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One of the Faculty of Forestry’s aims is 
to redefine how forestry is understood in 
the public sphere. For decades, Branchlines 
has been a vital part of telling that story by 
reaching diverse audiences near and wide 
with stories about the dynamic and multi-
faceted fields of forestry, conservation and 
wood products. But there comes a time for 
a refresh. Earlier this year, we asked alumni 
to provide feedback on our flagship pub-
lication. Your contributions have helped 
shape its look, feel and direction – we hope 
you enjoy the new Branchlines as much as 
we enjoyed putting it together!

For those of you who don’t know, I 
stepped into the role of dean in the Fall 
of 2021, taking over from Prof. John Innes, 
who very ably served at the helm for over a 
decade. The past 10 years has seen unprec-
edented growth, and it is truly an honour to 
have been handed the torch to a world-class 
Faculty, one that is built on shared values of 
academic and scholarly excellence.

To say that it has been an interesting 
time to step into this role is an understate-
ment. The pivot to remote work and online 
classes as a result of the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic was not easy, but our dedicated 
students, staff and faculty collectively rose 
to the challenge. Now we find ourselves 
inching our way back to normality and 
being back in person. But, through it all, 
we have continued to achieve academic 
success, deliver high quality programs and 
advance our profession.

This is a real testament to our incredibly 
hardworking and compassionate staff and 

faculty who I am so fortunate to work with 
day in, day out at the Faculty of Forestry. 
As a professor and now dean, it has been a 
great privilege to work alongside some of 
the brightest minds in forestry as we tackle 
a dizzying array of challenges and provide 
lasting solutions – through ingenuity and 
interdisciplinarity – to some of the truly 
wicked problems that society currently faces.

In this issue of Branchlines, we focus on 
one such challenge in our Fires and Floods 
feature: the unrelenting wave of climate 
change and the impacts that is having on 
forests and society at large. I cannot over-
state the importance of forestry profession-
als in mitigating against and adapting to 
changes in the natural environment brought 
about by human activity and the increased 
frequency of severe climatic events. We will 
require a good deal of critical thinking and a 
multitude of inventive approaches to ensure 
a sustainable future for all.

In the coming years, my goal is to 
continue to build on our strong commit-
ment to sustainability and our reputation 
as a world-leading forestry school. Our 
Faculty continues on our unprecedented 
growth trajectory, with a long list of new 
hires – who you will no doubt soon meet 
in person or on the pages of this publica-
tion – bringing with them transformative 
new ideas, innovations and scholarship. 
This rejuvenation also means that we 
must bid a fond farewell to some of our 
long-time colleagues, as they venture into 
the uncharted waters of retirement (and 
newfound careers as very active profs. 
emeriti!). In this issue of Branchlines, we 
celebrate two such individuals, Profs. 
Emeriti Stephen Sheppard and Peter 
Marshall, whose stellar careers here at 
UBC are rivalled only by their grace and 
generosity as colleagues.

We are also addressing issues of impor-
tance to society and the forestry profession 
as we try to build a Faculty that is truly 
reflective of the communities that we 
serve. Our recently created EDI Council is 
fostering greater justice, equity, diversity 
and inclusion across our community. Our 
Faculty is committed to adopting the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls 
to Action and will be engaging in a series 
of activities to do so. To that end, a key 
goal in the next year will be to implement 
UBC’s Indigenous Strategic Plan within our 
Faculty by incorporating the principles of 
truth and reconciliation into our academic 
and institutional frameworks, including 
Indigenous representation and ways of 
knowing into our classrooms, and building 
capacity for intercultural understanding, 
respect and empathy.

Many of you may know that I have a life-
long connection with the Faculty of Forestry. 
With one eye, I look back at our rich history, 
with the other I see our incredible poten-
tial. In 1957, we accepted more than 200 
Hungarian students into our arms as they 
fled Soviet invasion, forever changing the 
complexion of our Faculty for the better. This 
was a bold, courageous and unparalleled 
action that, at the very least, should remind 
us of what can be accomplished with a little 
bit of imagination, some creativity and a 
generous spirit. Today, we are witness to 
eerily similar circumstances with close to 
four million Ukrainian refugees fleeing 
deplorable, life-threatening conditions 
as a result of an illegal and unwarranted 
invasion of their sovereign land.

Helping refugees in need is part of our 
Faculty’s DNA. We are trying to do our 
part to assist in this current crisis, and have 
embarked on a number of initiatives ranging 
from fundraising events to hosting scholars 
from Ukraine. But in this current and press-
ing time of need, I leave you with an appeal. 
Please share your thoughts with us on what 
our Forestry community should be doing 
to not only help Ukrainian refugees, but 
also the long queue of asylum seekers and 
political dissidents from all over the world 
who are seeking new lives in Canada.

Please get in touch with me on this or 
any other issue at: rob.kozak@ubc.ca. 
 
All the best,

Rob Kozak
Professor and Dean
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in the traditional, ancestral, unceded territory 
of the Syilx Okanagan Nation and their peoples.
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How it Began
The online version of the Big Tree 
Registry was launched on Sept. 25, 2014 
thanks to UBC Forestry Assoc. Dean  
Research and Innovation, Prof. Sally 
Aitken, and the vision and hard work of 
Christine Chourmouzis, then a research 
technician with UBC Forestry. “When 
the BC Big Tree Registry was transferred 
to the Faculty of Forestry, it consisted 
of paper records and printed photos in 
a couple of cardboard banker’s boxes,” 
recalls Sally. “Our vision was to take the 
registry’s data online and transform it 
into a community science project where 
anyone – from an experienced forester to 
a big tree hunter or kindergarten class 
– could nominate an exceptional tree.”

Canada’s largest tree, the Cheewhat Giant, Vancouver Island.
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They tower over our heads and inspire thoughts of 
prehistory. Big trees are a quintessential feature of the 
West Coast, stretching nearly 100 metres into the sky, and 
sometimes aging over 2,000 years. 

Their sheer size makes old growth trees not only a spec-
tacular sight to behold, but also a wellspring for cultural 
practices, ecological diversity, climate regulation, clean 
drinking water and timber. However, within the past two 
centuries in British Columbia (BC), they have also become 
rarer as they helped build the thriving communities and 
drive economic activity in the province.

“Big trees are a culturally, economically and ecologically 
important component of our forests,” says Ira Sutherland 
(BSF’12).

As the landscape shifted with logging practices and 
development, many people have taken on the task of doc-
umenting the largest remaining stands in the forest. In the 
1980s, BC naturalist and conservationist Randy Stoltmann 
started a register of big trees as a way to raise awareness 
and encourage people to visit and conserve them.

Stoltmann’s careful records of the locations of giant 
Douglas-firs and western redcedars passed hands a few 
times before finding a home at UBC’s Faculty of Forestry in 
2010. Now known as the BC Big Tree Registry, the online 
portal houses data on the size and location of the biggest 
trees around the province, as discovered and measured by 
community members and the forest industry.

“We’ve built the registry to be inclusive so that any-
body who wants to participate and nominate a tree can 
do so, but we also carefully verify each measurement,” 
says Ira Sutherland, who chairs the BC Big Tree Registry 
Committee and is pursuing a PhD in historical ecology at 
UBC Forestry under Assoc. Prof. Jeanine Rhemtulla.

“We’re really trying to operate as a community sci-
ence-driven initiative to improve information about the 
distribution and sizes of special trees across all of BC.”

The number of trees in the registry has doubled in 
recent years, with many new giants of numerous species 
identified, measured and catalogued. 

“Since 2014, the registry has grown from about 250 to 
600 trees,” says Christine Chourmouzis, registrar with the 
Big Tree Registry. “In 2021 alone, almost 200 trees were 
nominated. Last year, the registry received nominations 
for seven interior trees that are the largest of their kind, 
including champion ponderosa pine, western redcedar, 
grand fir, subalpine fir, subalpine larch, western white pine 
and western hemlock.”

Technology has also moved the dial on identifying big 
trees, Ira adds. “Airborne laser scanning (ALS) can now 
give us a fairly precise estimate of tree height. We recently 
accepted nominations for many exceptionally large trees 
that were identified by Western Forest Products on 
Vancouver Island using ALS data, and who knows what the 
future may hold.”

Part of Ira’s vision for the registry involves bringing 
more stakeholders to the table.

“My big project right now is to create a bridge 
between entities that are doing tree monitoring, includ-
ing industry (e.g., BC Timber Sales), environmental 
non-governmental organizations, (e.g., Raincoast 
Conservation Foundation), the BC provincial government 
and First Nations,” says Ira. “The goal is to form a net-
work that will connect all the different people out there 
who are trying to find big trees.”

An important task of the network is to discuss how 
to define big trees or otherwise special trees that war-
rant protection under the province’s new Special Tree 
Protection Regulation, which is part of the Forest and 
Range Practices Act.

“Currently, big trees, or specified trees as they are 
referred to under BC’s Special Tree Protection Regulation, 
are defined based on their diameter at breast height 
(DBH), which is set based on analyzing the size distribu-
tion of big trees,” says Ira. “Trees that exceed that size can 
qualify for special protections.”

