Can. J. For. Res. Downloaded from cdnsciencepub.com by 24.85.228.165 on 10/01/25

*Canadian Journal of

Forest Research OPEN ACCESS | Article

Community Forests advance local wildfire governance
and proactive management in British Columbia, Canada

Sarah Dickson-Hoyle @°, Kelsey Copes-Gerbitz ®?, Shannon M. Hagerman ®°, and Lori D. Daniels ®°

?Forest and Conservation Sciences, University of British Columbia. 2424 Main Mall, Vancouver, BC, V6T 1Z4, Canada; "Forest
Resources Management, University of British Columbia. 2424 Main Mall, Vancouver, BC, V6T 1Z4, Canada

Corresponding author: Sarah Dickson-Hoyle (email: sarah.dickson-hoyle@ubc.ca)

Abstract

As wildfires are increasingly causing negative impacts to communities and their livelihoods, many communities are de-
manding more proactive and locally driven approaches to address wildfire risk. This marks a shift away from centralized
governance models where decision-making is concentrated in government agencies that prioritize reactive wildfire suppres-
sion. In British Columbia (BC), Canada, Community Forests—a long-term, area-based tenure granted to Indigenous and/or
local communities—are emerging as local leaders facilitating proactive wildfire management. To explore the factors that are
enabling local governance approaches to managing wildfire risk, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 26 Commu-
nity Forest managers across BC. Managers highlighted financial and social capacity, especially trust and relationships with
both community members and government agencies, as crucial factors influencing their ability to undertake proactive man-
agement. These factors enable Community Forests to address wildfire risk not only within their own tenure area, but also at
household, community, and landscape scales, while balancing diverse community values, objectives for forest management,
and legal and policy obligations. Despite ongoing challenges, Community Forests emphasized the importance of scaling up
their efforts to address wildfire risk and are a critical form of local wildfire governance that can help advance proactive wildfire

management across BC.
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1. Introduction

Communities and governments worldwide are facing the
reality of increasingly negative impacts from wildfires. Min-
imizing the impacts on lives and livelihoods is challeng-
ing, in part because wildfires occur in complex social-
ecological systems where diverse actors, values, objectives,
and processes for decision-making interact across scales
and jurisdictions (Moritz et al. 2014; Spies et al. 2014;
Fischer et al. 2016; Smith et al. 2016). Environmental gov-
ernance refers to these complexities, including the pro-
cesses and mechanisms through which these interactions
occur (Lemos and Agrawal 2006). As such, understand-
ing the governance context is imperative for developing
effective ways to address wildfire risk (McCaffrey et al.
2013).

While many jurisdictions continue to operate on a model of
centralized governance characterized by top-down, reactive,
often suppression-focused wildfire management, it is widely
understood that this approach is unsuitable for the social-
ecological conditions of the 21st century, including climate
change (Tedim et al. 2019; Hoffman et al. 2022a). Instead,
many scholars and communities argue that models of gov-
ernance that empower local decision-makers and prioritize
proactive management are needed to address the complex

290

wildfire challenge (Mistry et al. 2016; Steelman 2016; Kelly
et al. 2019; Tedim et al. 2019).

1.1. From centralized to local wildfire

governance

The shift towards proactive management and local-scale
decision-making has been slowed by ongoing constraints and
the institutional inertia of prevailing centralized and reac-
tive management (McWethy et al. 2019), as well as the fact
that wildfire governance is inextricably connected with for-
est governance, Indigenous sovereignty, and land jurisdic-
tion (Fischer et al. 2016; Hoffman et al. 2022a). For exam-
ple, in settler colonial countries such as Canada, the United
States, and Australia, where fire is integral to ecocultural
functioning, centralized wildfire governance has overridden
the decision-making authority of local and Indigenous com-
munities (Lake and Christianson 2019; Tedim et al. 2019;
Hoffman et al. 2022b; Sousa et al. 2022). This has historically
been possible because forest and landscape governance have
also been centralized and dominated by state-led government
actors (Lemos and Agrawal 2006; Brondizio and Le Tourneau
2016) essentially minimizing land-based (including wildfire)
decision-making authority at more local scales. By displacing
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local governance systems, specific values such as timber, and
approaches such as suppression, were prioritized, reflecting a
command-and-control style of management that excludes di-
verse values, approaches, and actors (Holling and Meffe 1996;
Berkes 2017).

This displacement and exclusion led to a widespread mis-
trust of government actors that, together with local demand
for more decision-making authority, has helped catalyze a
shift towards hybrid and decentralized models of environ-
mental governance in the late 20th century (Lemos and
Agrawal 2006; Agrawal et al. 2008). Models of decentralized
environmental governance vary based on the extent of de-
volution of power (Pretty 2003; Lemos and Agrawal 2006),
ranging from participatory to locally based, to co-governance,
to polycentric, to full community ownership of natural re-
sources (Gilmour 2016). Broadly, decentralized governance
has multiple potential benefits to local actors. One primary
benefit is more equitable decision-making processes that
meaningfully support diverse participation from actors who
have long been marginalized from decision-making (Berkes
2009; Tengo et al. 2014; Bennett and Satterfield 2018). An-
other benefit is stronger relationships across actors operat-
ing at different scales (Armitage et al. 2012). Local decision-
making helps facilitate strong vertical relationships, such as
with governments (higher-level) and individuals (lower-level),
and horizontal relationships such as those with neighbor-
ing or overlapping jurisdictions (Lemos and Agrawal 2006;
NKkhata et al. 2008; Bennett and Satterfield 2018). A third
potential benefit is that when local decision-makers are em-
powered, they are more likely to invest in capacity-building,
which is often not a priority for centralized governments
(Armitage 2005; Agrawal et al. 2008; Bennett and Satter-
field 2018). Having adequate social and financial capacities
helps enable decision-making (Bennett and Satterfield 2018)
and allows for flexible responses to changing environmen-
tal conditions inherent in complex social-ecological systems
(Armitage 2005; Lemos and Agrawal 2006).

Nevertheless, not all forms of decentralized governance in-
herently lead to better social-ecological outcomes (Ostrom
1990; Agrawal and Gibson 1999). Issues such as ineffective
or poorly coordinated decision-making scales, a lack of ca-
pacity, and the perpetuation of existing inequalities can all
arise (Nadasdy 2005; Bork and Hirokawa 2021). Furthermore,
legacies of mistrust can persist even when a shift towards
decentralized governance has occurred (Tengd et al. 2014).
In practice, fully decentralized wildfire (Kelly et al. 2019;
Schultz et al. 2019; Copes-Gerbitz et al. 2022b) and environ-
mental governance (Berkes 2009; Kelly et al. 2019) is rare,
which can add pressure to local actors negotiating overly
bureaucratic or technocratic government-driven processes
(Weir et al. 2022).

