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OVERVIEW 
 
Wildfires are a natural ecological process and disturbance that play an important role in British 
Columbia's ecosystems. However, recent years have seen a significant increase in the frequency and 
intensity of wildfire events, largely due to the impacts of climate change. As a result, traditional 
methods of field assessment for all stands post-wildfire may no longer be feasible, given the growing 
number and size of wildfires each year.  
 
To address this challenge, a strategic and coordinated approach to reforestation is required to ensure 
that key priorities are met. Tools such as satellite-based fire intensity mapping utilizing satellite imagery 
and high-quality aerial photography have helped reduce the number of initial ground reconnaissance 
required. The following outlines a systematic process for assessing wildfire-impacted areas. It should 
be noted that additional steps or procedures may be more appropriate in certain circumstances. These 
steps aim to facilitate the creation of manageable polygons based on similar characteristics, allowing 
for effective prioritization of stands to survey. 
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Provincial Mapping Tools 
Year 1 - Fire Intensity Mapping and Aerial Imagery 
Fire intensity mapping and high-resolution aerial imagery is typically conducted in the fall of the year in 
which the wildfire occurs, typically in October, with data becoming available in November. The goal is to 
provide aerial imagery for all fires over 100 hectares. However, some fires may not be captured due to 
cloud cover at the time of the flights. 
 
Year 2 – Fire Intensity Mapping 
A second round of fire intensity mapping is completed either in the summer or fall of the year following 
the wildfire. This is necessary to identify delayed tree mortality, including damage not visible in the first 
year due to green crowns or where primary and secondary insects have killed trees The available 
mapping data will be brought into ArcMap and set up as layers for a surveyor or forester to utilize.  
 

Prioritization of Plantations for Review 
 
Early planning should begin in the winter following wildfires. The goals are to assess damage and focus 
efforts for field reviews.  In the first year following a wildfire event, it is recommended to prioritize the 
review to target plantations as these areas are productive, accessible, and less likely to regenerate 
naturally. This approach allows for a strategic pause on mature stands to allow for salvage efforts for 
more discussions regarding complex decisions for retention, old growth management areas, and 
salvage plans for these mature areas. Additionally, deferring the review of mature timber enables the 
incorporation of enhanced fire intensity mapping, which will become available in the second year, 
supporting more informed and effective planning. Once the plantations have been reviewed in the 
office, mature forests should be reviewed in the following years.   
 

Guidelines for Review 
 
When conducting post-wildfire assessments, only areas affected by high and moderate fire intensity 
should be reviewed through eligibility assessments and surveys. Ground assessments should focus on 
potential, presence, and quality of natural regeneration and opportunities for successful establishment. 
Small areas with low or no fire impact may be included if they are operationally justified. 
 
Polygon sizes must be tailored to the local district, terrain, and ecosystem characteristics. Larger 
polygons may be appropriate in regions like the Cariboo, whereas smaller units are necessary in steep 
or complex landscapes such as Revelstoke, Lillooet, and the Coast. Polygons should reflect the 
dominant conditions within each area to ensure they are practical for operational planning, avoiding 
excessive fragmentation caused by automated overlays of forest cover, fire intensity, and ecological 
data. 
 
It is essential that a qualified forest professional with demonstrated operational development expertise 
and in-depth knowledge of local ecosystems and silviculture practices delineates broader, more 
meaningful management units that behave similarly across the landscape. This approach ensures that 
post-wildfire recovery efforts are strategically targeted, ecologically appropriate, and operationally 
practical across a diverse forest landscape.  
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Step 1: Identification of Wildfire Areas within the 
District 
 
GIS tools and data should be used to assess viable areas for reforestation prior to conducting ground 
assessments. To assess wildfire-impacted areas, a comprehensive dataset should be compiled, 
including, but not limited to, the following GIS data layers: 
 
• Wildfire Data: fire perimeter, fire intensity mapping, and post-fire imagery. 
 
• Managed stands: spatial data on all openings. Retired openings should be reviewed separately as 

there are likely two openings overlapping the same area.  
 
• Additional data: Biogeoclimatic Ecosystem Classification (BEC), Vegetation Resource Inventory 

(VRI), roads, contours, aspect, slope, legal boundaries, forest licenses, parks, old growth 
management area (OGMA), and wildlife habitat area (WHA), species at risk mapping, previous 
government funded investments, water ways, First Nations territory, community watersheds, etc. 

 

Step 2: Exclusions from the Wildfire Polygon 
 
Most areas within the boundaries of the wildfire perimeter will not be further assessed for 
reforestation. This may include areas that were unburned, experienced low intensity fires, are expected 
to regenerate naturally, or may have site conditions such as steep slopes, inaccessible, or contain 
significant rock content that would make planting impractical.  
 
The ministry designated representative will assist in identifying areas to exclude from the wildfire 
assessment. These exclusions may vary by district but typically include the following: private land, 
federal lands, legally obligated openings, parks, grassland benchmarks, and non-productive areas. If a 
timber supply review data package is available, this may help guide areas to exclude non-productive 
areas. Once these exclusions are identified, remove the corresponding areas from the wildfire polygon 
to focus on relevant land for assessment.  
 