“However, the thresholds are set very high and most 
site condition are unlikely to produce such large trees. This 
means that the largest stands on those sites would never be 
protected.”

For example, Ira notes that the threshold for protecting 
a coastal Douglas-fir is 2.7 metres DBH, “but there are 
relatively few locations and site conditions in BC where we 
find such large Douglas-fir.”

“There’s a huge information gap about big trees, and the 
registry can support setting and evaluating science-based poli-
cies about which trees should qualify for specified tree status.”

Ira also believes more emphasis should be placed on 
understanding the cultural and social value of big trees. 
In the future, he would like to create more opportunities 
within the registry or through other networks for people to 
share why big trees are important to them. 

Learn more about the BC Big Tree Registry and nominate 
a tree: bigtrees.forestry.ubc.ca

Growing the BC  
Big Tree Registry
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The work of influential forest ecologist and UBC Forestry Prof. Suzanne 
Simard, has changed the way people understand forest ecosystems. In her 
personal retelling of her discovery that trees communicate and share nutrients 
via an underground mycorrhizal network of roots, the reader is transported 
into a world of science and the tenacious and forward-thinking perspectives 
that have changed the way people see the forest. 
suzannesimard.com

Elephant 
Hill:  

Secwépemc Leadership 
and Lessons Learned from 

the Collective Story of 
Wildfire Recovery

Co-authored by Sarah Dickson-Hoyle 
 and Char John 

This Indigenous-led report docu-
ments the response to, and recovery 
following, the devastating Elephant 
Hill fire that burned over 190,000 
hectares in BC’s south-central interior 
region in 2017. Its thoughtful and 
future-focused recommendations call 
for more meaningful engagement 
with Indigenous peoples to prevent 
and manage wildfires and recover the 
land in the aftermath of a devastating 
blaze.  
srssociety.com/lessonslearned.htm

 Sarah Dickson-Hoyle.

Finding the  
Mother Tree

Discovering the 
Wisdom of the Forest

Suzanne Simard

Covered – Featured Works
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Edited by Maja Krzic (UBC), Fran Walley (University of Saskatchewan), Amanda Diochon 
(Lakehead University), Maxime Pare (University of Québec in Chicoutimi) and Rich Farrell 
(University of Saskatchewan)

This free online textbook, available in English and French, is written by 41 authors. The 
textbook includes 17 chapters that cover the core sub-disciplines of soil science, an overview 
of soils distribution across Canada explained in the context of the Canadian system of soil 
classification and a glossary of common terminology. 
openpress.usask.ca/soilscience

Edited by members of FAO and ITPS
Soils sequester and hold more organic carbon than both ground vegetation and the atmo-

sphere combined. In this technical manual, more than 400 international soil management 
experts – including Faculty of Forestry Profs. Cindy Prescott and Sue Grayston – have attempted 
to standardize data on soil management practices in a variety of contexts and at different scales.  
fao.org/soils-portal/resources

Digging into Canadian Soils: 
An Introduction to Soil Science

Recarbonizing Global Soils: 
A Technical Manual of Recommended Management Practices  
Volume 5: Forestry, Wetlands, Urban Soils Practices Overview
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Cool Your ’Hood and the Planet
Outside-the-box kits 
put climate change 
action in your hands

When it comes to curbing the effects of climate change, 
there’s no better place to start than where you live. At least 
that’s the take of UBC Forestry Prof. Emeritus Stephen 
Sheppard and the team at the Collaborative for Advanced 
Landscape Planning (CALP). Their Coolkit and Cool ’Hood 
Champs training programs are creating a groundswell 
of empowered citizens with the know-how and tools to 
reduce their carbon footprints and climate-proof their 
neighbourhoods. 

 “Empowering citizens on climate action is often the 
missing piece in government climate action plans,” explains 
Stephen. “We need to mobilize an army of citizens to deliver 
on climate goals: from how we heat our homes to how we 
plan for the future of our community landscapes.”

“To meet Vancouver’s target to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions by 45% by 2030, we need everyone to get involved.” 

The Citizens Coolkit, a fun and highly visual package 
of DIY activities, underpins CALP’s ongoing program that 
translates research-based modeling, visualization and 
design into practical tools that community members can 
use to improve the environmental sustainability of their 
local landscapes. CALP’s Cool ’Hood Champs program – 
delivered through community recreation centres – shows 
citizens how to become climate action leaders in their 
community and empower others to get on board.

The best-practices found in these tools and programs 
are aimed at bringing down electrical bills and risks from 
heatwaves by switching to renewable energy sources and 
expanding tree cover and green spaces at the neighbour-
hood block level. 

The Coolkit’s hands-on process transforms citizens into 
neighbourhood planners and urban foresters. It takes them 
on a neighbourhood mapping journey to identify how vul-
nerable or climate-friendly their local landscape is, focusing 
on elements such as tree canopy, lawns/soil, building roofs 
and roadways or parking spaces. 

Participants are asked to identify whether those spaces 
absorb or reflect heat; protect against or are at risk of 
flooding or drought; or provide shade, among other social 
or ecological benefits.

The step-by-step Coolkit helps individuals brainstorm, 
map, evaluate, visualize and take action on positive cli-
mate solutions. For example, Cool ’Hood Champs may 
identify ways to reduce carbon dioxide emissions in their 
neighbourhood from fossil fuel exhaust from cars, along 
with how to increase access to cool-spots and community 
gardens.

“Our research found that if you show people pictures of 
their communities and homes, and then show them how 
these things will be impacted by climate change or can be 
improved, they are more likely to want to take action to, for 
example, plant trees in their backyard or promote de-pav-
ing part of their street to make room for raingardens or 
micro-parks, says Stephen.”

“We live in one of the most expensive real estate mar-
kets in the world, yet many of our neighbourhoods dedicate 
40-50% of the landscape to ‘car habitat’.”

Stephen admits that taking action can be slow and chal-
lenging for some residents without support from munici-
palities, community organisations and neighbourhoods. 

Home owners can do a lot to improve the energy 
efficiency of their residences and save money over 
time by installing a heating/cooling pump, retrofitting 
windows to seal drafts, choosing energy efficient 
appliances and shading south-west facades with 
deciduous trees. Renters, on the other hand, may be 
more limited in the kinds of physical changes they can 
make.

That said: “everyone can set their own carbon budgets 
and choose to take greener forms of transportation, buy 
locally produced food, cut the number of plane flights they 
take and work on collective neighbourhood projects like 
pollinator corridors,” says Cheryl Ng, CALP’s engagement 
coordinator. 

With more than half of the world now living in urban-
ized areas such as cities, local residents making many small 
changes on a broad scale can have a big impact.

 “We need to cut our carbon emissions in half in the next 
eight years to do our part in reducing climate risks; so, we 
need to empower citizens to take action now,” says Stephen. 
“The more people see how they can improve aspects of their 
neighbourhood to reduce and capture carbon emissions, 
the sooner we’ll reach a tipping point where such action 
becomes the norm.”  

To learn more, contact Cheryl Ng at cheryl.ng@ubc.ca and 
visit calp.forestry.ubc.ca
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Cool Your ’Hood and the Planet

To meet 
Vancouver’s 

target to reduce 
greenhouse gas 

emissions by 45% 
by 2030, we need 

everyone to get 
involved.”

“
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A captivation with the outdoors 
attracted Prof. Emeritus Peter Marshall 
to forestry, but a love of teaching kept 
him transfixed for over four decades. 
After officially retiring at the end of 
Dec. 2021, Peter is getting set for 
what lies ahead. A much beloved 
professor of forest measurements and 
biometrics in the Faculty of Forestry 
– and recent recipient of the ABCFP 
Distinguished Forest Professional 
award – Peter shares memories of the 
lessons he has learned throughout 
his career, along with his enduring 
passion for the profession. 

What drew you to forestry?
As a child, a lot of my summers 

were spent outdoors with my moth-
er’s family either working on the farm, 
going fishing with my uncle and the 
like. I knew that I wanted my career 
to be outdoors and landed on study-
ing forestry with the goal of special-
izing in wildlife management. During 
my BSF at the University of Toronto 
(U of T) I discovered that forestry 
involved math and statistics, which 
were things that I was good at and 

enjoyed in high school. My guidance 
counsellor tried to steer me towards 
engineering, but I was committed to 
forestry at that point and my interest 
in math drew me to forestry measure-
ments and biometrics.

What prompted you to become a 
teacher?

Well, I taught my first university 
course in 1977 during the second 
year of my master’s program. My 
supervisor was going on sabbatical 
and asked me if I would teach his 
course. I was more scared of him 
than I was of teaching, and soon 
discovered that I liked it. I guess I 
did all right because U of T offered 
me a job as a lecturer. After coming 
to UBC to complete a PhD in forest 
management, the Faculty of Forestry 
asked me to teach the forest men-
suration course (FRST 236) and a 
forest sampling course (FRST 431) 
during my second year, which was 
in 1981/82. Just as I was finishing up 
my PhD at the end of 1983, a full-
time position became available and I 
was offered the job.

