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What some thought would last only a few 
weeks, or possibly months, is proving to be much 
more enduring. The global pandemic has dis-
rupted all of our lives, with more than 35 million 
cases and more than a million fatalities at the time 
of writing. It has led to the closure of many busi-
nesses and to millions of job losses. The university 
world is fortunate to have been shielded from 
some of these impacts, although many universi-
ties around the world are beginning to suffer. We 
have been fortunate in the Faculty of Forestry, 
in that our attempts to diversify our revenues 
over the past 10 years are now paying dividends. 
Over the past six months, we have been able to 
continue replacing faculty and staff members 
who have retired or moved on, and we have even 
grown a little.

However, the shift to online learning has come 
at a cost to everyone, whether it’s the extra time 
needed by faculty members to prepare online 
materials while coping with all the other burdens 
brought about by the pandemic, the need to 
adjust teaching schedules for students located 
in multiple time zones, the difficulties associated 
with ensuring that students know about the qual-
ity of our programs, or the changes in learning 
practices that the online pivot has forced upon 
students. I am pleased at the extent to which 
everyone has coped with this upheaval, but also 
recognize the very significant costs that many 
have experienced. In this issue of Branchlines, 
we describe how many of the Faculty’s activities 
continue, albeit sometimes in a severely modified 
form. I am delighted that Dr. Scott Hinch has been 
named a Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada. 
This is well-deserved. It is also encouraging to see 
our faculty members doing so well in the recent 
grant competitions of the Natural Sciences and 
Engineering and Social Sciences and Humanities 

Research Councils of Canada. Our success with 
both Councils is a testament to the interdisciplin-
ary nature of the Faculty.

Thanks to a very focused effort by our com-
munications team, the research being done in the 
faculty is garnering increasing attention from the 
media. In today’s hectic, interconnected world, 
journalists have a huge range of potential stories 
to choose from. As a result, stories have to be 
‘pitched’, particularly ones that could be consid-
ered ‘good news’ (‘bad news’ generates more read-
ers). This is a bit of a departure for us, but anyone 
in the British Columbia forest sector will know 
how easily and quickly negative stories circulate 
and how rarely the positive stories are covered.

As usual, I have the unenviable task of try-
ing to pick out a few of the research stories that 
have particular interest. They all are interesting! 
However, the article by Richard Hamelin really 
caught my eye. Richard is using state-of-the-art 
technology to help solve a growing problem all of 
the world, namely the spread of invasive species. 
His team has developed a piece of equipment 
that can be used to detect the presence of forest 
insects and pathogens. It’s actually amazingly 
complex, as indicated by his description of it as “a 
point-of-use real-time Polymerase Chain Reaction 
(PCR) system using a crude DNA extraction process 
and freeze-dried, pre-made chemical reactions for 
on-site applications”. This work clearly shows how 
research can lead to a tool or technique that has 
immense potential value.

I finish with a sad note. In the past couple of 
months we have lost two significant members 
of our community. Dean Emeritus Joseph (Joe) 
Gardner was, as far as I know, the longest serving 
Dean the Faculty has ever had. Under his leader-
ship, the Faculty grew significantly, particularly 
in the area of wood sciences. We also lost alum-
nus Jim McWilliams, a key member of a forestry 
dynasty in British Columbia and a significant donor 
to the Faculty. They will both be missed.
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AWARDS AND RECOGNITION

The Faculty of Forestry’s Dr Scott Hinch, an 
international authority on Pacific salmon, was 
recently named Fellow of the Royal Society of 
Canada (RSC). This accolade is Canada’s top honour 
in the disciplines of the arts and humanities, social 
sciences, and science. Dr Hinch – a professor in the 
Department of Forest and Conservation Sciences – is 
recognized for his pioneering research and innova-
tive, integrative approach to the study of Pacific 
salmon. In addition to his role as professor, Dr Hinch 
is the director of University of British Columbia’s 
Natural Resources Conservation Undergraduate 
Program. 

A respected educator and esteemed scholar, Dr 
Hinch was elected by a group of his peers in recogni-
tion of his ground-breaking research investigating 
the effects that climate change, fisheries, land-use 
decisions, and water management have on Pacific 
salmon populations and fish habitat. Founded in 
1882, the Royal Society of Canada is the nation’s top 
council of scientists, artists, and scholars. The RSC 

seeks to promote and support the highest quality 
of post-secondary work and research in Canada. 

To learn more, visit https://forestry.ubc.ca/research- 
awards/scott-hinch-named-royal-society-of-canada-
fellow/.

UBC RESEARCHERS RECEIVE $40.1M IN 
FUNDING FROM NSERC

The Natural Sciences and Engineering Research 
Council of Canada (NSERC) granted $40.1 mil-
lion in funding to University of British Columbia 
researchers, including eight innovative Faculty of 
Forestry projects. NSERC’s Discovery Grant program 
provides funding to researchers at post-secondary 
institutions across Canada, in support of long-term 
research goals and pioneering projects, in the fields 
of natural sciences and engineering. 

Each project demonstrates the importance 
of our forests, including the values and perspec-
tives of various stakeholders and forestland 
users. From projects investigating the effects of 
climate change, to the use of cutting-edge tech-
nology in the engineering of innovative wood 
products, to an in-depth study of urban forest 
landscapes, each project provides their respective 
field with significant new insights and invaluable 
research. Recipients of the Discovery Grant include: 

• Dr Sally Aitken, Department of Forest and 
Conservation Sciences

• Dr Peter Arcese, Department of Forest and 
Conservation Sciences

• Dr Christopher Chanway, Department of Forest 
and Conservation Sciences

• Dr Chunping Dai, Department of Wood Science
• Dr Lori Daniels, Department of Forest and 

Conservation Sciences
• Dr Sarah Gergel, Department of Forest and 

Conservation Sciences
• Dr Scott Renneckar, Department of Wood 

Science
• Dr Dominik Roeser, Department of Forest 

Resources Management
To learn more, visit https://research.ubc.ca/

ubc-researchers-supported-40m-investment-nserc.

DR SCOTT HINCH 
NAMED FELLOW OF 
THE ROYAL SOCIETY



     branchlines        5      branchlines        5 4        branchlines     31#3  2020

fo
re

st
ry

n
ew

sDR LORIEN NESBITT AND DR CECIL KONIJNENDIJK 
RECEIVE INSIGHT DEVELOPMENT GRANT

The Faculty of Forestry’s Dr Lorien Nesbitt and Dr 
Cecil Konijnendijk – members of the Department of 
Forest Resources Management – are part of a team named 
as a recipient of an Insight Development Grant, awarded 
by the Social Science and Humanities Research Council 
of Canada (SSHRC). Over $73,000 in funding was awarded 
for a project on green gentrification and equitable urban 
forest governance in Metro Vancouver. 

Dr Nesbitt is an Assistant Professor of Urban Forestry 

whose research focuses on sustainability and socio-ecological 
interactions in urban environments. Dr Konijnendijk is a 
Professor of Urban Forestry and is also the program director 
of the recently-approved Master of Urban Forestry Leadership 
and co- leader of the UFORIA (Urban Forestry Research In 
Action) lab alongside Dr Nesbitt. 

Details of the Master of Urban Forestry leadership are 
available at, visit https://research.ubc.ca/ubc-researchers-
awarded-21m-through-sshrc-insight-development-grants.

DR STAVROS AVRAMIDIS APPOINTED VICE PRESIDENT 
OF THE INTERNATIONAL ACADEMY OF WOOD SCIENCE

Earlier this year, Dr Stavros Avramidis was elected Vice 
President of the International Academy of Wood Science 
(IAWS), which promotes and advances wood research, 
development, and innovation. 

