
Opinion: B.C. may be burning but
solutions exist. We need to dig in
now to get the job done right
Opinion: The scale of the wildfire challenge we
face as a society requires a response of the same
magnitude — no one government has all the
knowledge, resources, or authority to do it alone.
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The wildfire forcing thousands to evacuate from Fort Nelson doubled again in size as the blaze grew merely

a few kilometres west of city limits. Photo by HO /The Canadian Press

It’s only May and B.C.’s wildfire season is already raging. As we write,
the intense wildfire near Fort Nelson continues to burn and residents in
the region have received mandatory evacuation orders from their local
government. Even back in April, widespread evacuation orders and
alerts were issued in the northeast, northwest, and central areas of the
province, marking an unusually early start for this kind of fire behaviour.

Wildfire is one of those issues that just about all British Columbians can
relate to — and mostly in a fear and loathing sort of way. Yet, despite
the  dangers of catastrophic wildfires, fire is also a natural and
necessary force.

Even though fire is essential (historical fire regimens created a mosaic
of diverse ecosystems and habitat conditions and supported the
cultures and livelihoods of Indigenous peoples), if there’s too much, or
if it’s in the wrong place, or if it’s burning at the wrong time, fire can
become a real problem.

In B.C., the wildfire challenge continues to outpace the current suite of
solutions, while ecological and social impacts worsen year after year.
Unless we dig in now, there won’t be enough resources to the get the
job done right and it will only get harder.

In a recent report, we investigated the current state of wildfire
prevention, mitigation, response, and recovery in the province. Based
on our findings, we offer direction on where to get started and what to
prioritize. Resilience — the capacity to deal with change and continue
to develop — will be vital.
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A key first step is recognizing that the new wildfire reality transcends
multiple provincial ministries — hence the urgent need to develop a
cross-government approach to wildfire. It is simply too big a challenge
for the Ministry of Forests to co-ordinate on its own.

A cross-government strategy needs to include:

• A vision for wildfire resilience at the landscape level for all ecosystem
types across the province.

• Articulating priority actions in wildfire-effected ministries and better
defined and co-ordinated roles between ministries.

• Expansion of programs that are proven to advance wildfire resilience,
like prescribed and cultural burning, while the cross-government
strategy is created and implemented.

• An explicit commitment to the necessary provincial budget needed to
execute the strategy, as well as required law reforms, within specified
timelines.

While a cross-government strategy is an important first step, it will not
be enough on its own. The scale of the wildfire challenge we face as a
society requires a response of the same magnitude.

As such, B.C. needs to adopt a whole-of-society approach to advance
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wildfire resilience. No one government has all the knowledge,
resources, or authority to do it alone.

The provincial government, Indigenous governments, federal and local
governments, industry, researchers, and civil society all have significant
roles to play. And to work together effectively, they will need a well-built
framework within which they can operate.

The provincial government should take the lead on co-ordinating a
whole-of-society strategy for wildfire resilience. This needs to include
governance considerations, including the who, how, when, and what of
planning, decision-making, and action.

There are existing models of this approach that can be modified and
adapted to the task at hand, including the California Wildfire and Forest
Resilience Task Force and, on a smaller scale, the Nicola Watershed
Governance Partnership.

There is significant work ahead, including ensuring effective legislation
and policy, creating better funding and economic mechanisms, and
finding new and innovative technologies and practices.

Wildfire is not a problem that we can wait around on. Our home is quite
literally on fire now. With a provincial election coming up in October,
now is the time to question candidates on their commitment to cross-
government and whole-of-society strategies. Living confidently with
fire in B.C. will require strong leadership.

What we do today will be the best insurance against what will certainly
be more dangerous fires tomorrow.

Doug Donaldson is former minister of the B.C. Ministry of Forests,
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Lands, Natural Resource Operations and Rural Development and a
senior analyst at the Polis Wildfire Resilience Project at the University
of Victoria’s Centre for Global Studies. Andrea Barnett is an analyst at
the Polis Wildfire Resilience Project. Oliver M. Brandes is project lead
at the POLIS Wildfire Resilience Project and co-director of the Polis
Project on Ecological Governance. They co-authored the new report
Learning to Live with Fire: State of Wildfire in B.C. — Policy, Programs
and Priorities and are organizing partners on the upcoming Wildfire
Coexistence in B.C.: Solutions Symposium, hosted by the University of
B.C.
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