What are some of the most memo-
rable moments from your teaching 
career at UBC?

I’ve always enjoyed the research 
side of my career and the breadth of 
research questions you can ask within 
the area – from modelling carbon 
in the forests of Nepal to modelling 
forest growth and yield using laser 
scanning and 3D images. Another 
highlight has been travelling to many 
different places. In the past 10 to 15 
years, I spent a lot of time in China 
helping to set up transfer programs 
for students there. Having spent some 
time there in the early 1990s and 
then around two to four times per 
year since around 2010, I witnessed 
the speed of the country’s economic 
development – not just in Beijing and 
Shanghai, but in many other cities – 
as well as an increasing openness to 
sharing ideas and information.

Beyond Measure:
Professor Peter Marshall

My supervisor was 
going on sabbatical 
and he asked me if 
I would teach his 

course. I guess I was 
more scared of him 

than I was of teaching, 
so...”

“
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How has forest measurements and biometrics evolved 
over the years?

Technological innovations have significantly changed 
the application side of things, including the measurement 
instruments we use. My undergraduate papers were typed 
on a manual typewriter, my master’s thesis on an elec-
tric typewriter and my PhD dissertation on a mainframe 
computer using word processing software. In the quanti-
tative world, the ability to run things on personal and field 
com puters, access powerful software tools and use remote     
sensing technology to inventory forest biomass and the 
like has been a huge change. 

Why has it been important for you to serve the prov-
ince along with the forestry profession through mem-
bership on several committees, governing councils, 
boards and cooperatives? 

I have always been proud to be a forester, and these links 
to government and industry have provided an opportu-
nity for me to stay connected to the profession and see the 
practical applications of theoretical developments. Also, it’s 
another way to stay in touch with some students I’ve taught.

What do you do to unwind?
I like to cook. I used to play a lot of hockey, but these 

days I stick more to watching sports. Instead, I keep active 
by walking at least 15 kilometres per day. And I like to read. 

Is there a book you would recommend? 
One that I enjoy that’s related to my field is The Lady 

Tasting Tea by David Salsburg. It tells the story of Ronald 
Fisher, one of the founders of modern statistics, along 
with many other early statisticians, in an entertaining and 
non-technical way.

What’s next for you? 
Well, despite having just retired, I taught again at 

UBC this past spring, and I continue to serve on sev-
eral committees, both provincially and nationally. I will 
likely also do a bit of consulting on the side. Once the 
pandemic is more under control, my wife and I hope to 
travel. 

Find Peter on the Faculty of Forestry website: 
 forestry.ubc.ca/faculty-profile/peter-marshall

Peter Marshall circa 1983.
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Fires and Floods
Future-proofing forestry against  

climate catastrophes
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Looking out towards the tall trees visible from the UBC 
Forestry offices, Lori Daniels reflects on the environmen-
tal firestorm that her children, she and other people from 
her generation could face.

“We are experiencing the effects of climate change 
that I used to think would mostly land on the shoulders 
of future generations; but, all indicators show it will have 
severe impacts even within the lifetime of Baby Boomers,” 
says the UBC Forestry professor.

The past five years saw BC’s worst wildfire seasons to 
date in 2017, 2018 and 2021. The most recent came with 
the record-breaking heat dome that scorched the land-
scape, hollowing out rivers and streams and baking forests 
tinder dry. Over 850,000 hectares burned, prompting a 
state of emergency in BC from July 21 to Sept. 14, 2021 
that resulted in widespread evacuations and property loss. 

Just as the fires settled, the atmospheric rivers of mid-
Nov. to early Dec. 2021 flooded hundreds of homes and 
businesses across Southern BC, and triggered mudslides, 
rockslides and pounding high water that washed out 
stretches of highway, railroads and bridges.

While businesses and homes can rebuild – often at a 
significant cost – and many damaged forests and wildlife 
habitats will recover, a shifting climate is leaving its mark.

“We know that forests are resilient to a fairly wide 
range of environmental variation,” says Lori, who studies 
the effects of fire on forest ecosystem health. “Many of our 
tree species are adapted to diverse weather and climate-re-
lated disturbances like fire, wind and insect outbreaks. But 
historical and evolutionary boundaries are being pushed.” 

 “Individual plants and trees are stressed to their phys-
iological limits as the cascading effects of climate change 
– such as the prolonged heat dome that drove extreme 
wildfires – led to the decline and death of large swaths of 
forests.”

A Feb. 28, 2022 release by the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change entitled “Climate Change: A Threat to 
Human Wellbeing and Health of the Planet” projected that 
the earth’s average temperature will increase by about 1.5 
degrees Celsius within the next two decades. The leading 
international body for climate change-related research 
and knowledge-sharing points a finger squarely at human 
activity for the increasing number of heatwaves, droughts 
and floods, as well as mass species mortality.

Forest regeneration failures are already happening in 
the American West following extreme weather events, 
notes Lori. “Some forests are not regenerating after fire, 
and are instead becoming shrublands and grasslands. 
There are signs that the same is happening in BC’s warmest 

and driest ecosystems – the ponderosa pine and interior 
Douglas-fir zones – which may leave some places in BC 
with less forest in the future.”

Widespread impacts
Wildfire affects us all in some way. Smoke from fires 

can travel high into the stratosphere and be carried on 
winds over thousands of kilometres. A mix of fine particu-
late matter and gasses, blazes that sometimes rip through 
or beside communities can contain volatile organic com-
pounds, such as the carcinogen formaldehyde, according 
to a BC Centre for Disease Control fact sheet on the health 
effects of wildfire smoke.

Fuels consumed by fire, such as wood, can also release 
carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxides and carbon dioxide into 
the atmosphere, all of which are heat-trapping greenhouse 
gasses that are responsible for stoking heat waves and dele-
terious climatic events.

Despite wildfire’s reach, rural and Indigenous com-
munities often bear more of the burden of wildfire than 
urban settings. The devastating 2017 Elephant Hill wildfire 
burned over 192,000 hectares throughout BC’s southern 

Image credit: Tania Willard, Secwépemc Nation - Elephant Hill report 
“This image reflects stories of coyote’s brother fox and his ability to regenerate coyote by jumping over his body. In the wake of the devasta-

tion of the fires in Secwepemcúl’ecw, I imagine fox being able to bring the forest and our foods and the animals back to life and regenerate the 
health of our ecol ogies. Using our culture, language and traditions and returning to reciprocal and respectful interac tions with the ecologies 
around us, we can regenerate the land for everyone, human and non-human.” – Tania Willard

Rising to the Challenges in Hydrology 
Piotr Kuraś (BSc’04, MASc’06) has seen water resource studies 
increasingly focus on climate change adaptation over the years. 
The UBC Forestry grad, who started as a research scientist, 
is now a consultant and principal with Northwest Hydraulic 
Consultants where he provides his clients with the latest infor-
mation on various water resource disciplines ... 

Read the full story:  
forestry.ubc.ca/alumni/rising-to-challenges-hydrology
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interior, destroying homes in the 
Boston Flats and Pressy Lake area 
and directly impacting the traditional 
territories of eight Secwépemc Nation 
communities.

“Indigenous peoples globally are 
on the front lines of climate change 
and other human-caused envi-
ronmental impacts,” states Sarah 
Dickson-Hoyle, a PhD candidate and 
Public Scholar with UBC Forestry. 
“They have experienced significant 
impacts from deforestation, resource 
extraction, fire suppression, mega 
fires burning their territories, along 
with changes to sensitive watersheds, 
salmon and wildlife populations.”

Her report “Elephant Hill: 
Secwépemc Leadership and Lessons 
Learned from the Collective Story 
of Wildfire Recovery,” co-led with 
Char John of the Secwepemcúl’ecw 
Restoration and Stewardship Society, 
calls for supporting Indigenous lead-
ership and decision-making in fire 
and forest stewardship. It also lays out 
a framework for engaging Indigenous 
communities in wildfire management, 

including recovery, moving forwards.
“Indigenous communities have 

the rights, skills and expertise to be 
involved in all aspects of wildfire man-
agement on their territories, whether 
that is involvement in fire response, 
planning to mitigate fires or working 
on the land and community recovery 
plan following a wildfire, says Sarah.”

The report also recommends a 
move towards joint decision-making 
and partnerships between national 
and provincial government agencies 
and First Nations, along with funding 
to support Indigenous communities 
with implementing wildfire recov-
ery, rehabilitation and management 
practices.

Putting wildfire management in 
the hands of affected communities 
is also central to the community 
forest approach. In their 2020 study, 
“BC Community Forest Perspectives 
and Engagement in Wildfire 
Management,” Sarah, Lori and their 
co-authors*, found that many com-
munities are redoubling their efforts 
to establish proactive wildfire man-

agement plans to mitigate against 
future catastrophes. 

“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,” the 
report states. “For many community 
forests, the 2017 and 2018 wildfire 
seasons catalyzed their focus on 
proactive wildfire management, and 
galvanized community support for 
these efforts.”

