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What Makes Coastal - Coastal?
There are a lot of things unique to the West Coast
that we get to enjoy every day, but what’s different
about fighting wildfires here compared to other parts of
the province?
Geography—If you live in an urban neighbourhood, it
can be easy to forget how rugged the terrain is in
coastal British Columbia, because most of our
population is concentrated on fairly benign terrain: flat,
accessible by road, and reasonably well-covered by cell
phone service. However, many wildfires occur away
from built-up areas.
An abundance of coastal inlets,
mountains and deep fjords means
that many areas of the coast don’t
have road or ground access. They
may only be accessible by air or
water, making the transportation of
supplies and heavy equipment a
challenge. If it’s taking a long time
to contain or extinguish a fire in one
of these remote areas, the Wildfire
Management Branch may establish
temporary “floating camps” (on
barges or other vessels) to provide housing for
firefighting personnel.
Communications can also be difficult, since cell
phone coverage may be non-existent and even radio
use can be problematic. It often becomes necessary to
set up a temporary radio repeater to improve the
quality of vital communications as firefighters battle
the flames.
Most coastal land is sloped, which makes it more
difficult to tackle a wildfire. Carrying pumps and hoses
through thick brush on steep slopes can result in a
sprain or strain for even the fittest firefighter.
Many areas are so steep that the only way to get
out of a helicopter is to use the “hover-exit” technique,
where firefighters leave the aircraft while it’s still
hovering above the ground. Once the firefighters
disembark, their first order of business is often building
a temporary heli-pad to ensure that subsequent
helicopters can land safely, deliver more personnel and
equipment, and carry out evacuations in the case of an
emergency.
Big trees—Trees grow big on the coast — really big.
They may be over 60 metres tall (as tall as a 20-storey
building) and have thick ground cover growing
underneath them. It can be difficult for helicopter
crews to even see the ground when they’re hovering
over these trees to assess a fire or identify possible
landing spots. When there are many tall trees in an
area, crews need to use longer ropes to reach the
ground when transporting equipment in slings or when

using a bucket to drop suppressant on a ground fire.
Huge trees have correspondingly large root
systems. When a tree is burning, the fire can spread
deep underground along the tree’s root system. To put
out a fire out completely, crews have to cool down all
hot spots, which might involve cutting or breaking
apart the tree and digging up its roots.
Steep valleys—Coastal valleys are narrow, steep-sided
and winding. Human-caused fires typically start near
the bottoms of these valleys, so it can be difficult for
fixed-wing aircraft to fly in low to drop fire retardant
or fire suppressant in these confined
areas.
Valleys are subject to localized
winds, because the side of the valley
that faces the sun heats up while the
shady side remains cooler. Sun
shadowing and shading patterns in
valley bottoms in the spring and fall
influence fire behaviour and that
behaviour can change suddenly
when sunlight reaches a fire and
warms up the area immediately
around it.
These types of valleys often experience air
inversions, which occur when a layer of warm air is
sandwiched between a colder layer of air at the valley
bottom and another layer of colder air near the top of
the mountains. When the warm air in the middle is
suddenly released (for example, when the higher layer
of air is warmed by the sun), fire intensity can escalate
quickly.
Winds along drainages—Coastal air is comparatively
cooler than elsewhere because of marine influences,
but interior valleys can be considerably warmer on
sunny afternoons. In the Interior, this warm air rises
and causes air from the coast to be drawn along valley
corridors to replace the rising air. The resulting winds
can gain speed as a valley narrows or changes
direction, and this wind can increase fire behaviour in
the afternoon.
Values at risk—Coastal forests contain some of the
most valuable timber in British Columbia, but other
values exist in these forests apart from trees. In less
remote areas, the landscape may contain transportation
corridors, power lines, communication towers and
other important infrastructure. There are also numerous
strata-type neighbourhoods, with cabins and homes
located in remote areas or on islands that have little or
no fire department protection.
The very things that make this area so beautiful
and enjoyable as a place to live can also make
firefighting especially difficult.
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By this date,
in 2009, the
Coastal Fire
Centre had
experienced
29 fires.

The ten year
average
(2004 –2014)
as of May 8,
is 10 fires.

Wildland Urban Interface
In the past, wildfires could be sparked by
lightning anywhere in the province, flare up and then
burn themselves out without any human intervention.
This ongoing process of renewal resulted in vibrant and
healthy forests that were rich with wildlife.
Early First Nations people understood fire’s role
in the development of healthy and diverse forests and
they learned to enhance landscapes through the
controlled use of fire. The purpose of deliberately set
fires was twofold: it helped protect areas where First
Nations people lived and it also enriched the land.
These fires often occurred in fire-resistant forests
and their spread patterns were shaped by natural
features, usually petering out once they reached areas
that had been burned before. These predominately lowintensity ground fires enhanced forests instead of
destroying them. The forest became a mosaic of old
and new stands of trees, with a variety of plants and
animals.
These days, we have a different reality – the
Wildland Urban Interface reality. Extinguishing
wildfires quickly may have been a good short-term
tactic at one time, but that approach in past decades has
created a larger concern today and it’s one that British
Columbia must come to terms with, since there is so
much publicly owned land in the province.
British Columbia has the second-highest
percentage of provincial Crown land in Canada, at
94%. B.C. also has the second-largest area of
provincial Crown land in Canada, at 88.7 million
hectares.

