Forest Protection: Managing Insects, Disease and Fire 
in Newfoundland and Labrador’s forests
The Department of Natural Resources works with the forest sector to maintain healthy forests and protect this valuable resource from pests, disease and fire. The Forest Insect and Disease Control Section manages forest insect and disease outbreaks in Newfoundland & Labrador, and Forest Engineering and Industry Services maintains the provincial overview and coordinates various aspects of forest fire protection and control.

Healthy forests are vital to overall ecosystem management, biodiversity and environmental health – and to the economic benefits this renewable resource brings to the people of Newfoundland and Labrador. That’s why controlling natural disturbances such as wildfires, insect pests and diseases is so important.

“Pest management can be a sensitive issue, and yet it’s an essential aspect of forest management, particularly for sustainable forestry,” says Hubert Crummey, supervisor of Forest Insect and Disease Control with the Department of Natural Resources - Forestry Services Division. “In protecting the forest, there is always a fine balance between having minimal impacts on non-target organisms and offsetting the serious effects of forest insect pests, particularly during population outbreaks.” 

Past outbreaks of naturally occurring insects such as the spruce budworm and hemlock looper have caused extensive defoliation and damage in Newfoundland & Labrador’s forests over the years, affecting the way our forests look today. 

Using an Integrated Pest Management (IPM) approach, forest managers find a balance between controlling pests and disease, and protecting the rest of the forest. This approach has two components. Insect surveys are conducted to detect, assess, interpret and evaluate potential pest problems. These surveys are then analyzed to advise, recommend, develop, implement and evaluate what, if any, control action is required. 

“Under this IPM approach, we utilize the best available effective and efficient control tools or products that conform to the principles of sustainable forest management, while acknowledging the constraints of a diminishing forest land base, increasing environmental concerns, and an on-going decline in available pest management options,” says Crummey. 

A key component of the IPM approach is pest research, which studies a specific insect species’ biology to determine the natural factors that influence the population, and ultimately, may be used to control the population naturally.  

The IPM approach’s success is evident in the fight against the balsam fir sawfly. This naturally occurring insect defoliates second-growth balsam fir stands and, in particular, stands of trees that have been thinned prior to harvest. Government and the pulp and paper industry have invested more than $300 million into silviculture activity over the past three decades, but from 1991 to 2006, the sawfly infestation progressively moved from Stephenville to the Bonne Bay – Deer Lake area. Since the outbreak began, the province has lost an estimated 400,000 cubic metres of incremental growth.
“Various control products were tested on a limited trial basis from 1997 to 2002, but were not pursued due to lack of effectiveness or because of potential environmental concerns,” says Crummey.   

As part of the larger IPM initiative to address this problem, the Canadian Forest Service (CFS Atlantic) studied the naturally occurring balsam fir sawfly disease NeabNPV (nucleopolyhedrovirus), which occurs in western Newfoundland sawfly populations and can cause the population to collapse naturally.  

Successful field trials and testing culminated in a new control product called Abietiv™. Sawfly larvae ingest this product and in turn produce more NPV, infecting more of their own populations. This product specifically targets the sawfly species and has no impact on humans or other organisms. 
“Reducing sawfly population levels will help preserve growth and the substantial dollar investment made in establishing these areas to intensively manage the forest,” says Crummey. “The sawfly program is the successful culmination of an integrated pest management approach to dealing with a serious problem affecting the forest resource.”

In case of fire 
The Fire Management and Coordination section cooperates with Regional Services to protect Newfoundland and Labrador’s forests from naturally occurring or manmade fires. 
The province boasts a modern forest firefighting infrastructure, including a Provincial Forest Fire Equipment and Maintenance Facility in Gander, and a state-of-the art hose drying, testing and repair facility. It also operates six CL-215 Air Tankers and a Cessna spotter. Four long-range helicopters are on full-time standby and others are hired as needed. This equipment is used for initial attacks and to support ground crews – approximately 100 field staff – located in 26 depots throughout the island and Labrador.
A computerized forest fire information system, use of firefighting foam, Incident Command System training for fire staff, and new systems and procedures such as alert codes all help in the fight against forest fires. An Incident Commander (IC) handles fire coordination, and oversees the initial attacks and deploys equipment and personnel as required on project fires. Duty officers in the province’s Forest Management Districts and in Forestry Services Headquarters are also involved in the effort, and work with the Canadian Interagency Forest Fire Centre (CIFFC), for additional operations services such as aircraft, manpower, and equipment when needed.

Human resources are the most important part of the province’s wild fire response effort, with fire fighters receiving the best possible training in both fire fighting techniques and personal fitness. 

“The health and fitness of forest firefighters has never played such an important role in forest firefighting as it does today,” says Eric Earle, supervisor of Fire Management and Coordination. “The demands and responsibilities associated with fighting forest fires make it an extremely challenging occupation.”

To fight forest fires safely and effectively, “initial attack” forest firefighters must be able to undertake strenuous physical activity for extended periods of time, often under dangerous and stressful conditions. 
“Being fit is also very important as it provides forest firefighters with the ability to work in a manner that does not impair their own health and safety, or that of their fellow workers.”

Upon successful completion of a medical evaluation, new entrants into the fire program undergo a fitness test based on a national guideline adopted by the Canadian Interagency Forest Fire Center (CIFFC), which is available to forest firefighting agencies across the country.

The fitness test is comprised of three components designed to simulate forest firefighting activities, including a 4.8-kilometre walk while wearing at 20-kilogram back pack, carrying a pump 100 meters, and a fire hose carry requiring a 27.22 kg hose to be carried a distance of 300 meters. 
By introducing this new physical fitness requirement to new entrants into the fire program, the Department of Natural Resources believes it is enhancing the level of forest fire protection in the province, while fostering a greater awareness about the benefits resulting from being physically fit.
For more information on Sustainable Forest Management in Newfoundland and Labrador, please contact Forest Resources Headquarters, Fortis Building, P.O. Box 2006, Corner Brook, NL, A2H 6J8. Phone: 709-637-2349/2284 or visit www.gov.nl.ca/forestry.
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