
This has been a challenging year for people and the planet. 
As the COVID-19 pandemic raged on, climate change brought 
record-breaking drought and heat waves, catastrophic wildfires, 
and floods to our corner of the world. The rain that was so 
desperately needed in the summer is now falling with such 
intensity that there are floods and landslides. Many of us living 
on the islands in the Salish Sea have been impacted in some 
way by these events. 

As I travelled from island to island, covenant to covenant this 
year, I heard from you that water levels in freshwater habitats 
were the lowest in memory. I marked widespread foliage 
dieback on trees and shrubs, and witnessed the signs of heat 
and drought stress on intertidal communities and wildlife. 

As covenant owners, I know you care about the health of the 
natural world and can imagine the despair you might feel 
at seeing the impacts of climate change hit home. But take 
heart—you are making a difference! 

Thanks to you there were refuges of shade and fresh water 
for wildlife in need this summer, natural riparian buffers 
to weather the flooding this fall, forests to capture carbon 
from the atmosphere, and wetlands to store valuable 
rainwater. 

Your covenant provides a protected 
area that allows nature the space it 
needs to adapt to climate change. 
Read on to learn about some of the 
ways you can care for the land and 
continue to amplify its benefits for 
nature.

Thank you for your ongoing  
contribution to conservation, 

Islands Trust Conservancy’s New 
Species at Risk Program

In 2020, Islands Trust Conservancy received a generous boost 
of funding from the Federal Government to launch a program 
to help address conservation of species and ecosystems at 
risk in the Islands Trust Area. Islands Trust Conservancy 
currently manages habitat for at least 25 federally listed 
species (and many more provincially listed species) across 
its network of 111 protected areas. 

In 2021, we hired our new Species at Risk Program Coordinator, 
Wendy Tyrrell, to kick off this program. In addition to supporting 
outreach, education and collaborations with local conservan-
cies and First Nations, the new Species at Risk Program will 
enable on-the-ground surveys, monitoring, management and 
restoration of critical habitat. 

This support also includes providing assistance to covenant 
owners interested in protecting species at risk within their 
covenant. To learn more about the Species at Risk Program 
and share ideas for potential projects for your covenant, 
contact your covenants manager, Jemma Green —  
jgreen@islandstrust.bc.ca.
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Managing English Holly

This holiday favourite is spreading more than 
good cheer

English holly (Ilex aquafolium) is a small tree/shrub native 
to Europe, northern Africa, and Asia. Though it continues 
to be sold and planted in B.C. as a garden ornamental, holly 
has become a widespread and common invader of forests 
in the Islands Trust area. Holly can tolerate a wide variety of 
shade, soil, and moisture conditions. Its ability to spread using 
suckers from roots and seeds dispersed by birds, people and 
other animals has made it very successful as an invader and 
competitor.  

English holly is an invasive species that negatively impacts 
native plant diversity. Its dense foliage allows very little 
sunlight to penetrate to the ground, shading out understory 
plants and young trees. Holly also outcompetes native plants 
for available nutrients and water, and alters soil chemistry, 
making it difficult for other plants to thrive. If left unmanaged, 
English holly has the potential to spread and significantly harm 
coastal forest ecosystems.

How to spot English holly
English holly grows as a shrub or as a full-sized tree up to 16 
metres tall. You can identify it by its thick, glossy, dark green 
leaves often fringed with sharp spines, white blossoms in 
spring, and clusters of bright red berries in autumn and winter. 
Smaller plants can be confused with both dull and tall Oregon-
grape (Mahonia nervosa, Mahonia aquifolium), two native 
shrubs with similarly shaped glossy leaves. You can differentiate 
Oregon-grape species by their thinner, lighter-green leaves 
with less pronounced spines, bright yellow clusters of blossoms 
in spring, and grey-blue berries in summer.

