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Forest Fire Suppression is not only ruining the forest ecologies of British Columbia but sockeye salmon stocks as well. The large clouds of sharp turbidity, from forest fires (mostly ash), that meet the sockeye as they migrate upstream is a large stress on them, capable of causing sockeye stocks to crash. 

Fighting large intense fires (caused by fire suppression) under very hot and dry conditions is very costly, time consuming, dangerous, ineffective, and is downright wrong as it will force huge amounts of sharp turbidity into streams very quickly. It is an outrage we are preventing fire during ideal circumstances (cool, wet, less foliage to move through if the fire needs to be fought) in early spring that produce small low intensity fires and choose to wait for large intense fires in late summer.

Fires in the spring probably aren’t beautiful sights but they are nowhere near as devastating as fires in late summer after drought conditions (i.e. 2003). We cannot continue this lie that fire can be suppressed all year long and it’s careless campers and the weather that are at fault for these huge intense infernos ruining our land and killing our salmon. It is our fire prevention policies that are to blame for these disasters. 

One reason I think fire prevention is to blame is from my own experience in Golden Ears Provincial Park. After climbing up a glacier stream (for a challenge), my friends and I went into the forest. Stepping on what seemed like firewood was not easy and caused us to stumble as we crunched through layers of branches and organic debris. The forest was silent and seemed like a ghost town. 

My eerie experience was a result of forest fire suppression. Forest fire suppression doesn’t allow organic material to burn, leaving it to accumulate on the forest floor. This starves the ecology of nutrients (that get locked up in organic material) and changes the livable landscapes for organisms but more importantly help make large intense fires that are hard to control.  

Fires caused by fire suppression, eliminate vast quantities of materials from an ecosystem and places them in the air we and other organisms breathe, and the water salmon swim in and we drink. These forest fires, disrupt human movements, cause large costly firefighting efforts, harm the fertility of the land (compared to low intensity fires), and release sharp turbidity into streams (from ash and increased erosion) that kill salmon. 

My conclusion that forest fires are the root cause of the sockeye collapse is rooted in four major sockeye salmon declines. These declines are the Hells Gate disaster in 1913, the worst fire season in 1958, the worst interface fire season (fire between humans and fire) in 2003, and the storms of 2006. These events are all connected by the high turbidity levels they caused. 

The Hells Gate disaster in 1913 was caused by rock slides due to the construction of a tunnel. It threw a lot of hard sharp turbidity into the Fraser river that persisted for a full decade. 

In 1958 fire engulfed the province’s forests leading to a large amount of sharp ash reaching the waterways. A news report on June 30 said a “Million Dollar” rain fell on the fires (saving lumber). This was wishful thinking; by the time July 29 came around 7 million dollars of lumber was up in smoke. This didn’t include the economic cost of the very low salmon return in subsequent years.

Large interface fires in 2003 caused the evacuation of 50,000 people from their homes. The ash from the fires caused the lowest sockeye return since the Hells Gate disaster. 

The 2006 storms caused a huge influx of turbidity right when the sockeye smolts were leaving the lakes for the oceans, causing a huge collapse in sockeye stocks in 2009. One of these storms also caused the first boil water advisory in Vancouver’s history. 

In the articles I read, forest fires were compared to “death having ravaged the land like a plague” in an article about the Grove fire on Tabor Mountain on August 11, 1961, “a kind of manslaughter” in a PSA entitled “B.C.’s Forest Fires: A kind Of Manslaughter” in 1958, was called “the beast of the pacific” from an ad released on July 23, 1942, and people that started fires were threatened with being hanged in a PSA entitled “B.C.’s Forest Fires: A kind Of Manslaughter” in 1958.  In 1942, during the war years, the Canadian military compared “forest defense” to “national defense”. Fighting fire was seen as part of the war effort overseas, this was apparent in the film “Wood for War”.   

A lot of fear and anxiety was associated with fire unjustly as the natural fire cycles kept fuel loads on the ground low, so the chance of substantial damage to property and resources like salmon and lumber was low. None the less this fear prevailed and is still very present to this day when we see images of burning houses and destruction caused by fires on the news. We are trained to prevent fires by institutions that cause us to dislike fires, and those that start fires. 


This manipulation of behavior to prevent fire is the old guard of how to manage forests effectively. In 1958 the chief game biologist for the government indicated fires were needed for animal species to thrive but this was countered by the forest industry that said lumber was worth more than game animals.  I would add salmon to the list that need forest fires in early spring for them to thrive in the summer. 

One can also add tourists, companies and settlements near forests, and water quality stations to the people that dislike forest fires. Without fires in spring it will be nearly impossible to stop the worst kinds of fires in the summer. Therefore, all sides will benefit from not suppressing fires in the spring; as spring fires cause less economic loss of lumber, Sockeye, and animals. It is also important to not fight fires in the summer as the water used will bring sharp turbidity straight to waterways.  

Sockeye salmon have a lot to lose if we don’t change the fire prevention measures; we have a lot to gain by changing them. Therefore, I think it is very prudent to change our fire prevention policies quickly to better reflect the needs of sockeye salmon and humans.
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