An esteemed mentor and educator, Dr Avramidis 
has long been a member of the University of British 
Columbia’s Faculty of Forestry, and serves as the head of 
the Department of Wood Science and Professor of Wood 
Physics and Drying. Dr Avramidis teaches at the under-
graduate, master, and PhD levels, covering a spectrum of 
topics including wood physics and drying, sawmilling, and 

advanced mathematics for wood products processing. 
A leader in his field, Dr Avramidis’ research has advanced 

wood sciences through the study of wood-water relation-
ships, processes for non-destructive timber evaluation, and 
various wood drying methods. In addition to his role as 
professor, Dr Avramidis has authored over 250 publications, 
held the role of reviewer for more than 30 scientific journals 
and publishers, and has been twice elected Senator of UBC. 

To learn more, visit https://forestry.ubc.ca/news/stavros-
avramidis-appointed-vice-president-international-academy-
of-wood-science/.
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The Faculty of Forestry’s Dr Emily Cranston and Dr 
Tara Martin were awarded funding through the Canada 
Foundation for Innovation’s John R. Evans Leaders Fund, a 
$96-million national investment supporting state-of-the-art 
labs and equipment.

Dr Cranston’s project “High-Performance Atomic Force 
Microscopy to Elucidate Structure-Property Relationships 
in Nanocellulose Materials” examines the design of innova-
tive biodegradable materials made from nanocellulose, 
derived from wood pulp, to help reduce dependency on 
plastic-based products. 

The project’s $240,000 award will fund an atomic force 
microscope to enable design of bio-based materials such 
as films, composites, emulsions, and gels. These materials 
could replace petrochemical-based substances in products 
ranging from medical devices to household items.

Dr Martin’s project “Predicting Impacts of Cumulative 
Threats to Inform Conservation Decisions under Global 
Change” examines the impact of numerous threats on spe-
cies and biodiversity resulting from climate change and 
land use decisions. 

The $125,000 award will fund a mobile lab, enabling access 
to remote field sites in southwest BC. By better understanding 
the impact of cumulative threats on biodiversity, strategies 
can be developed to maximize conservation outcomes.

To learn more, visit https://forestry.ubc.ca/research/
jelf-funding-awarded-for-research/.

The Faculty of Forestry’s Dr Kathy Martin has received the 
Federal Government’s Nancy B. Cutler Citation of Excellence: 
Women in Science and Technology award, in recognition 
of her invaluable role in furthering conservation science 
in Canada. An esteemed ecologist and educator in the 
Department of Forest and Conservation Sciences, Dr Martin 
also holds the position of senior research scientist with 
Environment and Climate Change Canada. 

This prestigious award is presented annually by the 
Department to honour exceptional women working in sci-
ence and technology. Dr Martin was recognized for her years 
of hard work, trailblazing research, and dedication to con-
servation, along with her many contributions to the study 
of key ecosystems and animal populations in Canada, with a 
focus on with a focus on the birds and other vertebrates that 
use tree cavities for nesting. Dr Martin, a leading authority 
in ornithology, is respected as a global expert on arctic and 
alpine grouse and ptarmigan, and is currently the American 
Ornithological Society’s president.

To learn more, visit https://forestry.ubc.ca/news/
kathy-martin-nancy-b-cutler-citation-of-excellence/.

DR KATHY MARTIN RECEIVES NANCY B. CUTLER CITATION 
OF EXCELLENCE AWARD

DR EMILY CRANSTON AND DR TARA MARTIN NAMED 
RECIPIENTS OF THE CFI JOHN R. EVANS LEADERS FUND
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REMEMBERING DEAN EMERITUS 
DR JOSEPH (JOE) A GARDNER

It is with great sadness that the 
Faculty of Forestry announces the 
passing of Dean Emeritus Dr Joseph 
A. Gardner .  A renowned wood 
scientist and respected professor, 
Dr Gardner first took on the role of 
Dean in 1965; a role that he held for 
nearly 20 years until his retirement 
from the position in 1983. A UBC 

Alumnus himself, Dr Gardner started 
his scholastic career in chemistry and 
graduated with honours from UBC’s 
BA Chemistry program in 1940, fol-
lowed by the completion of a Master’s 
of Chemistry from UBC in 1942. 
Following his retirement as Dean in 
1983, Dr Gardner continued a career 
in forestry, and subsequently earned 
his PhD at McGill in 1994.

During his tenure as Dean, Dr 
Gardner directed his focus towards 
both education and research, con-
centrating on the science of wood 
products,  wood chemistr y,  and 
chemical engineering. Dr Gardner 
was responsible for developing the 
Faculty of Forestry into a thriving 
scientific hub, paving the way for 
cutting-edge research and exciting 
educational opportunities, on top 
of his integral role in the initiation 
of the federal government’s wood 

chemistry section of UBC’s forest 
products laboratory. A pioneer in 
forestry education, Dr Gardner was 
awarded the Order of Canada in 
1993, in recognition of his ground-
breaking approach to teaching, 
along with his many outstanding 
contributions to the greater under-
standing of wood science. In addition 
to his role as Dean, Dr Gardner was a 
fellow of both the Chemical Institute 
of Canada and the International 
Academy of Wood Science.

Outside of his career in forestry and 
education, Dr Gardner was an active 
outdoorsman, with a passion for golf-
ing, skiing, fishing, and tennis. Born the 
youngest of nine in Nakusp in 1919, Dr 
Gardner passed away peacefully in his 
sleep, shortly after his 101st birthday. 
He is survived by his son Joe, daughter 
Mary, and his many grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren.

Outside of his work as the head of the 
UBC Faculty of Forestry’s Department of 
Forest Resources Management, Dr Gary 

Bull is well known as an expert consul-
tant in matters regarding international 
forestry. On September 16th, 2020 he 
was honoured by the Canadian Institute 
of Forestry (CIF-IFC) in recognition of his 
many accomplishments.

“ The I nternat ional  Forestr y 
Achievement Award recognizes indi-
viduals who have made unique and out-
standing contributions or achievements 
in international forestry,” noted Mark 
Pearson, Executive Director, and CIF-IFC. 
“The Award recognizes that Canada is a 
world leader in the practice of forestry 
and appreciates the actions of individu-
als who have shared this leadership with 
other nations, and has the objective of 
encouraging excellence and coopera-

tion in international forestry. We were 
pleased to present Gary with this well-
deserving national Award.”

Active on several national and 
international advisory boards, Dr Bull 
has dedicated years of his professional 
life to the spirit of international coop-
eration and shared leadership. With a 
background in commerce as well as 
three degrees in Forestry, Dr Bull special-
izes in economics and policy and is an 
advocate for interdisciplinary research.

Dean John Innes was very pleased 
to see this award, stating “Gary is an 
exemplary recipient of this award. It 
aims to recognize individuals who have 
had a significant international role, and 
Gary certainly fits this.

DR GARY Q. BULL RECEIVES INTERNATIONAL 
FORESTRY ACHIEVEMENT AWARD



8        branchlines     31#3  2020

APPOINTMENTS

Dr Paul Pickell was recently named 
assistant professor of geomatics teach-
ing for the Faculty’s Forest Resources 
Management (FRM)  team. Previously 
he served as a lecturer in the FRM  
department on GIS applications. 

Dr Andres Varhola was recently 
named an assistant professor of teach-
ing in the Forest Resources Management  
department. His teaching specializa-
tions include forestry, earth sciences 
and statistics. He holds a PhD in Forestry 
from UBC and has won numerous 
awards throughout his academic career. 

