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Introduction
The Metro Vancouver Regional District (MVRD, 
operating as Metro Vancouver) consists of 21 
municipalities, one Electoral Area and one Treaty First 
Nation. Metro Vancouver is responsible for managing 
air quality in the region and regulating the discharge 
of air contaminants under authority delegated by 
the provincial government in the British Columbia 
Environmental Management Act (EMA). Currently, 
Metro Vancouver manages air emissions from open-air 
burning of vegetative debris by issuing a site-specific 
approval under the Greater Vancouver Regional 
District (GVRD) Air Quality Management Bylaw No. 
1082, 2008 (Bylaw 1082). Approvals for emissions from 
a particular site can only be issued for a cumulative 
period of up to 15 months (including any renewals) as 
stipulated in EMA and Bylaw 1082. 

Metro Vancouver conducted initial engagement on a 
potential regulation to manage emissions from open-
air burning between November 2019 and August 
2020. Metro Vancouver is undertaking a second phase 
of consultation on a potential emission regulation as 
an alternative approach to managing air contaminant 

emissions from open-air burning. This discussion 
paper presents proposals that are being considered 
for inclusion in a potential emission regulation. Under 
the proposal for a regulation, a person wanting to 
conduct an open-air burn that would not meet the 
requirements of the emission regulation would still be 
able to apply for a site specific approval.

The Climate 2050 Strategic Framework identifies 
the need to reduce agricultural emissions, such 
as those from open-air burning, to reduce the 
impacts of climate change. The current Integrated 
Air Quality and Greenhouse Gas Management Plan 
and the next Clean Air Plan that is currently under 
development include actions for Metro Vancouver to 
reduce emissions from open-air burning. Reducing 
harmful air contaminant emissions will help improve 
air quality for the region, to protect human health 
and the environment. The development of emission 
regulations for agriculture, industry, and business 
will help to accelerate emission reductions in these 
sectors and are part of the overarching approaches to 
achieve regional air quality and climate targets.

Purpose
The purpose of this discussion paper is to:

• Provide information about the environmental and 
health impacts of smoke emissions from open-air 
burning in Metro Vancouver;

• Describe proposals for a potential regulation 
to reduce emissions from open-air burning of 
vegetative debris; and

• Support consultation and encourage feedback from 
affected and interested parties on proposals for a 
potential regulation to manage air emissions from 
open-air burning. 

For the purpose of this regulatory initiative, open-air 
burning is defined as the combustion of vegetative 
debris (such as branches, stalks, and other pieces 
of vegetative matter with or without leaves) that is 
conducted outside a structure and does not vent to a 
chimney or stack.

An emission regulation would offer a simpler 
alternative to the approval or permit process, which 
is the current method for authorizing emissions from 
open-air burning of vegetative debris. If an emission 
regulation is adopted by the MVRD Board, a person 
will have the option to conduct an open-air burn in 
compliance with the requirements of the regulation, 
rather than their only option for burning being to 
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seek a site-specific approval for the open-air burn. 
A person must also separately ensure their own 
compliance with municipal regulations and any other 
legal restrictions. Under the proposal, if a person 
cannot meet the requirements in Metro Vancouver’s 
emission regulation and still wishes to conduct 
an open-air burn, they would be required to seek 
authorization through an approval or permit issued 
under Bylaw 1082. 

This discussion paper may be of interest to:

• members of the public affected by emissions from 
open-air burning; 

• persons who conduct agricultural or open-air 
burning activities;

• businesses involved in land clearing, land 
development, construction and landscaping;

• businesses providing services of collection, 
recycling, and processing of vegetative debris; 

• forestry operations;

• consultants, manufacturers and distributors of 
equipment that provide services for open-air 
burning activities, such as air emission control;

• manufacturers and distributors of equipment used 
to reduce the size of vegetative debris;

• local Indigenous communities;

• provincial ministries;

• Metro Vancouver’s member jurisdictions;

• agricultural advisory committees;

• municipal fire departments;

• public health experts; and

• other interested parties affected by potential 
regulatory proposals related to open-air  
burning activities or by air quality in the  
Metro Vancouver region.

This discussion paper was drafted in the first half of 
2021, and is being introduced for public, stakeholder, 
and government comment during the COVID-19 
pandemic response. Metro Vancouver assesses 
work plans on a case by case basis to determine 
if the COVID-19 pandemic response requires an 
adjustment to any work plans, including engagement 
components. For air quality and climate change 
programs and initiatives, this means continuing 
with work plans that protect human health and 
the environment, but adjusting how we approach 
engagement to focus on online and mail consultation 
opportunities.

A consultation program will allow Metro Vancouver 
to inform interested parties and the public of the 
proposals for regulating emissions from open-
air burning activities described in this discussion 
paper and to receive feedback. Representatives of 
interested parties and the public will be invited to 
provide feedback between July and October 2021.   
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Defining the Problem

Smoke Emissions and their Effects

Smoke is emitted when wood or other organic matter 
burns inefficiently. Open-air burning of vegetative 
debris is usually inefficient and produces smoke at a 
rate significantly higher than controlled combustion.  