There are several reasons for the challenges that may
arise from decentralized governance in a wildfire context.
First, given the exclusion of local and Indigenous actors
from decision-making over the last century (Agrawal et al.
2008) and government retention of decision-making author-
ity in many cases, many individuals continue to mistrust
government-initiated or implemented wildfire risk reduction
approaches (Winter et al. 2004; Lachapelle and McCool 2012).
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This lack of trust poses a barrier because, ultimately, higher-
level governments still retain some level of authority (Egunyu
et al. 2016; Kelly et al. 2019). This authority may manifest, for
example, as legislation that conflicts with locally preferred
solutions (e.g., strict reforestation guidelines or narrow pre-
scribed burning windows) or processes that require govern-
ment approval (e.g., the sign-off of fuels treatments or pre-
scribed burn plans). Second, fully decentralized governance
can be constrained in practice when communities lack social,
technical, or financial capacity to develop and implement
preferred proactive approaches (Armitage 2005; Abrams et al.
2015). Overcoming these trust and capacity barriers is a pri-
ority for ensuring that communities can effectively minimize
negative impacts from wildfires (Brenkert-Smith et al. 2017;
Paveglio et al. 2018; Copes-Gerbitz et al. 2022a).

While not a complete devolution of authority, opportu-
nities for local governance that “fit” the appropriate envi-
ronmental context are increasingly common (Agrawal et al.
2008). In the wildfire context, local governance is often
led by community-level actors (e.g., not-for-profit organiza-
tions, homeowner associations, municipalities, and Indige-
nous communities) who develop and leverage capacities
and are more likely to prioritize proactive wildfire man-
agement (McCaffrey 2015; McGee et al. 2015). Stronger lo-
cal governance, including models where decision-making is
shared with higher-level actors, can be successful in advanc-
ing proactive wildfire management due to two main factors.
First, locally appropriate solutions, such as those that are
guided by cultural protocols, enhance local values, or are de-
veloped for specific ecologies, often have a stronger buy-in
than those solutions developed from distant and centralized
authorities (Ostrom et al. 1999; Christianson et al. 2014; S. Mc-
Caffrey 2015). Second, local “champions” can help develop,
build support for, and implement proactive management.
Champions are critical motivators who build trust across
scales, with individual community members and government
agencies (Lachapelle and McCool 2012), through long-term so-
cial interactions (Brenkert-Smith 2010; Koebele et al. 2015).
These long-term interactions provide a critical pathway for
implementing local governance (Ostrom et al. 1999; Armitage
et al. 2009).

1.2. Local wildfire governance in British

Columbia, Canada

In British Columbia (BC), Canada, a shift towards more lo-
cal models of wildfire governance has resulted from asser-
tions by Indigenous communities to reclaim governance over
their territories (Lake and Christianson 2019; Dickson-Hoyle
etal. 2021; Nikolakis and Roberts 2021; Hoffman et al. 2022b),
from local and rural communities that are concerned about
wildfire risk (Devisscher et al. 2021), and from municipali-
ties that are actively taking responsibility to address wild-
fire risk (Labossiére and McGee 2017). This shift has mirrored
and is embedded within greater public and local community
involvement in forest management in BC (Hagerman et al.
2010). In this context, Community Forests (hereafter, CFs)
have emerged as leaders advancing local efforts to undertake
proactive wildfire management (Labossiere and McGee 2017;
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Devisscher et al. 2021). However, CFs are still embedded in
the broader forest and land governance context in BC.

CFs are a local institutional actor that were created in the
late 1990s in response to public pressure on the provincial
government for more local control over forests (Ambus and
Hoberg 2011). As a long-term (25-99 years) area-based tenure
allocated by the provincial government, CF agreements are
held by First Nations (Indigenous communities in BC), mu-
nicipalities, regional districts (covering unincorporated com-
munities), community not-for-profit societies, or through co-
governance agreements among these groups (BC Community
Forest Association 2021). CFs are governed by boards of direc-
tors and managed by either internal staff or contracted con-
sultant forest managers. Subject to provisions within provin-
cial legislation and regulations, including the Forest Act 1996
and the Forest and Range Practices Act 2002, CF agreement hold-
ers are provided the exclusive right to harvest timber within
their agreement area, to harvest and manage other botanical
and forest products, and to prioritize local values.

CF tenures are typically granted to a group with a common
vision in a specific placed-based context (Egunyu et al. 2016),
often in the wildland—urban interface where there is a high
concentration of values (Erni et al. 2021). Because CF tenures
are managed by and in proximity to local communities, and
their mandate is to manage forests for local values across a
defined area, several CFs have been established or evolved—
at the initiative of local actors—primarily to manage forests
to reduce wildfire risk. They are unique in BC where ~94% of
land (known as “Crown” land) is managed by the provincial
government, despite most land lacking treaties with First Na-
tions, and ongoing assertions of Indigenous Rights and Title.
Likewise, although wildfire in BC is still primarily governed
by the provincial government (Tymstra et al. 2020; Copes-
Gerbitz et al. 2022b), CFs are leading diverse approaches to
proactively manage wildfire risk, including through inno-
vative approaches to forest management (Devisscher et al.
2021). Yet because they operate under a government-issued
tenure, CFs are still constrained by regional and provincial
forest and wildfire governance systems including provincial
forestry legislation and regulations (Ambus and Hoberg 2011;
Egunyu et al. 2016). Understanding how local forms of gover-
nance such as CFs are connected to decision-making at other
scales can reveal important insights into their ability to ad-
dress complex environmental challenges (Ostrom 2010).

Building on recent research that highlights five CFs in
south-central and south-east BC as innovators addressing
wildfire risk and resilience (Devisscher et al. 2021), in this pa-
per we explore the role of CFs in facilitating local wildfire gov-
ernance and proactive wildfire management in BC. Here, we
define proactive management as prevention (including mit-
igation) and preparedness (Canadian Interagency Forest Fire
Centre 2017). Prevention includes approaches to stop or slow
a wildfire, including fuels treatments, which can involve me-
chanical or manual forest thinning or prescribed and cultural
burning; public education such as FireSmart™; and regula-
tions prohibiting ignitions. Preparedness includes planning
and training to enhance response effectiveness.

Specifically, our research addresses the following three
questions:
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1. What approaches to proactive wildfire management are
CFs currently undertaking?

2. How are CFs overcoming challenges to, and advancing, lo-
cal wildfire governance and management?

3. What are CF priorities for local wildfire governance and
proactive management in BC?

We begin by highlighting the diversity of approaches that
CFs are taking to proactively manage risk both within and
beyond their tenures. We then demonstrate how they are
leveraging different capacities, such as financial resources
and strong relationships and trust, to advance local priori-
ties for proactively managing wildfire risk. In doing so, we ar-
gue that CF managers act as trusted actors that are enabling
diverse proactive approaches to wildfire management. Fur-
ther, as hubs of capacity with strong relationships, we demon-
strate how CFs are facilitating a model of local wildfire gov-
ernance that connects proactive efforts across multiple spa-
tial and social scales. These features position CFs as leaders
advancing a shared vision of applying a “fire lens” to forest
management in BC.

