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Wildfires in B.C. explained

FROM EMBER 
TO INFERNO: 

KEY MESSAGES

Wildfire impacts in B.C. are
increasing and likely to get worse
as climate change drives longer fire
seasons and more extreme fire
weather, drought, and lightning

Local, regional, and First Nations
governments have a key role in
wildfire mitigation, preparedness,
response, and recovery

In British Columbia, many communities have a new name for summer: wildfire
season. Local decision-makers like municipal councils and staff, Nation
councils, and other leaders have a critical role to play in reducing wildfire risk
and safeguarding their communities during the season of smoke and fire.
Here’s the latest information on climate change and wildfire, and what you
need to know as you plan for wildfire mitigation and safety. 

Fire is a natural process and many landscapes and ecosystems in B.C. have
evolved with fire. However, B.C. has experienced increased wildfire activity
over the last 20 years. 2017, 2018, 2021, and 2023 marked four of the most
severe fire seasons in terms of area burned, number of wildfires, number of
people evacuated, and costs of response and damage.

Research shows that climate change is making wildfires larger, more frequent,
and more severe. Climate change is driving wildfire activity in several ways:

Extreme weather conditions conducive to starting
and spreading fires (i.e. hot, dry, and windy
conditions) are happening more often.

Warmer spring temperatures, earlier snowmelt,
and warmer fall temperatures are making fire
seasons longer.

A combination of drought and insect infestations dry
out and kill trees and vegetation, making landscapes
very flammable and wildfires more intense.

Lightning strikes, which ignite wildfires, are
happening more often.
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It’s not just climate change that is driving more wildfires though — land use policies and forest practices have also
contributed to increased wildfire risk. B.C. has a long history of putting fires out and keeping fire off the landscape
to protect timber and nearby communities.

Indigenous communities across Canada have used fire, through cultural burning, since time immemorial.
Indigenous fire stewardship and cultural burning have many benefits including increasing biodiversity,
promoting certain plants, habitats, or landscapes, reducing the risk of catastrophic wildfires, and sustaining
knowledge systems, culture, ceremony, and subsistence practices. Indigenous fire stewardship was
systematically disrupted by colonization, namely the Indian Act, the Reserve System, and Residential Schools,
and burning of any kind was banned in B.C. through policies like the Bush Fire Act.

Decades of fire suppression along with forest management practices (e.g. logging fire-resistant trees, not burning
“slash” after logging, and replanting monocultures) mean that many forests and grasslands haven’t burned for
years and have accumulated wildfire “fuel.”

At the same time, more communities across B.C. are at risk to wildfires because they live in or near the “wildland
urban interface,” where forests (and potentially fire) meet communities. Communities like Lytton, West Kelowna,
and many others have experienced the effects of severe and out of control wildfires. These effects have been well-
documented by researchers and communities alike.

Health: Wildfires have widespread impacts on
our health. Poor air quality from smoke can
increase respiratory issues, emergency
department visits, and hospitalizations.
Wildfires can also have negative mental health
effects, particularly related to evacuation and
post-wildfire recovery.

Economy and livelihoods: Wildfires disrupt
tourism, forestry, energy production, and
agriculture resulting in lost revenue.
Government spending on wildfire response and
damages is increasing, with the 2023 season
costing $1 billion and contributing to the
province’s deficit for the 2023/24 fiscal year. 

Homes and Infrastructure: Wildfires can
damage homes and public and private
infrastructure. Insured losses from the 2023
season were more than $720 million and
insurance premiums in high-risk areas are
increasing.

Ecosystems: While fire can be beneficial for
ecosystems, severe wildfires can have negative
effects on biodiversity, soil and landscape
productivity, contaminate freshwater and
drinking water, and disrupt salmon and aquatic
ecosystems. Wildfires can change hydrology
and watershed function and increase the
chance of other events like floods and
landslides.

Indigenous Communities: Indigenous
communities across Canada have knowledges
and solutions for co-existing with fire but are
also disproportionately affected by severe
wildfires and evacuations. Approximately 80%
of Indigenous communities are in or near
forests that burn frequently and when
communities and their territories experience
wildfires, the interconnected cultural, social,
environmental, and economic impacts can
take years to recover from.
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PLANNING FOR WILDFIRE IN YOUR COMMUNITY

Local, regional, and First Nations governments have a key role in wildfire mitigation, preparedness, response, and
recovery. Here are some considerations as you plan to protect your communities from wildfire:

Understand wildfire for your context

The diversity of landscapes in B.C. means that fire regime, behaviour, and risk will be different depending on
your context. 

Fire regime describes the patterns of fire (e.g. size, severity, frequency, seasonality) in an ecosystem
over time. Comparing the historical fire regime to current and future fire regimes can reveal how fire
has changed and may change with climate change. 

Fire behaviour describes the ability of a wildfire to start and spread. It depends on factors like fuel,
weather, and topography.

Wildfire risk is the chance wildfires harm the people we care about, places we cherish, important assets
(like our homes) and the very values and culture of our communities. Often risk is defined as the
likelihood of a fire occurring, the severity or magnitude of fire, and the consequences if the fire occurs.
Climate change will increase the frequency and severity of wildfires.

Understanding the fire regime and wildfire risk for your community will help you plan for wildfires and may
be part of planning for your community’s hazard, risk, vulnerability analysis tool, climate adaptation, and/or
your Community Wildfire Resilience Plan.  As a local decision-maker concerned about wildfire, you may
choose to work with Indigenous and non-Indigenous fire experts, qualified professionals, or research teams
to understand your community’s  wildfire risk. 