Smoke is a complex mixture of harmful air 
contaminants including fine particles (PM2.5) and 
many gases such as carbon monoxide (CO), nitrogen 
oxides (NOx), and volatile organic compounds (VOCs). 
Smoke contains smaller quantities of other harmful 
compounds such as benzene, acrolein, formaldehyde, 
and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs). Fine 
particles are associated with health issues that include 
bronchitis, asthma, emphysema, pneumonia and 
heart disease. Infants, children, pregnant women, 
the elderly, and people who already have respiratory 
illnesses, heart problems or other chronic diseases are 
most at risk, and healthy adults can also be affected. 
Research has shown there is no known threshold 
below which the fine particles in smoke have no 
health effects. This means it is important to minimize 
the amount of smoke produced and reduce exposure 
to it.  

BC Centre for Disease Control (BCCDC) notes that 
there is strong evidence that exposure to air pollution 
increases susceptibility to and severity of respiratory 
viral infections, including COVID-19, by decreasing 
immune function. Evidence also suggests that air 
pollution from combustion sources is most strongly 
associated with the increased risk of viral infection, 
particularly vehicle emissions and biomass burning. 
While the focus to prevent the spread of infection 
and reduce the number of COVID-19 cases remains 
on safety measures and physical distancing, keeping 
our air as clean as possible will also help to protect 
the population during the pandemic. The BCCDC has 
previously recommended implementing measures 
that help to reduce excess air pollution in populated 
airsheds across the province. 

In addition to its effects on health, smoke emissions 
also impact the environment. At the local level, 
emissions of PM2.5, NOx and VOCs in smoke can 
contribute to visual air quality degradation, which 
can range from the formation of a regional haze 
that obscures distant views to dense smoke that can 
cause immediate safety concerns. At the global level, 
emissions from open-air burning may contribute 
to climate change due to the release of short-lived 
climate forcers such as black carbon (soot) particles 
and ground-level ozone, which is formed from VOCs 
and NOx. 

Regional Sources of Smoke

Sources of smoke in the region include open-air 
burning of vegetative debris, indoor residential wood 
burning, industrial combustion sources, wood-fired 
ovens, biomass boilers, campfires, special event fires 
and wildfires. Thousands of open-air burning events 
occur in various sizes across the region each year. 

Open-Air Burning of Vegetative 
Debris

Open-air burning is used to dispose of vegetative 
debris generated by land clearing activities, 
agricultural land management, residential property 
maintenance and forestry practices. Due to Metro 
Vancouver’s population density, smoke emissions from 
open-air burning tend to impact a greater number 
of people than in more rural areas of the province. 
Furthermore, open-air burns that are authorized under 
approvals are generally only authorized to occur 
during limited windows of time, which can create the 
potential for high, short-term exposure to smoke. In 
addition to health impacts, smoke has a distinctive 
odour and can irritate the eyes and respiratory 
pathways, which can negatively affect residents’ use 
and enjoyment of their environment. Metro Vancouver 
has received complaints and requests for help from 
the public related to smoke emissions from open-air 
burning.
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Individual, longer approvals or multiple, shorter 
approvals for open-air burning emissions at a 
particular site can be issued for a cumulative 
period of up to 15 months, after which Bylaw 1082 
requires authorization under a permit or an emission 
regulation. At this time, Metro Vancouver is proposing 
to authorize emissions from open-air burning through 
a potential emission regulation, as an alternative to 
the approvals process that is already used.

Best Management Practices

Best management practices can be employed to 
either avoid burning vegetative debris, or to reduce 
the amount of smoke generated by open-air burning.  
The proposed regulation would promote the use of 
best practices.  For example, vegetative debris can 
be recycled or reused instead of burned.  Depending 
on the size and type of vegetative debris, the 
material can be used for various purposes such as soil 
amendment or ground cover. 

If debris is burned, smoke can be reduced with proper 
preparation of vegetative debris prior to burning, 
such as drying the material and removing excess soil.  
Burning only when atmospheric dispersion conditions 
are good can also lower concentrations of smoke at 
ground level compared to when dispersion is poor. 
Emission control technologies, such as air curtain 
technology and forced air assistance, can also reduce 
smoke by improving the efficiency of burning. 

Air curtain technology burns vegetative debris in 
a partially-enclosed space with an open top over 
which a high-speed flow (or ‘curtain’) of air is directed 
(Figure 1). The partially-enclosed space can be an 
above-ground, self-contained unit or an excavated 
trench. The curtain of air has the effect of providing 
additional oxygen to the fire, raising the burning 
temperature and also trapping the smoke. The result 
is almost a smokeless burning activity, with a nearly 
complete combustion of all emissions. Similarly, 
forced air assistance uses blower fans to improve 
air circulation, increase burning temperatures, and 
reduce emissions.

1. Air curtain burner manifold and nozzles directing 
 high velocity air flow

2.  Refractory lined wall for self-contained or
 earthen wall for trench burning system 

3.  Debris to be burned

4.  Air flow forms a high velocity ‘curtain’ over fire

5.  Continued air flow over-oxygenates fire keeping 
 temperatures high and higher temperatures 
 provide cleaner and more complete burn

Air

1

2

4

3

5

FIGURE 1: AIR CURTAIN TECHNOLOGY
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Guiding Principles
The regulatory strategy to address regional smoke 
emissions from open-air burning aims to:

• minimize the risk to public health, the local 
environment, and the global climate from emissions 
of smoke; 

• reduce regulatory burden by simplifying the 
process for obtaining authorization of emissions 
arising from appropriate types of open-air burning;

• promote alternatives to open-air burning for the 
disposal of vegetative debris;

• require the use of best burning practices so that 
smoke emissions are reduced in circumstances 
where open-air burning activities are authorized; 
and

• recover regulatory program costs in an effective, 
fair, and efficient manner.