Step 3: Create Ranking Matrices 
 

To aid in prioritizing areas for post-fire surveys and recovery efforts, create ranking matrices based on 
key features such as natural regeneration potential, slope, and access. For example, collaborate with 
local silviculturists to create a natural regeneration matrix, where polygons are ranked on a scale of 1 
to 10. A ranking of 1 indicates that natural regeneration is unlikely, while a ranking of 10 suggests that 
regeneration is highly likely. By creating these matrices and assigning rankings, decision-makers can 
prioritize areas that require immediate attention, ensuring that resources are directed toward the most 
critical sites. While many fires exhibit similar patterns, it is not appropriate to apply a natural 
regeneration matrix from one fire to another when there are significant ecological differences such as 
dry-belt and wet-belt ecosystems. Every fire is unique; therefore, each fire may require its own natural 
regeneration matrix as factors such as BEC subzones, age, species, fire intensity, burn severity, and 
overstorey seed source may affect natural regeneration success.  
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Table 1: An example used in the Interior region, Elephant Hill Wildfire to determine 
the likelihood of natural regeneration 

BEC/Subzone Predominate 
Species 

Fire 
Intensity 

Natural 
Regeneration 

Ranking 

Factors Influencing 
Natural Regeneration 

Ranking 

ICHxh Fdi, Py High 1 Live overstorey seed 
source: +2 Moderate 2 

IDFdkmw 
Fdi, Lw, Cw, Sx High 3 Live overstorey seed 

source: +2 Moderate 4 

Pli High 6 If closer to 50% Pli: -1 Moderate 8 

MS 
Fdi, Lw, Cw, Sx High 4 Live overstorey seed 

source: +2 Moderate 5 

Pli High 8  Moderate 10 

ESSF 
Fdi, Lw, Cw, Sx High 3 Live overstorey seed 

source: +2 Moderate 4 

Pli High 5  Moderate 7 

ICH 

Other species than 
Pli & Lw 

High 5 <20 year old -2; live 
overstorey: +2 Moderate 6 

Pli, Lw High 8  Moderate 10 
 
Table 2: Operability matrix based on slope 

Slope Description Slope 
Category 

Most less than 30% 1 
Most 30-50% 2 
Most above 50% 3 
Most above 70% 4 
Extremely variable 5 

 
Table 3: Access matrix  

Description (Access, includes 4-wheel drive and ATV) Access 
Category 

Excellent access, 4-wheel drive to most of the unit 1 
Good access throughout or within 2 
Good access (within 500m) of half the unit 3 
Access touches the unit but otherwise doesn’t get to the rest of it 4 
Majority of the unit is not within 500m of any type of access. 5 
Terrible access, fly in across a river, or next drainage over, etc. 6 
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Step 4: Creation of Polygons Based on Shared 
Characteristics 
 
After exclusions have been applied, the remaining wildfire-impacted areas are to be subdivided into 
polygons based on shared characteristics. These characteristics may include, but are not limited to, 
safety, fire severity, fire intensity, stand composition, stand structure, slope, aspect, elevation, road 
accessibility, regeneration potential, land use, and tenure. Each area will then be analyzed from one 
end of the fire to the other, while turning on and off layers until a finalized polygon boundary is 
created. Once a polygon of similar characteristics has been created, ranking matrices will be applied to 
each polygon. These polygons will form the foundation for further assessment, prioritization of 
recovery efforts, and decision-making for post-fire land management activities. 
 

Step 5: Prioritization of Key Stand Characteristics 
 
This phase of office work will support wildfire impact assessment, recovery planning, and broader land 
management efforts. The Forest Investment Program (FIP) representative may provide additional 
directions on the characteristics of stands that should be prioritized. Key factors influencing 
prioritization may include natural regeneration patterns, safety concerns and accessibility, market 
conditions for salvage opportunities, First Nations priorities, hydrological impacts, critical wildlife 
habitat areas, and other environmental considerations. Polygons with key stand characteristics can 
then be identified and prioritized for surveys. Polygons with several high key stand characteristics will 
be prioritized for planting. 
 
While careful planning and methodology are essential, gaps may still exist in the assessment. For 
example, areas that have been declared as free-growing post-fire or openings that have been 
addressed under Forest and Range Practices Act Section 108 may not have been included in the initial 
review. Additionally, areas that were initially developed for salvage programs should be included in the 
analysis if they are no longer being pursued for salvage. Annual reviews of openings may be necessary 
to ensure that the most current information is used and to assess whether priorities have shifted over 
time. 
 

Eligibility Assessment (Field Reviews) 
 
Following prioritization, field reviews may commence working through areas of higher to lower priority. 
As part of the field review, eligibility assessment will be performed as a ground reconnaissance unless a 
full survey is required to gather the necessary information. Based on the field review findings, the next 
course of action may include the option to leave the area as is or develop a treatment plan. In 
instances where there is a strong likelihood of natural regeneration to be successful based on the 
stand condition the field review may recommend reassessing the area in future years. Refer to FIP 
Post-Wildfire Eligibility Assessment and Survey Standards and the FIP Reporting Standards for 
additional requirements. The purpose of an eligibility assessment is to identify potential areas for 
reforestation. FIP will not fund surveys for the purpose of updating the forest cover. 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content?id=D3B0846C9A604D7B9F7633D358649D21
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content?id=781F50F6C0C24556AE7D12DD4FB779BC
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content?id=781F50F6C0C24556AE7D12DD4FB779BC
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content?id=91214CCE3CEF4EE6BC27B8E15D1398BA
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