
February from East Kootenay MLA Bill Bennett.)

The restoration program in the Trench is a
large scale undertaking – unique in the
province, in fact – and much has been
achieved so far. But the current scale of grass-
land restoration has not been sufficient to
recover previous losses to ingrowth.

COSTLY RAIDING PARTIES

The growing elk population of
the East Kootenay – especially the

homesteader group – has devel-
oped the habit, very satisfactory
for them, of raiding ranchers'
hayfields. About 90 of the 150
ranching operations in the East
Kootenay suffer from escalating
wildlife depredation. The result-
ing economic losses jeopardize
their economic sustainability.

A Kootenay Livestock Assoc-
iation (KLA) pilot project, fund-
ed in part by a federal-provincial
agricultural agreement, is provid-
ing some defensive measures.
Last year 25 ranchers erected
more than 100 km of wildlife
fencing valued at $1.3 million.
Crop damage caused by wildlife,
assessed at $820,000 in 2002,
resulted in $650,000 paid out in

compensation to 52 properties.

But ranchers recognize that fences and
compensation are stop-gap measures that
don't deal with the underlying problem: forest
ingrowth.

ENHANCED RESTORATION

As Bill Bennett told a recent KLA confer-
ence organized to give the controversial pro-
gram a public airing:“We must increase the
current rate at which grasslands are being
restored in the Rocky Mountain Trench.’’

For the past three years the Trench Society
has focused its efforts on finding ways to
speed up ecosystem restoration.

The Society, in conjunction with the
Steering Committee, is developing a proposal
for enhanced restoration that satisfies forage
requirements of current cattle and wildlife
populations, offsets ranchers' crop losses, and
provides a forage sustainability surplus.

Our next report on April 21 will provide
more information about this proposal and
take a look at Steering Committee plans for
restoration burns. Advertising Feature

Agriculture/wildlife clashes over Crown
land grazing have plagued the East Kootenay
since the 1950s and are the most obvious
symptom of a natural resource crisis.

The recent appearance of eight-foot
wildlife-proof fencing around hayfields is evi-
dence of a failure of integrated resource man-
agement that links directly to the health of
grasslands in the Rocky Mountain Trench.

And it is not the only evidence:
declining numbers of bighorn
sheep and other grassland-depen-
dent species also point to disap-
pearing grasslands.

Forest ingrowth – the culprit
behind the crisis – degrades biodi-
versity, including grasslands, with
resulting social, economic and
environmental consequences.

TOO MANY TREES

Forest ingrowth – visible as
dense thickets of pine and fir from
Radium to the US border – isn't
what nature intended.

Historically, ingrowth was kept
in check by frequent low-intensity
fires that burned off tree
seedlings, leaving a forest canopy
of well-spaced mature trees and a
forest floor rich in grasses, shrubs
and forbs.

But 70 years of vigorous fire suppression by
humans has altered nature’s cycle.
Unhindered by fire, seedlings have become
dense stagnant stands which choke the open
forest and invade grasslands.

NOT ENOUGH GRASS

It's estimated that since 1952 ingrowth has
caused a 50% reduction of grassland/open for-
est forage production.

More than 70,000 deer, elk and cattle graze
on Crown land in the Trench.Their combined
consumption exceeds what range scientists
have determined is a sustainable level of use,
further jeopardizing the resource.

In 1997 the BC government established the
Rocky Mountain Trench Ecosystem Restora-
tion Steering Committee. The Trench Society
is the public’s voice on the committee.

The Steering Committee is implementing a
30-year plan to revitalize ecosystems on
135,000 ha of ingrown forest.Now in year six,
the program has covered about 10% of the
135,000 ha at a cost of nearly $2.2 million.The
grassland resource was expected to be a
major beneficiary of the restoration program.

(The Steering Committee has no permanent
source of funding but depends on annual grants
from a variety of sources. The Trench Society
was pleased to accept a $75,000 cheque in

Compare the amount of grass in the restored open forest at left with the absence of grass in the ingrown forest above. Dense thickets of ingrowth occur
when we suppress the naturally occurring fires that keep tree seedlings in check. Ingrowth in the Rocky Mountain Trench reduces forage for livestock
and wild ungulates, puts grassland-dependent species at risk, and creates dangerous amounts of fuel for forest fires. Enhanced ecosystem restoration
is the answer. Trench Society/BC Ministry of Forests photos

The Trench Society
The Rocky Mountain Trench Natural Resources Society is a coalition of ranchers, hunters,
wildlife conservationists, environmentalists and naturalists who believe that working coopera-
tively is the best way to resolve resource use conflicts in the East Kootenay.
Our goal is to restore degraded ecosystems to a properly functioning level so the Crown land
of the Rocky Mountain Trench can sustain all the living things that depend on it -- plants, ani-
mals and people.
We work for restoration of our grasslands and open forests by lobbying government, sponsor-
ing and managing research projects, and serving on the Rocky Mountain Trench Ecosystem
Restoration Steering Committee.
The Society was established in 1996 by the following organizations (which are currently repre-
sented by the individuals named):
• Cranbrook Archery Club (Marty Cloarec)
• East Kootenay Environmental Society (John Bergenske)
• East Kootenay Wildlife Association (Glynn Killins)
• Kootenay Livestock Association (Elliott Pighin)
• Rocky Mountain Naturalists (Travis McKinney)
• Waldo Stockbreeders' Livestock Association (Gordon Edwards)
• Windermere Farmers' Institute
For more information, visit our website at www.trenchsociety.com email us at 
info@trenchsociety.com, or contact Society coordinator Maurice Hansen at PO Box 151,
Kimberley, BC  V1A 2Y6, phone/fax  (250) 427-5200.

Publication of this report was made possible through a program funded by the Columbia Basin Trust 
and administered by the Columbia Kootenay Fisheries Renewal Partnership. 
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