Working within the Legislation

Provincial Regulation

The BC Open Burning Smoke Control Regulation 
(OBSCR), a regulation under the Environmental 
Management Act (EMA), restricts open-air burning 
and defines conditions under which open-air burning 
may be allowed to be conducted in the province. 
Updates to this regulation came into effect on 
September 15, 2019. The requirements of OBSCR 
stipulate what, where, how, and when material can 
be burned. OBSCR also designates smoke sensitivity 
zones that each have specific requirements. The 
entire Metro Vancouver region has been designated 
a high smoke sensitivity zone in OBSCR. High 
smoke sensitivity zones have the most stringent 
requirements. 

Metro Vancouver’s Regulatory 
Jurisdiction and Approval Process 
for Open-Air Burning

Under Section 31 of EMA, Metro Vancouver has the 
delegated authority for air pollution control and air 
quality management within the Metro Vancouver 
region, including on industrial and agricultural land. 
EMA states that the Metro Vancouver Board “may, 
by bylaw, prohibit, regulate and otherwise control 
and prevent the discharge of air contaminants.” 

Under Greater Vancouver Regional District (GVRD) 
Air Quality Management Bylaw No. 1082, 2008 
(Bylaw 1082), Metro Vancouver exercises its air 
quality regulatory authority with a system of permits 
and approvals that apply to individual facilities and 
emission regulations that apply to types of operations 
and activities with similar characteristics. Metro 
Vancouver’s current regulatory requirements with 
respect to open-air burning of vegetative debris, set 
out under Bylaw 1082, are in addition to provincial 
OBSCR requirements. 

Bylaw 1082 prohibits the disposal of waste by burning 
or incineration unless the discharge is conducted 
strictly in accordance with a permit, approval, order, 
or an emission regulation issued or adopted by Metro 
Vancouver, or unless the burning activity is exempted 
from the prohibition. In relation to the open-air 
burning of vegetative debris, Bylaw 1082 currently 
provides a number of exemptions for fires or burns 
conducted in compliance with the Weed Control 
Act, the Wildfire Act and Fire Services Act to control 
the spread of noxious weeds, to carry out fire hazard 
abatement activities, or for fire services training 
purposes, respectively. Discharges of smoke from 
non-exempt open-air burning activities are required 
to be authorized before open-air burning activities 
take place. 
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Currently, Metro Vancouver does not have an open-
air burning emission regulation so authorizes such 
activities using site-specific approvals. Ensuring 
comprehensive compliance with Bylaw 1082 
requirements with respect to open-air burning 
activities is a significant demand on Metro Vancouver 
resources. It is labour-intensive to issue, administer 
and enforce site-specific approvals and support 
programs that provide education and outreach on 
open-air burning requirements. Additionally, feedback 
received from some approval applicants indicates 
they find the process of obtaining an approval to 
be complicated, time-consuming and costly. An 
emission regulation would aim to reduce the burden 
by authorizing open-air burning activities that meet 
all specified requirements. Metro Vancouver can be 
more restrictive in implementing a regional emission 
regulation than what is required by provincial law, 
but cannot be less restrictive. In cases where the 
requirements of a regulation cannot be met, or  
if relaxation of certain requirements is sought (such  
as the relaxation of the requirement to burn only  
when the Open Burning Advisory message allows 
open-air burning activities), emissions from open-
air burning would need to be authorized under an 
approval or permit. 

Municipal Bylaws

All Metro Vancouver municipalities have bylaws 
that include restrictions and conditions on open-
air burning activities. These are primarily focused 
on establishing fire control and safety within their 
jurisdictions, rather than on health or air quality 
effects. Variations among the municipal bylaws 
throughout the region have resulted in a lack of 
consistency in open-air burning practices and 
reporting. Anybody who wishes to conduct open-air 
burning must also comply with local, municipal, and 
fire department requirements.  

Path Forward

All the above listed regulatory tools from various levels 
of government support Metro Vancouver’s regional 
management of smoke emissions from open-air 
burning. However, gaps exist, because these measures 
include variations in restrictions and exemptions. This 
discussion paper proposes a region-wide regulatory 
mechanism to reduce smoke emissions from open-
air burning in Metro Vancouver in order to minimize 
impacts on air quality, health, and the environment 
and provide a simpler alternative to the current 
approvals approach. Open-air burning activities would 
continue to need to comply with local and provincial 
requirements, prohibitions and fire bans.
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Register property 
(once per year)

Try to minimize 
amount being 
burned

Check distance 
from receptors 
and applicable 
requirements

Notify 
neighbours 
and Metro 
Vancouver

Call MV 
Open Burning 
Advisory to 
check if OK 
to burn

Burn in 
accordance with 
requirements

Retain records 
for one year

PRELIMINARY ACTION BEFORE BURNING WHILE BURNING AFTER BURNING

Eligibility
All types of properties where 
open-air burning of vegetative 
debris generated on-site occurs: 
• using air curtain technology or 
• in up to 2 piles of 0.6 - 2 m in 
 height and 0.75 - 3 m for the
 largest horizontal dimension

Proposed Regulatory Requirements
Metro Vancouver is seeking feedback from stakeholders representing different perspectives on proposals for a 
potential regulation to manage smoke emissions from open-air burning of vegetative debris (see Figure 2 and 
Table 1, page 11 for an overview). 