How to remove and dispose of English holly 
(Based on Metro Vancouver’s Best Management Practices for 
English Holly in the Metro Vancouver Region)

• The best way to control English holly is to prevent its 
spread. Be careful not to transport plant parts or 
berries on footwear, clothing or tools.

• Holly can be removed at any time of year. 

• Whichever method you use, (1) take care to remove 
the entire root system, as holly can re-sprout from root 
fragments, (2) properly dispose of stems and branches, 
which can send out roots if left in contact with the soil, 
and (3) have a plan in place to contain the spread of 
berries.

• Pull small holly (stem thinner than 3 cm) when the soil 
is moist. If the plant is resistant to pulling, it may help to 
loosen the soil around it with a shovel or pick.

• Dig out larger holly (trunks up to 10 cm) using a  
specialized, manually operated tool that removes the 
entire plant, roots and all. 

• If you have larger holly trees, talk to your covenant 
holders about control options. 

• Successive visits and monitoring are crucial for success-
ful control of English holly. This persistent plant can sucker 
from cut stumps, re-sprout from roots or plant parts left 
behind, or germinate from the seedbank.

• Safe disposal: Plant parts without berries should be 
chipped or taken to an industrial compost facility. 
Because holly berries may not be killed even by the high 
temperatures of industrial composters, plant parts with 
berries should be carefully transported off site on tarps or 
in bags to the nearest dump where it is accepted. Do not 
pile holly biomass on site as this poses a fire hazard.

What to grow instead
According to the Habitat Acquisition Trust’s Invasive Plants 
in Your Garden guide, Red Elderberry (Sambucus racemosa 
pubens) and Oregon-grape are great native alternatives to 
plant in place of holly in our region. 

photo: muffet (cc by 2.0)

Red Elderberry (left) and Oregon-grape.  
photos: mick thompson (cc by-nc 2.0); brewbooks (cc by-sa 2.0)
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Habitat Piles: A Win-Win Situation for 
Conservation and Fire Risk Reduction

Our previous issue of Caring for Your Conservation Covenant 
discussed forest-friendly ways to reduce the risk of wildfire in 
the area surrounding your home. One of the recommendations 
was to remove small woody debris (under six inches in diameter), 
like fallen branches, to reduce the volume of dry, easily ignited 
“fuels”. Most conservation covenants restrict removal of 
woody debris without prior covenant holder permission, for 
the reason that this activity disrupts the natural process of 
nutrient cycling in the forest and should only be done carefully 
and in moderation. This remains true; however, the current 
reality is that wildfire suppression, historic logging practices, 
and other human impacts have impaired the natural process 
of nutrient cycling at the landscape scale, resulting in accumu-
lation of small woody debris. One management strategy that 
both respects the spirit of the covenant and helps reduce 
the risk of wildfire is the creation of habitat piles.

Habitat piles are structures built of naturally fallen branches, 
boughs, and twigs that provide habitat for countless species 
of birds, mammals, reptiles, amphibians, insects, fungi, and 
plants. Fallen and decaying wood is an essential component of 
a healthy forest, providing the food, shelter, or growing condi-
tions that forest-dependent species require for their life cycles. 
A well-placed habitat pile provides a shady, cool, moist refuge 
for wildlife while promoting decay of the wood itself.

These same conditions are 
what make habitat piles more 
fire-resistant than an exposed, 
continuous dry layer of small 
woody debris (photo at right). 
While there is always some fire 
risk when dealing with brush 
piles, the odds of a well-placed, 
isolated pile having the right 
conditions to burn, or ignite, 
or send sparks to a distant 
habitat pile are relatively low. 
Additional regulations regarding 
fire safety should always be 
adhered to. 