2. Methodology

2.1. Study context

In BC, wildfire is primarily governed by the provincial gov-
ernment’s Ministry of Forests (Tymstra et al. 2020; Copes-
Gerbitz et al. 2022b). The BC Wildfire Service is the provin-
cial agency mandated to undertake wildfire management and
works with the Ministry of Forests across six regional Fire
Centres to implement both wildfire response and proactive
management. However, much of the proactive management
is proponent-driven, meaning individual communities (such
as municipalities, First Nations, or CFs) must apply for fund-
ing from various provincial host organizations and work with
the Ministry of Forests and BC Wildfire Service to ensure that
their plans adhere to legal requirements. Although funding
programs continue to evolve based on lessons learned, this
proponent-driven model has proven challenging for commu-
nities across BC, with many communities (such as First Na-
tions or those with lower populations) experiencing higher
barriers to access (Copes-Gerbitz et al. 2022a).

Widespread evacuations, record-breaking areas burned,
and increasing response costs arising from catastrophic fire
seasons in BC in 2017, 2018, 2021 and 2023 have highlighted
that significant changes are needed to empower communi-
ties to lead proactive wildfire management (Abbott and Chap-
man 2018; Dickson-Hoyle and John 2021; Copes-Gerbitz et al.
2022b; Hoffman et al. 2022a). This is of particular significance
for Indigenous communities who have long held responsibil-
ity for stewarding fire and fire-affected landscapes (Verhaeghe
et al. 2019; Dickson-Hoyle et al. 2021; Nikolakis and Roberts
2021; Hoffman et al. 2022b), but were displaced and system-
atically marginalized by the colonial government of BC start-
ing in the 1870s. This shift in wildfire governance coincided
with an emphasis on reactive rather than proactive wildfire
management (Copes-Gerbitz et al. 2022b).
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Fig. 1. Location of 21 of 24 Community Forests represented by interviewees in British Columbia, Canada. Orange outlines and
labels are six British Columbia Wildfire Service Fire Centres. Note: three Community Forests not listed to protect interviewee
confidentiality. Figure was created using ArcGIS Pro version 3.1.1, using data from the BC Data Catalogue (accessed December
2022), Statistics Canada (accessed September 2016) and from the US Census Bureau (accessed December 2020).
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2.2. Data collection and analysis

Between May and August 2019, we conducted in-depth,
semi-structured interviews with 26 representatives from 24
CFs in BC, comprising forest managers (n = 22), contrac-
tors (n = 2), an administrator (n = 1), and a board member
(n = 1) (hereafter all referred to as “managers”). We focused
on perspectives of managers as the key decision-makers in CF
management. Participants were selected through a combina-
tion of convenience and purposive sampling. Initially, LDD
attended the annual meeting of the BC Community Forest
Association in May 2018 to present results from a previous
study of community engagement in proactive wildfire man-
agement in BC (Copes-Gerbitz et al. 2022a) and sought expres-
sions of interest from managers to participate in subsequent
research. Participants for this study were identified from this
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initial list, with additional participants invited to ensure that
the range of CFs represented a diversity of forest and fuel
types, governance arrangements, and forest and wildfire gov-
ernance jurisdictions throughout BC (Fig. 1, Table 1). At the
time of research, this sample represented approximately 40%
of the 58 Community Forest licenses awarded in BC at that
time.

Interviews were conducted by SD-H and KC-G in person, ex-
cept for one that was conducted over the phone for a more
remote CF. Interviews averaged approximately 1 h and fol-
lowed a thematic guide, with key topics including: values
and objectives guiding CF management, managerial percep-
tions of wildfire risk and hazards; current and desired ap-
proaches for wildfire management; engagement with provin-
cial and federal wildfire funding programs; involvement in
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Table 1. Twenty-one of 24 Community Forests interviewed, including their area, year Community Forest license was issued,
shareholders (responsible communities), and Fire Centre represented.

Year license

Community Forest Area (ha) issued Shareholder(s) Fire Centre
Alberni Valley Community 6378 2009 Alberni Valley Community Forest Corporation (City of  Coastal
Forest Alberni Valley)
Barkley Community Forest 6760 2015 Barkley Community Forest Corporation (Toquaht Coastal
Nation, District of Ucluelet)
Burns Lake Community Forest 92 000+ 2000 Burns Lake Community Forest Ltd. Northwest
Cheakamus Community Forest Approx. 2009 Squamish Nation, Lil’'wat Nation, Resort Municipality Coastal
33000 of Whistler
Chinook Community Forest 104 000 2016 Burns Lake Band, Cheslatta Carrier Nation, Lake Northwest
Babine Nation, Nee Tahi Buhn First Nation, Skin
Tyee Band, Wet’suwet’en First Nation, Village of
Burns Lake, Regional District of Bulkley Nechako
(Areas B and E)
Clinton and District Community 62000 2014 Village of Clinton Cariboo
Forest
Creston Community Forest 21408 20082 Creston Valley Forest Corporation (Town of Creston, Southeast
Regional District of Central Kootenay, Wildsight,
Erickson Community Association, Trails for Creston
Valley Society)
Eniyud Community Forest Approx. 2007 Eniyud Community Forest Ltd. (Alexis Creek Tsi Del Cariboo
115000 Del First Nation, Tatla Lake Resource Association)
Eskétemc Community Forest 27000 2006 Eskétemc First Nation Cariboo
Harrop-Procter Community 11300 2000 Harrop-Procter Community Co-operative Southeast
Forest
Kaslo and District Community 32416 20042 Kaslo and District Community Forest Society Southeast
Forest
Likely Xat’sull Community 20000 2003 Likely Community Forest Society and Soda Creek Cariboo
Forest Indian Band
Logan Lake Community Forest 16772 2008 Logan Lake Community Forest Corporation (District of = Kamloops
Logan Lake)
McLeod Lake Mackenzie 24 664 2009 McLeod Lake Indian Band, District of McKenzie Prince George
Community Forest
Nakusp and Area Community Approx. 2011 Nakusp and Area Community Forest Inc. (Village of Southeast
Forest 10000 Nakusp)
Powell River Community Forest 7100 2006 Powell River Community Forest Ltd. (City of Powell Coastal
River)
Tumbler Ridge Community 19739 2011 Tumbler Ridge Community Forest Corporation Prince George
Forest (District of Tumbler Ridge)
Westbank First Nation 46 000 2004 Westbank First Nation Kamloops
Community Forest
Wetzin’kwa Community Forest 32897 2007 Wetzin’kwa Community Forest Corporation (Town of Northwest
Smithers, Village of Telkwa)
Williams Lake Community 28828 2014 Williams Lake First Nation, City of Williams Lake Cariboo
Forest
Xaxli’p Community Forest 245000 2011 Xaxli’p Community Forest Corporation (Xaxli’p First Kamloops

Nation)

Note: Three Community Forests not listed to protect interviewee confidentiality.

and approaches to landscape-level wildfire management; and
visions for wildfire management in BC into the future.

