
If we remove most of the ingrowth on the
range unit, the deficit has the potential to
swing into a small surplus. We’re determined
to find a way to convert nearly 100% of Waldo
North into the grassland and open forest that
nature intended should be there.

Our calculations are based on scientific
research sponsored in the 1990s by the East
Kootenay Trench Agriculture/ Wildlife Com-
mittee, the group that launched the Trench

Society to turn studies into action.
The Society is working on the
Waldo North proposal with the
Rocky Mountain Trench Eco-
sytem Restoration Steering Com-
mittee, MLA Bennett and timber
licensees. We’re hopeful that we
can report progress within the
year.

RESTORATION BURNS 
SCHEDULED 

Meanwhile, Rocky Mountain
Forest District staff are gearing
up for this spring’s prescribed
burning season.

Ecosystem restoration involves
a cycle of treatments: harvesting
to take off merchantable timber;
slashing to remove non-mer-

chantable trees too big to burn; and pre-
scribed burning to clear slash left on the
ground, remove seedlings under a metre in
height and rejuvenate the grasses, shrubs and
forbs that make up the forage resource.

If the weather cooperates over the next few
weeks, BC Forest Service burn coordinators
Phil Burk and Peter Hisch plan to set fire to
nearly 3,200 ha, the most ambitious burning
agenda since the restoration program began
six years ago.

The determining factor is the weather.As we
went to press, conditions have been too cool
and wet to set controlled fires this spring. But
Burk in Invermere and Hisch in Cranbrook are
monitoring the situation day by day to estab-
lish when burning “windows” open up. By
mid-May, when temperatures start to rise and
vegetation greens up, the spring burning sea-
son comes to an end.

Burns are scheduled for Echo/Skookum-
chuck, Thunder/Findlay and Central/Sheep
Creek North range units, all north of Cran-
brook, and Frenchmans/Colvalli, Munsons
West/Waldo and Bagleys/Grasmere range units
to the south.

The Habitat Conservation Trust Fund
($90,000), Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation
($50,000) and Columbia Basin Fish & Wildlife
Compensation Program ($46,000) are funding
the burns. In addition, the Ministry of 
Forests covers all in-house staff costs such as plan-
ning,public liaison, fire ignition and monitoring.

Our first report described how forest
ingrowth supplanting the grasslands and open
forests of the Rocky Mountain Trench is 
creating critical problems for people, animals
and plants.

Although an ecosystem restoration program
was initiated in 1997 to rescue Crown land
from the grip of forest ingrowth, the fact is
that the accumulation of ingrowth over the
past 70 years is outstripping our efforts to beat
it back.

If the Trench is to continue to
sustain all the species that depend
on it, restoration results have to be
stepped up. That’s the challenge
the Trench Society is tackling.

TREES ARE THE OBSTACLE
The “secret”of successful restora-

tion is simple: remove enough
trees to open up the forest canopy
so that light can reach the forest
floor. Rough fescue, a favorite
bunchgrass of elk and cattle,needs
about 75% light to thrive.A severe-
ly ingrown forest lets in about 10%
light, a deficiency that doesn’t give
the fescue much chance of surviv-
ing, let alone thriving.

But removing the optimum number
of trees is problematic. Because BC has been

built largely on the timber industry, most of
our relevant legislation and regulations are
geared to wood fibre production.There’s not
much room left for other considerations like
maintaining grasslands. Consequently, ecosys-
tem restoration to date hasn’t made meaning-
ful inroads into the ingrowth problem.

East Kootenay MLA Bill Bennett acknowl-
edged this last month when he described the
problem to the BC Legislature:“Ranchers, con-

servationists, environmentalists and hunters
who would voluntarily take on grasslands
restoration themselves are told by govern-
ment: ‘Sorry, the Ministry of Forests does not
generally support the conversion of forest land
to rangelands.’”

THE WALDO NORTH PROPOSAL
With Bennett’s support, the Trench Society

hopes to change that by introducing a new
model for ecosystem restoration.

We’re developing a pilot project on the
2800-hectare (ha) Waldo North range unit,
located south of Jaffray, to demonstrate that
obstacles to successful restoration can be
overcome. If we can transform Waldo North
into truly productive grassland and open for-
est, then this process of enhanced ecosystem
restoration could be applied to all the ingrown
range units in the Trench.

THE FORAGE BUDGET
Range scientists advise that managing Crown

land for all uses in the Trench requires “alloca-
tion” of the forage resource. So the Society has
adopted a “forage budget” approach to restora-
tion.

Currently, Waldo North has a forage budget
deficit of about 40%, based on the number of
cattle and elk that graze it, the habitat needs of
other species,and the requirement to maintain
the long-term health of the forage resource
itself.

This is a prescribed burn set last April as part of the Rocky Mountain
Trench Ecosystem Restoration Steering Committee’s continuing pro-
gram of grasslands/open forest restoration. This controlled fire on AI
Pasture, south of Grasmere, left most of the trees standing while burn-
ing off slash and rejuvenating grasses and shrubs. Last year’s burning
program covered 1,600 ha of Crown range in the Rocky Mountain
Forest District. Weather permitting, nearly 3,200 ha will be burned this
spring. BC Ministry of Forests photo

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.

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 Ecoystem
Restoration Steering Committee.

The Society, established in 1996, acts on behalf of the eight organizations listed below.The indi-
viduals named represent their organizations on the Society’s Board of Directors.

• Cranbrook Archery Club (Marty Cloarec)
• East Kootenay Environmental Society (John Bergenske)
• East Kootenay Wildlife Association (Glynn Killins)
• Kootenay Livestock Association (Elliott Pighin)
• Land Conservancy of BC, Kootenay Region (Kathleen Sheppard,Vice Chair)
• Rocky Mountain Naturalists (Travis McKinney,Treasurer)
• Waldo Stockbreeders’ Livestock Association (Gordon Edwards, Chair)
• Windermere Farmers’ Institute
For information: www.trenchsociety.com or call coordinator Maurice Hansen at (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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