Michelle Zeng was recently named 
manager of educational strategies 
for the Faculty. Previously she served 
as online program manager for the 
Faculty’s Asia Strategies Team. In the 
past five years, she has delivered their 
award-winning online forestry program 
to more than 1,500 global learners. 

Haitao Li has joined the Faculty’s 
ForestResources Management team 
as a geospatial systems analyst. He 
has several years of experience work-
ing as a GIS analyst, and teaching and 
coaching undergraduate and graduate 
students and technicians. 

Alice Miao has joined the Faculty 
as graduate awards and administrative 
coordinator. Alice has been a part of 
the Faculty community for more than 
six years, as both an undergraduate 
and graduate student and special 
projects assistant in the Dean’s Office. 

David Montwé  was recently 
appointed as an assistant professor in 
silviculture. He holds a PhD from the 
University of Freiburg, Germany and 
completed a postdoc at the University 
of Alberta through the Alexander von 
Humboldt Foundation. 

Faculty member Dr Andrew Almas 
was recently named assistant profes-
sor of teaching in urban forestry for 
the Department of Forest Resources 
Management (FRM). Previously, he 
was working as an FRM lecturer. 

Kathleen Coupland was recently 
named the program coordinator of the 
Faculty’s Professional Master’s Programs. 
A PhD candidate under the Forest 
Resource & Environmental Service 
Hub umbrella, Kathleen also holds an 
RPF designation and has a Master’s in 
Sustainable Forest Management. 

Dr Neil Leveridge was recently 
named assistant professor and commu-
nication strategist in the Department of 
Wood Science. He has been a language 
and literacy educator since 2000 and 
has worked as an English writing 
instructor for graduate students focus-
ing on scholarly/journal publications.
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Here are a few excerpts taken straight from some of the stories coming out of the 
Faculty of Forestry. Visit the Faculty in the News section of our website to read more.

A look at B.C.’s wildfire history

Aug 20, 2020, published on MSN.com, Canadian Press, Dr 
Lori Daniels 

British Columbia declared a state of emergency in both 
2017 and 2018 during two record-setting years for wildfires. 
Here’s a look at B.C.’s wildfire history:

Record years: In 2017, about 12,000 square kilometres 
burned in B.C. and in 2018, more than 13,000 square kilo-
metres were scorched.

Fires in 2020: The latest statistics were published 
Wednesday and show that 3,784 hectares had burned in the 

province from the 540 fires that had started so far this year.
Abundance of fuel: Prof. Lori Daniels of the University of 

British Columbia’s Department of Forest and Conservation 
Sciences said Indigenous people in the south Okanagan area 
regularly used fire to cultivate food and medicinal plants, 
create habitat for game and protect their communities.

To  r e a d  t h e  f u l l  a r t i c l e  a n d  D r  Lo r i  D a n i e l s ’ 
c o m m e n t s ,  v i s i t  m s n . c o m / e n - c a / w e a t h e r /
topstories/a-look-at-b-c-s-wildfire-history-and/ar-BB18cPRD.

Millions of beetles are wiping out forests all across the world 
Aug 17, 2020, published on Yahoo.com, Dr Allan Carroll 

The pests are eating away at trees as climate change 
warms winters. Infestations have the potential to worsen 
future emissions.

A plague of tiny mountain pine beetles, no bigger than 
a grain of rice, has already destroyed 15 years of log sup-
plies in British Columbia, enough trees to build 9 million 
single-family homes, and are chewing through forests in 
Alberta and the Pacific Northwest. Now, an outbreak of 
spruce beetles is threatening to devour even more trees in 
North America just as similar pests are decimating supplies 

in parts of Europe, creating a glut of dead and dying logs.
To read the full article and Prof Allan Carroll’s comments visit 

ca.finance.yahoo.com/news/millions-beetles-wiping-forests-
across-090006336.html.
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UBC scientists develop new invasive species scanner

July 20, 2020, published on GlobalNews.ca, Dr Richard Hamelin
Scientists at UBC say they’ve developed a new scanner 

that can identify potentially-dangerous invasive species in 
a matter of hours, instead of days or even months. Linda 

Aylesworth reports.
To view the video and hear Prof Richard Hamelin’s 

c o m m e n t s  v i s i t  g l o b a l n e w s . c a / v i d e o / 7 2 0 3 2 6 3 /
ubc-scientists-develop-new-invasive-species-scanner.

Majority of early Fraser River sockeye run won’t make it to spawning grounds, 
report suggests

July 26, 2020, published on CBC.ca, Dr Scott Hinch 
Above average discharge into river making it difficult for 

salmon to swim upstream.
An early sockeye salmon run is having trouble making it 

up the Fraser River and the majority won’t make it to their 
spawning grounds this year, largely because of the ongo-
ing Big Bar landslide, according to a report from the Pacific 
Salmon Commission.

Despite tens of thousands of fish passing through sites 

in Mission and Hells Gate, none have been observed on the 
other side of the landslide.

“Natural passage has been limited at the slide, and no 
sockeye salmon have passed the slide at Big Bar to date,” 
reads a briefing from the Fraser River Panel.

To read the full article and Dr Scott Hinch’s comments visit 
cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/majority-of-early-
fraser-river-sockeye-run-won-t-make-it-to-spawning-grounds-
report-suggests-1.5663356?cmp=rss.
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sFirst Nations-led study indicates spirit 
bear needs more protected habitat

July 8, 2020, published on VancouverSun.ca, Dr Kermit Ritland 
Rare white variant of black bear requires both parents 

to carry genetic quirk.
Christina Service was two years into her research with a 

bear research team when she saw her first spirit bear.
Bears, including the rare white-coated Kermode bear 

known as the spirit bear, are not stealthy creatures. Service 
calls them the “all terrain vehicles of the forest — you hear 
them coming, crashing through the bush.”

Service and her team followed the commotion, and 
found the bear grazing on the grasses along the riverbanks 
in the Great Bear Rainforest.

To read full article and Dr Kermit Ritland’s comments visit 
vancouversun.com/news/local-news/first-nations-led-study-
indicate-spirit-bear-needs-more-protected-habitat.

How Vancouver plans to cool down 
the hottest parts of the city amid 
global climate change
Aug 10, 2020, published on CBC.ca, Dr Stephen Sheppard 

Volunteers will take to the streets to measure tempera-
tures in neighbourhoods across Vancouver

A horde of cyclists and electric vehicle drivers will soon 
take to the streets of Vancouver to map out the hottest and 
coolest parts of the city — a move that will help inform 
future plans to mitigate rising temperatures.

It’s called heat mapping, which is an urban planning 
tool other cities across the world have used to identify 
which neighbourhoods are most susceptible to increased 
temperatures amid global climate change.

To read the full article and Dr Stephan Sheppard’s 
comments visit cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/
how-vancouver-plans-to-cool-down-the-hottest-parts-
of-the-city-amid-global-climate-change-1.5677385?__
vfz=medium%3Dsharebar.

How our food choices cut into forests and put us closer to viruses
August 20, 2020, published on TheConversation.com, Dr 
Terry Sunderland

As the global population has doubled to 7.8 billion in 
about 50 years, industrial agriculture has increased the output 
from fields and farms to feed humanity. One of the negative 
outcomes of this transformation has been the extreme simpli-
fication of ecological systems, with complex multi-functional 
landscapes converted to vast swaths of monocultures. 

From cattle farming to oil palm plantations, industrial 
agriculture remains the greatest driver of deforestation, 
particularly in the tropics. And as agricultural activities 
expand and intensify, ecosystems lose plants, wildlife 
and other biodiversity.

