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4.8
FIRE -MAINTAINED ECOSYSTEMS

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESOURCE

NDT4 is the acronym for Natural Disturbance Type 4, a term describing a group of dry biogeoclimatic subzones occurring in the interior of BC. These consist of the warmer, drier biogeoclimatic (BGC) zones, notably the bunchgrass zone (BG), ponderosa pine zone (PP), and parts of the interior Douglas fir zone (IDF). The primary natural disturbance factor associated with the NDT4 is fire.

The NDT4 can be further sub-grouped into 3 components. These are: the NDT4a, which consists of the grassland site series, and the NDT4b which is characterized by frequent low intensity fires and is described as a fire maintained system.  Classical NDT4b ecosystems are typified by large diameter, widely spaced trees, a well developed grass/shrub understory, and a mosaic of thickets and openings interspersed over the landscape. The last is the NDT4c, which consists of the higher, wetter site series.  The stands of forests in this NDT are replaced by fire.   

In the dry forests of the NDT4b, frequent low intensity fires consume fuel build-ups and eliminate fire intolerant plants.  Over time this process leads to stands of large, fire resistant trees such as Douglas fir and ponderosa pine, well spaced throughout the stand, with a healthy understory of grasses and shrubs.  This combination of large trees and diverse, healthy understory attracts a variety of wildlife including mule deer, bighorn sheep, a wide variety of birds and several species of bats and rodents.  A number of threatened species such as the yellow badger and flammulated owl only occur in this NDT.  These conditions also provide ideal conditions for livestock grazing.  Most accessible areas of the NDT4 zone are utilized by livestock in the Lillooet district, contributing significantly to this industry.
The lower elevations of the major valleys, especially the Fraser and the Thompson, provide habitat opportunities for a wide diversity of rare (threatened, sensitive or vulnerable) wildlife, plants and plant communities.  These dry ecosystems include semi-desert habitats, grasslands, shrub-steppe communities, parkland ponderosa pine and Douglas-fir forests, and deciduous dominated riparian systems.  Certain rare species and communities in this NDT are found nowhere else in Canada, and many are found nowhere else in the province.  While rare species and communities are found outside of this NDT, the relative abundance located in the area, and the decreasing Crown land base, warrant additional management direction. 

It should be noted that there may be revisions to this section to reflect the work of the Regional NDT4 Committee.  It is expected that the NDT4 Committee will give its recommendations to the LRMP Implementation and Monitoring Committee.  The Implementation and Monitoring Committee will make decisions regarding any changes to the LRMP objectives and strategies – i.e.; no changes will be made to this section as a result of the work by the Regional NDT4 Committee unless the changes are endorsed by the LRMP Implementation and Monitoring Committee.
VISION:   Manage and restore the fire maintained ecosystems of the Lillooet plan area through inventory, research and restoration activities (such as burning) to meet a variety of goals including increasing biodiversity and forest health, protecting species at risk, enhancing wildlife habitat and decreasing the risk of catastrophic wildfire.

FIRE MAINTAINED ECOSYSTEMS OBJECTIVES AND STRATEGIES

Overlap with range inventory issue.

1)  Issue:  We are not able to properly manage and restore NDT4 (fire-maintained) ecosystems, because our knowledge of these ecosystems is inadequate.  Lack of inventory, research and development is limiting our knowledge of the natural processes, areal extent, stand structure, and old growth attributes of fire-maintained ecosystems.



1.1)  Goal:  Continue to do research and inventory that increases our knowledge of the NDT4.



1.1.1) Objective:  All agencies and individuals that have an interest in how NDT4 ecosystems are managed (e.g. Ministry of Forests, Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Environment, Lands and Parks, conservation and recreation organizations, ranching and forest industries) encourage, promote and organize research and inventories of NDT4 ecosystems. 

Indicator(s):  Support for NDT4 inventory and research and the existence of new research and inventory.
Responsibility for implementation: MOF

Responsibility for monitoring: MOF




Strategies



a
An inventory the NDT4 should be carried out to the BEC site series level to delineate the NDT4a, b, and c and to determine areas that require restoration.



b
The network of range reference areas in the NDT4 should be maintained and expanded as a means to study the natural processes in the NDT4.



c
The Kamloops Regional NDT4 committee should be encouraged to continue research and development initiatives.



