Vanderhoof Caribou Ungulate Winter Range Forest for Tomorrow Project 2008/9

Background

In the Omineca Region, more than 190,000 ha of low-elevation pine-lichen forests used by woodland caribou (Rangifer tarandus caribou) has been designated Ungulate Winter Range (UWR). Woodland caribou are a species at risk under the Forest and Range Practices Act in BC, and depend on abundant terrestrial lichens for their over-winter survival. Legally designated UWR in the Omineca focused on the maintenance of forage, using a 2-pass, 140-year rotation of forests where disturbance from logging would “restart” the ecological succession of terrestrial forage lichens Development of management direction occurred prior to attack by the mountain pine beetle (Dendroctonus ponderosae; MPB).  In a recent workshop, lichen experts from around BC acknowledged considerable variation in succession trajectories of lichen-plant associations both within and between 3 broad regions of the province; the Chilcotin, the Entiako, and the Omineca. Current management direction for UWRs in the Omineca does not take this ecological variation into consideration. Discussion at this workshop also focused on the fact that MPB attack is intense in these regions and the effect of MPB-killed forest on UWR value is still unclear. The current economic circumstances will likely eliminate commercial timber harvesting as a  tool to manage UWRs.  

The ecology of pine-lichen woodlands follows a path where a community of lichens establishes on a disturbed site and is replaced by either shrubs or feather moss. However, this generalization is too simplistic to guide management of UWRs. In the Chilcotin lichen ecology is driven by climate; in the N. Omineca lichen presence it is a function of site factors; and in the Entiako lichen ecology is driven by both climate and site factors.  More effective management of pine-lichen woodlands could be achieved through refined understanding and geographic delineation of the site factors contributing to succession of terrestrial forage lichens. 

The role of fire in the succession trajectory of terrestrial lichens has been well documented . Fire maybe a useful tool to perpetuate long-term supply of terrestrial forage lichens on those sites delineated as successional (vs perpetual) lichen. Burning reduces the ground vegetation and organic accumulations creating favorable conditions for terrestrial lichens. Identifying and developing tools for lichen woodland management could be paramount in a post beetle era. If successional sites are left undisturbed after beetle attack, it is possible that they may be lost over the next 150 years from areas deemed to provide winter forage and cover attributes for caribou.

Proposal
This project, funded by Forest for Tomorrow, will undertake an operational trial of 2 fire treatments in pine lichen woodlands.  The treatment will occur on successional lichen sites within designated northern caribou UWRs.  Potential treatment sites are being examined near Laidman Lake.   These stands are heavily affected by MPB.  Candidate sites will be selected based on having: high pine composition; high mortality in pine canopy; low tree recruitment or regeneration, and size suitable for treatment.  The issue being addressed in this project is shrub encroachment into these sites as a result of canopy loss and increased availability of resources to the shrub community.

The 2 treatments proposed are a small (5-10ha) prescribed fire; and spot burning of individual lichen mats.  A third treatment, prescribed fire on an operationally salvage-logged cut block, is possible, but not currently part of this project. 
Timing 

Assessment of ecologically suitable locations began in June.  Candidate sites will be collaboratively assessed by a lichen biologist and a fire specialist to determine the feasibility of achieving the desired ecological condition within feasible burning parameters.  A burn plan will be produced in early August on the basis of these assessments. This plan will be shared with First Nations,  stake holders and interest groups though a consultation process. The tentative treatment window is mid to late September 2008.  The treatment will be monitored in 2008 to assess initial effectiveness at reducing shrub growth.  A regular monitoring program will follow in subsequent years.
Other related projects

A caribou Wildlife Habitat Area (WHA) treatment project is being developed for caribou WHAs adjacent to Itcha Ilgatchuz Park in Cariboo Region (Chilcotin FD).  The caribou habitat in the WHA is similar to that in the UWR, but climate has a more dominant affect.  The issue being addressed is the possible creation of movement barriers and/or a severe fuel hazard as a result of fall down of dead pine trees.   This project will confirm where stand conditions that may result in intensive fall down exist and the current state of MPB attack.  Treatment could occur in fall 2009 depending on the results of the assessments.

A caribou UWR research project is underway west of the Williston Reservoir (Mackenzie timber supply area).  It is examining the succession pathways of lichen following MPB infestation and testing the use of prescribed fire as a means to rejuvenate pine-lichen woodlands to provide future benefits to both caribou and the forest industry. This project will conduct assessment activities in 2008/9 with treatment possible  in fall 2009.