To read the full article and Dr Terry Sunderland’s 
c o m m e n t s  v i s i t  t h e c o n v e r s a t i o n . c o m / p r o f i l e s /
terry-sunderland-1140650.
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UBC FORESTRY BRINGS PLANT IDENTIFICATION 
TO LIFE THROUGH VIDEO SERIES

Although the COVID-19 pandemic 
has accelerated the development and 
use of online learning tools, the Faculty 
of Forestry was already an innovator 
in this area. 

Dr Patrick Culbert recently pub-
lished a paper exploring his experi-
ence developing an extensive plant 
ecology and identification video series 
on YouTube. Although the release 
of the paper coincides with today’s 
growing need for online education, 
the project’s origins trace back to 2016.

When Dr Culbert first arrived at 
the University of British Columbia four 
years ago, he began hearing from ecol-
ogy students that they were struggling 
with learning a vital forest science skill 
– the ability to identify plants in the 
field. This inspired him to begin the 
plant identification project.

“Plant identification is not some-
thing typically taught in high school,” 
explains Dr Culbert. “For those stu-
dents coming from other parts of the 
world, it’s even more challenging to 
identify plants they may never have 
seen before.” 

By the summer of 2017, with 
funding from UBC’s Teaching and 
Learning Enhancement Fund (TLEF), 
Dr Culbert and his crew were getting 
up close and personal with coastal 
British Columbia’s understorey plants. 
The team invested countless hours 
filming in the field, then moved into 

UBC Studios to produce 53 easy-to-
understand, short videos on plant 
characteristics. These were released 
with a companion website and online 
quizzing to be used to supplement 
forestry field instruction. 

Dr Culbert said he wanted the 
videos to be publicly accessible and 
used as a supplemental educational 
resource for many years to come. To 
date the channel has received more 
than 58,000 views from students and 
non-students across the world. 

 “From looking at the spikes in views, 
we can see there was definitely an 
increase in traffic right before a plant 
ID quiz, but certainly the majority of the 
views are people other than students.” 

Although he stresses the vid-
eos and related online tools cannot 

replace in-person field instruction, Dr 
Culbert emphasizes video in-the-field 
learning has some notable benefits. 

 “For one, even though it is two-
dimensional, video allows for the 
viewer to get a feel for the three-
dimensional arrangement and struc-
ture of a plant. Still images can’t 
do that.” The videos have been well 
received by students who have indi-
cated they appreciate being able to 
pause and rewind the videos, the 
enhanced captions and their person-
alized style. “Learning and teaching at 
home can be pretty isolating. Hearing 
a familiar voice online seems to go 
over well.” 

To view the videos, visit http://bit.
ly/BCPlants. Visit the website at http://
blogs.ubc.ca/coastal-plants/.
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OUTSTANDING 2+2/3+2 TRANSFER STUDENTS
Xinxin Zhu

The class of 2020 shared the unique experience of 
graduating in the midst of a global pandemic. Determining 
how to host ceremonies and properly celebrate student 
achievements became a complex issue for most schools 
around the world.

In response to provincial safety protocols, the University 
of British Columbia held a virtual spring graduation cer-
emony on Wednesday, June 17. Many forestry students 
celebrated their achievement through the event, including 
77 new graduates from the 2+2/3+2 program. A total of 29 
transfer students from the program graduated with honours 
standing – the highest number in its history.

To recognize this special achievement, the Asia Forest 
Research Centre (AFRC) in the Faculty of Forestry organized 
an additional virtual event on the same day, celebrating the 
transfer students who graduated with an honours standing. 
In attendance were also parents, program directors, staff, 
and representatives from the Chinese home universities. 

In his opening remarks, Dean Innes emphasized that the 
students’ achievements were truly remarkable. Graduating 
during the pandemic brought uncertainty and anxiety, but 
also offered new opportunities. He welcomed the students to 
the UBC Forestry alumni community and encouraged them 
to stay connected. The deans and directors of international 
offices from the Chinese partner universities also expressed 
their best wishes and congratulations. Dr Guangyu Wang, 
associate dean and director of the AFRC provided a short 
presentation on the highlights of the 2+2/3+2 Class of 2020 
including: program distribution, academic performance, 

graduate school, and job offers. 
Student representatives from each program and partner 

university spoke at the event; many of them expressed their 
gratitude for the unique learning experience offered by 
the transfer program. They valued the high-quality forestry 
learning resources, opportunities in practicing teamwork 
and communication skills, and the wonderful people they 
met during their journeys. 

Yangqian Qi, one of the top students from the class of 
2020, said “diversity is a fact and inclusivity is a choice. As 
young adults, what we really need to question is how to 
critically view this world not just from our own perspectives, 
but also from other people’s perspectives. We are not just 
graduates from UBC, but also global citizens of this era who 
can encourage the respect for, and the understanding of, 
diversity and inclusivity, as well as equity.” 

Prior to the event, a number of faculty members who 
were nominated by the students as their favourite program 
directors and instructors also delivered their warmest wishes 
to the students during the event, including Peter Marshall, 
Simon Ellis, Scott Hinch, Yousry El-Kassaby, Nicholas 
Coops, Suzie Lavallee, Patrick Culbert, Fernanda 
Tomaselli, Philip Evans, Taraneh Sowlati, Robert Fuerst, 
and Vincent Leung. 

Many students expressed their gratitude on the event’s 
personal touch, and indicated that they looked forward to 
joining the Faculty alumni community. 

Xinxin Zhu is the assistant director at the AFRC (follow AFRC 
on Twitter: @afrc_ubc). She can be reached at xinxin.zhu@ubc.ca. 
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Grizzly bears are an iconic symbol of North American 
wildlife, but populations have faced large declines in the 
past decades. Most grizzly bear deaths occur as a result of 
human-bear conflict, typically poaching and self-defence 
kills. And what brings people and bears together? Roads. 

A recent study found that 86% of grizzly bear deaths 
occurred within 500 metres of a road. This phenomenon 
is especially concerning because new roads are constantly 
being built for industry and recreation, encroaching 
deeper into bear habitat and thereby increasing the 
threat. Eliminating development isn’t realistic, but a better 
understanding of how roads affect grizzly bears can help 
us lower the risk. 

Past studies have looked at how the distance to road, 
or road density, impacts grizzly bears. I researched grizzly 
bears’ risk perception and decision making process around 
roads. I asked: how can measures of visibility be used to 
better understand the effects of roads on grizzly bears? 
This is part of a growing field of sensory ecology, which 
attempts to better understand animal behaviour in terms 
of how they collect sensory information. 

As part of Dr Nicholas Coops’ Integrated Remote 
Sensing Studio, I had access to fine resolution landscape 
data collected from drones and satellites. I used that 
to build detailed models of areas where roads are vis-
ible (viewshed). The availability of airborne LiDAR (light 
detection and ranging) data – which provides a variety of 
information, such as topographic and vegetation, integral 
to accurate visibility modelling – was a key research tool. 
I used the viewshed model together with location data 
from GPS collars on grizzly bears in Alberta to assess their 
movement patterns and habitat selection. 

My results showed that visibility was an important 
predictor of grizzly bear movement decisions, but their 
use of viewsheds depended on what type of activity they 
engaged in: resting, foraging, or travelling. While travelling, 
grizzly bears preferred areas where they could see roads. 
This supports the idea that they use roads as rapid travel 
corridors and visually orient themselves along them. 

However, while resting or during intense foraging, they 
avoided areas visible to roads. Avoidance while resting 
suggests that grizzly bears link areas visible to roads with 
risk because wildlife typically seek out secure areas for 
resting. In contrast, perhaps the bears are willing to pass 
through riskier areas while transiting or searching for new 
habitat. While the reasons for this risk avoidance response 
was not part of my research, the behaviour may be associ-
ated with an increased likelihood of a negative human-
bear interaction if the grizzly bear is visible from a road. 