A cascading effect
Forests and the forestry profession 

have an important role to play to stem 
the tide of climate change. From car-
bon sequestration in soils and trees to 
cooling communities with urban can-
opies, implementing selective logging 
practices and connecting the dots 
between forest vegetation and salmon 
survival rates, the diverse pursuits 
within the profession are part of the 
global vision for a sustainable future.

For example, UBC Forestry Prof. 
Younes Alila’s research has put into 

  Flooded farmland in Abbotsford, BC, Nov. 2021.

Fires and Floods cont.

* The report was also co-authored by UBC Forestry Assoc. Dean of Grad. & Postdoc. Studies Shannon Hagerman  
and Postdoc. Kelsey Copes-Gerbitz.
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motion a paradigm shift that could 
alter forest harvesting practices in 
flood prone areas. He found that a 
previously widely accepted approach 
to determine whether stand harvest-
ing was influencing flood likelihood 
doesn’t hold water.

The chronological pairing (CP) 
method does not track floods in an 
area over time, but instead would 
evaluate the difference in the severity 
of floods between non-clear-cut and 
clear-cut areas during a storm event 
or snowmelt season, one event at a 
time, Younes says. On the other hand, 
frequency pairing (FP) tracks simul-
taneously the number and severity of 
floods in clear-cut and non-clear-cut 
areas over long periods of time to 
determine whether floods are becom-
ing more severe and/or frequent in 
one or the other. 

In his investigations, Younes also 
found that clear-cutting is indeed 
likely contributing to an increase in 
the frequency and severity of floods. 
Treed areas shade the ground, slow-
ing snowpack melt when tempera-
tures increase, he explains. Without 
treetops and root systems to absorb 
rain and slow snowmelt, cleared 
areas can act as water basins. On 
mountainsides, runoff has nowhere 
to go but down, spilling into and 
sometimes overwhelming low-lying 
areas. 

“Current research has found cases 
of 100-year floods becoming 25 times 
more frequent in watersheds of very 
flat topographies.”

The floods affecting the Fraser 
Valley may be a case in point. Its 
history of flooding includes a signifi-
cant flood in 1894 and a major flood 
in 1948 when the Fraser River broke 
its banks, destroying dikes and 2,300 
homes. Largely attributed to snow-
melt, the damage from the flood in 
’48 cost around $20 million, or what 
would be around $215 million today. 
By comparison, the price tag to repair 
the damage from the Nov. 2021 flood-
ing across BC is estimated to be in the 
billions of dollars. Elephant Hill wildfire viewed from the air, July 2017. 

Photo courtesy of Paul Simakoff-Ellims.



15  Branchlines | Spring 2022   

Current Wildfires
Fire suppression and forest manage ment policies have resulted in denser, more homogenous forests in western North America. 
Landscapes have become stocked with fuel, ready to burn. Layered on top of these volatile forest conditions is climate change, which 
has further dried out fuels, increased lightning ignitions and created dangerous fire weather conditions.

1. Fuel loading 
Fire suppression on broad scales has led to the accumula-
tion of fuel in increasingly volatile configurations in western 
North America’s forests. Surface and ladder fuels have accu-
mulated, elevating the risk of severe, stand-replacing fires.

2. Densification and infilling 
Fire suppression also homogenized the patchwork that sus-
tained historical fire regimes. In place of a mosaic of forest 
and non-forest, fire suppression increased the cover and 
density of largely coniferous forests. 

3. Forestry practices 
Settler forest management practices contributed to more 
homogenous, even-aged, conifer- dominated landscapes, 
which can quickly carry and spread fire.

4. Fire behaviour 
The combination of climate change, fire suppression and 
forest management decisions have increased the risk of 
large, severe wildfires and extreme fire weather, leading 
to an increase in burned areas and behaviors, such as 
spotting.

Fires and Floods cont.

These graphics form part of the PICS’ Wildfire & Carbon Project led by academic and government forestry scientists and experts in Canada 
and the US, including faculty and researchers at UBC Forestry. The project is investigating sustainable forestry and wildfire management 
strategies that minimize the impacts of climate change and support BC’s bioeconomy through such things as enhanced carbon sinks, eco-
nomic opportunities for forest fibre and reduced wildfire emissions.
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Future-proofing
In the face of increasingly severe climate impacts, strategic interventions through forest management can reduce wildfire emissions 
and risk, increase forest carbon sinks and enhance BC’s bioeconomy.

1. Prescribed burning 
To reduce risk of severe wildfire, intentional burning during 
shoulder seasons and moderate fire weather can reduce fuel 
loads and mimic the historical role of fire on landscapes.

2. Forest thinning 
By decreasing fuel loads and forest connectivity, forest thin-
ning can reduce wildfire risk. Strategically using biomass 
after it leaves the forest can create bioeconomic opportuni-
ties and keep carbon out of the atmosphere.

3. Enhance deciduous species 
Replanting and encouraging growth of deciduous species 
can enhance biodiversity and reduce wildfire risk. Increasing 

the use of timber from deciduous species can create further 
bioeconomic opportunities.

4. Post-fire salvage 
Strategic removal of fire-killed trees following a burn can 
reduce future wildfire risk, redirect timber harvest from live 
stands to those already killed by fire and help minimize for-
est carbon loss to the atmosphere.

5. Bioeconomy facilities 
Strategically placed facilities throughout the forested 
landscape can support innovative uses of biomass and 
harvest residues.

Images courtesy of the PICS’ Wildfire & Carbon Project. Graphic design by Dale Kilian.
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New approaches and technology 
While there is no one answer to prevent flooding, Younes 

champions selective logging over clear-cutting. This, he says, 
can mitigate against catastrophic floods and prevent damage 
to watersheds, fish habitats and the livelihoods of the people 
who rely on forest resources for subsistence hunting and 
foraging, as well as businesses, products and employment. 

The time to start making the shift is now, he adds, as 
once trees have been removed, the road to recovery is long. 

“In the first 20 years after replanting a forest in the inte-
rior dry snow environment, there is no more than a 20% 
recovery of its hydrologic capacity,” Younes explains. 

“It can take 60 to 80 years before its full hydrologic 
function – ability to absorb rainfall and runoff, and slow 
snowmelt – can be reached.”

Implementing new evidence-based forest management 
practices is in the works, but will require more investment 
in the technology and research needed to get us there, says 
UBC Forestry Assoc. Prof. Dominik Roeser. 

“The only way forward is to come together and 
develop new, innovative science-based solutions,” he says. 
“Business-as-usual is not working anymore, as we see with 
the increasing severity of wildfires and floods, along with 
protests over logging.”

Change needs to happen at different scales, whether 
at the block, landscape or provincial levels. The Pacific 
Institute for Climate Solutions (PICS), for example, which 
launched in 2008, is bridging research, industry, govern-
ment, First Nations and non-profit stakeholders to find 
solutions to the global climate crisis. 

Lori and Dominik are both part of the PICS Wildfire 
and Carbon project, which aims to use science-based 
data to inform forest management strategies to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions from wildfires, enhance forest 
carbon sinks and assess bioeconomic opportunities for 
forest fibre. Results could be incorporated into tools, such 
as TimberOps, a virtual reality platform that enables forest 
managers to visualize and plan complex forest manage-
ment scenarios based on multiple data inputs that help 
with identifying a smart path forward, says Dominik. 

“We are working on solutions to show where different 
disturbances have taken place and how they adversely 

affect other landscape values, such as wildlife, First Nations 
cultural sites, streams and fish habitats.”

Visualization tools can help forecast how fire and active 
management could impact landscapes five, 10 and 15 years 
down the road, Dominik adds. Researchers can then inform 
decision-making on, for example, when to allow fires to 
burn to remove the buildup of fuels in fire-supressed areas.

“TimberOps allows us to zoom in and out of different geo-
graphic locations and forest management scenarios,” he says. 
“Together with our partners, LlamaZOO and FPInnovations, 
we’re also laying the groundwork for a forest visualization lab 
at UBC to develop the knowledge base within this arena.”

At the block level, selective logging practices, such as 
thinning and partial cuts, are gaining traction, but the 
tools and know-how to make them happen on a broader 
scale in BC need to be amassed, notes Dominik. 

“We need the latest technology combined with suitable 
layout approaches and operator training; and, we need to 
start preparing students to address the challenges coming 
up in the sector,” he says. 

For example, commercial thinning as well as fuel treat-
ment practices could benefit from the adoption of sin-
gle-grip harvesters and forwarders that use an operator-con-
trolled arm to grip and extract individual trees without 
undue damage to nearby trees, forest soil and habitats. 
However, this technology is expensive, and its competitive 
edge is based on optimal deployment through tailored har-
vesting methods and the up-to-two-years it takes in other 
jurisdictions to establish well-trained operators. To address 
this, Dominik’s Forest Action Hub has invested in a simula-
tor to address these research and training gaps. 

“We need bold action moving forward to really make a 
difference,” he says. “When it comes to silvicultural prac-
tices, we need to try new things. Thinning, partial cuts or 
harvesting certain areas more intensively than others, it all 
comes down to developing the forestry profession of the 
future using the best available tools.”