All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed ver-
batim for analysis. Qualitative thematic analysis was as-
sisted with the use of Nvivo 12 qualitative data analy-
sis software and was conducted through an iterative pro-
cess combined with detailed and repeated reading of the
data. Data were coded using a combination of a priori
codes drawn from the literature on decentralized gover-
nance (e.g., collaboration, relationships, trust, and values),
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as well as codes that were identified throughout the anal-
ysis process; codes were then grouped into higher-level
categories and themes (Charmaz 2006; Maxwell 2013). We
collectively coded a subset of interviews and developed a
codebook of preliminary codes prior to commencing inde-
pendent codebook thematic analysis, and frequently cross-
checked code development and convergence of themes
throughout the analysis process. Where respondents waived
confidentiality, we have referred to their specific CF in
this text. For respondents who requested confidentiality,
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we simply attribute their quotes to “Community Forest
manager.”

3. Results

Our analysis identified the numerous ways in which CFs
are proactively managing wildfire risk both within and be-
yond their tenures, and how they are leveraging financial re-
sources, strong relationships, and trust to advance local pri-
orities for proactive wildfire management. Further, as hubs
of capacity with strong relationships, we demonstrate how
CFs are facilitating a model of local wildfire governance that
prioritizes wildfire considerations in forest management and
connects proactive efforts across multiple spatial and social
scales.

3.1. Diverse approaches to proactive wildfire

management

Community Forest managers, mandated by their local com-
munities to protect priority community values within their
tenures, are using a diversity of approaches to proactively
manage wildfire risk. We grouped these approaches into
three broad categories that reflect the increasing spatial
scales at which CFs operate. These categories are: (1) house-
hold and community preparedness; (2) fuel treatments in the
wildland—-urban interface (e.g., modification or removal of liv-
ing or dead forest fuels to reduce the likelihood of a wildfire
starting, and to lessen the potential rate of spread and in-
tensity of a wildfire that does start); and (3) planning (e.g.,
developing or updating community wildfire plans, facilitat-
ing multi-stakeholder planning processes). Table 2 summa-
rizes the range of proactive approaches to managing wildfire
risk associated with each of these categories and highlights
specific examples of these approaches being undertaken by
Community Forests, as identified in interviews.

3.2. Overcoming barriers to local wildfire
governance

3.2.1. Capacity and complex social-ecological
landscape challenge progress

Community Forest managers spoke of two key barriers to
local governance and management of wildfire risk: limited
capacity, specifically social, technical, and financial capacity,
and the challenge of prioritizing wildfire risk reduction in
complex social-ecological landscapes. For many CF managers,
their limited capacity was linked to a lack of expertise in fire
science in BC:

“We’ve got HUGE gaps: the basic fire science, the modeling, the cali-
bration and all that stuff. [The province is] weak as a jurisdiction...we
talk about our forestry being so advanced and science-based and all
that. On the fire side, I think it’s pretty weak.” (Harrop-Procter CF
manager)

These gaps in technical expertise limit the progress that
can be made; prescribed fire, for example, is one approach
that requires a certified fire professional to develop a burn
plan and implement the plan. However, in BC, the certifica-
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tion to sign off on burn plans on provincial “Crown” land is
currently only available to provincial government employees.
Several CF managers commented that while they would like
to incorporate more prescribed fire, it was challenging to find
the right person to “light the match”:

“The problem is... the expertise is not around enough to be able to
implement it...There are a few individuals that are very experienced
in developing the [burn] plans, but there’s very few who are willing to
light the match.” (Burns Lake CF manager)

Because this expertise is often external to CF staff, man-
agers rely on funding programs that can be challenging to
access or unsuitable for their needs. Many managers spoke
of frustration with provincial funding programs related to
timing (e.g., annual cycles when treatments can take years to
plan and implement), lack of appropriate scope (e.g., funding
only within “highest risk” areas), and the administrative bur-
den of accessing funding, especially for smaller and more re-
mote communities. The Likely Xat’sull CF, for example, said
they would be more likely to apply for funding if they had
“more time to dedicate to it...You need somebody that’s going to
take it on and we all have jobs already.” While funding programs
have evolved since the 2017 wildfire season to address some
of these concerns, the Alberni Valley CF manager described
how funding was not matching the scope of what they want
to achieve: “They would pay us to go and kill all the alder along our
river and convert it to [high-value] coniferous, to reduce our biodi-
versity and create a more fire-prone stand, but they won’t pay us to
create a fire-resistant stand.”

Given their mandate to manage for the benefit of the entire
community, as well as operate within provincial forestry leg-
islation and planning contexts, CFs are constantly negotiat-
ing trade-offs between legal obligations and diverse commu-
nity priorities in the complex landscapes that they manage:

“We have certain legal requirements as forest professionals. Under the
Forest and Range Practices Act we manage for all [11 identified] re-
source values...But when you’re managing a community forest, it’s
WAY beyond eleven. Because there’s a lot of social forestry that hap-
pens here.” (Logan Lake CF manager)

Some CF managers were hesitant to undertake proactive
wildfire management because of potential pushback from
local community members, not wanting to jeopardize the
“social forestry” they were undertaking. This was especially
prevalent in those places where perceived wildfire risk is low
(e.g., in coastal forests), where there was mistrust in logging
activity, or where people were not amenable to work near
their private property:

“My biggest fear would be that we finally get to log this block which
we think is awesome and creates a fuel break and stuff and the logging
truck rolls down the valley and gets blockaded. Because that’s what
happened the last time a logging truck came here.” (CF manager).

Despite these challenges, CF managers are continuing to
push for innovative ways to overcome capacity barriers and
prioritize wildfire risk reduction in their tenures and beyond.
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Table 2. Community Forest approaches to proactively manage wildfire risk.

Category

Proactive approaches

Examples from Community Forests

Household and
community
preparedness

Facilitate community FireSmart™ programs

® Promote “Home Partners” program

* Lead funding applications

* Partner with the municipality, municipal fire
department, or regional district to support local
FireSmart™ coordinator

Build community capacity for wildfire response

* Purchase wildfire suppression equipment (e.g.,
trucks, pumps, and portable sprinkler systems)
* Train contractors

Proactive engagement with wildfire agencies and forest
tenure holders

® Align communication and operational systems (e.g.,
standardizing radio channels or suppression
equipment)

¢ Share information (e.g., access routes and water
sources)

Nakusp and Area CF applied for FireSmart™ funding
on behalf of the Village of Nakusp and subsequently
hired a local coordinator. The following year the CF
partnered with the regional district to support the
coordination of a regional FireSmart™ program
across multiple communities.

Powell River CF is building local response and initial
attack suppression capacity by purchasing
trailer-mounted sprinkler systems, mapping all
access roads and water courses in the CF tenure, and
providing funds to the local volunteer fire
department to support training and equipment
needs.