2) Issue:  The NDT4b has shifted from open stands dominated by old growth to dense, closed canopy stands.  Ingrowth of this NDT4 has lead to increased forest health risks, reduced biological diversity, potential impacts to species at risk, poor forage production, poor timber production and risk of catastrophic wildfire.  This shift is primarily due to fire suppression and lack of prescribed fire use.  Another cause is silviculture systems and reforestation that has not mimicked classical NDT4b open stand structure.  



2.1) Goal:  To improve wildlife habitat, enhance forage productivity for livestock and wildlife use, improve forest health and productivity, and increase biodiversity and connectivity in the NDT4b.



2.1.1) Objective: Manage silviculture and fire activities to reduce ingrowth and enhance the understory layers in the NDT4b.

Indicator(s):  Decrease in the landbase (hectares) classified as ingrowth area.

Responsibility for implementation: MOF, Forest Licencees

Responsibility for monitoring: MOF




Strategies



a
Encourage a variety of mechanical silviculture treatments where it is impractical to burn, or prior to burning in forested sites 



b
Fire should be returned to fire dependent ecosystems at historical fire cycle intervals by developing and implementing a burn plan that includes prescribed burning within identified forested sites.



c
A plan should be developed and implemented to modify suppression on naturally occurring wildfires that meet impact prescriptions.



d
The NDT4b should be managed for the stand structure and understory attributes described by the Regional NDT4 committee (these attributes will include things such as: maximum and minimum stocking standards, regeneration delay, stand density and species selection.



e
Regeneration delay should be managed for on all dry sites. (To be done by the regional NDT4 committee)  (What does this mean?  Is the intent to plant to meet and ensure regen delay in NDT4?  If not, perhaps it could be said clearer. What is the committee doing? THIS IS AN OLD COMMENT BUT STILL UNANSWERED-JR)



f
Cluster planting should be used to meet stocking standards and allow plant succession to progress naturally in non-planted openings (voids). 



2.1.2) Objective:  Ministry of Forests, forest and range licencees will manage disturbances (e.g. grazing, fire) in NDT4b to best meet goals.
Indicator(s):  Increased biodiversity, improved forest health, protection of species at risk, enhanced wildlife habitat, decreased risk of catastrophic fire.

Responsibility for implementation: MOF, Forest and Range Licencees.

Responsibility for monitoring: MOF




Strategies



a
Grazing should be managed to allow fine fuel build-up prior to burning and to allow for adequate re-growth of grasses and forbs after burning



b
Desired plant communities, which are realistic and attainable, should be established in the Range Use Plans that reflect the desired seral stage distribution and.



c
Range Use Plans should include strategies to manage livestock to mimic natural disturbance patterns.



d
Management prescriptions should be developed and implemented that ensure rare plants and rare natural plant communities persist across their natural range.



e
Management prescriptions should be developed and implemented that ensure habitat requirements for wildlife species at risk are protected.



2.1.3)
Objective:  In NDT4b, manage stand structures to site series targets that will best imitate classical NDT4 type stand structures.

Indicator(s):  NDT4 stands managed to imitate classical NDT4 stand structure (to be recommended by the Regional NDT4 committee).

Responsibility for implementation: MOF, Forest Licencees

Responsibility for monitoring: MOF




Strategies



a
Site series specific prescriptions should be developed and implemented to achieve desired stand structure (will be developed by regional NDT4 committee). 



b
FDPs should provide a range of opening (cutblock) sizes.



c
Coarse woody debris should be managed for only where it would normally occur (in wet sites and very dry, fire-proof sites (no ground fuel)). 



d
Within NDT4b sites, 10-15 tall, large diameter snags per 10 ha area should be maintained in wildlife tree patches, with more emphasis on snag retention in the dry (02, 03, 04) site series.



e
Logging should be promoted to open stands.



3.)  Issue:  Aggressive encroachment of conifers into the grasslands (NDT4a) is reducing both the area and productivity of the grasslands.  Encroachment is occurring due to the suppression of wildfires and the lack of prescribed burns for management purposes.  Encroachment is causing loss of grasslands, and risks to wildlife habitat, biodiversity and species at risk.



3.1) Goal:  Reduce conifer encroachment on NDT4a grasslands.



3.1.1) Objective: Maintain the NDT4a as grasslands by managing silviculture and burning activities to reduce conifer encroachment and improve productivity on grasslands.

Indicator(s):  Area (hectares) of encroached grassland restored to natural “treeless” state.