Indigenous Knowledges of fire continue to be an important source of information on climatic cycles and
seasonality, fire behaviour, fire history, fire effects on vegetation, animals, landscapes, and more. In addition
to wildfire data, climate change data and wildfire research should be considered where possible – historical
and future fire regimes, fuel types, wildfire risk, and the social and political dimension of wildfire are areas of
research in B.C. and Canada.

Bring fire back on the land

Research shows reintroducing fire back on the land can help restore ecological resilience and reduce the risk
of severe wildfires. For local decision makers, bringing fire back on the land may include advocating for
diversified wildfire responses and implementing cultural and prescribed burning, depending on your fire
regime and wildfire risk. Bringing fire back on the land will also require shifting public perspective and
acceptance that some fires can be beneficial.

Wildfire response should include different strategies (e.g. modified response and managed wildfire) in
addition to fire suppression. Modified response or managed wildfire are strategies where low risk wildfires
are monitored but allowed to burn. Research has shown these strategies can help address fuel
management, restore ecosystem resilience, create natural fire breaks and lower risk, while being cost
effective. However, additional research is needed to determine what conditions are most appropriate for this
type of response. 

Cultural burning and prescribed fire both involve controlled application of fire to a defined area to achieve
specific objectives (cultural objectives for cultural burning). Indigenous fire practitioners and researchers
have consistently shown that Indigenous-led burning has many benefits including healthy ecosystems and 
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lower risk of severe wildfires. First Nations across B.C., (e.g. Gitanyow, Williams Lake First Nation, Yunesit’in
First Nation, and Lytton First Nation to name a few) have been reviving their cultural burning practices on
their territories. Cultural and prescribed burning programs exist through BC Wildfire Service and First
Nations’ Emergency Services Society.

Ecosystem- and community-specific risk reduction strategies 

Local decision makers have a number of strategies they can implement to increase resilience and reduce the
risk of wildfire to the values and assets they care about. Strategies should involve community engagement
and trust building so that they are specific to community risks, local capacity, and interest. Additionally,
strategies must also be ecosystem specific – what works for one region in the province may not work for
your region.

Strategies can include education, interagency cooperation, cross-training, emergency planning, and fuel
management through FireSmart. Research shows that retrofitting existing homes can have a $14-32 return
on investment whereas construction of new homes with wildfire resilient building materials can have a $34-
93 return on investment. The Community Resiliency Investment program and Forest Enhancement Society of
B.C. fund wildfire risk reduction projects. 

Research also shows  that legislation, planning, and development can help steer new housing away from
high-risk areas. If more homes are built under current land use policies, wildfire damages could almost triple
by 2030 in B.C., with losses concentrated in the Thompson-Okanagan, Kootenays, and Northeast regions.
Ecosystem-specific fuel treatments can also help reduce fuel load around communities. Some regions in B.C.
have research on fuel treatment, for example the interior, but other areas such as coastal and boreal forests
have less research on fuel treatments and wildfire. 

Fuel management will need to be scaled up to support broader landscape level fire management. Exploring
community forest tenures and collaborating with the forestry sector on forest management practices that
reduce wildfire risk, manage for multiple values, and restore ecological resilience will be necessary.

Be prepared to respond to wildfire 

Wildfires will still require rapid response and full suppression when they pose a high risk to communities.
Local decision makers should ensure they have adequate training and a plan in the event of an emergency.
Public education and communication around wildfire preparedness, how to protect against smoke,
evacuation protocols etc. must be part of preparation.

Local governments and First Nations are well positioned (and increasingly demonstrating leadership) to
respond to wildfires. Increasing local response capacity can help incorporate local and Indigenous
Knowledges and priorities in response, maintain trust and self-determination for communities, and increase
coordination with existing risk reduction and emergency planning. Increasing the role of Indigenous
Guardians could also support local capacity and coordination for preparedness and response.

Continue to coordinate and collaborate

It will take every order of government, researchers, the private sector (particularly forestry), and individuals
working together to co-exist with wildfire. Researchers, First Nations, and fire practitioners continue to
advocate for more investment in wildfire mitigation and better coordination and collaboration across all
orders of government. Shifting and sharing decision-making with First Nations and local communities will be
critical so that solutions are specific to community and ecosystem needs. Indigenous-led or co-governance
at all stages of wildfire management need to uphold the Declaration on the Rights on Indigenous Peoples
and flow from equal decision-making authority.
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Wildfire research continues in B.C., and researchers frequently support collaboration and knowledge
exchange across Indigenous Knowledge keepers, fire practitioners, and communities. If you are interested in
learning more about wildfire research or opportunities to collaborate, check out wildfire research groups
and events from the following PICS universities:

Simon Fraser University 
Mitigating Wildfire Initiative

University of British Columbia 
Centre for Wildfire Coexistence

University of Northern British Columbia 
Wildfire Workshop 2025

For full list of references, please visit https://climatesolutions.ca/explainers/from-ember-to-inferno-wildfires-in-b-c-explained/

https://poliswildfireproject.org/
https://poliswildfireproject.org/
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https://cwc.ubc.ca/
https://www.unbcwildfireworkshop.ca/
https://www.unbcwildfireworkshop.ca/
https://www.unbcwildfireworkshop.ca/
https://climatesolutions.ca/explainers/from-ember-to-inferno-wildfires-in-b-c-explained/
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