Fuels treatments

Intensive forest management in proximity (e.g., 500 m) to
community

“Test” innovative silviculture treatments

® Selectively harvests to achieve multiple objectives,
including fuels reduction
* Allow natural regeneration of deciduous species

Coordinate landscape-level fuel breaks across multiple
tenures

Between 2014 and 2019, Westbank First Nation CF
received funding to treat approximately 150 ha
adjacent to communities in the interface. Beyond
these interface treatments, the CF has treated
approximately 200 ha through thinning and partial
cuts.

Tumbler Ridge CF employed a selective harvesting
model to achieve the dual objectives of reducing fuel
loads around the community while also salvaging
beetle-killed trees for commercial gain (Fig. 2).

Macleod Lake McKenzie CF is addressing wildfire risk
along the single, 39 km evacuation road from
McKenzie to the nearest major town by treating up
to 150 m of forest on either side of the road. This
treatment would involve working closely with
private landholders, other tenure holders, and the
municipality.

Planning

Develop and/or implement Community Wildfire
Resilience Plans

¢ Identify values at risk, map hazards, prioritize
mitigation measures

* Apply for funding, hold community meetings and
gather feedback, and implement fuel treatments

Undertake strategic landscape-level wildfire planning

® Guide wildfire management as part of forest
stewardship and harvest planning
°* Plan and implement strategic fuel treatments

Wildfire advisory and planning committees

¢ Chair or coordinate multi-actor (e.g., First Nations,
municipality, industry) planning processes

The Cheakamus CF works closely with the local
municipality to design and implement fuels
treatments identified in the community wildfire
plan, and to obtain matching funding for additional
treatments within the CF area.

Kaslo and District CF’s 2020 Landscape Level Fire Plan was
developed as a planning tool to implement strategic
fuel treatment areas within the CF tenure.

McLeod Lake Mackenzie CF, in partnership with the
District of Mackenzie, is chairing the Mackenzie
Wildfire Advisory Committee, which brings together
local First Nations, BC Wildfire Service, and forest
industry partners to implement a coordinated
approach to proactive wildfire management. The CF
has hired a wildfire coordinator to support this
committee.

3.2.2. Leveraging external and internal funding

Most CF managers interviewed had been successful in re-
ceiving funding to support a diversity of approaches, includ-
ing household and community preparedness, fuel treatment,
and multi-stakeholder community wildfire planning. Many
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CF rely on provincial funding programs, with one going so
far to say “without the funding we wouldn’t be doing any of [our
proactive wildfire management].” Several managers have found
success with one provincial funding program that is flexible
and within the scope of the work they want to achieve:
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Fig. 2. (a) and (b) Forest stand in Tumbler Ridge CF before (2a) and after (2b) a selective harvesting treatment. This treatment
had multiple objectives including reducing hazardous fuels, addressing forest health issues, and promoting recreation oppor-
tunities. Photo credit: Tumbler Ridge CF Manager. Photo originally published in Copes-Gerbitz et al. (2020), available online at
https:/fwww.ubctreeringlab.ca/post/wildfire-management-in-bc-community-forests-2020.

“[One provincial funding agency] allows their funding to lapse fiscal
[cycles], which is fantastic. It’s probably the most functional funding
source that I've worked with... if [a proposed treatment] doesn’t hap-
pen because we don’t have a good winter so we don’t get a lot of me-
chanical treatments completed - you can span that funding into the
next fiscal [year] and actually complete it when the conditions are
favourable.” (CF manager)

Community Forest managers who praised this funding pro-
gram highlighted how important their relationships are with
the funding managers to help achieve successful funding out-
comes: “we know our local [funding coordinator] quite well be-
cause...he lives here, and we know what the expectations are and
we seem to be meeting them.” (CF manager)

Despite the importance of these external funding pro-
grams, the challenges accessing funding, limited number of
experts in the province, and high costs associated with pre-
ferred fuel treatments often require CFs to “put skin in the
game” (Westbank First Nation CF manager) by absorbing plan-
ning costs and self-funding implementation of work. As the
Harrop-Proctor CF manager said, “a lot of community forests are
self-funding projects, whether they’re formally called fuel treatments
or whether they’re just doing fuel treatment as a part of [harvesting
operations].”

Those CFs with financial capacity often leverage it to sup-
port proactive wildfire management beyond their tenure. The
McLeod Lake Mackenzie CF, for example, co-led the forma-
tion of a wildfire advisory committee with the District of
Mackenzie and provided funding to hire a wildfire coordina-
tor. This advisory committee also includes members from the
McLeod Lake Indian Band, the BC Wildfire Service, the Min-
istry of Forests, forest industries, and other local stakehold-
ers. The financial capacity provided by McLeod Lake Macken-
zie CF helped situate them as a leader in community wildfire
protection:

“Some municipalities are so far behind they don’t even have a [commu-
nity wildfire plan] done. And we recognize how lucky we are to have a
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community forest that is on board for taking over that. Because I think
that is key for a municipality.” (McLeod Lake Mackenzie, CF board
member)

3.2.3. Building relationships and trust

Strong relationships and trust with local communities and
other stakeholders underpins all CF approaches to manag-
ing wildfire risk. Relationship-building is enabled by the fact
that managers often have a physical presence in and personal
connection to these communities, which play out both infor-
mally in places like grocery stores and on ferries or more for-
mally through dedicated engagement processes:

“You're close to the community — people watch you. They will voice
their opinion and you will hear it. And you will hear it right away...
And so there’s lots of communication that needs to happen and I think
that’s a very unique thing about community forests.” (Logan Lake CF
manager)

Critically, these informal types of exchanges represent the
personal contact that is necessary for helping educate and
inform communities about addressing wildfire risk. CF man-
agers would often rely on these informal relationships to help
guide more formal engagement, such as community meet-
ings. Community Forest managers also spoke of having an
“open door policy” and encouraging two-way communication
with their communities so that wildfire can “become part of
the conversation” (Burns Lake CF manager). These communica-
tion approaches include education to help communities un-
derstand risk and discuss forest management options to ad-
dress that risk (Esk’etemc CF manager) or through targeted
stakeholder communication:

“It boils down to communication with the stakeholders. Explaining to
the stakeholders and listening to the stakeholders so that we under-
stand what their concerns and values are. Nobody likes to be told by
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somebody standing up in front of the room, “this is what we’re going
to do”... So it’s working from the grassroots level up, rather than dic-
tating from the top down.” (Westbank First Nation CF manager)

Many CF managers were starting to see the impacts of these
dedicated efforts, both in terms of their CF being increasingly
trusted by community members and in terms of raised aware-
ness of the importance of proactive wildfire management.
After the 2017 wildfire season, for example, one manager re-
called “our phone was ringing and people were saying...couldn’t you
start [fuels treatments] soon?...We knew there would be a lot more
public acceptance for us being in their backyard right away.” An-
other recalled a change in attitude of a major recreational
group whose initial response to seeing fuel treatments was
“this logging looks terrible...this is awful!” After being told by
their fellow recreationalist and CF manager it was a fuel treat-
ment to reduce wildfire risk, the rest of the group thought it
was “great”: “it’s exactly the same thing but because it’s wildfire peo-
ple have a totally different lens on it,” said the manager.