Sign up to attend the Fires and Floods webinar, 
happening June 7, 2022 and featuring Profs. Younes 
Alila and Lori Daniels: forestry.ubc.ca/events/
fires-and-floods-webinar

From Firefighting to Forestry 
After graduating from high school, Debrah Zemanek 
(MSFM’19) started working as a firefighter in her hometown 
of 100 Mile House and then Lillooet, BC. She was driving to 
Pemberton while off duty one weekend when she passed a 
forester’s truck on the side of the road “I thought ‘Oh man, 
that seems like the coolest job ...”

Read the full story:  
forestry.ubc.ca/alumni/from-firefighting-forestry 

Fires and Floods cont.
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Growing up in various homes and 
locations around Whitehorse and the 
Yukon territory, Garry Merkel will be 
the first to tell you that he could never 
have anticipated the trajectory of his 
life. Today the member of the Tahltan 
Nation and Registered Professional 
Forester is a lead voice behind the 
Government of British Columbia’s 
newly adopted old growth forest 
strategy, and a recent recipient of a 
UBC honorary doctorate degree. 

We sat down with Garry to learn 
more about the mindset and deci-
sions that led him down his current 
path, and what projects he’s setting 
his sights on next. 

What interested you in forestry and 
becoming a professional forester?

When I was growing up I had 
fought fires and then met a photo 
interpreter and trapper who I became 
close with. He suggested that if I 
went to school for two years I could 
get a job as a resource management 
officer and potentially have my 
education paid for because the need 
for educated professionals in the 
north was so great. After getting a 
job and receiving a forest technolo-
gist degree, I worked for a while as a 
surveyor, forest inventory technician, 
software engineer, you name it. I led 
a few large projects, including the 

“City of Cranbrook Watershed Forest 
Development Plan”. After a while, for 
what I wanted to do with my career, 
I realized that I would need to get a 
degree. So, I went to the University of 
Alberta and completed a BSF degree.

You played a key role in developing 
policies to increase the number of 
Indigenous students who graduate 
from post-secondary institutions. 
How did this come about and what 
action still needs to be taken to 
incorporate Indigenous knowledge 
into post-secondary education? 

When I took over the job as 
regional forester with Indian and 

Bridging Barriers and 
Attaining New Heights

Garry Merkel’s exceptional career  
continues to shape forestry in BC
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Northern Affairs in BC in the 
late 1980s there were only two 
Indigenous professionals and 12 
Indigenous technicians in Canada 
in the natural resources sector. That 
was right when the R v. Sparrow 
case brought Aboriginal rights into 
law through the Supreme Court of 
Canada. I realized how few of our 
people were properly educated at 
that time due to the institutional 
racism that was barring them from 
success; and, it became clear to me 
that this needed to change. 

This led me to chair the Aboriginal 
Forestry Training and Employment 
Review Committee, which laid out a 
framework to improve training, edu-
cation and employment opportunities 
for Aboriginal peoples in the forestry 
sector across Canada. It also took me 
down the road of providing feedback 
and strategic recommendations for the 
“Provincial Aboriginal Post-Secondary 
Education Strategy in BC”, and playing 
a leadership role with the Nicola Valley 
Institute of Technology (NVIT) in 
Merritt. The success of NVIT demon-
strated that amazing things can hap-
pen when educational institutions take 
into account the needs of Aboriginal 
students. Around 80-90% of Aboriginal 
students in various departments were 
graduating at NVIT, compared to 5% 
at other post-secondary institutions, 
and with no compromise on educa-
tional standards. Today, an Aboriginal 
student at a Canadian post-secondary 
institution has the same chance at 
success as other students. 

I’ve also been working with the 
UBC Faculty of Forestry on their 
Indigenous strategy for about 15 
years. We have worked really hard 
to shape policy and train foresters to 
understand Indigenous perspectives 
and forestry practices. Across natu-
ral resources educational programs, 
there is a need to integrate content 
that is grounded as much as possible 
in Indigenous communities and that 
builds relationships within those 
communities. We also need programs 
to include Indigenous speakers and 

applied research. At the same time, 
in Canada, the systemic racism 
towards the Indigenous population 
that persists must be rooted out; and, 
more work is needed to move towards 
meaningful reconciliation. 

How has being Indigenous influ-
enced your perspectives and work? 

One thing in particular about 
growing up in an Indigenous com-
munity is that I saw first-hand 
immense need. We needed to build 
our government, education systems, 
economy, infrastructure and so on all 
at the same time. This is the way it’s 
been for a while now. 

When I was young, I read 
something that really rang true to 
me. It was a quote in the inspirational 
book Jonathan Livingston Seagull by 
Richard Bach: “Argue your limitations 
and they are yours.” My family is 
the kind that didn’t really believe in 
limitations. And so, my philosophy 
in life has always been to look for 
possibility, and to pick the path that 
scared me the most. It will push you 
and stretch your limits. The more you 
keep doing that over and over again, 
the more it becomes a way of life. So, 
now, to live in that space is normal 
for me. But, it’s a space that has 
opened many doors for me, including 
accepting a new position with the 
province of BC in a leadership role 
to implement the recommendations 

from the old growth strategic review 
that Al Gorley and I recently prepared 
for the province. 

What will this new role entail?
I will be helping to facilitate 

implementation of the 
recommendations and the paradigm 
shift recommended in our old 
growth strategic review (April 2021) 
“A New Future for Old Forests: A 
Strategic Review of How British 
Columbia Manages for Old Forests 
Within its Ancient Ecosystems.” 
There’s this notion that old growth 
forests are renewable, and that’s 
not true. In most cases, they 
are not – within any reasonable 
timeframe – particularly with the 
effects of climate change now and 
on the horizon. When you start 
to remove old growth on a mass 
scale, you start to lose species, 
connectivity and the diversity of 
the forest. My job is to collect views 
from everybody in the sector, and 
to provide coaching to government 
staff on engagement and policy 
options. As well, I will provide 
mentorship to government staff 
and the sector as a whole on how to 
move through this paradigm shift, 
and will facilitate collaboration 
among all of these players. 

What else is on your agenda?
We’re working on an Indigenous 

Land Stewardship Centre of 
Excellence. The Centre will doc-
ument Indigenous land ethic and 
translate that into practical manage-
ment systems and practices. It would 
be a combination of professional 
development courses and applied 
research, and maybe more. We will 
also work with other institutions 
to develop a similar curriculum. 
Ultimately, a key goal will be to 
establish replicable, next generation 
sustainable forestry models.

Learn more about Indigenous 
Forestry Initiatives at UBC Forestry: 
indigenous.forestry.ubc.ca

And so my 
philosophy in life 

has always been to 
look for possibility, 
and to pick the path 
that scared me the 

most.”

“
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A maverick entrepreneur and out-of-the-box thinker, 
Don Slack has worked in BC’s forest industry for over 50 
years, beginning in the summer of 1964 timber cruising as 
a compassman for R.S. Coleman Ltd, a forest consulting 
company that managed private land in BC. The summers 
after – and until graduating with a BSF’68 from UBC – 
Don worked mostly in BC Interior logging camps as a 
timber cruiser and log scaler for his first professional forest 
mentor, Dick Coleman (PEng, RPF). He also spent a sum-
mer in 1967 working for the Canadian Forestry Service 
north of Sault Ste. Marie, Ont. 

“I’ll never forget the generosity of Dean Walter Gage,” 
recalls Don, who turned to Walter for financial support. 
“I asked him if I could apply for money towards my edu-
cation, and he asked me to explain why I deserved it. I 
told him that I was serious about graduating with a BSF 
but needed a little financial help to get to the finish line. I 
achieved both challenges.”

Graduating debt-free thanks to Walter’s support, sum-
mer jobs and his family, Don went on to hold positions with 
Seaboard Lumber Sales Ltd, selling commodity lumber to 
the US East Coast region. He later worked as a wholesale 
lumber trader for a variety of companies before launching 
his own business, Daswood Lumber Co Ltd, in 1979. 

After a brief attempt to semi-retire between 2003 and 

2007, Don was offered a job by Gary Gill, general manager 
and principal of Fraserview Cedar Products – today one of 
the largest western red cedar lumber producers in the world. 
There, fulfilling the role as export sales manager, he launched 
the company’s successful export sales department – a 
position he stepped back from in May 2020 to enjoy more 
relaxation time in Nanoose Bay, Vancouver Island. 

To continue to support his lifelong passion, Don decided 
to build a legacy fund for the next generation of foresters. 
In late 2020, he contributed $50,000, matched by $50,000 
from UBC Forestry, to establish the Don A. Slack Award in 
Forestry. The fund will support, in perpetuity, UBC Forestry 
undergraduate students majoring in Forest Resources 
Management – or the sustainable forest management side of 
things, as Don terms it. “In BC, we have a legacy of forests 
that we are responsible to protect and steward.”

For Don, the award is about paying it forward. “It’s a 
legacy,” he says. “We’re only on this planet once, so I want 
to make a meaningful contribution, and one that will hope-
fully provide a vote of confidence to these students that 
buoys them into their future careers.” 