FIGURE 2. OVERVIEW OF PROPOSED STEPS FOR COMPLYING WITH THE  REGULATION
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TABLE 1: SUMMARY OF PROPOSED REQUIREMENTS

What is proposed? What is involved? What do the proposed requirements apply to?

Registration Register site address or renew 
registration at any time in a 
calendar year.

Pay applicable fee.

Open-air burning of clean, seasoned vegetative  
debris generated on-site within 5 km of the fire, except

• fires that are less than 0.6 m in height and less than 
0.75 m for the largest horizontal dimension,

• concurrent burning of three or more piles each not 
larger than 2 m in height and 3 m for the largest 
horizontal dimension,

• burning of piles larger than 2 m in height and 3 m for 
the largest horizontal dimension, and

• burning debris from dry land sorts.

or Burning that uses air curtain technology.

Before burning Locate burn pile to meet 
distance requirements.

No burning within 50 m of residences and businesses 
and 100 m of hospitals, schools, and community care 
facilities. Only burning of diseased vegetative debris  
or for community wildfire risk reduction between  
50 m and 100 m from residences and businesses, and 
between 100 m and 500 m from hospitals, schools, 
and community care facilities. Burning according to 
varying levels of restrictions within defined distances 
from residences, businesses, hospitals, schools, and 
community care facilities. See Figure 3.

Only burn if Metro Vancouver 
Open Burning Advisory 
message indicates it is okay to 
start or continue a burn.

All burns done under proposed regulation.

Notify neighbours and  
Metro Vancouver.

All burns done under proposed regulation.

Burn initiation Start burning only within 
defined hours.

All burns done under proposed regulation.

Limit burning to no more than 
12 days per year and 6 days 
per month.

Comply with burn bans and 
municipal and fire department 
regulations.

After burning Keep records for one year. All burns done under proposed regulation

The regulation must be as restrictive as OBSCR, but feedback on additional requirements proposed will be taken 
into consideration during bylaw development.  

Metro Vancouver’s proposals align with OBSCR in many respects.  However, due to the region’s population 
density and air quality management priorities, additional protections are proposed. 
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Table 2 outlines the areas of the proposed regulation that will mirror requirements in OBSCR and the areas 
for which Metro Vancouver is proposing more stringent requirements. Details of Metro Vancouver’s proposed 
regulatory requirements follow Table 2.

TABLE 2: COMPARISON OF BC OPEN BURNING SMOKE CONTROL REGULATION (OBSCR) TO METRO VANCOUVER’S  

PROPOSED OPEN-AIR BURNING EMISSION REGULATION

Topic BC Open Burning Smoke Control 
Regulation (OBSCR) Requirements

Proposed Metro Vancouver Requirements 
(Open to Feedback)

Registration 
and associated 
costs

None Initial fee: $100-$250

Renewal fee: $50-$100

Lower range of fees applies to  
agricultural operations

Notifying 
relevant parties 
about open-
air burning 
activities

No later than 24 hours before the start of 
open-air burning, all reasonable efforts 
must be made to notify neighbours 
(residences, businesses, schools, 
hospitals, and community care facilities) 
when:

• minimum distances between open-air 
burning and receptors are reduced

• diseased vegetative debris is being 
open-air burned

• open-air burning to reduce community 
wildfire risk is being conducted

Neighbours must be notified of pending 
open-air burning activities as per OBSCR 
requirements.

Metro Vancouver must be notified by email 
or phone of pending open-air burning 
activities when OBSCR requires notification 
of neighbours, plus when using one or 
more air curtain burners.

Smoke 
dispersion

Ventilation forecast for the area in which 
open-air burning is located must be 
obtained on the day, but before, the 
open burning starts.

Instead of the ventilation index, Metro 
Vancouver’s Open Burning Advisory 
message must be checked on the day, but 
before, open burning starts.

Preparing 
material to be 
burned

Strategies and techniques to minimize 
smoke are listed and “seasoned debris” 
is defined.

Same as OBSCR

Transportation 
of materials

Material to be burned can be moved 
only within 5 km of its origin.

Only material generated on the registered 
property and within 5 km of its origin can 
be burned.

Use of 
accelerants

An accelerant must be used if diseased 
material is not seasoned.

Same as OBSCR
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Topic BC Open Burning Smoke Control 
Regulation (OBSCR) Requirements

Proposed Metro Vancouver Requirements 
(Open to Feedback)

Frequency of 
burns

Maximum of 12 days or portions of days 
per year, and 6 days or portions of day 
per month for land parcels smaller than 
64 hectares

Maximum frequency of burning stated in 
OBSCR applies to all sizes of land parcels in 
Metro Vancouver.

