
 

Science to understand our forest: What conifers live near 
you, and how healthy are they? 
Trees and forests are a huge part of BC – literally! They are among the largest life forms on the planet 
and we find them in almost every part of our province. Besides being important habitats for animals 
and birds, they have been providing us humans with shelter, food, medicines, clothing and timber 
for centuries.  

BC’s forests also provide a lot of jobs – over 100,000 in the forest sector and associated industries 
in 2022. Wow! On top of all that, our trees act like the planet’s lungs, recycling carbon dioxide 
(which contributes to global warming) and putting oxygen back into the atmosphere.  

Because trees can’t move around, they can be affected by changes in climate, as well as by pests 
like the mountain pine beetle. University of Victoria biologist Peter Constabel is working hard to 
understand both how trees defend themselves against pests and herbivores, and how mountain 
pine beetles may spread across the province. This kind of research helps us understand our forests 
so that we can do the best job of managing them.  

Many of our trees in BC are conifers. They stay green all year, and we especially enjoy them in 
December when lots of us bring branches or whole trees inside our homes for the holidays.  

So, put on your shoes or sandals and let’s go out and explore our conifers. Which ones live near 
you? While we’re at it, let’s see if the forests in your part of British Columbia are healthy. 

What you need: 

• A copy of the Conifer Identification Key (below) 
• Magnifying glasses 
• Pencil 
• Measuring tape or ruler 

What to do: 

1. Find a friend, family member or a classmate and go out and find some evergreen trees or 
conifers. This is an activity you can do in your own neighbourhood or anywhere you may 
travel in British Columbia. 
 

2. With your identification key in hand, you are just like a scientist – they use keys all the time 
to help them identify things like plants, animals and even rocks. To identify your tree, follow 
the four questions on the conifer identification key. 
• Tree shape: Look at the shape of the tree. Compare it to the pictures in the key. 
• Needles: : Look at the kinds of needles (these are the evergreen version of leaves!) the 

tree has. Again compare your tree’s needles with the photos in the key. 
• Cones: Look at the cones. These contain the tree’s seeds.  
• Bark: Look at is the trees bark. Compare how it looks and feels with the pictures and 

description in the key. 



 

3. Good job! Now, if your tree isn’t one of the five common conifers in the key, how about going 
to the library and borrowing a tree field guide? See if you can find out which tree it is by using 
the guide. 
 

4. Compare the trees you found with those in your friends or grandparents neighbourhoods.  
Are their trees the same or different to yours? 
 

5. See how many of the conifer types you can find. 

What else you can do: 

Ever notice how some of our trees and forests in BC are turning red? As you travel around you will 
find some forests where many of the trees have begun to turn red or a deeper shade of brown. This 
can happen when tiny insects called mountain pine beetles bore into some trees (mainly lodge pole 
pines and ponderosa pines) to reproduce and lay eggs. If too many beetles attack a tree it will 
gradually turn red and die as the beetles kill the parts of the tree that takes in water and other liquid 
nutrients. Look and see if the mountain pine beetle epidemic has affected your area of BC. How 
severe is the impact? Use the colours in the Legend on the top right corner of the map to help you 
find out. 

Did you know: 

• There are more than 500 species of conifers found throughout the world.  
• Forests cover more than 400,000,000 hectares of Canada. 
• We have the second largest reserve of conifer dominated forests in the world. 
• BC has 23 native species of conifers. 
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