Responsibility for implementation: MOF, Forest and Range Licencees

Responsibility for monitoring: MOF




Strategies



a
Encroaching conifers should be removed where it is impractical to burn and/or prior to burning on grasslands.



b
Conifers should not be planted in natural grassland openings.



c
A burn plan should be developed and implemented that includes restoration and maintenance burning on grasslands to return fire to fire-dependent ecosystems at historical fire cycle intervals.



d
A plan should be developed and implemented to modify suppression on naturally occurring wildfires that meet impact prescriptions



f
The grasslands should be delineated and mapped using tools such as old air photos, to include areas that were grassland and are currently mapped as forest (see inventory issue).



g
A feasibility study should be initiated to determine area specific appropriateness of using prescribed fire as a management tool to maintain ecosystem integrity (e.g. to maintain forage for wildlife).



3.1.2)
Objective: Ensure the majority (a minimum 85%) of permanent range within the NDT4a is managed to late seral or potential natural community (PNC).

Indicator(s):  Seral stage of permanent rangelands.

Responsibility for implementation: MOF

Responsibility for monitoring: MOF




Strategies



a
Information from historic, current and future research on grassland ecology and inventory studies should be incorporated into ongoing management plans.



b
Range Use Plans should include grazing schedules and strategies designed to shift the majority of plant communities toward, or maintain them at, late seral or PNC condition. 



c
The network of range reference areas maintained and expanded to assess PNC.



d
Permanent range vegetation communities should be monitored to assess changes over time and adjust domestic and/or wild ungulate grazing levels where necessary to achieve the desired plant communities. 



e
Cattle and/or prescribed fire should be used where appropriate and/or necessary, to assist in meeting seral stage targets.



f
Disturbed NDT4 grassland areas should be revegetated with native grass species where possible.



3.1.3) Objective: Manage disturbances (grazing, fire) in NDT4a to best meet goals.
Indicator(s):  Increased protection of grasslands, increased biodiversity, enhanced wildlife habitat, and protection of species at risk.

Responsibility for implementation: MOF, Range Licencees.

Responsibility for monitoring: MOF




Strategies



a
Fine fuel should be allowed to build-up by managing grazing prior to burning and to allow for adequate re-growth of grasses and forbs after burning



b
Desired plant communities, which are realistic and attainable, should be established to reflect the desired seral stage distribution.



c
Range Use Plans should include strategies to manage livestock to mimic natural disturbance patterns.



d
Management prescriptions should be developed and implemented that ensure rare plants and rare plant communities persist across their natural range.



e
Management prescriptions should be developed and implemented that ensure habitat requirements for wildlife species at risk are protected.



4.)  Issue:  Unregulated access onto the grasslands (NDT4a) and dry, open forests (NDT4b) causes disturbance and degradation of these ecosystems.  In the Lillooet Plan area, motorcycles, mountain bikes, All Terrain Vehicles and other 4x4’s, for example, can cause soil disturbance, erosion and subsequently, the loss of native vegetation species and the introduction of noxious weed species (see Range section for noxious weeds and access issue).  Access caused disturbance also has the potential to impact species at risk.  In the Lillooet plan area, there are no access plans and public education programs to identify key problem areas and to develop strategies to protect these ecosystems.



4.1)  Goal: Minimize disturbance and degradation to NDT4a and b resulting from access.



4.1.1)
Objective:  WHO should develop access management plans that prevent damage to vulnerable NDT4a and b areas. 

Indicator(s):  Access management plans that address sensitive NDT4a and b ecosystems.




Strategies



a
Develop and implement access strategies to prevent damage to vulnerable areas.
Examples of “vulnerable areas” include wet or seasonally wet sites, (important in this dry TSA), aspen copses and shrub complexes, cliff habitats and rocky slopes, areas of high biodiversity, known areas of species at risk.



b
Avoid indiscriminate off road and off trail use.



c
Where access related concerns are identified on NDT4a and b ecosystems, develop and implement access strategies to address those concerns.



d
Discourage indiscriminate mechanized or motorized use of NDT4a and b ecosystems.



e
Monitor access strategies  and activities in terms of their impacts on species at risk in the NDT4a and b ecosystems.  Evaluate existing access in terms of the habitat needs of species at risk in these ecosystems and implement measures to minimize threats to those habitats as deemed necessary.
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