Managing wildfire risk on multi-value landscapes also re-
quires strong relationships with government agencies. CF
managers emphasized the importance of “getting to know a key
contact” in local BC Wildfire Service offices who can assist with
funding applications, support fuel treatment planning, and
help coordinate wildfire response. Others work closely with
the Ministry of Forests on fuel treatments to ensure compli-
ance with forest management obligations or to access unal-
located “Crown” and to conduct landscape-level treatments.
These working relationships also help with the success of
FireSmart™ and prescribed burns, as well as enable rapid
and coordinated wildfire response; managers shared stories
of providing infrastructure, such as phone lines, generators,
and fire-fighting equipment, to support their local commu-
nities during the 2017 wildfire season. The Powell River CF
manager highlighted just how critical these relationships
are:

“It doesn’t matter where the fire starts, it’s going to impact each other
right? So we’re trying to pool our resources to be able to work together.
And where there’s a fire doesn’t matter, I don’t care if it’s on my neigh-
bor’s property I'm going to go help put it out.”

Due to these trusted relationships and strong networks, CF
managers often act as a community champion, motivating
proactive approaches to managing wildfire risk. Importantly,
in this role, CFs help facilitate the acceptability and success
of different approaches by navigating complex trade-offs in
the social-ecological systems in which they operate, such as
potentially losing timber revenue because they prioritize re-
moval of higher-risk fuels, while simultaneously identifying
local priorities for wildfire governance and management.

3.3. Advancing priorities for proactive wildfire
management through local wildfire
governance

In leveraging their diverse capacities and relationships
with both community-level and centralized government ac-
tors, CFs play a key role in advancing local priorities for proac-
tively managing wildfire risk. We identified two key priori-
ties of CFs for wildfire governance and management in BC:
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(1) managing forests with a “fire lens” and (2) scaling up
proactive management across the landscape and beyond the
wildland—urban interface.

3.3.1. Refocusing forest management with a fire
lens

Proactive wildfire management is increasingly a priority
and guiding objective for CF managers, with one manager
emphasizing that “Wildfire [is] our number one concern now. As
a community forest we’ve kind of shifted into that being what we’re
managing for.” However, managers spoke of numerous chal-
lenges associated with this shift in focus, in particular the
lack of consideration of wildfire-related objectives or targets
in established management plans and mandates, and the
need to revise these considering recent wildfire seasons and
re-evaluations of risk. In this context, managers emphasized
the need for wildfire to be “the driving force” underpinning con-
temporary approaches to forest and landscape planning, re-
quiring a shift from a primary focus on wildfire suppression:

“I would hope that fire management could become a year-round ac-
tivity. I think that we need to not just think about managing fire be-
tween May 1st and September 30th. We need to manage fire outside
of those [months] too, whether it’s through prescribed burns or it’s
through planning, whether it’s through hazard mitigation and burn-
ing of logging debris or the treatment of fuel-loading that happens with
harvesting.” (CF manager)

Taking a “fire lens” to forest management also involves con-
sidering the importance of restoring fire to fire-adapted for-
est ecosystems in BC, with a focus on managing for ecosystem
resilience. In practice, managers described creating struc-
tural and compositional mosaics on the landscape; man-
aging for biodiversity, including promotion of deciduous
species; the potential of assisted migration of native tree
species from outside of their natural range; and replicating
ecosystem-specific natural disturbance regimes through us-
ing prescribed burns. These strategies help restore natural
forest resilience and address the century plus of wildfire sup-
pression and control that was the norm in BC (Hoffman et al.
2022a).

In addition to the ecological role of fire in many of BC’s
ecosystems, other managers, particularly those managing
First Nations-led CFs, highlighted the cultural significance
of fire to many Indigenous peoples in BC: “I was quickly edu-
cated in the importance of fire in the culture, in the community. And
why these forests need fire.” (Esk’etemc CF manager). Further,
in CFs governed or co-governed by a First Nation, priorities
such as building local response capacity are interwoven with
cultural values and priorities, such as protecting important
cultural sites as well as the built environment, restoring cul-
tural burning, or communal planning for evacuations to en-
sure cultural protocols are met. More broadly, restoring fire
to the land as both an ecological and cultural process is a pri-
ority for many CFs and their communities. Most managers ex-
pressed a desire to (re)introduce prescribed or cultural burn-
ing within their CF to achieve multiple objectives, including
ecological restoration, cultural revitalization and hazard re-
duction. Continuing to build relationships amongst BC Wild-
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fire Service, forestry professionals and communities are seen
as priorities for achieving this goal. As the Esk’etemc Com-
munity Forest manager said: “burning is a social issue. It’s not
just a technical issue. It’s not a bureaucratic issue. It’s a social issue.
And if you don’t have the support of the community, you won’t be able
to do it.”

3.3.2. Scaling-up proactive wildfire management

Although CFs are currently working with homeowners, in
their tenure and in the wildland—urban interface, and sup-
porting landscape-scale efforts, managers shared the senti-
ment that proactive wildfire management needed to con-
tinue to be scaled-up. They described broadening the focus of
community wildfire protection beyond the current 2 km des-
ignated wildland—urban interface boundary; what one man-
ager called a “logical extension from a [community wildfire plan], to
move out...into a larger landscape level.” One manager reflected
on why refocusing forest management with a fire lens was
crucial to being able to address wildfire risk at the landscape
scale:

“Doing all these fuel management projects around the towns are great.
But it represents, maybe, 1% of the forests that we need to deal with.
So, we got a huge fire risk outside the communities. Obviously, we need
to focus on protecting communities and the infrastructure, but we need
to look at harvesting as a whole.”

Increasing collaboration between communities, tenure
holders, and government agencies with overlapping and adja-
cent jurisdictions is seen as a key mechanism to scale up wild-
fire management. One manager described how they envision
the work scaling up: “We have to trust that, as we work within the
boundaries of the community forest there are other groups and propo-
nents that are working on the extra, the pieces outside the community
forest. We haven't directly seen that, but we see the work happening
in the community and we just assume that’s where we’re going to end
up.” Numerous managers expressed a desire to see greater co-
ordination between government agencies regarding wildfire
management, including for response; one manager said: “we
have to work on better getting along with each other, because if one
agency is doing something and another agency is doing something else
and there’s a fire, that’s not going to work in the end. That’s one of the
key things I'd like to see—more harmony.” Scaling up approaches
will require additional efforts to navigate and reconcile po-
tentially conflicting values and objectives: “there’s so many dif-
ferent objectives on the land base that push one another, maybe it’s
time to create a hierarchy of what we’re trying to do in certain areas.”
(CF manager)

Ultimately, many managers pointed to the work being led
by CFs as justification to expand the CF program in BC, which
would be one way to scale-up proactive wildfire management.
Managers highlighted how their area-based tenures and com-
munity ties are key in promoting alternative approaches that
are responsive to community needs and values “because that’s
what community forestry is all about” (CF manager). Emphasizing
the mandate of CFs to “be innovative and show what works” (Tum-
bler Ridge, CF manager), they spoke about how CF tenures al-
low them to push the boundaries and pilot new approaches
to forest and wildfire management.
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4. Discussion

Our results demonstrate that CFs in BC are successfully
overcoming barriers to local wildfire governance to imple-
ment diverse proactive approaches to reduce wildfire risk.
Community Forest managers not only play a central role
in doing this in their own tenure, but, as local champions,
they also help facilitate proactive approaches across multi-
ple scales. We find that trust—both with other members of
their communities and with government agencies—is central
to the success of CFs in this space. We argue that this trustis a
primary element of social capacity that, if leveraged, can help
align wildfire governance with the scales needed to address
the complex social-ecological wildfire challenge in BC. Ad-
ditional financial capacity and removal of policy constraints
will also help ensure that future forest management can be
undertaken through a fire lens, which is a key priority for CFs
across BC.