To contribute to undergraduate students, please consider 
making a gift to the Don A. Slack Award in Forestry by con-
tacting Emma Tully: 604.822.8716 or emma.tully@ubc.ca

Cultivating Future Forest Stewards
After many years working in the profession, Don Slack gives back to the next generation

Sager Bradley, a fourth-year student, and Erin Fenton, 
who is in her third year – both of whom will receive $2,000 
each.

“This award will greatly help me pay my tuition next 
semester,” says Erin. The Toronto native grew up with a love for 
the outdoors, trekking into white water on canoe trips across 
northern Ont., Man. and Qué. An experienced tree planter, 
Erin plans to stay in BC after graduation to work as a forester. 

“I have also always loved the north and would like to 
experience working in the Yukon or Northwest Territories if 
I can find a contract within my discipline up there,” she adds.

Born and raised in Metchosin, BC, Sager had ample oppor-
tunities to connect with nature. “It was the ignition to a pas-
sion for forestry,” he says. Following graduation, Sager intends 
to pursue becoming a Registered Professional Forester. 

“This award has allowed me to focus on the future of the 
forest rather than my own financial stress,” he shares. The 
financial aid also enabled Sager to volunteer his time as a 
Forest Resource Management Representative and member 
of the Silver Ring Graduation Planning committee: “Both are 
providing me with opportunities to expand my network and 
develop my career path.” 

The 2021/22 recipients of the Don A. Slack Award are: 
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For the Family
Forestry grad and 2022 Alumni Builder Award  

winner shares his secret to success

Some lessons must be experi-
enced to be understood. For Arthur 
Tsai, testing his limits helped him 
realize not only what he was capable 
of, but a path in life that led him to 
complete both a BSc (1995) in Wood 
Science and Industry and MSc 
(2012) in Forestry at UBC, as well as 
achieve ongoing success heading the 
market intelligence team at Paper 
Excellence. 

In 2022, Arthur was recognized 
with one of only 12 UBC Vancouver 
2022 Alumni Builder Awards for 
his ongoing involvement with the 
Faculty of Forestry as a tri-men-
tor, guest lecturer, co-op mentor/
relationship builder and Alumni 
Advisory Council member. The 
awards recognize alumni who have 
made a significant contribution to 
the university and enriching the lives 
of others.

On top of volunteering with the 
Faculty of Forestry, Arthur has sat 
on industry-related boards, and 
the boards of local community 
and sports organizations. In fact, 
juggling multiple commitments is 
something he has perfected since 
pursuing his studies at UBC. 

“Most of my friends wanted me 
to go into accounting with them, but 
that program did not interest me,” 
recalls Arthur. “I somehow stumbled 
into the Faculty of Forestry, and then 
Assoc. Dean Tony Kozak was nice 
enough to bring me into his office 
and explain the profession of for-
estry to me. I was so grateful to him 
for having taken the time. If it wasn’t 
for him, I would have been lost as an 
undergraduate student.”

Tony opened Arthur’s eyes to 

different aspects of the profession, 
including the vast number of forest 
products derived from the BC for-
estry industry. Arthur was hooked.

As an undergraduate student, 
Arthur took a lumber marketing 
course taught by Prof. Dave Cohen 
who shared stories from the mar-
keting realm that incorporated 
details about different types of 
wood products, where they are 
shipped and the end-users who 
consumed them. 

“In the 1990s, Japan was the 
main offshore market for British 
Columbia’s wood products outside 
of North America,” recalls Arthur. 
“Dave explained how business was 
done there and what products per-
formed best in that market. That in 
and of itself was fascinating to me.” 
Enough so that Arthur worked with 
Dave to complete a master’s in lum-
ber marketing with a focus on demo-
graphic factors affecting the demand 
for wood products: “factors such 
as age cohorts, population growth, 
immigration/migration flow,” adds 
Arthur. 

At that time, Arthur was working 
full-time for Canfor while under-
taking a full course load to complete 
his master’s, all while raising his two 
young daughters with his wife. 

“I was about to quit the master’s 
program at one point because it 
was too much to handle; I was so 
stretched mentally and physically.”

That’s when Dave gave Arthur 
sage advice that has been a guiding 
light for him.

“He said to me: ‘You have to 
set your priorities. First you need 
to take care of yourself, then your 

family, then your career and then 
school’.” 

Recognizing the care and support 
behind Dave’s words gave Arthur the 
extra boost he needed to persevere. 
It was also the reason why Arthur 
later decided to return to the Faculty 
of Forestry to mentor the next gen-
eration of forestry students. 

“I wanted to give back to the 
Faculty and help others the way that 
I was helped. Now that I’m more 
settled in my career and life, I am 
grateful to have found time to devote 
to volunteering.” 

Mentoring Forestry students, and 
helping them get co-op placements at 
Canfor in his prior role, also served 
to keep Arthur abreast of changes at 
UBC while helping students pursue 
their studies and careers. 

“To me, success is about how well 
you care for your family and then, 
with time, your willingness to give 
back to your community,” reflects 
Arthur, whose eldest daughter 
enrolled in Forestry undergraduate 
studies at UBC.

“The more you meet other peo-
ple, the more you learn, the more 
you connect with different folks 
and different ways of thinking and 
different cultures, the more it shapes 
you for the better. That belief system 
has really guided me over the years, 
and it’s something that I hope to 
humbly pass along to my girls and 
the students.”

Learn more about how you 
can become a Faculty of Forestry 
mentor, volunteer or supporter by 
visiting forestry.ubc.ca/alumni/
get-involved
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To me, success is 
about how well you 
care for your family 
and then, with time, 
your willingness to 
give back to your 

community.”

“
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BRINGING THE FOREST  
VEGETATION SIMULATOR 

TO BC
A tool for forest management  

decision-making in a changing world

By UBC Forestry Assoc. Prof. Bianca Eskelson, UBC Forestry Postdoc. Fellow 
Lara Melo and ESSA Sr. Systems Ecologist Donald Robinson.
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 Modelling plays a key role in forest management, 
and now an important model has been modernized and 
adapted for British Columbia. The Forest Vegetation 
Simulator, BC (FVS-BC) projects the growth of individual 
trees, simulating their incremental growth and mortality 
based on site and stand conditions, as well as in response 
to thinning, planting and other management activities. The 
flexible model architecture also supports the development 
of additional specialized extensions, such as models of 
insect and root disease impacts, as well as the effects of fire 
on live trees, fuel and carbon allocation. 

With a strong emphasis on understanding and meeting 
the needs of end users, FVS provides detailed information 
about the outcome of stand management activities. 

Originally named PrognosisBC, FVS-BC has been 
updated to align with the technology of the 22 regional ‘vari-
ants’ of the FVS model, which span the United States, and 
now covers forest stands within the central and southern BC 
biogeoclimatic zones. 

A freely accessible open-source model, FVS can support 
a range of scientific, technical and commercial needs. The 
model provides a powerful simulation run-time environ-
ment that allows modelling of a wide range of silvicultural 
practices. With it, users can forecast species composition 
and size distribution, timber supply, carbon and a variety of 
stand structure metrics useful for habitat definition. 

The new modelling system synchronizes the BC variant 
with improvements made to the US variants. FVS-BC (and 
its Ontario counterpart, FVS-ON) work in metric units, 
making the model more accessible to a user community 
that works across North America. Users can conduct sin-
gle stand or multi-stand simulations and can also interact 
with the model using a new browser-based interface (FVS 
online) that provides help preparing data, running simula-
tions and creating tabular and graphical output. 

Through the model repository, Canadian and US vari-

ants share wikis, ticketing and testing practices that help to 
provide consistent model behaviour. Users have the option 
to build their own executables or shared libraries (DLLs) 
for Windows or Unix using instructions and resources pro-
vided through the wiki. Alternatively, they can use the FVS 
online system through their browser, which provides daily 
updates to the FVS family of models.

The model supports strategic decision-making through 
the development and exploration of management scenar-
ios. But researchers can also drill down to test the detailed 
behaviour of the model components, which ultimately 
leads to a more robust model. Its most recent extension, 
Climate-FVS, adds the potential to strategically explore 
responses to management and incorporate current 
research about species responses to climate change. 

Currently available in the US variants, the Climate 
extension will help to address changes in growth, mor-
tality and regeneration brought about by changes in the 
temperature regime. “The existing Fire and Fuel Effects 
(FFE) extension also supports climate-centred evaluation 
through its ability to project carbon stocks and the effects 
of fire, making the FVS family of models unique among 
tree-level growth and yield models in North America. 

The team is also working on FVS-BC modelling exam-
ples that can be incorporated into a variety of undergradu-
ate courses at UBC and cover topics such as forest model-
ling, silviculture, forest economics and forest ecology and 
health. This could expose forestry students to the use of 
models and management scenarios early in their career.

The FSV-BC model is available for free through the 
SourceForge repository sourceforge.net/projects/open-fvs. 
Learn more about FVS-BC and sign up for their newsletter 
at essa.com/explore-essa/tools/fvsprognosis. Learn more 
about Bianca’s work at forestry.ubc.ca/faculty-profile/
bianca-eskelson

The History of Prognosis Modelling
While model-driven projections of 

the pandemic and its impacts on health, 
health care and society may be new to 
some, forestry professionals have been 
extensive users of mathematical models 
for stand and landscape management 
for decades. 