Follow these design recommendations from the Northwest 
Natural Resource Group to maximize the ecological and safety 
benefits of any habitat piles you build:

spacing

• Aim for two to three habitat piles per acre 

• Space them no closer than 30 metres apart

• No pile should be placed within 30 metres of human 
structures, trails or roads

placement

• If possible, place your habitat piles within 10 metres of 
a freshwater source to benefit amphibians and other 
semi-aquatic species

• Build your habitat piles in the shade to create a cool 
retreat during hot summer months

• If possible, piles should be placed within a gap in the forest 
and/or well away from trees

• Avoid placing your habitat piles: in areas of high human 
activity (e.g. along roads and trails); in areas that are 
already very cool or wet; at the base of trees or within 
reach of a tree’s crown or lower branches; in areas where 
rare or at-risk plants would get smothered; or anywhere it 
would pose a fire hazard.

size

• Habitat piles will serve the greatest diversity of species if 
they are approximately 3.5 metres wide at the base and 
two metres tall, though smaller piles are also beneficial 
habitat.

materials

• Form a base by placing larger branches (at least 4 inches 
diameter) on the ground in four to six perpendicular 
(crisscross) layers. This structure forms tunnels by which 
smaller creatures can escape predators. 

• Top with at least 18 inches (six to ten layers) of finer 
branches and boughs. These materials can provide ground 
nesting birds with forage, protective cover, and even 
nesting habitat.

Caution: Allow Douglas-fir branches to dry for at least one 
season before using in your habitat pile — if your Douglas-fir 
wood is piled while green, it may attract undesirable beetles.

Check out Northwest Natural Resource Group’s online 
video tutorial on building habitat piles for more detailed 
instructions.

Habitat pile. photo: blog.duncraft.com

An example of small, woody debris 
build-up
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Build on your Conservation Legacy by 
supporting the Opportunity Fund
What do Cape Roger Curtis Conservation Area on Bowen 
Island, St. John Point Regional Park on Mayne Island, and Salish 
View Nature Reserve on Lasqueti Island have in common?  
They were all awarded an Opportunity Fund Grant to help 
kick-start their protection.

Since 2005, hundreds of people have contributed a total of 
$104,000 to Islands Trust Conservancy’s Opportunity Fund. 
These funds were delivered to our conservation partners at 
critical times. Whether it was to provide help for legal fees, 
assessments, or surveying, donations to the Opportunity Fund 
has helped to advance land conservation projects at pivotal 
moments. Grants averaging a modest $3,700 have had a 
remarkable impact over the past 16 years.

Every little bit helps when it comes to tipping the scale in 
favour of land conservation.

The Opportunity Fund has seen a sudden surge in demand in 
the past year. While we are happy to have been able to support 
a number of worthwhile projects, the Opportunity Fund has 
now been depleted. We are having to turn down requests for 
grants from local conservancies and landowners presenting 
incredible opportunities to preserve and protect special places 
on beloved islands.

Our response has been to step up fundraising and to build on 
our successes. We hope that our community of conservation 
covenant owners—some of whom have made use of the 
Opportunity Fund themselves—will consider joining the 
effort to replenish the Opportunity Fund. 

To donate to the Opportunity Fund,  
visit islandstrust.bc.ca/donate-to-conservancy/,  
or contact Carla Funk at 250-405-5171 or  
cfunk@islandstrust.bc.ca. 

Garry oak acorn. photo: kristine mayes

Supporters of the Opportunity Fund 
have helped create a $47 million dollar 
conservation legacy on the islands of 
the Salish Sea. Help us continue to 
support land conservation by people 
like you, who want to continue to 
preserve and protect special places on 
these islands for generations to come.  

Communications and Engagement 
Survey — We STILL want to hear  
from you!
Since we launched the Communications and Engagement 
Survey in spring 2020, we’ve heard from 13 of you about your 
preferences—how often you want to hear from us, what 
communication medium(s) you prefer, what information you 
want, and if/how you would like to engage in the management 
of your conservation lands. This is a good start, but we want to 
hear from all 77 covenant owners! 

Please take a few minutes to complete this short survey.  
Thank you!

hands-heart
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