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Fire Response in the Powell River Community Forest — updated policy

Our forest fire response strategy for the Community Forest was shared in person with our City council
back in the fall of 2023 and we also met with the Chief Administrative Officer and the new Powell River
Fire-Rescue Chief and hopefully cleared up any confusion that existed about the Powell River
Community Forest Ltd (PRCF) board’s role and the corporation’s operational responsibilities for
providing forest fire protection in the Community Forest Agreement (CFA) area.

There are a number of aspects of PRCF’s approach to fire management in the CFA that deserves more
detail. We'll start our operational requirements, then touch on the mutual aid concept and Wildfire BC’s
agreement with Fire Chiefs, should they become involved in forest fires in the community interface.

The CFA area is a relatively small forest tenure on Provincial Forest, within the gathet Regional District. It
overlaps significant portions of both the Haslam Lake and Lang Creek community watersheds. The
location of the CFA would not be normally be considered to be in the urban-wildland interface, but a
large forest fire would certainly have a significant, long lasting impact on the environment, social and
economic values that the CFA provides the broader Powell River community. In recent years there has
been a surge in public recreation use, and unfortunately more unsavory activities such as bush parties,
squatter camps, torched vehicles and abandoned campfires, so risk levels have increased. It is an
operational aspect of PRCF’S business, where spending on preparedness will need to increase. It is not
just equipment, an example is work we did in conjunction with our 2024 road works is developing
accessible water re-load spots.

There were four 2023 public caused forest fires in the CFA. We were very fortunate they were reported
early and local Wildfire BC initial attack crews were close by to help PRCF respond. It is just as likely local
fire crews would have been deployed on fires elsewhere. Slower response increases the chance of a
having a larger, more difficult to control fire. In our board’s review of the 2023 experience, our forestry
manager identified some limitations with our existing firefighting equipment and explored with our
board options to be more self-reliant and for PRCF to be able to respond more quickly and efficiently to
any forest fire within (or nearby) the CFA. You do the math on timber values alone for a single medium
sized fire and there is no question about whether it is a sound investment. There is no other insurance
available to cover burnt timber.

After discussions with local Wildfire BC staff, and advice from our forestry manager, the PRCF board
decided the best option would be to add a smaller, fire response truck unit, built by the same supplier
and to the specs that Wildfire BC uses for their 3 person initial attack crews. By the time the fire truck



Specific to our CFA, rather than just a roster of our manager and volunteer directors on call, we are
moving towards having a dedicated, trained 3 person crew on standby when our operations are shut
down during periods of high to extreme fire danger. As it turned out this summer we had active road
building operations and weather patterns were more moderate than usual.

When our forestry operations are active during the fire season (April 1- Oct 31), PRCF must follow the
Wildfire Act and Regulations. Some aspects of fire equipment and water delivery requirements can be
covered by our onsite contractors, however with our terrain in the CFA, the configuration of our fire
truck provides a much more effective way of quickly jumping on any forest fires when they are small. If
there is an operational fire and we cannot show our due diligence as far as fire prevention and
appropriate firefighting equipment onsite, we could be held responsible for costs and damage to crown
timber. Outside of the fire season there is still other PRCF forestry operations which require water
delivery, the most obvious being burning slash piles later in the fall and early spring.

PRCF usually avoids forest development during the high fire danger periods because of the risk of
operational fires, however there are some activities, especially those carried out in our watersheds,
which must be done in the driest periods of the summer. An example in 2024 was a significant road
project requiring creeks to be dry while the replacement of existing, failing drainage structures was
undertaken on both the Granet Main and Green Road.

If there is a forest fire reported close by our CFA and our help is needed, PRCF will shut down and
respond regardless of whether a compensation agreement is in place. Mutual aid isn’t at all a new
concept when it comes to forest companies responding to forest fires. For example, we share common
CFA boundaries with Tla’amin Nation and they have crews and equipment, including a fire truck similar
to ours and through our relationship with various contractors we can access the heavy equipment
needed on larger fires any time.

To be clear, PRCF’s primary focus is protecting the CFA. When our fire truck is not in use on the CFA, it is
stored centrally with our fire trailer unit and they can be made available to respond to forest fires in the
interface. Our manager, Chris Laing put a lot of effort into providing training on the use of our fire truck
and equipment with Wildfire BC, Powell River Fire Rescue and Malaspina Volunteer Fire Department
crews.

With the intensity of recent forest fire seasons in BC, and many fires occurring in the urban-wildland
interface, there is a recognition from Wildfire BC they needed to be more open to outside help. On



large, out of control fires in the southern interior, there was considerable involvement of fire
department apparatus and fire fighters trying to save structures. At this point compensation is limited to
crews and equipment they have been put under formal contracts with Wildfire BC. A good first step, but
hopefully there is a recognition that in some situations Wildfire BC will not have the capacity to provide
rapid initial attack.

We understand the interest from Powell River Fire Rescue to be involved on forest fires outside the
municipality (including the CFA) is limited to when there is already a standby contract in place, as per
the agreement between Wildfire BC and the Fire Chief’s Association. As far as we know locally, it’s only
been industry water tanker trucks put under contract.

Fire department’s will have to make their own calls up front as far as how far beyond their boundaries
they will respond, the type of fire department apparatus being requested by Wildfire BC and whether
their crews are comfortable with remote access fire starts such as lightning strikes.

Because of the forest fire reporting system, Wildfire BC is most likely to be the agency involved with
leading the forest fire response (including air support) in the CFA. In 2023 PRCF covered our own costs
working those public caused forest fires alongside Wildfire BC. We will continue to have those
discussions and we believe the local fire base understands the importance of the CFA to our community,
appreciates PRCF’s contribution to local initial fire attack and the compatibility of our fire truck to their
own units. The next logical step should be for Wildfire BC to embrace having an arrangement with PRCF
for the fire season.

Greg Hemphill, President, Powell River Community Forest Ltd.



