have a considerable impact not
only on you, but also on those living around you (e.g. lighting
a campfire or open fire when they are prohibited)
Impacts on forest health:
 People who only occasionally go into forested areas for
recreational purposes may not be familiar with wildfire risks
in that environment, so they have to be especially careful
what they do there and bear in mind how their activities
could negatively affect our forests.
 Before heading out of town, you need to check whether any
fire-related prohibitions are currently in place and make sure
that you adhere to them.
 Learn how to build a campfire safely, without using
accelerants. Have a shovel or at least eight litres of water
available to properly extinguish your campfire.
 Never leave a fire unattended and always monitor it to
ensure it doesn’t grow larger than you intended or is
permitted by law.
 Always extinguish your fire completely and make sure the
ashes are cold to the touch before leaving the area for any
length of time.
 If the burning of yard waste or other debris is permitted
(typically in the spring or fall), make sure that you do it safely
and follow all open burning regulations.

Rural
Possible fire department or fire response configurations:
 a fire chief who is paid by the local jurisdiction and
assisted by volunteers (the amount of firefighting
infrastructure may be limited)
 the department may be staffed by volunteers who also
work at full-time jobs
 the area may have a fire response agreement in place with a
larger community or jurisdiction
 the area may have no fire response capability at all
 the area may have limited firefighting infrastructure in place
or no firefighting infrastructure in place, so moving water to
the site of a fire may be a problem

Insurance:
 If you live in an area where there is no fire response
capability, you may not be able to purchase homeowner’s
insurance or it may only be available at a higher rate.
 If a wildfire occurs within a specific distance of the city or
town (e.g. within 50 kilometres or 100 kilometres) and you
have homeowner’s insurance, the insurer will typically not
write or renew a policy while a wildfire is burning nearby.
 Some insurers may offer a temporary policy at a higher-thannormal rate until the fire is declared to be “under control” or
“out”.
 Check with your insurer to find out what their terms are
regarding wildfire activity.
Community responsibility:
 Living in a relatively isolated location may require you to be
more self-sufficient. If you’ve lit an open fire and it escapes,
for example, it will take longer for any kind of firefighting
response to reach you (if such services are available). You
may be the “first responder” in such a case.
 When you live in an area where there few people living
around you, you will need to rely on each other in an
emergency and get involved in your community.
Impacts on forest health:
 Do not become complacent when it comes to potential
wildfire threats.
 Although you may live a considerable distance away from
your nearest neighbours, remember that what you do on
your property may affect them and also have an impact on
the surrounding forest.
 Protect yourself, your family and your neighbours by using
FireSmart principles on your own property to reduce wildfire
risks.
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Preliminary report on the 2016 Fort McMurray wildfire cont’d
In August 2016, the Institute for Catastrophic Loss Reduction (a notfor-profit organization funded by the insurance industry) released a
report looking into why some homes survived last year’s wildland urban
interface fires in the Fort McMurray area with little or no damage, while
others were destroyed.
The report, entitled “Why some homes survived: Learning from the
Fort McMurray wildfire disaster”, was written by Alan Westhaver and is
available
online
at:
https://www.iclr.org/images/
Westhaver_Fort_McMurray_Preliminary_Aug_2016.pdf
Westhaver’s report makes compelling arguments for adopting
FireSmart principles throughout the country.
A wildfire in the forest will generally burn vegetation in an area that
shares a specific fuel type. However, a fire that burns in the wildland
urban interface (WUI) can spread from vegetation to multiple
structures.
The result can be a “WUI Disaster Sequence” or “urban
conflagration”. In the case of an urban conflagration (according to the
report), sometimes the only option for firefighters is to remove some
homes from the path of the oncoming fire so that the likelihood of even
more homes igniting is eliminated (See the WUI Disaster Sequence
diagram—lower right).
Westhaver states: “Wildland/Urban interface fires are neither a
traditional forest fire scenario, nor a structural fire scenario. They are a
distinct emergency, which carries challenges and dangers not
known to other forms of fire.”
The report says that another key strategy is to make homes more
fire-resistant — before a wildfire even starts — by implementing
FireSmart principles. Westhaver noted the following about the Fort
McMurray fires:
 On average, surviving homes in urban and country residential
areas had a “low” to “moderate” hazard rating (using (con’t)

2003

2011

2016

Kelowna

Slave Lake

Fort McMurray

$200 million

$750 million

$3.6 billion

Understanding how a fire may reach your home will help you to remove any potential wicks from your property. Above
is one scenario. Survey your property and then ask yourself—is there a fire pathway to my door?
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Preliminary report on the 2016 Fort McMurray wildfire cont’d







FireSmart criteria), while destroyed homes had a “high”
to “extreme” hazard rating.
In 89% of the side-by-side comparisons that were
conducted (where one home survived and the other did
not), the surviving home had a substantially lower risk
rating.
All of the homes (or groups of homes) that survived
extreme exposure to fire without igniting had “low”
hazard ratings.
Fifty-six percent of the destroyed homes had a FireSmart
hazard rating of “high” to “extreme”.
Eighty-one per cent of the assessed homes that survived
had a FireSmart rating of “low” to “moderate”.
All isolated homes that survived within heavily damaged
urban neighbourhoods had a “low” hazard rating (when
assessing vegetation within 30 metres of the home).