Duration of 
burns

• Starts not earlier than one hour  
after sunrise

• Various end times as defined  
in OBSCR

Same as OBSCR

Minimum 
distances 
between open-
air burns and 
receptors

• 500 m from residences and businesses

• 1,000 m from schools, hospitals, and 
community care facilities 

• Reduced setbacks of 100 m from 
residences and businesses and 
500 m from schools, hospitals, and 
community care facilities allowed if 
defined conditions are met

Fires must be set back from residences, 
businesses, schools, hospitals and 
community care facilities to various 
minimum distances depending on the type 
of material burned and type of burning. 
The proposed requirements are more 
stringent than OBSCR. See Figure 3,  
page 17.

Smoke 
sensitivity zone 
locations

All of Metro Vancouver is considered a 
high smoke sensitivity zone.  High smoke 
sensitivity zones set additional defined 
conditions for burning within certain 
distances from residences, businesses, 
schools, hospitals, and community  
care facilities.

Same smoke sensitivity zone as in OBSCR, 
with more stringent defined conditions 
for burning within certain distances from 
residences, businesses, schools, hospitals, 
and community care facilities.

Air curtain 
technology

May be used under defined operating 
and performance conditions.

Same as OBSCR, plus must notify 
Metro Vancouver when using air curtain 
technology.

Disposal of 
diseased 
vegetative 
debris

Must be verified and burned based on 
defined requirements.

Same as OBSCR, plus the District Director 
would confirm in writing that open-
air burning of the vegetative debris 
is necessary to stop the spread of the 
pathogen or insect listed in Schedule 1.

Wildfire risk 
reduction

Defined allowances of activities to reduce 
wildfire risk, such as controlled burns.

Same as OBSCR, plus open-air burning 
must be attended at all times.

When records 
are required

Records required when open-air burning 
involves one or more category 3 open 
fires or uses one or more air curtain 
incinerators.

Records required for any open-air burning 
activity covered by the regulation except 
for short duration burns of pieces less than 
3 cm in diameter.
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Topic BC Open Burning Smoke Control 
Regulation (OBSCR) Requirements

Proposed Metro Vancouver Requirements 
(Open to Feedback)

Items recorded • Burn registration number, if one 
has been issued under the Wildfire 
Regulation. 

• If no burn registration number has 
been issued, name, address and 
contact information and geographic 
location of the area in which the open 
burning is taking place. 

• Any decisions related to substituted 
requirements made under section 29 
that apply to the open burning.

• Any ventilation forecasts or custom 
ventilation forecasts obtained related 
to the open burning.

• Date on which the open burning starts.

• Number of piles or air curtain 
incinerators ignited.

• Approximate size of each pile  
of the approximate volume of  
material burned.

• Whether the open burning relates to a 
domestic or industrial purpose and, if 
it relates to an industrial purpose, the 
name of the industry.

Same items as OBSCR, plus:

• general type of material burned;

• a description of actions taken to 
minimize burning amounts by reducing, 
reusing, or recycling;

• the rationale for requiring open-air 
burning of material that was not reduced, 
reused, or recycled; and

• moisture content reading if moisture 
content was used as the method to 
confirm debris was seasoned.

Record 
retention and 
submission

Records must be retained for one year 
beginning on the start date of the open 
burning and submitted to an officer on 
request.

Same retention and submission 
requirements as OBSCR for all of the 
records required to be kept under the 
proposed Metro Vancouver regulation.

Exemptions Campfires are exempt from OBSCR. The only restriction that applies to 
campfires is to not burn salt-laden wood.

Burning of salt-laden wood in campfires 
as well as other open-air burns would be 
prohibited.

Substituted 
requirements

A director may substitute a requirement 
in the regulation to further protect the 
public or the environment.

Same as OBSCR
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Before Burning

Under a potential regulation, proposed requirements 
would have to be met before starting any burn. 
The following subsections outline the proposed 
requirements related to registering a property where 
open-air burning activities could occur, notifying 
relevant parties, and protecting the environment. 

Registration 

Registration is proposed as a simpler and less 
costly approach to providing information to Metro 
Vancouver about open-air burning activities than 
applying for multiple approvals. Any person planning 
open-air burning of vegetative debris would need 
to register with Metro Vancouver. The registration 
information required is their name and the address 
of the property where the open-air burning will take 
place. 

In cases where open-air burns do not meet the 
regulation’s requirements or when relaxation of certain 
requirements is sought, emissions would continue to 
need to be authorized under an approval or permit.

Notifying relevant parties

Notifying neighbours allows people to take 
precautions to minimize any effects from smoke 
produced during the open-air burning. OBSCR 
requires neighbours to be notified at least 24 hours in 
advance when:

• open-air burning of vegetative debris is conducted 
near residences, businesses, schools, hospitals, and 
community care facilities (see “Minimum distances 
of open-air burns from the public, page 16” 
subsection for conditions);

• diseased vegetative debris is open-air burned; and

• open-air burning to reduce community wildfire risk, 
such as controlled burns, is conducted. 