My study was conducted with support from fRI 
Research in Hinton, Alberta and Natural Sciences and 
Engineering Research Council of Canada, and partnerships 
with forestry, mining, and oil and gas companies. I con-
ducted my research with the goal of providing information 
that could help inform natural resource management and 
landscape planning for grizzly bears and other wildlife. 

For example, my research using vegetation data from 
LiDAR demonstrated the effectiveness of forest cover 
at blocking visibility. The Canadian forestry industry 
has adopted harvesting patterns that mimic natural 
disturbances to reduce negative effects on wildlife and 
ecosystems. Another outcome of the research is the 
reduction of visibility between roads and cutblocks. 
Vegetative buffers are already used to reduce visibility 
of cut blocks for aesthetic reasons, and may be effec-
tive to reduce risk (or at least risk perception) for grizzly 
bears and other wildlife that suffer from encounters 
with people. Visual cover may allow humans and griz-
zly bears to coexist in closer quarters without negative 
interactions. 

By focussing on sensory information, my research 
emphasized understanding “the why” of animal behaviour. 
If we understand why, as well as how, wildlife respond, we 
can better plan for shared landscapes and coexistence 
well into the future. 

Bethany Parsons is a recent MSc graduate of the 
Integrated Remote Sensing Studio with Dr Nicholas Coops. 
She can be reached at bethanymarieparsons@gmail.com.fo
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HOW DOES ROAD VISIBILITY 
INFLUENCE GRIZZLY BEAR MOVEMENT?
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SENSING BIODIVERSITY IN COLLABORATION 
WITH INDIGENOUS GUARDIANS

How do you perform year-round biodiversity surveys 
of a critically important habitat where winter temperatures 
routinely drop below -40° Celsius? And what if in summer, 
travel by foot or boat is almost impossible due to extensive 
impassable wetlands? These were the challenges facing a 
team of scientists from the Government of the Northwest 
Territories, the Canadian Wildlife Service, and University of 
British Columbia in surveying Ts’udé Nilįné Tuyeta in the 
Northwest Territories. The solution involves working closely 
with local Indigenous Guardians, deploying state-of-the-art 
remote sensing devices and a lot of helicopter time. 

Ts’udé Nilįné Tuyeta, 10,000 square kilometers of tower-
ing limestone cliffs, wetlands, and boreal forest, was iden-
tified decades ago as a vital ecological and cultural area 
by the Sahtú Dene and Métis, to whom it is culturally and 
spiritually important. But, it was only formally designated as 
an Indigenous Protected and Conserved Area in 2019. The 
region provides important habitat for migratory birds and 
several species at risk, including wolverine, short-eared owl, 
and caribou. As part of the new designation, the partners 
set out to conduct a baseline survey of birds and mammals 
of the region, and a strong, collaborative working relation-
ship with the K’asho Got’ine Guardians was critical. . From 
identifying accessible areas, providing local expertise, and 
deploying remote sensors like camera traps and acoustic 
recorders, the Indigenous Guardians played vital roles in 
the biodiversity sampling. 

The in-situ remote sensing devices we deployed this 
March (226 wildlife cameras and acoustic recorders) hold 

several distinct advantages over more traditional track sur-
veys or in-person point counts. They have a long battery life 
that facilitates year-round data collection, rather than single 
snapshots in time. The data are collected from all surveyed 
locations simultaneously, reducing the potential effects of 
weather conditions or time-of-day when performing com-
parisons. They also collect data on a broad range of species, 
facilitating assessment of the entire animal community, 
and help us detect relatively rare species (e.g., wolverine). 
It also allows us to collect an incredibly rich dataset with 
just two visits (to deploy and retrieve the data), eliminating 
ongoing visits.

The data will be used for a variety of purposes: to 
optimize boreal biodiversity survey methods; to explore 
the ecological and anthropogenic drivers of community 
assembly; and to serve as a baseline for future assessments 
of the regional impacts of climate change. 

However, the implications of this work are much broader. 
It is an example of a growing number of partnerships 
between scientists, First Nations and Indigenous Guardians 
that are serving as a blueprint for effective ecosystem 
monitoring and management in remote locations. We hope 
for more Guardian-led initiatives in the future. These will 
help integrate local Indigenous ecological knowledge and 
western science so we gain a more holistic understanding 
of natural resource management of boreal ecosystems. 

Chris Beirne is a post-doc with the Faculty’s Wildlife 
Coexistence Lab run by Dr Cole Burton, the lab’s principal 
investigator. He can be reached at c.w.beirne@ubc.ca. 

Chris Beirne

Land bird biologist, Samuel Hache and K’asho Got’ine Guardian, Mitchell Shae
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CAN YOU STUDY GREAT APES 
DURING A PANDEMIC?

In March 2020, I was part of a small team of biologists 
from the Borneo Orangutan Survival (BOS) Foundation 
that journeyed to one of the remotest regions of Central 
Kalimantan, Indonesia in order to investigate the long-term 
survival success of a newly-reintroduced population of 
Critically Endangered Bornean orangutans in Bukit Batikap 
Protection Forest. 

News was growing on the spread of a novel coronavi-
rus, but as we traveled along dirt roads and scenic rivers 
to our field destination, none of us predicted that we were 
on the brink of a global pandemic. Just as COVID-19 has 
negatively impacted so many people, so too has it impacted 
the wildlife – although those impacts are yet to be fully 
understood. Working to conserve orangutans, I reviewed 
the consequences of a pandemic on these great apes and 
how, going forward, we can safely study and protect them. 

Over recent decades, great ape populations (orangutan, 
gorilla, chimpanzee, and bonobo) have been seriously 
affected by habitat loss, hunting, illegal wildlife trade, civil 
unrest, and disease. Numbers have plummeted across 
all species, which has led to their classification by the 
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) as 
Critically Endangered or Endangered. 

As our closest relatives, great apes are also susceptible 
to the same viruses; for example, in parts of Central Africa, 
Ebola led to 80% population loss of gorillas and chimpan-
zees. It is similarly expected that great apes are at great risk 
of contracting the virus that causes COVID-19. Coupled with 
the numerous other risks which threaten great apes with 
extinction, the impact of spreading COVID-19 from humans 
to apes could be devastating. 

In response to the pandemic, a variety of actions have 
been taken: researchers and conservationists have halted or 
scaled down research that may result in contact with wild 
apes; governments have closed national parks; and great 
ape tourism sites and non-governmental organisations have 
closed doors to rescue and rehabilitation centres. 

However, staying home and away from the apes isn’t 
always possible, particularly in rescue facilities where the 
animals rely on their human caregivers, or in protected areas 
where reducing guard patrols could potentially result in 
illegal hunting or critical habitat loss. 

Instead, increased preventative disease transmission pro-
cedures have been put into place to enable some essential 
activities to continue. But not without impact: costs for per-
sonal protective equipment and disinfectants, and in some 
cases food, are going up, potentially crippling the already 
overburdened budgets of these facilities. In addition, local 
people and communities are suffering both from the disease 

as well as the resulting loss of jobs and income from a normally 
thriving great ape tourism industry. This impact also extends 
to some state governments that rely on this tourism. 

Our team undertook our study within this context. 
Being extremely mindful of the risk of disease transmission 
between humans and great apes, we employed the use of 
non-invasive technology, specifically camera traps, to limit 
the impact of our presence and our surveys.