Growth and yield models emerged 
along with the advent of digital 
computers in the 1960s, gradually 
incorporating non-timber ecosystem 
features such as insects, diseases and 
fire. In the mid-1990s, the PrognosisBC 
model was adapted from the North 

Idaho variant of the late Dr. Al Stage’s 1973 
Prognosis model, supported by scientists 
from UBC, ESSA and the Ministry of 
Fo re s t s, L a n d s, N a t u ra l  Re s o u rc e 
Operations and Rural Development, as 
well as by Al. 

An earlier version of FVS-BC, adapted 
to work as an explicitly spatial landscape 
model, was able to demonstrate many of 
the features of the 1999-2017 mountain 
pine beetle epidemic. The pine beetle 
outbreak dramatically altered 17 million 
hectares of central BC forest and caused 
catastrophic stand mortality, changes in 

fire behavior and financial losses among 
forest industries and communities.

Hopefully, the development of cli-
mate-sensitive forest models will lead 
to improved ways to adapt to a warmer 
world. With enhancements that allow 
it to use climate modeling results and 
Canadian meteorological data, FVS-BC 
could be able to include climate change 
as a new kind of force shaping stands and 
landscapes, helping foresters, scientists 
and land managers understand and 
adapt to the consequences of these forces 
in a world that is complex and uncertain.



25  Branchlines | Spring 2022   

Whether taking the form of 
discrimination in the workplace or 
microaggressions woven into a casual 
conversation, at the core of racism 
are discriminatory acts against people 
based on their skin colour, religious 
views or cultural practices.

To help confront and address the 
root causes and histories that per-
petuate racist and anti-Indigenous 
beliefs and acts into the 21st Century, 
UBC Forestry has launched a number 
of initiatives, including a webinar, 
podcast and the Forest(Reads) book 
club. UBC Forestry has also created 
an Equity, Diversity and Inclusion 
Council to address policies and 
structures within the Faculty, says 
UBC Forestry Assoc. Prof. and Assoc. 
Dean, Equity, Diversity and Inclusion 
Hisham Zerriffi.

These initiatives were spearheaded 
by the former Assoc. Dean, Equity, 
Diversity and Inclusion, UBC Forestry 
Prof. Sarah Gergel; Estefanía Milla-
Moreno, a graduate student in the 
Faculty; and Hisham, who previously 
chaired the council. 

The last couple of years have 
brought to the fore many challenges 
to be addressed, notes Hisham. The 
global COVID-19 pandemic “raised 
all sorts of equity questions and 
concerns: from health impacts to 
employment and family issues that 
were often experienced to a greater 
extent among marginalized groups.” 

The tragic murder of African 
American George Floyd at the hands 

of a white police officer in May 2020 
raised new questions and topics of 
discussion, and spurred the genesis of 
various public initiatives.

“Our justice, equity, diversity and 
inclusion (JEDI) approach to EDI 
makes clear that we also want to 
address issues of justice and power,” 
says Hisham. “Some of the topics 
we discuss can be uncomfortable or 
even controversial. At the same time, 
they are greatly needed to bring for-
ward more marginalized voices that 
wouldn’t ordinarily be in the spotlight 
or heard.”  

Forest(Reads) introduces UBC 
Forestry faculty, staff, students and 
interested members of the public to 
JEDI topics through a literary lens. 
The inaugural Forest(Reads), coor-
dinated by graduate student Arial 
Eatherton, involved events and talks 

surrounding Braiding Sweetgrass: 
Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific 
Knowledge and the Teachings of 
Plants by Dr. Robin Wall Kimmerer. 
Conversations touched on the 
author’s examination of how scientific 
and Indigenous knowledge intersect 
in a world where many of us have 
lost touch with the life forces found 
within our natural environment. 

Topics of black identity and 
belonging in parks and other outdoor 
spaces were explored in the 2022 
Forest(Reads) book selection coor-
dinated by graduate student Jaylen 
Bastos, Black Faces, White Spaces by 
cultural geographer Dr. Carolyn Finney.  

“The book covers some of the deep 
roots of racism within the environ-
mental movement in North America 
in terms of the legacy of how parks 
and park-related organizations were 
created, and how that history may be 
reinforcing the exclusion of members of 
some minority groups,” says Hisham.

Along with encouraging faculty, 
staff and students to read the book 
and attend the events, Hisham hopes 
the initiative “will spark more con-
versations and a deeper understand-
ing of how to realize greater justice, 
equity, diversity and inclusion in our 
lives.” 

Visit edicouncil.forestry.ubc.
ca and edicouncil.forestry.ubc.ca/
initiatives/forest-reads to learn 
more and explore content from past 
Forest(Reads) events.

The JEDI Story Behind Forest(Reads)
The popular series is addressing some of the most important topics of 

conversation surrounding Justice, Equity, Diversity and Inclusion

Our JEDI 
approach to EDI 
makes clear that 
we also want to 

address issues of 
justice and power”

“
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A country girl at heart, and a UBC 
Forestry graduate hopeful from the 
2022 Wood Products Processing 
program, Melissa Vincent plans to 
leave her mark on cities as part of 
the growing industry of tall wood 
buildings, such as the iconic 18-storey 
Brock Commons Tallwood House on 
the UBC campus.

“Wood is a good structural mate-
rial because it stores carbon,” says 
Melissa. “The direct competition 
to tall wood frame construction is 
concrete buildings, which add more 
carbon to the atmosphere along the 
entire manufacturing process.”

Hailing from Aldergrove, BC, 
Melissa grew up on a hobby farm 
complete with pigs, chickens, tur-
keys, a dog, a cat and fish. After 
jumping into an engineering degree 
at the University of the Fraser Valley, 
“not fully knowing what I wanted to 
do,” Melissa heard about the Wood 
Products Processing program at UBC 

Forestry: “I knew right away that it 
was for me.”

The move “has been a nice mixture 
of technical aspects, shop drawings, 
along with machine, building and fur-
niture design, as opposed to the desk 
work I faced as an engineer,” Melissa 
shares. 

Her studies have exposed her to 
timber design and building frame-
works, including an architecture class 
that involved peeling back the layers of 
light-frame construction homes: from 
the wood frame to insulation, drywall 
and the full building envelope.

Her favourite class was wood 
anatomy and identification, which 
zoomed into wood cell structures 
to give students the know-how to 
identify different types of wood at the 
molecular level.

“Sometimes people bug me about 
being a wood nerd; but, I like that I 
can now identify why, for example, 
one type of wood will give an even 

coat of finish or why certain types of 
wood last longer in wet conditions.”

To maximize her co-op experi-
ences, Melissa ventured into a variety 
of fields. 

Starting with Westeck Windows 
and Doors, she learned about prod-
uct development, how to reduce the 
amount of heat loss from fittings 
and different cladding options. At 
Precisionwerkz, she helped design 
and build the manufacturer of high-
end woodworking’s showroom and 
updated their computer aided design 
standards along the way.

“Now, having a shop drawing be 
even an eighth of an inch off matters 
to me!”

Her final co-op placement was 
a surprise favourite. Taking on the 
tasks of creating naming conventions, 
standard work procedures and com-
pleting daily tasks as a maintenance 
planner with Western Forest Products 
in Cowichan Bay, Melissa realized that 
she doesn’t mind jumping into the 
deep end of a demanding position and 
pushing herself to try something new.

“I would highly suggest people get 
out of their comfort zone, because I 
would have never expected that the 
sawmill experience would have been 
my favourite,” she shares.  

After graduation, Melissa plans on 
moving back to the Vancouver Island 
farm where she formed friendships 
during her most recent co-op place-
ment to work in industry for a while 
and enjoy time with her old room-
mates and lots of animals.

Learn more about the UBC 
Forestry Wood Products Processing 
program: Wood Products 
Processing/UBC Forestry and 
co-op placements: Forestry Co-op 
Program/ Undergraduate/UBC 
Forestry

From Engineer to ‘Wood Nerd’
Undergraduate student, Melissa Vincent, shares  experiences  

from joining the Wood Products Processing program



27  Branchlines | Spring 2022   

Hauling boxes out of a moving 
truck with her husband and new lab 
mates, UBC Forestry PhD candidate 
Stefanie Lane heard about a man 
whose reputation for compassion 
she would go on to model in her own 
work. 

Stefanie arrived in Vancouver 
from Austin, Texas – after a brief 
stint collecting seeds in Oregon for 
the Chicago Botanic Garden – in 
2018. At the time, UBC Forestry 
Postdoc. Jordan Burke (PhD 
Forestry’16) was in hospice with 
terminal cancer. While Stefanie did 
not have the opportunity to meet 
him, she was touched by what she 
learned about the much-beloved 
UBC Forestry sessional instructor 
and teaching assistant (TA) who was 
known for his sense of humour and 
offering beyond-the-call-of-duty care 
and attention to his students.

“Talking to people and reading 
about his life and work, it was very 
evident that Jordan was this powerful 
force of inspiration,” recalls Stefanie.

