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1 THE ISSUE: DEVELOPING A WILDLIFE DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT SYSTEM
FOR BRITISH COLUMBIA

1.1 Background

The value of a diverse and dynamic wildlife resource goes beyond economics and sentimentality. We, as
resource managers, have a stewardship or moral obligation to manage wildlife wisely. Wildlife plays a key
role in ensuring ecological sustainability. Thus, an approach to management that will encompass diversity
of wildlife and their habitats will provide a firm support for ensuring healthy ecosystems and pursuing
sustainable development for the future. Diversity can be defined simply as the richness and diversity of life
within a geographic area (e.g., stand, watershed, ecoprovince).1 Wildlife habitat diversity is created by the
abundance and arrangement of different plant communities and geographic features within a specific area,
thereby providing habitat structure for a variety of wildlife species. Maintaining a variety of wildlife habitats
ensures species richness and promotes population stability. Wildlife habitat diversity is also a key factor in
maintaining viable populations of wildlife (Brown 1985).

The mission of B.C. Environment’s wildlife program is to maintain an optimum balance between
ecological, cultural, economic, and recreational needs of modern society. The wildlife program has recently
compiled a set of goals and objectives that better identify the concern for ecological sustainability of wildlife
and their habitats; these will undergo public and political scrutiny as part of the Provincial Wildlife Strategy
(presently in review). The principal goals of the wildlife management program are:

1. to maintain and enhance wildlife and their habitats to ensure an abundant, diverse, and self-
sustaining wildlife resource throughout British Columbia;

2. to maintain, enhance, and promote viewing and appreciation of wildlife in their habitats;

3. to maintain, enhance, and promote recreational opportunities to hunt game species in their
habitats;

4. to facilitate commercial uses of wildlife; and

5. to protect people and their properties from intolerable levels of danger, damage, or harassment by
wildlife.

A promising approach for providing information to managers interested in managing for wildlife
diversity is being produced by the Wildlife Fish Habitat Relationship (WFHR) program in the National
Forests of the United States. The Wildlife Habitat Handbook program was initiated several years ago in
British Columbia, following these American efforts, to provide provincial managers with the capability to
make better analyses and decisions in meeting objectives for wildlife diversity through the application of
species-habitat tools.

One such effort is the primary focus of the Wildlife Habitat Handbook program. This is a package of
‘‘tools’’ that can be used to analyze the impact of habitat change on a selection of wildlife species,
specifically at a watershed or subregional scale. Guiding principles for this project are that it must:

• be easy to use

• be based on existing information

• consider all wildlife species

• consider all essential habitat requirements for species

• be linked to current inventories of forest resources

• be useable by forest and habitat managers

• be computer-based and available in Ministry of Environment, Lands and Parks regions and Ministry
of Forests regions and districts

1 Salwasser, H. 1986. Forest diversity: don’t leave the forest without it! In Habitat Futures. B.C. Min. For., Victoria, B.C. Draft report.
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• be useful at a variety of scales and planning levels

• provide a way of evaluating changes in species diversity for a variety of forest management options

1.2 Diversity of the Resources

British Columbia has a land area of almost 95 million ha, with a diverse physiography, climate, fauna, and
flora. About 90% of the province is in the mountainous Canadian Cordillera, while the northeastern corner is
in the flatter Interior plains region. Of the five ecological domains described for North America (Bailey 1980),
three are present in British Columbia. There are 10 ecoprovinces (see Figure 1), which are subcontinental-
level units based on major differences in macroclimate−physiography interactions and resulting in charac-
teristic combinations of vegetation zones on a vertical transect (Demarchi et al. 1990). The natural
vegetation, superimposed on this landscape, has a wide variety of successional stages and land uses. This
results in a highly complex and varied mosaic of habitats.

FIGURE 1. Ecoprovinces of British Columbia.
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The vertebrate fauna is composed of at least 1081 species, including 451 fishes, 19 reptiles, 20
amphibians, 448 birds, and 143 mammals (Cannings and Harcombe 1990). The majority of the latter four
classes are nonmarine, with a strong affinity to terrestrial systems and forested land. Many of our species
are not found in other parts of Canada (Figure 2). In addition to using wildlife for recreational and
commercial purposes, British Columbians benefit from its presence, whether or not they encounter animals
in the field. It is part of our heritage, and its existence adds to the variety and richness of citizens’ lives. It is
evident that British Columbia’s wildlife heritage is highly valued and extensively used. Wildlife not only
enhances the everyday life of most residents, but is a vital contributor to the economic health of the
provincial economy.

FIGURE 2. Percentages of Canadian wildlife species found in British Columbia.
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