Our province is the most diverse geographic
region in Canada and includes a rugged coastline,
mountainous terrain, rolling grasslands and forests.
There is also great variation in weather conditions
throughout the province, resulting in some of the most
difficult fire management conditions in Canada.
Spread throughout our forests are areas that make
up the Wildland Urban Interface – the places where
natural wildland and human development meet. People
(as well as their interests and investments) are scattered
throughout these areas and values were often
developed with little thought of how wildfires might
affect them in future.
B.C.’s new reality is that we all must understand
how to protect these values and how our decisions
today may affect future wildfire outcomes in those
areas.
The Wildfire Management Branch has many
partners that help us manage wildfires and this summer
we will highlight a few of them in this newsletter. We
hope that the articles will be informative and also make
people think about how they fit into the overall
Wildland Urban Interface picture.
Whether you own property in interface areas,
enjoy recreational activities within them or simply
appreciate their beauty and history, wildfires in
interface areas have the potential to cause significant
damage in terms of business and personal losses.
We’re all in this together and this is something we
can deal with together. That’s our new reality.

Interagency Training
To Report a
Wildfire:
1-800-663-5555
Or Cell
*5555

The Wildfire Management Branch has a
proactive approach to training that benefits its
staff and assists local fire departments or other
emergency agencies.
The many advantages of participating in
training exercises prior to an actual emergency
include:
ironing
out
any
potential
communications issues; understanding the skill
levels of each group; determining what
equipment is available to each organization; and
figuring out how that equipment can best be used.
It’s also important to gauge each agency’s
response time and capabilities to determine how
successful the outcome is likely to be, given the
personnel and tools available.
Another advantage of developing strong
working relationships with other emergency

response agencies is making sure that the most
cost-effective and efficient response is provided
to any community that needs help from the
Wildfire Management Branch.
In the case of a serious emergency event,
response services are co-ordinated, focused and
unified. Providing a “unified response” allows all
participating agencies to contribute to a
successful outcome. Everyone benefits, from
those who require the services of emergency
workers to the service workers themselves.
Over time, any organization develops a good
working rhythm. Any opportunity to practice
with other organizations (or receive training or
instruction from them) can only improve the
performance of the larger group in the field.
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Congratulations to
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as a ‘FireSmart’
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Each wildfire season, the Coastal Fire Centre
compiles a Preparedness Guide (“Prep Guide”) to help
fire centre and fire zone personnel establish staffing
and equipment resource levels that reflect fire danger
ratings and conditions.
In the past, the Coastal Fire Centre relied heavily
on professional experience and historical data about
fires in coastal areas. This year, we are moving to a
provincially consistent model that adds a stronger
“science layer” to assist with these important
decisions.
Scientific studies have produced solid data on fire
movement and growth patterns, and they form the
basis of new fire modelling software being tested in
B.C. (http://www.firegrowthmodel.ca).
However, coastal fuels are a very differing mix.
There are six microclimates within the Coastal Fire
Centre, each with vastly different fuel types and fire
danger ratings during the summer. Coastal fuels
typically contain thick brush and include very large
trees. Also invasive plant species such as broom and
gorse cover significant areas and are very flammable.
The duff layer of the forest (the organic material on
top of the soil) may be much thicker here than
elsewhere in the province. In addition, three fire zones
within the Coastal Fire Centre are currently
experiencing forest health issues related to the
mountain pine beetle.

Another factor is the variability of weather on the
coast. Due to the influence of the ocean (and our
many inlets, steep slopes and deep valleys), two
locations only a short distance apart might experience
very different wind and precipitation patterns. For
example, the relatively arid Garry Oak forests of
Nanoose on Vancouver Island are within 30 kilometres
of the Cathedral Grove rainforest near Cameron Lake.
Coastal forest fuel types have not had the
rigorous scientific testing that other fuels types have
had. Two relatively recent burn projects in the
Northwest Territories (2005, 2007) focused on boreal
forest fuels, and the ongoing burn project at Carrot
Lake in B.C., are focussing on mountain pine beetle
damaged timber.
For the coast, representative data has been
evaluated to identify appropriate fuel modelling for
various areas on the coast. This information has been
tied into the Coastal preparedness guide.
This year, the goal is to ensure that the guide
reflects coastal conditions by closely monitoring fire
behaviour from the moment a fire is discovered and
then comparing that data to the expected behaviour
outlined in the Preparedness Guide.
Fire behaviour specialists in the Coastal Fire
Centre will contribute their expertise and experience
to fine-tune the guide over the summer to transform it
into a uniquely “coastal” forecasting tool.