4.1. Community Forests leverage diverse
capacities to champion proactive wildfire

management

Community Forests are leading proactive wildfire manage-
ment not only at the local scale, but across broader spatial
and social scales, connecting efforts with overlapping and ad-
jacent jurisdictions, and working with communities, fund-
ing agencies, and governments to achieve this. The diver-
sity of approaches is possible because CFs are hubs of tech-
nical, financial, and social capacity; capacity is a critical in-
put that affects the functioning and performance of environ-
mental governance arrangements (Bennett and Satterfield
2018). Financial capacity for proactive wildfire management
is concentrated within CFs both through their own inter-
nal funding or leveraging external funding, consistent with
findings from previous studies (Labossiere and McGee 2017;
Devisscher et al. 2021). In 2021, for example, the 30 CFs who
reported their finances (70% existing at the time) invested a
total of $2 million CAD of their internal operating budget
in proactive wildfire management such as fuel treatments,
and leveraged an additional $14.4 million CAD from provin-
cial and federal government funding sources (BC Community
Forest Association 2021). The important role of CFs in mitigat-
ing risk around communities was further recognized by the
provincial government, which allocated $5 million CAD to
the BC Community Forest Association in 2021 to fund fuel
treatments across 15 CFs; ongoing research in partnership
with these CFs is evaluating the efficacy of these treatments
in mitigating risk.

The increasing negative impacts from wildfires in BC has
been a key motivator of this investment, with a tripling of in-
vestment in the 3 years after the catastrophic 2017 and 2018
wildfire seasons (BC Community Forest Association 2020). De-
visscher et al. (2019) found that most internal investment
comes from mid-size CFs with operating areas of ~16 000-
23000 ha. This pattern could suggest that larger CFs perceive
certain approaches (e.g., fuels treatments) as a normal part
of forestry operations (Ambus and Hoberg 2011) rather than
as a separate investment, suggested by our data on managing
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forests with a “fire lens.” However, evidence suggests that a
lack of financial capacity is still a limiting factor for smaller
CFs (Devisscher et al. 2021). This finding aligns with research
in BC (Copes-Gerbitz et al. 2022a) and the US (Trainor et al.
2009; Wigtil et al. 2016) that demonstrates that smaller com-
munities are less likely to have the financial capacity to invest
in proactive wildfire management.

In addition to financial capacity, CFs are also hubs of so-
cial and technical capacity, in particular skills and exper-
tise required to assess and manage hazards and navigate ad-
ministrative or institutional processes (Kuhlicke et al. 2011).
For example, CF managers are often Registered Professional
Foresters (RPFs) in BC who have the legal authority to develop
and implement fuel treatments. Although approval of these
plans ultimately rests with the government, CF managers are
willing to take risks and test different approaches; another
form of social capacity linked to motivation and sense of re-
sponsibility (Kuhlicke et al. 2011). Yet proactive wildfire man-
agement requires a range of skills and forms of expertise that
RPFs are not necessarily required to have, such as being a
burn boss who can implement prescribed burning. CFs that
have the financial capacity to do so will often hire external
consultants to access these increasingly needed forms of ex-
pertise, yet smaller CFs often lack this financial capacity.

The social capacity of CFs is also due to their role in es-
tablishing strong relationships and networks among differ-
ent organizational and individual actors. As local champi-
ons, CF acts as motivators in communities who can help fa-
cilitate acceptability and success of proactive approaches to
managing wildfire (Koebele et al. 2015; Labossiere and McGee
2017) and other related risks associated with climate change
(Salon et al. 2014). Previous studies have highlighted the im-
portant role of both individual citizens (Koebele et al. 2015)
or neighborhood organizations (Shiralipour et al. 2006) as lo-
cal champions who encourage others to engage in proactive
wildfire management. Our data show that CFs exhibit char-
acteristics of both—as individual managers who are often
members of their respective communities and as local insti-
tutions motivated to address wildfire risk. Furthermore, man-
agers’ regular informal interactions in their communities
help to strengthen the outcomes of local wildfire governance
(Morehouse et al. 2011) because they help provide the “bridg-
ing capital” needed to motivate locally relevant solutions that
balance potentially conflicting perspectives (Brenkert-Smith
2010).

Another key reason why CFs are successful as local cham-
pions is because they prioritize locally relevant solutions that
reflect local perceptions of risks and values (Brenkert-Smith
et al. 2017; Christianson et al. 2013; S. McCaffrey 2015). Yet
despite changes by the BC government to incorporate more
locally relevant solutions through, for example, an empha-
sis on incorporating Indigenous and local knowledge (Copes-
Gerbitz et al. 2022b), a lack of consideration of local con-
text in government-led approaches continues to be a source
of frustration for communities in BC (Abbott and Chapman
2018; Verhaeghe et al. 2019; Dickson-Hoyle and John 2021;
Hoffman et al. 2022b). The CF emphasis on locally relevant
solutions responds to these concerns and contributes to their
ability to function as an effective and equitable form of more
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local governance (Ostrom et al. 1999; Bennett and Satter-
field 2018) operating in a complex social-ecological system
(Lachapelle and McCool 2012).

4.2. Trust enables local wildfire governance

Trust is a critical factor that contributes to the success
of proactive wildfire management (Lachapelle and McCool
2012; Olsen and Sharp 2013; S. McCaffrey 2015). Although
our research did not explicitly aim to explore the role of
trust, CF managers continually emphasized the importance
of good relationships with both community members and
government agencies as a factor in their success. This aligns
with findings that public trust in a manager can predict ac-
ceptance levels of fuel treatments (Toman et al. 2014) and
that trust between communities and agencies is critical for
implementing proactive management (Winter et al. 2004).
Trust is built not only through informal, interpersonal in-
teractions (Brenkert-Smith 2010), but also through institu-
tional processes such as methods and forums for engagement
(Olsen and Sharp 2013). Since CFs are operating in a middle
ground between communities and governments in BC, the
trust they build vertically across these groups can help over-
come legacies of mistrust in government action (Lachapelle
and McCool 2012). As local champions, CF managers are of-
ten playing leading roles in proactive wildfire management,
and trust is an important quality of a leader who is navigat-
ing complex challenges in dynamic social-ecological systems
(Lachapelle and McCool 2012). Trust also helps to facilitate
more innovative and equitable solutions because it allows for
transparency and consensus-building (Lachapelle and McCool
2012; Devisscher et al. 2021).

