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THE SCIENCE

Wildfires are a necessary and natural part of Alberta’s wildland and boreal forest
ecosystems. However, as climate change accelerates, the frequency and intensity of
wildfires are becoming an increasing threat to communities in the wildland-urban
interface. Integrating nature-based FireSmart programming, such as vegetation
management treatments, can decrease wildfire risk, increase public safety, and support
residents to better adapt and live with the reality of wildfire.

Specific vegetation management treatments can mimic the natural role fire plays in
forest ecosystems. Removing fallen and dead trees reduces fuel loads. It can replicate
the natural conditions for ecological succession and renewal by opening the forest
canopy in a similar way as a wildfire, creating ideal conditions for deciduous trees to
grow. Deciduous trees like aspen and poplar are less flammable and act as natural fire
breaks in the forest. These trees can also be planted following the removal of fallen or
dead coniferous trees to speed up the natural process and increase wildfire resilience.

THE TRIGGER

The Northern Alberta city of Fort McMurray is no stranger to wildfire. The 2016
Horse River Wildfire directly impacted Fort McMurray and surrounding communities,
burning approximately 579,767 hectares of land, resulting in Alberta’s largest wildfire
evacuation of over 90,000 people and the destruction of 2,400 homes and business.

The FireSmart Wood Buffalo program in Fort McMurray had been active and applying
vegetation management and fuel reduction treatments since the early 2000s. Following
the destruction of the 2016 Horse River Wildfire, recognition of the importance

of wildfire risk reduction increased, along with political and community support for
more extensive FireSmart Programming. Since the 2016 wildfire, over 400 hectares
of forested land in the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo (RMVVB) have received
FireSmart vegetation management treatments to decrease their wildfire risk. In
assessing future wildfire risks to the community, RMWB identified its urban forest

as a potential wildfire hazard, as it had not burned in the 2016 fire, and had built up
significant fuel loads and flammable vegetation due to past management practices of
fire suppression.

THE APPROACH

In 2017, the RMVWB Parks and Recreation Department began working on the creation
of the Urban Forest Strategy. A focus of the strategy was the management of the
Birchwood Trails, a popular 135-km maintained trail system through boreal forest

in Fort McMurray. The Birchwood Trails is highly valued by residents for outdoor
recreation and natural beauty. While the RMWB Urban Forest Strategy has not been
fully adopted and implemented, key parts of the Urban Forest Strategy were carried
forward by the RMWB Regional Emergency Services through vegetation management
treatments guided by the 2022 RMWB Wildfire Mitigation Strategy. The 2022 RMWB
Wildfire Mitigation Strategy is a renewed and updated Wildfire Mitigation Strategy,
updated every 5 years.
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Figure 19: In Fort McMurray’s Birchwood Trails, FireSmart treatments are being introduced
gradually to balance wildfire risk reduction with residents” appreciation of the forest’s natural
beauty. (Source: Regional District of Wood Buffalo)

RMWVB FireSmart vegetation management practices include:

*  Fuel reduction and modification projects to reduce fuels for wildfire by thinning,
pruning and cleaning densely vegetated areas.

*  Fuel removal projects near developed areas to prevent future fuel build up by
removing dead, fallen and unhealthy trees in densely vegetated areas.

*  Fuel conversion projects to remove more flammable conifer tree species and
replace them with less flammable deciduous forest species, decreasing the threat
to nearby homes.

These FireSmart vegetation management treatments were introduced to the
Birchwood Trails through collaboration between Regional Emergency Services and the
RMWB Parks and Recreation Department.

THE OUTCOME

While many residents in Fort McMurray support FireSmart measures in their
neighbourhoods, some were concerned that vegetation management treatments to
reduce wildfire risk in the Birchwood Trails could change the beauty of urban forest
they valued. As a result, a more incremental approach was taken by the RMWB
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FireSmart Wood Buffalo Program, slowly weaving in FireSmart fuel removal and
conversion treatments, educating the public, and steadily reducing wildfire risk in the
Birchwood Trails.

Regional Emergency Services worked with the RMWB Parks and Recreation
department to remove fallen and dead spruce trees in the Birchwood Trails, gradually
replacing them with aspen and poplar trees that are less prone to burning and serve as
better firebreaks for nearby neighbourhoods. The recent construction of a FireSmart
Interpretive Trail in the Birchwood Trails area allows residents to see FireSmart
principles applied to urban forests, reducing wildfire risk while maintaining healthy
forests and opportunities for recreation and to connect with nature.

AWORD FROM FORT MCMURRAY

Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo Director of Emergency Management and
Regional Fire Chief Jody Butz shared the importance of working with nature-based
solutions to decrease fire risk.""You can't stop wildfire — the boreal forest is dependent
on fire for its survival. But we can do things to reduce its impact,” said Chief Butz.
“Spruce trees are mother nature’s fuel. Removing the spruce trees opens the forest
canopy to sunlight, and you get aspen and poplar trees that are less flammable and
serve quite well as firebreak for years to come.Then when fire comes, it won't hit our
community like a lion, it will come in like a mouse and we will be able to manage it
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