Metro Vancouver is proposing that anyone carrying 
out these open-air burning activities would also 
be required to notify Metro Vancouver by email or 
phone at least 24 hours before conducting a burn. In 
addition, Metro Vancouver would need to be notified 
when air curtain technology is used in the burning.

Topic BC Open Burning Smoke Control 
Regulation (OBSCR) Requirements

Proposed Metro Vancouver Requirements 
(Open to Feedback)

Prohibitions 
and air 
protection 
measures

A director can temporarily prohibit open-
air burning in an area.

Same as OBSCR

Dry land sorts Open burning at a dry land sort in a high 
smoke sensitivity zone must be done 
under a permit or approval.

Same as OBSCR, but must get Metro 
Vancouver approval or permit.

Additional 
requirements

n/a Open-air burning activities that cannot 
meet the requirements of the regulation 
would need to seek authorization under a 
Metro Vancouver approval or permit.
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Environmental protection considerations

Burning when atmospheric conditions allow smoke 
to disperse can reduce smoke concentrations at 
ground level. To ensure that open-air burning 
occurs only when smoke can disperse efficiently, it is 
proposed that any person planning open-air burning 
of vegetative debris would have to check Metro 
Vancouver’s Open Burning Advisory message at 
604-436-6777 after 8:30 am on the day of the planned 
open-air burning, before burning starts or continues. 
For open-air burning to be allowed, the Open Burning 
Advisory message would have to identify that a new 
burn can be started or vegetative debris can be 
added to an existing multiple-day burn in progress.

Open-air burning activities are proposed to be 
prohibited when an air quality advisory or bulletin is in 
effect to prevent smoke from open-air burning from 
further worsening air quality.

Conducting Burns

The proposed requirements for conducting an 
open-air burn under the potential regulation are 
described in the following subsections. The proposals 
relate to material preparation, timing, and location 
of burning. Since Metro Vancouver is more densely 
populated than other parts of British Columbia, some 
more stringent restrictions are proposed than those 
in OBSCR, to reduce the negative health effects of 
exposure to smoke.

Preparing material to be burned

The strategies and techniques outlined in OBSCR 
to minimize the amount of material to be open-
air burned and smoke emitted would need to be 
followed, including the requirements for material to 
be clean and seasoned and practical alternatives to 
burning to have been pursued. However, OBSCR 
allows vegetative debris to be moved within 5 km 
from its origin to be open-air burned whereas, 
under the proposed regulation, Metro Vancouver is 
proposing that vegetative debris may only be open-
air burned on the registered property on which it was 
generated and within 5 km of the location in which it 
was generated on that property. 

Requirements are proposed to apply to all sizes of 
vegetative debris, except within areas of increased 
protection around residences, businesses, schools, 
hospitals, and community care facilities where a 
maximum size limit will apply to pieces of vegetative 
debris. In addition, open-air burning of salt-laden 
wood is proposed to be prohibited under the 
regulation.

Frequency and duration of burns

As stated in OBSCR, open-air burning can be  
carried out on properties smaller than 64 hectares  
for a maximum of 12 days or portions of days per  
year and 6 days or portions of days per month.   
This maximum frequency is proposed to apply to all 
sizes of properties in Metro Vancouver. The times  
of day when open-air burning is proposed to be 
allowed aligns with the requirements in OBSCR and is 
based on when the best smoke dispersion tends  
to occur in a day.

Minimum distances of open-air burns  
from the public

Minimum distances between open-air burning activity 
and nearby residences, businesses, or other occupied 
facilities are intended to reduce the potential for 
negative effects from smoke. OBSCR defines setbacks 
from neighbouring properties for open-air burning 
activities. Open-air burning cannot be conducted 
within the minimum distances established in these 
setbacks, which are:

• at least 100 m from neighbouring residences and 
businesses; and 

• at least 500 m from hospitals, schools, and 
community care facilities (sensitive receptors). 

Exceptions to minimum distance requirements, 
such as when dealing with wildfire risk or diseased 
vegetative debris, are described in later sections, and 
are proposed to be the same as in OBSCR.

Under a potential Metro Vancouver regulation, more 
stringent conditions are proposed for these minimum 
distances (see figure 3, page 17) than are in OBSCR, 
to provide additional protection for people who are 
more likely to be sensitive to the negative health effects 
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of air contaminants in smoke. Proposed conditions 
for open-air burning to occur in the more protected 
areas (between 100 m and 500 m from neighbouring 
residences and businesses and between 500 m and 
1,000 m from sensitive receptors) are:

• vegetative debris is in a single pile before it is 
burned, unless air curtain technology is used;

• the largest horizontal dimension of the pile is not 
greater than 3 metres and the height is not more 
than 2 metres, unless air curtain technology is used;   

• a written record of the dates the debris was put into 
a pile is available on request;

• no stumps are present and individual pieces all 
have a diameter of less than 10 cm, unless air 
curtain technology is used;

• the vegetative debris is seasoned;

• the occupants of all residences and businesses, 
within 500 m of the open-air burning are notified of 
the location of the open-air burning no later than 
24 hours in advance (notification to all neighbours 
including hospitals, schools, and community care 
facilities for burning of diseased vegetative debris is 
described in the later section);

• Metro Vancouver’s Open Burning Advisory message 
is checked on the day, before open-air burning 
starts or continues;

• the Open Burning Advisory message identifies that 
a new burn can be started;

• open-air burning does not last longer than one day, 
unless air curtain technology is used;

• open-air burning starts not earlier than one hour 
after sunrise;

• open-air burning ends by 4:00 p.m. or two hours 
before sunset, whichever is later; and

• if air curtain technology is used, the amount of 
vegetative debris allowed to be burned would not 
be limited (see “Air Curtain Technology” section for 
conditions on air curtain technology use).