Just as trust is key for enabling proactive wildfire manage-
ment, it is also important for advancing local environmen-
tal governance (Ostrom et al. 1999; Armitage et al. 2009). In
this context, trust that is built through repeated interactions
(Rousseau et al. 1998) can provide legitimacy to decision-
making actors (Turner et al. 2016). While we did not ini-
tially define trust as a part of social capacity as others have
done (Armitage et al. 2009), our data show that it forms a
critical part of the functioning of CFs. The role of CFs as a
form of local environmental governance is reflected in the
CF managers’ emphasis on “social forestry” (not just wildfire
management) and on the need to refocus forest management
with a “fire lens.” In these ways, they are thinking beyond
narrow definitions of wildfire governance and trying to re-
connect forest and wildfire governance that have long been
siloed in BC (Copes-Gerbitz et al. 2022b). Nevertheless, previ-
ous research has highlighted that CFs are still constrained
by higher-level processes and decision-making (and there-
fore governance) that has not fully devolved from centralized
government (Ambus and Hoberg 2011; Egunyu et al. 2016;
Sutherland et al. accepted manuscript). Despite this, CFs are
well situated to navigate and constantly negotiate the extent
to which they are able to exercise decision-making authority.

In BC, there is an increasing emphasis on sharing decision-
making for wildfire management between local communi-
ties and government agencies (BC Wildland Fire Management
Branch 2010; Abbott and Chapman 2018; Copes-Gerbitz et al.
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2022b). In reality, decision-making exists across scales: within
individual communities (such as within a CF tenure), at re-
gional scales (such as through Fire Centres or with neighbor-
ing timber licensees or other tenure holders), and at provin-
cial scales (where funding is disbursed and legislation de-
fined). These nested scales of decision-making reflect the
complexity of wildfire governance within social-ecological
systems (Kelly et al. 2019). The trust that CFs have to under-
take proactive wildfire management is critical for bridging
governance efforts across scales (Lemos and Agrawal 2006;
NKkhata et al. 2008; Bennett and Satterfield 2018) because it
helps to connect different forms of expertise (Armitage et al.
2009, 2012; Tengo et al. 2014).

While CFs themselves are operating at local scales, the di-
versity and method of approaches means they are facilitating
wildfire governance at higher scales. For example, CFs are
bridging spatial scales by not only working in their tenure
area on fuel treatments, but also supporting FireSmart™ ini-
tiatives on private property, building response capacity for
whole communities that can be utilized across territories or
regional areas, and leading or contributing to landscape-scale
fuel breaks or egress routes. Community Forests are success-
ful at bridging these spatial scales because they are trusted
local champions that can simultaneously connect knowledge
and expertise across scales, for example through multi-actor
strategic planning processes such as Community Wildfire
Resilience Plans. In these ways, they complement resource-
constrained agencies and are a key link of expertise between
the public and government agencies (Brenkert-Smith 2010;
McCaffrey and Olsen 2012; Koebele et al. 2015). These char-
acteristics situate CFs as an important component of wild-
fire governance in BC, where local, regional, and provin-
cial actors are all (working towards) sharing responsibility
(Copes-Gerbitz et al. 2022b). Therefore, rather than focusing
on whether CFs represent a wholly decentralized model of
governance (Ambus and Hoberg 2011; Egunyu et al. 2016),
and acknowledging the potential drawbacks and challenges
of local governance (Bork and Hirokawa 2021), we instead
argue that CFs are well-positioned to help advance locally
led wildfire governance and negotiate across other wildfire
and forestry governance institutions in BC. These benefits of
community-led decision-making in wildfire governance are
a global trend (Rodriguez et al. 2013; Martinez-Torres et al.
2016; Mistry et al. 2016; Lake and Christianson 2019; Marks-
Block and Tripp 2021).

5. Conclusions: advancing proactive
wildfire management in BC

Despite the leadership, innovation, and critical role of
CFs in wildfire governance in BC, CFs continue to face chal-
lenges undertaking proactive wildfire management. Our data
align with other research (Devisscher et al. 2021), highlight-
ing that not all CFs have the social or technical capacity, in
terms of time or expertise, to apply for funding programs,
and many lack internal financial capacity because they are
smaller or newer. While the scope of eligible activities in ex-
isting funding programs has grown, certain administration
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costs are ineligible, such as the extensive consultation with
agencies required for approvals on proposed approaches; fi-
nancial capacity can thus remain a barrier for CFs. In addi-
tion, the high costs associated with fuel treatments mean that
available funding may restrict larger fuel treatments, except
for within CFs that can bear the financial burden (Ambus
and Hoberg 2011). Furthermore, existing funding programs
and provincial legislation can still be misaligned with priori-
ties for proactive management, such as replanting to lower
densities or regrowing deciduous species. Adjustments to
funding programs to help CF managers navigate trade-offs
in social-ecological systems will be imperative, especially as
changes to the Forest and Range Practices Act, which governs
forest management in BC, adds wildfire risk reduction in the
wildland—urban interface as a legislated value. While impor-
tant for helping managers navigate trade-offs among values
in the wildland-urban interface, this change could poten-
tially reduce funding availability as some approaches (such
as fuel treatments) may become part of a legal duty of care
rather than an added and therefore funded approach. Ad-
dressing these barriers is key to ensuring not only that CFs
can continue addressing wildfire risk, but also to help ex-
pand access to proactive wildfire management that many
communities across BC continue to lack (Copes-Gerbitz et al.
2022a).

Ultimately, CFs play a unique and pivotal role in advancing
proactive wildfire management across scales in BC. Critically,
they do so by implementing locally relevant approaches,
demonstrating the importance of no one-size-fits-all solution
to the modern wildfire challenge (Brenkert-Smith et al. 2017;
Paveglio and Edgeley 2017; Copes-Gerbitz et al. 2022a). Fu-
ture research that evaluates the efficacy of these distinct ap-
proaches in reducing wildfire risk is needed to provide addi-
tional technical expertise, for example for fuels treatments.
Such research, along with capacity supports for local models
of governance, is critical for scaling up local solutions and im-
plementing a “fire lens” while managing the broader forested
land base. Trust from the public and government agencies is
a key factor that contributes to the success of CFs who are
helping to overcome legacies of mistrust in centralized gov-
ernment institutions. The success of CFs advancing a diver-
sity of proactive approaches to wildfire management demon-
strates the opportunity for local environmental governance
to contribute to solutions at local, regional, and provincial
scales in complex social-ecological systems in BC (Devisscher
et al. 2021) and beyond.
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