We had no idea we were about to live in a changed 
world undergoing a global pandemic. However, we are 
encouraged that our camera traps will remain in place, busy 
recording data and potentially opening up a whole new 
world of insights on this new population of reintroduced 
orangutans. At the same time, we have reduced the chance 
of contact and disease spread amongst our team and the 
great apes we are studying. Going forward, we are hopeful 
that non-invasive techniques will be prioritized to study 
wildlife species, particularly primates. 

Jacqui Sunderland-Groves is a research scientist with the 
Faculty’s Wildlife Coexistence Lab run by Dr Cole Burton, the 
lab’s principal investigator. She can be reached at jacqui.
sunderland-groves@ubc.ca.

Jacqui Sunderland-Groves
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Did you know that local governments in the Metro 
Vancouver region spend over $2 million each year to con-
trol 11 invasive species? Humans introduce non-native 
plant species for different purposes, such as horticulture or 
ornamental plants. A non-native plant becomes an invasive 
plant when it dominates an ecosystem and has negative 
ecological, economic, and human health impacts on com-
munities. Although invasive plants can sometimes provide 
a benefit to the ecosystem (e.g., the Himalayan blackberry’s 
fruit – one of the most commonly found invasive plants in 
Metro Vancouver), invasive plants also reduce biodiversity 
and the resilience of ecosystems to disturbances. 

Communication and education programs are some 
of the key approaches used to manage invasive plants in 
urban greenspaces. These programs engage the public and 
encourage buy-in of other management approaches. But 
managers and planners need to understand how much 
people know about invasive plants in order to tailor their 
outreach efforts. They also need to have knowledge about 
their audiences – the people living in their management 
district – because different demographic groups have dif-
ferent levels of knowledge and perceptions of risk resulting 
from invasive plants. 

Our research used an online survey to understand 
people’s knowledge and risk perceptions of five invasive 
plants in Metro Vancouver: English ivy, Himalayan black-
berry, knotweed, yellow archangel, and giant hogweed. 
We used statistical models to examine how different 
demographic groups perceive invasive plants in terms of 
ecological, economic, and human health risks. In addition, 

we investigated at which levels Metro Vancouverites sup-
port existing local invasive plant management activities. 

We received 356 survey responses from across Metro 
Vancouver. Our results showed that respondents were well 
informed about the ecological risks of invasive plants on 
the native ecosystem. However, they tended to underes-
timate or be unaware of the economic and human health 
risks. Older and/or higher income (annual income over 
$50,000) respondents perceived higher risk of invasive 
plants; respondents affiliated with professional/recre-
ational groups perceived higher economic risks compared 
to others. Respondents supported local governments 
funding active management activities such as community 
invasive plant pulls that citizens can get directly involved in. 

Managers, planners, and communicators can use these 
findings on people’s knowledge and risk perceptions of 
invasive plants to emphasize the economic and human 
health impacts of invasive plants when they develop 
future outreach programs. Knowing that people support 
active management strategies will help planners to select 
the type of outreach and stewardship activities that align 
with these preferences. Leveraging existing knowledge 
and support of people on this conservation issue can help 
create more effective outreach programs and educational 
resources to effectively manage invasive plants in urban 
greenspaces. 

Nguyet-Anh Nguyen is a former graduate student with the 
Forest Biometrics Lab, co-supervised by Drs Bianca Eskelson and 
Michael Meitner. For more information about this topic contact 
Nguyet-Anh Nguyen at nguyetanh.nguyen@alumni.ubc.ca. 

Himalayan blackberry English ivy

Nguyet-Anh Nguyen

HOW MUCH DO METRO VANCOUVERITES 
KNOW ABOUT INVASIVE PLANTS?
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PORTABLE DNA DETECTION METHOD 
ANSWERS NEED FOR REAL-TIME RESULTS

Before the COVID-19 pandemic hit, global trade and 
travel were continually increasing at remarkable rates. This 
constant growth brought with it increased introduction of 
foreign invasive species that now threaten forests and the 
biodiversity they support. 

To help deal with these introductions, rapid and accurate 
identification is essential. This is because invasive species 
often resemble local innocuous ones. To determine what the 
species are, we have developed DNA assays that can identify 
forest insects and pathogens. But one of the challenges that 
forestry faces is that we often do our survey and monitoring 
work hundreds of kilometers away from the closest labora-
tory with access to DNA testing. 

We embarked on a multidisciplinary approach to find 
an innovative solution. The solution was to take the lab into 
the field with us! We knew we needed to replicate what was 
done in the lab and turn the sample processing and DNA 
extraction process into a portable one, complete with a kit 
that fit in a backpack. 

Our team included members of the Canadian Food 
Inspection Agency, Natural Resources Canada, and our own 
Faculty of Forestry. For months we were in the testing, trial, 
and error mode as we developed a point-of-use real-time 
Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) system using a crude DNA 
extraction process and freeze-dried, pre-made chemical 

reactions for on-site applications. PCR testing can analyze 
even tiny amounts of DNA by amplifying a portion of the 
genetic material to a level where it can be detected. Our 
tests had to show this testing method could be applied to 
different kinds of specimens, working as effectively on an 
infected leaf as on an invasive insect. 

Dr Richard Hamelin
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By testing a variety of different 
tissues, including infected leaves, 
pathogen spores and insect legs and 
antenna, we were able to obtain posi-
tive DNA identification in under two 
hours. The experiments were accurate 
and the shelf-life of the freeze-dried 
reactions were confirmed after one 
year at a room temperature setting. 

Finally, successful tests con-
ducted with disposable instruments 
demonstrated the suitability of the 
method for field testing. This method, 
named in Situ Processing and Efficient 
Environmental Detection (iSPEED) 
involves taking tiny samples and 
placing them into a tube that is then 
placed into a small, battery-powered 
device known as a Franklin thermocy-
cler. The device uses our DNA probes 
to check for DNA fragments that match 
the genomic material of the species 
being tested and generates a signal 
that can be visualized on a paired 
smartphone. The information can then 
be uploaded in the Cloud to share with 
the community involved in invasive 
species monitoring in real-time. 

We have demonstrated the technol-
ogy to policymakers in Ottawa and are 
starting to hear from other groups, such 
as mushroom harvesters, who are ask-
ing us if the method could be applied to 
their needs. British Columbia’s Ministry 
of Forests, Lands, Natural Resource 
Operations and Rural Development 
has also field-tested our tools; they are 
very interested in the technology and 
expressed the wish to see every forest 
technician in B.C. equipped with it. 

But we don’t want to stop here. We 
now are looking to devise a solution 
for decoding the entire genome of 
unknown organisms so that we can 
not only identify them, but also iden-
tify where they originated and predict 
their ability to cause damage to our 
forests and trees. 

The research was supported by 
Genome Canada, Genome BC and 
Genome Quebec; the findings were 
published earlier this year in the jour-
nal Plos One. 

For more information, contact: 
Dr  Richard Hamelin, Professor at the 
Department of Forest and Conservation 
Sciences at richard.hamelin@ubc.ca.

At a Glance
• iSPEED is a portable DNA detection method which can detect invasive spe-

cies in less than two hours

• It is estimated that invasive pests and pathogens costs Canada billions of 
dollars annually

• Invasive pests and pathogens can be carried on everything from cargo 
shipments to the soil caught in the sole of people’s boots

• In 2019 the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development reported 
global trade in goods had risen from approximately $10 trillion in 2005 to 
$17.5 trillion in 2017 
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COMMUNITY FOREST PERSPECTIVES AND 
ENGAGEMENT IN WILDFIRE MANAGEMENT 

The 2017 and 2018 record-breaking 
wildfire seasons in British Columbia 
highlighted the vulnerability of com-
munities to large, intense wildfires. 
Today, fire-affected communities and 
landscapes throughout the province 
are still experiencing social, economic 
and ecological impacts. The COVID-19 
pandemic has elevated the urgency 
of proactively addressing wildfire 
risk. Yet, many communities remain 
unprepared and continue to face 
challenges in accessing the funding 
and expertise needed to effectively 
mitigate wildfire risk. 