Volunteer Fire Departments
What motivates someone to join a volunteer fire
department? The answer, of course, depends on the
individual. Staff at the Wildfire Management Branch
have had the privilege of working with some amazing
and highly dedicated people. They come from all walks
of life and donate considerable amounts of time and
energy to help protect their neighbours and
communities.
Volunteers must commit to regularly attending
fire practices and training sessions — some optional
and many others mandatory. They often rearrange
their personal schedules so they can be on call to
serve their communities, which may mean turning
down event invitations and missing out on other
opportunities. They are ready and able to respond
whenever they’re needed, day or night.
They manage to juggle their work and volunteer

commitments and, if they run their own businesses,
they take steps to ensure that their businesses can
continue to operate if they are called away. Many
employers support their community’s volunteer
firefighters by giving them the flexibility to respond to
incidents during normal working hours. Firefighters
work closely with the other volunteers on their team
and always endeavour to interact with other agencies
and the public in a professional manner.
When the alarm bell sounds, volunteers don’t
always know how serious the incident is or how long
they’ll be working at the site. It could be a burning
bylaw infraction, a house fire, a traffic accident or
anything in between.
The training courses that the volunteers must

cont’d next page
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To Date
in Coastal

Volunteer Fire Departments cont’d

Fires to Date
Person
Caused

7

Lighting
Caused

0

Total
Number
of Fires

7

Fire Danger
Rating as of

May 8

Current Prohibitions
(within WMB
jurisdictional area)

none

complete and the certification standards they’re
required to meet are set by the Office of the Fire
Commissioner, which is part of Emergency
Management BC at the provincial Ministry of Justice.
Many of them take the same courses that fulltime firefighters take, depending on the needs of their
communities. Volunteers must complete course
modules and work to earn certifications so they’re
qualified to undertake certain types of work. Similarly,
the volunteer fire department itself must maintain
certain standards, including ongoing training to meet
provincial standards and WorkSafeBC requirements.
Managing the administrative needs of the fire hall
can also be onerous sometimes, since people who are
experts at managing a fire hose may not be equally
adept at preparing a spreadsheet.
Given our aging population, maintaining a cadre
of highly trained, experienced firefighters can be a
challenge, especially in areas of the province with high
rates of absentee homeowners. It can take years for a
volunteer to achieve different certification levels, so
it’s a big loss whenever a volunteer has to leave the
organization.
Volunteer firefighters work hard on behalf of
their communities
and, in turn, they are
supported by the
communities
they
serve. Some of the
backing that their
departments receive
is financial, through
a tax base that
provides funding for
needed equipment
and training resources. Many communities also
support their fire departments by regularly holding
fundraising events.
However, one of the best ways that people can
support their volunteer firefighters is by showing how
much they respect and value the extraordinarily
important work that these “ordinary folks” do, and
understanding how they deal with a variety of
challenges, from WorkSafeBC requirements to the
demands of emergency response calls.
Above all, perhaps, volunteer firefighters deserve
our respect because of their willingness to put their
physical and mental well-being to the test in order to
serve their communities.

If you are one of
the fortunate British
Columbians who live
within the jurisdiction
of a volunteer fire
department,
please
take a moment to
think about everything
that firefighters do for
you. Then think of
what you can do for them. They certainly deserve it.

Weather
ISSUED: 10:45 PDT Friday May 8, 2015
SYNOPSIS: Weak outflow winds last night help give a
head start to today’s warming and drying beneath a
strong ridge of high pressure. Some of the lowest
humidities of the year will be seen this afternoon
(approaching 10% in spots) while winds in most areas
remain generally light. The next Pacific frontal system
brings rain to Haida Gwaii tonight and bands of system
cloud to western sections of the Island and Mid Coast
on Saturday while the south & east see another
unseasonably warm and dry day under mainly sunny
skies.
OUTLOOK: The majority of the energy associated
with this next frontal system should get deflected south
of the region on Sunday. Expect partly cloudy skies,
slightly higher humidities and slightly cooler
temperatures than Saturday with a risk of showers
(favouring the Island). The region becomes positioned
within a developing easterly flow between an upper
high to the north and an upper low to the south on
Monday with limited moisture leading to partly cloudy
skies and similar conditions to Sunday. By Tuesday, the
upper flow may tap into a more significant feed of
moisture bringing a chance of showers or
thundershowers to the south while sunnier skies and
warm temperatures prevail north of roughly Campbell
River – Bute Inlet.
6 TO 10 DAY: The latest guidance has been struggling
with how to handle a deepening offshore trough next
week. The most recent trend has come back in line with
bringing the trough inland by the end of next week for
cooler temperatures (mid-upper teens) and moderate
humidities. Isolated or scattered showers would favour
the southern half of the region in this pattern.
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