Open-air burning that occurs at distances greater than 
500 m from neighbouring residences and businesses 
and 1,000 m from sensitive receptors is not subject to 
these more stringent conditions.

No Open-air Burning: Most protection for sensitive populations, residences, and businesses

General Requirements: Burning must comply with Metro Vancouver regulatory conditions

PROTECTION FOR RESIDENCES 
AND BUSINESSES

PROTECTION FOR SENSITIVE POPULATIONS
Hospitals, Schools, Care Facilities

Extremely Restricted Burning: Burning limited to diseased vegetative debris and wildfire risk management

Restricted Burning: Burning limited to a duration of one day and must be limited in size, or use cleaner-burning technology
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FIGURE 3:  MINIMUM DISTANCES BETWEEN OPEN AIR BURNS AND NEIGHBOURING PROPERTIES
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Air Curtain Technology

Air curtain technology increases the efficiency of a burn 
and reduces smoke significantly (Figure 1, page 7). If air 
curtain technology is used to burn vegetative debris 
and meets the operating and performance conditions 
described in OBSCR as well as all other requirements 
of the proposed regulation, some requirements 
with respect to smoke dispersion conditions are 
proposed to be relaxed, which could make more days 
suitable for burning. When burning occurs beyond 
the minimum distances from residences, businesses, 
and sensitive receptors and the duration of the burn 
is limited to two consecutive days or less, use of air 
curtain technology could allow for burning of an 
unlimited amount of vegetative debris.

Disposal of Diseased  
Vegetative Debris

Recognizing that diseased vegetative debris must 
be disposed of quickly to reduce the spread of 
pathogens or insects, diseased vegetative debris 
is proposed to be allowed to be open-air burned 
under the conditions required by OBSCR. OBSCR 
has provisions for reduced minimum distances of 
at least 50 m to residences and businesses and 
100 m to sensitive receptors, provided the defined 
requirements are met, including notification of 
neighbours as described in OBSCR. The District 
Director would have the discretion to authorize  
an alternative method of destroying diseased 
vegetative debris.

Written verification from a qualified professional that a 
pathogen or insect listed in Schedule 1 of OBSCR has 
infested the vegetative debris, or that a pathogen or 
insect not listed in Schedule 1 of OBSCR has infested 
the vegetative debris, would have to be provided 
to the District Director. A registered agrologist, 
professional biologist, professional forester, or 
registered forest technologist, all as defined by the 
Professional Governance Act, would be acceptable 
as professionals qualified to provide the verification. 
In both cases, the District Director would confirm in 
writing that open-air burning of the vegetative debris 
is necessary to stop the spread of the pathogen or 

insect. In addition, for situations in which a pathogen 
or insect not listed in Schedule 1 has infested the 
vegetative debris, the District Director would confirm 
that in writing. 

Plans for Community Wildfire Risk 
Reduction

Open-air burning activities such as controlled burns 
could be carried out for up to one day, provided 
they are done to reduce community wildfire risk and 
adhere to the conditions outlined in OBSCR as well 
as any other provincial requirements, prohibitions 
and fire bans. OBSCR includes provisions for reduced 
minimum distances of at least 50 m to residences and 
businesses and 100 m to sensitive receptors, provided 
other defined requirements are met. Metro Vancouver 
also proposes that open-air burning carried out under 
these conditions must be attended at all times. 

Record Keeping

Record keeping would be required for anyone 
conducting open-air burning, excluding short duration 
burns of pieces less than 3 cm in diameter. To facilitate 
record keeping, Metro Vancouver would develop a 
form or template listing the required information. The 
information required to be recorded would be the same 
as in OBSCR, with the following additional information:

• general type of material burned, such as branches 
or tree stumps;

• a description of actions taken to minimize burning 
amounts by reducing, reusing, or recycling;

• the rationale for requiring open-air burning of 
material that was not reduced, reused, or recycled; 
and

• moisture content readings if moisture content 
was used as the method to confirm debris was 
seasoned.

Any person conducting open-air burning activity 
would have to follow the record retention and 
submission requirements stated in OBSCR. 
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Exemptions

The scope of the potential bylaw is the management 
of vegetative debris. Therefore, campfires, defined 
as an open fire that burns wood in one pile not 
exceeding 60 cm high and 75 cm for the largest 
horizontal dimension for a maximum period of 5 
hours, would be exempt from the requirements of 
the potential regulation, with the exception of the 
prohibition on burning salt-laden wood such as 
marine driftwood. Ceremonial burns are recognized 
as a cultural practice, and these burns would also be 
exempt from the potential regulation.