After completing her undergrad-
uate studies in botany, Stefanie 
traveled to UBC to pursue an MSc in 
forestry and, later, a PhD. Specializing 
in tidal freshwater marshes, she has 
spent a lot of time thinking about 

the interface between rivers and the 
ocean where fresh and salt water mix. 

Her current research involves 
measuring differences in above-
ground vegetation, seed diversity and 
sediment after severe geese grazing. 
Observing and tracking how plant 
communities recover after this distur-
bance tells a story about their resil-
ience and what to expect following 
similar events in the future. 

“With time, geese eating the roots 
of plants can turn a vegetated marsh 
habitat into a mud flat, which can 
have negative consequences on, for 
example, juvenile salmon,” Stefanie 
explains. 

Stefanie also mentors Forestry 
undergraduate students as a TA, a role 
in which she journeys with students 
through general plant biology as well 
as UBC campus’s diverse plant species 
and the art of specimen dissection. 

“What I love most about TAing is 
helping students get to that lightbulb 
moment when they develop a deeper 
understanding of something they’ve 
learned, along with nerding out on a 
topic.”

In 2020, Stefanie received one 
of two inaugural Jordan L. Burke 
Memorial Awards in Forestry for 
Best Graduate Teaching Assistant in 

recognition of her exceptional men-
torship of burgeoning foresters. The 
award gave Stefanie the opportunity 
to make her first connection with 
Jordan’s mother, April, and the Burke 
family. 

“Meeting April, and sharing sto-
ries about our lives and talking about 
Jordan, has given me glimpses into 
who Jordan was,” says Stefanie. “I now 
think of him as a friend that I didn’t 
have the chance to meet.”

Despite the challenges of TAing 
during a global pandemic in which 
in-person learning was put on hold, 
Stefanie found innovative ways to 
connect with students through fun 
videos that enhanced their online 
learning experiences, and offered 
a healthy dose of compassion. Her 
efforts and out-of-the-box thinking 
did not go unnoticed, resulting in her 
receiving a second Jordan L. Burke 
Memorial Award in 2021.

“This scholarship is a way to 
continue Jordan’s passion and com-
mitment to teaching and mentoring,” 
says April. “It extends ‘what might 
have been’ to dedicated students 
like Stefanie who can use it for their 
own support and inspiration, and to 
spread Jordan’s dedication to others.”

A thoughtful person by nature, 
Stefanie has run with the intent of the 
award in the guidance she provides to 
forestry students, some of whom may 
one day become TAs themselves. 

“Keeping his memory alive and 
the spirit of this award has reinvigo-
rated me to be a compassionate TA,” 
says Stefanie. “Especially during the 
COVID-19 period of physical distanc-
ing, I’ve recognized how powerful of 
an impact this can have on a student’s 
life.”

Learn more about the Jordan L. 
Burke Memorial Award and donate: 
give.ubc.ca/memorial/jordan-burke

Where the Waters Meet 
A TA’s award-winning work keeps compassion flowing
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Making Smart Conservation Decisions
Prof. Tara Martin takes ecosystem-wide approach to species protection
As one makes one’s bed, one finds 

it. The French proverb from around 
the middle of the past century is 
being realized as human activities 
make their mark on everything from 
weather patterns to species extinction 
at an alarming rate. 

Approximately 713 wildlife are 
currently listed in Canada’s Species at 
Risk Act. In British Columbia, home 
to the most biodiversity in the coun-
try, widespread habitat changes are 
threatening the survival of many of 
the province’s native flora and fauna. 

UBC Forestry Prof. Tara Martin’s 
Conservation Decisions Lab is taking 
a big picture view of the cumulative 
impacts threatening species loss. 

She and her colleagues designed 
the Priority Threat Management 
framework to identify actions that 
could feasibly lead to the greatest spe-
cies survival and ecosystem resilience. 
Recommendations could include 
modifying or relocating industry, 
fishing, forestry, mining, urbaniza-
tion and other activities located near 
ecologically sensitive areas to prevent 
further ecosystem degradation.

“Our framework is transparent, 
repeatable and robust to uncertainty, 
and will deliver costed portfolios of 
options which inform how to recover 
and protect the places and species we 
care most about with the least impact 

to societies and the economy,” says 
Tara, who holds the UBC Liber Ero 
Chair in Conservation.

Informed by conservation decision 
science, the approach combines math-
ematics, socio-economics, operations 
research and applied ecology to iden-
tify which species have the greatest 
chance of survival in priority areas.

It’s a tactic that spoke to Reid 
Carter (BSc forest biology’79, MSc 
soil science’83, RPF), whose $1.5 mil-
lion gift is making possible the launch 
of Tara’s Priority Threat Management 
initiative in BC’s Salish Sea and 
Central Coast areas.  

A former lead of Brookfield 
Timberlands Management’s invest-
ment management organization and 
past president and CEO of Acadian 
Timber, Reid spent much of his early 
adulthood researching and working in 
forest ecology and forest soils while at 
UBC Forestry. 

“A lot of the world’s ecosystems 
don’t receive enough attention, and 
a lot of conservation work is focused 
on saving one species at a time,” says 
Reid. “It can feel like playing whack-a-
mole, as this approach only addresses 
one perceived problem in isolation 
from everything else.” 

“Tara’s Priority Threat 
Management offers a much more 
thoughtful and holistic approach, and 

one that I believe has a much greater 
chance of success,” he adds. “Her risk 
and cost adjusted process maximizes 
the positive impact human actions 
can have on species and ecosystem 
health and survival as a whole.” 

Data from Tara’s work will be trans-
ferred into timeline-framed action 
plans that identify key stakeholder 
involvement and funds needed to 
make it happen. 

Her team is creating ecological data 
maps using state-of-the-art LiDAR 
light detection and ranging equipment 
– the technology’s aerial light pulses 
render three-dimensional images of 
the surface characteristics of a land-
scape – along with aerial and under-
water drone footage. Open source 
software developed for the project 
will help process data and crunch the 
numbers. 

Tara and her team also work with 
Indigenous governments and different 
levels within federal, provincial and 
municipal agencies to formulate their 
recommendations. 

“There is a huge knowledge gap 
that needs to be filled to slow and stop 
further biodiversity loss in Canada,” 
says Tara. “Working with our govern-
ment and non-government partners 
and stakeholders, this project can 
produce actionable conservation plans 
for BC, Canada and beyond.” 
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Trees of Campus
 In the spring of 1934, students of UBC Forestry 1934 and 1935 classes planted four-year-old seedlings obtained 

from the Green Timbers BC Forest Service Nursery and raised on campus as part of a silviculture exercise. The plant-
ing was within view of the old Applied Sciences building, which later became the Forestry and Geology Building and 
then the Geography building starting in 1990. This image also graces the cover of the book: UBC Forestry 1921-1990: 
An Informal History by J. Harry G. Smith.

Fifth from the left placing seedlings into the soil is 
Robert ‘Bob’ William Wellwood (BSc’35 majoring in 
for est engineering) ...

Trees tower over the Geography building in 2022.
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Bob’s daughter, Eleanore Wellwood (pictured left, in 
front of the trees her father planted) shared memories 
of playing with her brother on campus while their father 
worked. “When I was about four or five years old, my 
father would take my brother and me to the old Forestry 
building on Saturdays,” recalls Eleanore, who now works 
as a technical services library asst. at UBC. “We had 
the run of the building and spent a lot of time drawing 
on the blackboards. I also remember helping my father 
count tree rings and visiting almost every sawmill in the 
province.”

Born in Victoria, BC, in 1912, Robert ‘Bob’ William 
Wellwood went on to complete a master’s and PhD 
at Duke University before returning to UBC to teach 
wood technology sub jects and forest products from the 
mid-1940s to the late 1970s. He also taught both his 
son, Robert (BSF’73 and MSc’78), and brother, Ernest 
(BASc’49 in forest engineering), and served as the 
Faculty’s acting dean in 1962, as well as from 1964-65.

... 87 years later, the trees that Bob Wellwood helped plant 
are thriving.

Trees of Campus Contest
Send us an image of you and your favourite tree. We will 
randomly select one for a prize and to feature in our 
Alumni e-newsletter. The winning entry will receive a 
$100 VISA gift card. Submit entries to  
forestry.ubc.ca/news/trees-of-campus-contest 
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The world is heating up, ushering in a rising number of severe storms, droughts and record-breaking temperatures that are wreak-
ing havoc on communities and economies. The price tag to repair recent catastrophic flooding that washed out farms, homes and 
sections of the Coquihalla highway, as well as other roadways, in the Fraser Valley, will likely be in the billions of dollars. Do land 
management practices, such as clearcutting, play a role in devastating floods? What about the role of fire suppression and land 
management practices in massive wildfires? Our expert panel will discuss some of the forestry practices that are shaping landscapes 
in BC and how the profession can help mitigate against the impact of extreme weather-related events.

June 7, 2022, 12:00-1:00pm
To attend please register at:
forestry.ubc.ca/events/fires-and-floods-webinar

Fires & Floods Webinar
Presenters: Profs. Lori Daniels and Younes Alila