Community Forests have emerged 
as leaders by employing innovative 
solutions to address wildfire risk and 
protect their communities and the 
forests on which they depend. For 
many Community Forests, the 2017/18 
wildfire seasons catalyzed their focus 
on proactive wildfire management, 
and galvanized community support 

for these efforts. 
As part of our research project 

Wildfire: Community-based solutions 
to a wicked problem, funded by a 
Community Solutions grant from 
the Peter Wall Institute of Advanced 
Studies, we interviewed 26 Community 
Forest managers throughout BC to 
better understand their approaches 
to wildfire management, including 
the factors that enable innovation 
and the ongoing challenges they face. 
These Community Forests represent a 
diversity of forests, fuels, and govern-
mental jurisdictions ‒ their responses 
provide key insights for improving 
community engagement in proactive 
wildfire management. 

The report is available at: https://
treering.forestry.ubc.ca/wildfires-in- 
bc/wildfire-community-forests-2020/.

Community Forest approaches 
to addressing wildfire risk are as 
diverse as the communities they rep-

resent, and include: 1) planning (e.g. 
developing or updating Community 
Wildfire Protection Plans, now known 
as Resilience Plans); 2) removing 
hazardous fuels (‘fuels treatments’); 
3) building capacity for wildfire 
response; and 4) homeowner pre-
paredness and community outreach. 
While the current emphasis is primar-
ily on designing and implementing 
effective fuels treatments, there is 
an emerging focus on cross-jurisdic-
tional and collaborative planning. 
This requires extensive trust-building 
and strong relationships between 
Community Forests, Indigenous 
communities, provincial government 
officials, fire scientists and other local 
stakeholders. 

All Community Forest manag-
ers spoke of how critical funding is 
for implementing proactive wildfire 
management. External funding pro-
grams include the Strategic Wildfire 

Pile burning following fuels treatments, SIFCo Community Forest
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Sarah Dickson-Hoyle and Kelsey Copes-Gerbitz
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Prevention Initiative, which transi-
tioned to the Community Resiliency 
Investment program in 2019, and 
the Forest Enhancement Society of 
BC (FESBC) funding for wildfire risk 
reduction and fibre utilisation. The 
FESBC funding is highly regarded by 
Community Forest managers because 
it supports multi-year, multi-juris-
dictional collaboration and provides 
funding-specific experts to support 
Community Forests achieve their 
goals. 

While Community Forests are find-
ing innovative solutions to wildfire risk, 

limited financial capacity (including 
administrative burdens associated 
with accessing funding programs), 
a lack of operational and scientific 
expertise, community expectations, 
and the limitations of existing planning 
and legislative frameworks continue 
pose challenges. Many Community 
Forests find it difficult to negotiate 
trade-offs between competing forest 
and wildfire management objectives, 
particularly when managing multi-
value landscapes close to communities. 
While recent wildfire seasons have 
heightened community perceptions 

Logan Lake Fire Chief Dan Leighton discussing the value of conducting fuels 
treatments with Logan Lake Secondary School students

Balancing fuels treatments and mule deer winter range management, 100 Mile House 
Community Forest

of risk and catalyzed action, immediate 
wildfire-recovery actions often take 
precedence over further proactive 
approaches – a worrying trend given 
the increasing number of communities 
impacted by wildfire. 

Moving forward, Community 
Forest managers identified three 
overarching priorities for wildfire 
management in BC. These include: 
refocusing forest management with 
a ‘fire lens’ by explicitly incorporating 
fire as a value and objective in the for-
est tenure; managing for landscape 
resilience in the face of climate change 
by restoring fire to the land as an eco-
logical and cultural process that can 
also reduce fuel hazard; and scaling 
up efforts to a landscape level through 
collaborations with communities, First 
Nations, tenure holders and govern-
ment agencies.

To support Community Forests, 
and communities across BC more 
broadly, our report highlights four key 
recommendations: 
• Continue multi-year funding pro-

grams, supported by program-
specific liaisons and experts

• Provide additional tools and 
training to overcome persistent 
capacity issues around wildfire 
science and best practices for fuel 
treatments, including prescribed 
fire and cultural burning led by 
Indigenous communities; 

• Continue revisiting forestry plan-
ning and legislative frameworks, 
such as the Forest and Range 
Practices Act, to prioritize wildfire 
risk reduction where appropriate; 

• Expand government outreach 
positions dedicated to building 
synergistic collaborations that 
address wildfire risk at multiple 
scales beyond the Community 
Forest tenure.

Sarah Dickson-Hoyle and Kelsey 
Copes-Gerbitz are PhD candidates 
co-supervised by Dr. Lori Daniels (lori.
daniels@ubc.ca), Professor in Forest and 
Conservation Sciences, and Dr. Shannon 
Hagerman (shannon.hagerman@ubc.
ca), an Associate Professor in Forest 
Resources Management.
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Amanda Asay loves a challenge. This year she 
completed her PhD in the Faculty of Forestry while 
maintaining her position on the Canadian national 
women’s baseball team, a post she has held for 
15 years. A few years ago, she was working on her 
masters degree, playing baseball on the national 
team, and playing hockey for the UBC Thunderbirds. 
Before that, it was NCAA hockey and softball at Brown 
University, Canada’s national baseball team, and an 
undergraduate degree in biology. 

Continuing the trend, Amanda is currently work-
ing in the Kootenays on a three-year research project, 
while also studying for her Registered Professional 
Forester designation.

This tendency toward high achievement runs in 
Amanda’s family, who are all UBC alumni. Her mom is a 
retired nurse; her dad is a retired secondary school biol-
ogy teacher, and her brother, after receiving a masters 
degree in management, went on to become a dentist. 

Born and raised in Prince George, BC, Amanda 
started playing baseball at age five. She discovered 
that she loved everything about the game, and 
played little league growing up. She balanced base-
ball with hockey, and excelled in both sports. 

In 2005, at age 17, Amanda was named to both 
the Canadian women’s baseball team and the British 
Columbia women’s hockey team. She received 
a hockey scholarship from Brown University in 
Providence, Rhode Island, and played three years in 
the NCAA. 

“I was injured in the spring of the 3rd year of my 
bachelors degree, and I didn’t play in my final year” 
Amanda says. “When I graduated, I knew I wanted to 
continue studying ecology and evolution. I had some 
playing eligibility left and I knew the coach and some 
players on the UBC Thunderbirds, so I came back to 
Vancouver to do my masters degree and keep play-
ing hockey.” 

In 2011 Amanda connected with Professor 
Suzanne Simard in the Faculty of Forestry, who helped 
her establish a focus for her graduate research. “I was 
curious about the role of mycorrhizal networks in kin 
recognition and selection, and specifically how that 
works in interior Douglas fir,” she says. 

Mycorrhizal networks are the below-ground con-
nections among trees and other plants that allow 
them to benefit mutually via fungal filaments (called 
hyphae) and root systems. These networks are known 
to assist in nutrient exchange as well as signaling. 

“Kin recognition in seedlings is not well under-
stood, and I wanted to explore the role of mycorrhizal 
networks in helping seedlings identify their genetic 
relatives,” she says. “We were able to show kin recog-
nition and enhanced resource sharing among kin in 
the greenhouse, but less so in the field.” 

