Canada's main Kyoto plan goes up in smoke: 8,500 annual Forest fires
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A major part of Canada's plan to obey the Kyoto Protocol is going up in flames, as our vast forests are turning out to be a hindrance, not a helper, in reducing greenhouse gases.

Forests, it turns out, aren't worth much when it comes to reducing greenhouse gases, largely because of forest fires.

Once it seemed like the perfect plan for obeying the Kyoto Protocol: Canada hoped to cancel out much of the country's pollution from cars and factories by pointing out that our vast forests soak up a lot of that carbon dioxide.

But the strategy has backfired.

Yes, trees soak up carbon dioxide as they grow. But every time a forest burns, there go a few million more tonnes of carbon dioxide, the very same emission Canada is committed to reducing.

Because of fires, forests in Canada may actually produce slightly more carbon dioxide than they soak up.

Now industry and government experts are grappling with what to do.

The federal government had also planned to achieve greenhouse gas reduction by paying obsolete Russian industries to shut down instead of having cutbacks here.

That's fallen through as well, however, as the Russians aren't interested.

Here are some forest fire numbers released this week by the National Forest Strategy Coalition:

- An estimated 60 per cent of Canada's 8,500 annual fires are caused by humans (500,000 hectares, releasing an estimated 30 million tonnes of carbon).

- In a bad year, natural sources of carbon dioxide emissions from forest fires are comparable to those from industrial sources.

- Just three forest fires in British Columbia in 2003 released an estimated 15 million tonnes of carbon dioxide. That's about half the amount that could be saved if every Canadian took the public challenge to reduce their annual emissions by one tonne each by using less energy.

We don't even want to stop forest fires all together, because they do some good ecological things. But can we reduce them?

We already catch and put out some 97 per cent of forest fires in Canada while they're less than 200 hectares large, says Brian Stocks, a fire expert with the Canadian Forest Service of Natural Resources Canada.

Yet the three per cent that get away cause 97 per cent of the damage, he said.

They're often fires that break out in extremely dry and hot conditions, or at multiple points (for instance, in a bad lightning storm.)

The National Forest Strategy Coalition, representing forestry companies, government, native groups and conservationists, is discussing the issue this week in Toronto.