 All isolated homes that ignited within otherwise
undamaged neighbourhoods either had an “extreme”
hazard rating or had critical weaknesses that made them
immediately vulnerable.
From these and other interim results, some clear patterns
emerged:
 In all neighbourhoods that were studied, the homes
whose owners had adopted FireSmart guidelines had a
higher survival rate than homes where they had not
been adopted, despite the extraordinarily harsh
conditions.
 The recommended FireSmart guidelines effectively
reduce the probability of a home catching fire and
related wildfire losses.
 A home’s survival depends on the conditions present in
the “home ignition zone”, for which owners are
responsible.
 While a low total hazard rating is important, a single
critical weakness can still lead to the loss of a home.
Learn more about FireSmart:
BC Wildfire Service: www.gov.bc.ca/firesmart
FireSmart Canada: www.firesmartcanada.ca
FireSmart Homeowner’s Manual (and checklist):
http://ow.ly/Oiax301zCPr
FireSmart Guide to Landscaping:
http://ow.ly/re4s301zCzD

http://wpmedia.calgaryherald.com/2016/05/day3_map_onlinech1.jpg?
quality=55&strip=all

A FireSmart home in the Saprae Creek Estates (25 kms south of Fort
McMurray) area survived.
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At Coastal
To Date
in Coastal
Fires to Date
Person
Caused

27

Lighting
Caused

0

Total
Number
of Fires

27

Fire Danger
Rating today

You may have noted that in the first issue of
the ‘Wildfire News’ we have provided links to
three reports. We hope that you will take the
time to read them. Not only do they provide
some fascinating reading; they also contain some
warnings, some guidance and very solid science
to explain why we continue to support the
FireSmart Program.
The Coastal Fire Centre is currently a hive of
activity with all kinds of preparation underway
for the fire season ahead. Along with training,
certification, and other preparation, resupply
has been completed.
Resupply is the listing of all available resources
within an area. These resources are pre-screened
and added to a list of equipment and services
that can be quickly called upon should a fire

Links
Forest Practices Board: https://www.bcfpb.ca/

Current Prohibitions
(within BCWS
jurisdictional area)

Category 2 Open Fire

Personnel who have
completed their fitness
testing are between
the ages of 19 and 59.

To Report a
Wildfire Call:
1-800-663-5555

Safety Scenario Conducted
in Errington for Safety Day
June 20, 2017.

occur in an area. This is a huge task that is carried
out at the beginning of each season. Staff will take
the previous years resupply list, make contact
with the supplier to see what resources are
available, their point of hire and any additional
contact information. When certain essential
pieces of equipment or services are absent from
the list, staff solicits local businesses to apply.

Weather
For all those looking for weather data there is a
new portal you can use: Pacific Climate Impacts
Consortium (PCIC) Data Portal.
Caution: there is a lot of data here.
SYNOPSIS: (Today-tomorrow) Upper ridge
pattern continues today with sunny warm
weather. Actually, the axis of the ridge has
already moved east of Coastal zones
bringing the coast into a mild dry southwest
upper flow. For today this pattern brings
afternoon temperatures of mid to high 20s or
even a few low 30s, mostly moderate
humidity readings, and no rainfall (except
Haida Gwaii).
Only concern is afternoon wind along the
Fraser river reaching mean speeds into the
low 20s and gusting to near 50 km/h. Much
the same along the Bella Coola river and
pretty well all marine areas. With the dry
fuels, such gustiness can bring rapid
increase in fire intensity and spread rates.
Tomorrow the pattern remains the same

except that occasional upper level moisture
caught up in the flow will bring a few bands of
higher cloudiness. There is a slight chance of
an isolated cumulonimbus over the back bone
of the Coast Mountains but no thunderstorms
are likely. With the patchy clouds and also
somewhat stronger winds afternoon highs will
be a few degrees lower on Saturday.
OUTLOOK: (Sunday-Tuesday) Gusty
afternoon inflow winds continue through the
weekend and well into next week as a surface
high pressure ridge pushes up along the outer
coast while the pressures fall over the interior
due to the warmer and warmer daytime
temperatures.
The weak frontal band further off shore
remains draped over Haida Gwaii with periods
of rain continuing until at least next Tuesday.
A few bands of clouds reach the outer midcoast from time to time but no rainfall is likely
further inland.
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