Amanda received her masters degree in 2013, 
and began doctoral research under Suzanne Simard’s 
supervision. “I wanted to look at the performance and 
morphology of kin seedlings compared to non-kin at 
different planting densities and in different environ-
ments,” she says. 

Amanda’s research indicated the cooperative behav-
iours shown by Douglas fir kin seedlings can be reduced 
by very high or very low planting densities, reduced 
mycorrhizal prevalence and the addition of other spe-
cies to the community. Her work may have implications 
for forest management, particularly around legacy trees 
and their locally-adapted seed, as well as climate change 
impacts affecting the growth range of specific species.

At the same time as Amanda was doing her under-
graduate and graduate studies and playing varsity 
hockey, she kept her position on Canada’s national 
women’s baseball team 

The Canadian team won the bronze medal at 
the 2006 World Cup, and Amanda was named to the 
tournament all-star team as well as winning MVP of 
the Canadian team. Canada took the silver in 2008, 
bronze in 2012, and bronze at the 2015 Pan American 
Games in Toronto. 

Amanda is currently working on a BC Ministry of 
Forests, Lands, Natural Resource Operations and Rural 
Development project in the Kootenay region. Based 
in Nelson, she is studying three 25-year-old partially-
cut stands, investigating the impacts of partial cutting 
in terms of carbon sequestration, timber value, fire 
and forest health. 

And of course she’s playing baseball whenever 
possible.

If you have a story, please contact Michelle Lindsay 
at michelle.lindsay@ubc.ca or 604.827.0297. 

ALUMNA ACHIEVES TOP RANKS IN 
ACADEMICS AND ATHLETICS
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McWILLIAMS FAMILY ESTABLISHES 
GRADUATE STUDENT FUND

Note: This article was written in 
mid-June. Jim McWilliams passed away 
on September 7. The Faculty sends con-
dolences to the McWilliams family and 
Jim’s many friends and colleagues.

A family with 75 years of forestry 
experience in British Columbia has 
established a $50,000 fund to sup-
port graduate students studying sil-
viculture, forest policy, or inventories 
and growth and yield issues in British 
Columbia. 

The McWilliams Family Forest 
Resource Management Graduate 
Student Enrichment Fund will enable 
students in thesis-based masters pro-
grams or PhD studies to participate 
in North American conferences that 
are appropriate to their field of study. 
The Fund can also cover the publica-
tion fees associated with publishing in 
peer-reviewed journals.

“As a family, we are very proud to 
make this contribution to UBC,” Jeff 
McWilliams (BSF 1985) says. “Three 
generations of my family have been 
involved in one aspect or another of 
forest management, and we want to 
encourage graduate students to con-
tinue research and work in this field.”

Jeff ’s wife Eleanor McWilliams 
(BSF 1984) agrees. “Jeff and I know first-
hand how important conferences can 
be – for learning and sharing, and also 
for networking,” she says. “We want to 
help graduate students make the most 
of these experiences.”

The McWilliams family has focused 

this Fund on students doing research 
in areas where they feel great oppor-
tunities exist for improving sustainable 
forest management. This convic-
tion comes from decades of family 
experience.

J e f f ’s  g r a n d f a t h e r  H a r o l d 
McWilliams was the first head of the 
Reforestation Division of the BC Forest 
Service, established in 1946. Harold 
later became the Director of Parks and 
Deputy Minister of the BC Department 
of Recreation and Conservation from 
1957 to 1971. He also served as the 
fourth President of the Association of 
BC Forest Professionals, 1951-52.

Jeff’s father Jim graduated from 
UBC with a BSF in 1953, and received 
a Rhodes scholarship that allowed him 
to study at Oxford University for three 
more years. On his return to British 
Columbia Jim launched a multifaceted 
forest products manufacturing career 
that took him all over the province. 

“I started at Western Plywood, and 
managed their mill at 100 Mile House 
for a couple of years,” Jim says. “Then 
I worked for Canfor in Vancouver, 
then I was in Chetwynd, then back 
to Vancouver at the Eburne Sawmill, 
then at the McDonald cedar mill in Fort 
Langley.” Jim also served as a member 
of the UBC Senate from 1976 to 1984.

Along the way Jim met his wife 
Barbara through friends and family, 
and together they raised Jeff and his 
two sisters. Barbara had a long career 
in public health nursing: she received 

a BSc Nursing from UBC in 1957 and 
returned there for a MSc Nursing in 
1981. 

After a long, successful manage-
rial career, Jim worked for several 
years as a consultant with the forest 
industry, which gave him an even 
broader perspective on developing 
forestry and manufacturing issues and 
technologies. 

Jim’s son Jeff was very much aware 
of the family tradition. “As I got older, I 
wanted to go into forestry on my own 
– I wasn’t pushed,” Jeff says. “However 
once I graduated my dad did have 
some advice. He told me that my 
grandfather (Harold) had worked for 
the provincial government his entire 
career, and that he (Jim) had done 
the same for the industry. He said 
that I should try to end up working 
for myself.”

Jeff has consulted with B.A. 
Blackwell and Associates for over 26 
years, working on multidisciplinary 
silviculture and strategic forest man-
agement projects with both industry 
and government clients. 

Jeff’s wife Eleanor received a BSF 
from UBC in 1984, and she also holds 
a Masters degree in forest biometrics 
from the University of Minnesota. 
Working as an independent consultant, 
she provides quantitative and financial 
analysis for a wide variety of clients. 

Jim sums up the family’s motiva-
tion for creating this Fund: “We want to 
support improvement in the founda-
tions of forest management,” he says. 
“And we hope to make an impact with 
this gift.”

To remember Jim McWilliams and 
make a lasting contribution to Forestry 
graduate students, please consider 
a donation to the McWilliams family 
fund. You can make a gift online at 
https://memorial.support.ubc.ca/jim-
mcwilliams/ or contact Emma Tully at 
emma.tully@ubc.ca or 604.822.8716 for 
more information.

Barb, Jim, Jeff and Eleanor McWilliams
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The hunt is on worldwide for sustainable replacements for 
many of the items we use and dispose of daily. The challenge 
is to ensure that replacements are equal to or better than what 
we use now in terms of performance, cost, convenience and 
carbon footprint. 

The answer, according to Prof. Orlando Rojas, is wood. As the 
Director of the BioProducts Institute at UBC, Prof. Rojas leads a 
team of scientists, engineers and market and policy experts to 
unlock the full potential of nature’s materials. 

According to the European Union, replacement of just 1% 
of our current fossil fuel and plastic use with forest biomass 
products will generate $60 billion in economic activity per year.

In this recorded webinar, Orlando introduces you to the 
wide range of innovative wood fibre solutions currently under 
study in the BioProducts Institute, as it becomes the next UBC 
Global Research Excellence Institute, including:

• Construction and Packaging: new shapes, increased exten-
sibility and impermeability, thermal and light management

• High bulk non-wovens: for padding, filtration, insulation 
and acoustics

• Textiles: replacements for fibres created from fossil fuels
• Renewable nanomaterials: creating coatings and color, bat-

teries, antennae and sensors to reduce e-waste
• Life under COVID: the human dimension and BC-sourced, 

biodegradable personal protective equipment
 He also discusses the business and economic implications 

of these innovations in the forest industry and their potential 
to stimulate a circular economy that is regenerative by design.

 View this and other past webinars now on our YouTube Channel 
at https://bit.ly/3msftZh. Sign-up to receive invitations to participate 
in our upcoming live webinars by emailing Alumni Engagement 
Manager, Michelle Lindsay at michelle.lindsay@ubc.ca.