Additional Requirements

A person conducting open-air burning of vegetative 
debris that does not meet the requirements of a 
potential new Metro Vancouver regulation would have 

to continue to seek authorization through an approval 
or permit under Bylaw 1082. For example, anyone 
conducting open-air burning at a dry land sort (an 
area of land in which commercially harvested wood is 
collected and sorted before the wood is transferred 
elsewhere) in the Metro Vancouver region would 
require authorization under an approval or permit 
under Bylaw 1082.

Substitutions and Prohibitions

The proposed regulation would allow the District 
Director to temporarily substitute requirements in the 
regulation, such as to prohibit burning in conditions 
that are normally allowed under the regulation, 
to further protect the public or the environment. 
The provisions for implementing a substitution or 
prohibition would be the same as those in OBSCR.

Proposed Administration of Registration Fees
An emission regulation could offer an alternative method to the current approval process for managing emissions 
from open-air burning of vegetative debris. The potential regulation is intended to be simpler for the regulated 
community and less resource-intensive for Metro Vancouver. In administering regulations, Metro Vancouver is 
expected to recover costs in a manner that is both fiscally responsible and fair to the regulated community. The 
proposed fees for registering under the potential regulation are summarized in the table below.

Type of vegetative debris Current open burn 
approval fee

Proposed initial 
registration fee

Proposed annual renewal 
fee

Agricultural $200* $100 $50

Non-agricultural $200* $250 $100

*Under review

Metro Vancouver is currently also reviewing the approval application fee of $200 for open-air burning as described 
in the November 2020 discussion paper on “Proposed Amendments to Air Quality Permit and Regulatory Fees 
in Metro Vancouver”. In that discussion paper, fees for agricultural open-air burn approvals and non-agricultural 
open-air burn approvals are proposed to be changed to $100 and $1,000 respectively.
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Providing Feedback and Comments
Metro Vancouver is seeking feedback on proposals 
to manage air emissions from open-air burning of 
vegetative debris through a potential regulation as 
described in this discussion paper. Metro Vancouver 
will consider all comments in the development of a 
proposal for an emission regulation. The MVRD Board 
will receive a summary of the feedback received. 

Metro Vancouver staff and contractors will treat 
comments received with confidentiality; however, 
please note that comments you provide and 
information that identifies you as the source of those 
comments may be publicly available if a freedom 
of information request is made under the Freedom 
of Information and Protection of Privacy Act. If you 
have any questions or comments regarding the 
consultation process, please call 604-432-6200.

Metro Vancouver invites you to provide  
feedback by October 31, 2021 by email to  
AQBylaw@metrovancouver.org or through 
consultation opportunities featured on  
Metro Vancouver’s website (search for “open-air 
burning consultation”).  

Metro Vancouver will consider options to address 
concerns and suggestions raised. A summary of 
feedback received will be provided to the MVRD 
Board to inform decisions on an emission regulation 
bylaw for managing emissions from open-air burning 
of vegetative debris. 

Thank you for taking the time to provide feedback 
on potential regulatory proposals for managing 
emissions from open-air burning of vegetative debris.
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Glossary
The following definitions are for clarification and discussion paper purposes only and are not intended to be legal 
definitions. The draft regulation will include legal definitions.

Air curtain technology: burns vegetative debris in a 
partially enclosed space with an open top over which 
a high-speed flow (or ‘curtain’) of air is directed. The 
partially enclosed space can be an above-ground, 
self-contained unit or an excavated trench. The curtain 
of air provides additional oxygen to the fire, raising 
the burning temperature and trapping the smoke. 
The result is an almost smokeless burning activity, with 
nearly complete combustion of all debris (see Figure 1, 
page 7). 

Campfire: an open fire that burns wood in one pile 
not exceeding 60 cm high and 75 cm wide for a 
maximum period of 5 hours.

Community care facilities: has the same meaning as 
in the Community Care and Assisted Living Act.

Day: a calendar day.

Diseased vegetative debris: vegetative debris that 
has been infested by a pathogen or insect listed in 
Schedule 1 of the BC Open Burning Smoke Control 
Regulation (OBSCR), a pathogen or insect not listed in 
Schedule 1 of OBSCR.

District Director: a staff person appointed by the 
Metro Vancouver Board who makes decisions on 
authorizations of discharges of air contaminants.

Dry land sort: an area of land in which commercially 
harvested wood is collected and sorted before the 
wood is transferred elsewhere).

End (as in when a burn ends): when each pile of 
vegetative debris has ceased flaming and is emitting 
smoke from no more than 10% of its burnt surface area.

Forced air assistance: devices, such as blower  
fans, that improve airflow and increase oxygen.  
This increases burning temperatures, resulting in  
more complete combustion and thereby reducing 
smoke emissions. 

Open-air burning: combustion of vegetative debris, 
such as branches and other pieces of vegetative 
matter with or without leaves and plant stalks, that is 
conducted outside a structure and does not vent to a 
chimney or stack.

Seasoned vegetative debris: vegetative debris that 
has a dry basis moisture content of 30% or less, has 
been piled for at least four months, or has originated 
from standing dead timber.

Vegetative debris: branches and other pieces of 
vegetative matter with or without leaves and plant 
stalks. This does not include salt-laden wood.

Ventilation index: an index produced by Environment 
and Climate Change Canada which identifies how 
quickly and effectively smoke will clear out of an area.
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